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anompaalhpí̲ 'sa' ishpoihí̲ maka , yakkookay chimaashli. 



6 

DEDICATION 

 

To those who ensure that  

Chikashshanompa' ilanompoho ̲́ li bíyyi'ka'chi. 



7 

TABLE OF CONTENTS 

 

 

LIST OF FIGURES ........................................................................................................ 10 

ABSTRACT ..................................................................................................................... 11 

CHAPTER 1: Nannishtannowa' Ano̲lit Ishtaya [To Begin to be Told About]: 

Introduction ..................................................................................................................... 13 

Current Chickasaw Language Reclamation Efforts ...................................................... 16 

A Personal Journey toward Chikashshanompa' and This Research ............................. 17 

Significance of the Research ......................................................................................... 22 

Limitations .................................................................................................................... 24 

Organization of the Study ............................................................................................. 25 

Definitions ..................................................................................................................... 27 

CHAPTER 2: Anompa Ishtanompoli [To Talk About Language]: Theoretical and 

Empirical Frameworks ................................................................................................... 31 

Overarching Theoretical Frameworks ........................................................................... 33 

Language Reclamation as Social Practice ................................................................. 33 

Claiming versus reclaiming language. .................................................................. 35 

Language Reclamation as Linguistic and Cultural Continuance and Survivance ..... 37 

Language Reclamation as Upholding Linguistic Responsibility .............................. 40 

Language as Cultural Practice ................................................................................... 42 

Review of the Literature ................................................................................................ 43 

Reconceptualizing Indigenous Languages as Vibrant, Living, and Relevant ........... 46 

Reconceptualizing Indigenous Language Learners as Emergent Multilinguals ....... 52 

CHAPTER 3: Chikashsha Asilhlha' [Chickasaw Research]: Navigating a Culturally-

Grounded Research Methodology ................................................................................. 59 

Chikashsha Asilhlha' ..................................................................................................... 61 

Coming to This Research (and Building Relationships along the Way)....................... 63 

Research Questions ....................................................................................................... 66 

Gaining Approval for Study and Appropriate Permissions .......................................... 67 

Participant Selection ...................................................................................................... 68 

Chickasaw Young Adult Professionals ..................................................................... 71 

Chickasaw Citizens-At-Large .................................................................................... 71 

Chickasaw Students ................................................................................................... 73 

Conducting Interviews .................................................................................................. 74 

Data Analysis ................................................................................................................ 76 

Refusal as a Methodological Consideration .................................................................. 79 

Ruth: Refusing Research ........................................................................................... 82 

Angela: Asking for Accountability ............................................................................ 85 

Giving Participants Back Their Words ......................................................................... 88 



8 

CHAPTER 4: Chikashshanompa' Hooittimanompolihootokoot Hooittinkána [They 

are Friendly Because They Speak Chickasaw to Each Other]: (Re)Building 

Intergenerational Relationships Through and Within Language Reclamation ....... 92 

Hannah and Amy ........................................................................................................... 93 

Considering Generational Categories in the Context of Language Loss and 

Reclamation ................................................................................................................... 96 

Generation Sipokni' .................................................................................................... 99 

Generation Iklanna' ................................................................................................. 104 

Generation Himitta' ................................................................................................. 107 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 109 

CHAPTER 5: Anompa Lhiyohli [To Chase after Language]: Language as a Life’s 

Pursuit among Chickasaw Young Adult Professionals ............................................. 111 

Brandon ....................................................................................................................... 113 

Clovis .......................................................................................................................... 118 

Josh .............................................................................................................................. 123 

Discussion ................................................................................................................... 128 

Relocation to Ada: Seeking Educational and Career Opportunities........................ 129 

Initial Language Learning Efforts: Motivations for Pursuing Language ................ 131 

A Position or Promotion at the Language Program: Making Language a Career ... 135 

Continued Language Learning Efforts: Sustaining Language as a Life’s Pursuit .. 140 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 145 

CHAPTER 6: Hopaaki Aa-áyya'shcha Chikashshanompa' Ithana [They Live Far Off 

and Are Learning the Chickasaw Language]: The Engagement of Chickasaw 

Citizens-At-Large in Language Reclamation Efforts ................................................ 148 

Maintaining Chikashshanompa' in the Face of Displacement .................................... 150 

Understanding Chickasaw Citizen-At-Large Engagement with Chikashshanompa' 

Reclamation ................................................................................................................. 153 

Sherrie ......................................................................................................................... 156 

Lonna ........................................................................................................................... 162 

Discussion ................................................................................................................... 166 

Honoring a Parent’s Memory and Legacy ............................................................... 167 

Maintaining Connections to the Chickasaw Nation ................................................ 169 

Building a Community in Arizona and Beyond ...................................................... 171 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 174 

CHAPTER 7: Himitta'at Hooithana [The Youth Are Learning]: The Role of 

Chikashshanompa' in Chickasaw Students’ Conceptualizations of Personal and 

Social Identities ............................................................................................................. 177 

Chikashshanompa' at Byng High School and East Central University ...................... 180 

Language Reclamation in Western Educational Institutions ...................................... 183 

Emily ........................................................................................................................... 186 

Ezra.............................................................................................................................. 190 

Bradley ........................................................................................................................ 194 

Discussion ................................................................................................................... 199 

Motivation to Study Chikashshanompa' in School ................................................. 200 



9 

A Growing Sense of Cultural Identity and Responsibility to the Language ........... 202 

Envisioning a Future With or Without Chikashshanompa' ..................................... 206 

Conclusions ................................................................................................................. 210 

CHAPTER 8: Chikashshanompaat Bílli'ya [The Chickasaw Language is Forever]: 

Looking Forward .......................................................................................................... 215 

Implications of this Research: Weaving the Continuance of Language ..................... 216 

Strand One: Critical Chickasaw Consciousness ...................................................... 219 

(Re)awakening to cultural identity. ..................................................................... 220 

Restructuring life around the pursuit of language. .............................................. 224 

Navigating tensions: Damaging and persistent language ideologies. ................. 226 

Strand Two: Chikashshanompa' as Cultural Practice .............................................. 229 

Navigating tensions: A reductionist view of language. ...................................... 232 

Strand Three: (Re)Valuing of Language Learners .................................................. 236 

Navigating tensions: Purism and internal politics. ............................................. 238 

Concluding Thoughts .................................................................................................. 240 

APPENDIX A: Chickasaw Nation Department of Heath IRB Approval ................ 245 

APPENDIX B: University of Arizona Deferral of IRB Oversight ........................... 246 

APPENDIX C: Consent Form ..................................................................................... 247 

APPENDIX D: Minor Assent Form ............................................................................ 249 

APPENDIX E: Interview Questions for Elder Speakers .......................................... 251 

APPENDIX F: Interview Questions for Adult Language Learners (Living in 

Chickasaw Nation) ........................................................................................................ 254 

APPENDIX G: Interview Questions for Adult Language Learners (Citizens-At-

Large) ............................................................................................................................. 258 

APPENDIX H: Interview Questions for Youth ......................................................... 261 

WORKS CITED............................................................................................................ 263 

 

 



10 

LIST OF FIGURES 

 

FIGURE 1. Brandon’s language learning and professional trajectories…………..117 

FIGURE 2. Clovis’ language learning and professional trajectories…...……….....122 

FIGURE 3. Josh’s language learning and professional trajectories..…..……….....127 

FIGURE 4. Hourglass of reductionist and holistic views of language………...…...233 



11 

ABSTRACT 

  

This dissertation is grounded in stories of how Chickasaw people have 

restructured and dedicated their lives to ensuring the continuance of Chikashshanompa', 

their Indigenous heritage language. Building on an earlier study of what motivates 

Chickasaw people—across generations—to engage in language reclamation, these pages 

explore how: 1) Chickasaw young adult professionals who have established careers with 

the Chickasaw Nation Department of Language have made language reclamation their 

life’s pursuit; 2) Chickasaw citizens-at-large, who reside outside of the Chickasaw 

Nation, engage in language reclamation, and 3) the study of Chikashshanompa' in school 

has impacted Chickasaw high school and university students’ conceptualizations of their 

personal and social identities. Together, the perspectives of these groups of language 

learners comprise a case study of Chickasaw people’s resilient and tireless efforts to 

ensure that Chikashshanompa' ilanompoho ̲́ li bíyyi'ka'chi1 [we will always speak the 

Chickasaw language]. 

As a Chickasaw person and language learner myself, I worked from culturally-

grounded research methodology which embraced my cultural identity and personal 

relationships with other Chickasaws involved in language reclamation. One key feature 

of this methodology was my reconstruction of in-depth, phenomenological interviews as 

participant profiles—or stories—as a means to present and analyze data. Individually, 

                                                 
1 There are multiple ways, just as in English, to convey an idea in Chikashshanompa'. In choosing a 

Chikashshanompa' title for this dissertation, I do not intend to suggest that there is a singular or “correct” 

way to express the concept, “we will always speak the Chickasaw language.” Indeed, there are likely as 

many variations as there are language speakers. In choosing a Chikashshanompa' title, I seek rather to 

honor my language teachers and to frame this dissertation as one that is distinctly Chickasaw. 
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these stories tell of the nuanced and diverse experiences of Chickasaw language learners 

representing distinct generational categories and demographics. Collectively, they reflect 

three key themes enabling the vitality and efficacy of Chickasaw language reclamation: 

1) a raised critical Chickasaw consciousness, 2) the conception of Chikashshanompa' as 

cultural practice, and 3) the (re)valuing of language learners.  
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CHAPTER 1: Nannishtannowa' Ano̲lit Ishtaya [To Begin to be Told About]: 

Introduction 

 

There is no other place to begin the story of the Chickasaw language and its 

reclamation than at the very beginning. According to Chickasaw storytellers, our 

ancestors were called to their homelands, which span present-day Alabama, Arkansas, 

Kentucky, Mississippi, and Tennessee, by Aba'binni'li', the One Who Sits Above. 

Brothers Chikashsha and Chahta' were chosen by Aba'binni'li' to lead their people in the 

direction of the rising sun. Each day, the brothers put a sacred pole into the ground, and, 

whichever direction the pole leaned, the people walked. This went on until they came to 

the Mississippi River. After all the people had crossed, the brothers once again placed the 

pole into the ground. This time, they did not agree about the direction of the pole’s 

leaning. Chahta' saw that the pole was upright, indicating that the people had arrived at 

their homelands. Those who stayed with him became the Choctaw people. Chikashsha, 

on the other hand, saw that the pole continued to lean and led the others—who became 

the Chickasaw people—further eastward to their homelands. It was in this place that our 

ancestors were also given their language—Chikashshanompa'—with which to speak to 

each other, the land, the plants, the animals, and the Creator. 

Our language is a gift, one that we have held sacred and passed from generation to 

generation for thousands of years. As Lucille J. Watahomigie (1998), a Hualapai 

educator, teaches, “When you are given a gift—especially one that is alive—it must be 

cherished, nurtured, and treated with respect to honor the giver” (p. 5). Our ability to 

freely nurture this gift was first threatened in 1540, when new peoples, speaking new 
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languages, began to encroach on our lands. As Chickasaws interacted and even 

intermarried with speakers of European languages, the stewardship of Chikashshanompa' 

became more challenging. Still, the continuance of the language was not significantly 

imperiled until the nineteenth century, when the US government implemented a hostile 

Indian policy aimed at the eradication of our people and ruthless taking of our lands.  

Between 1837 and 1839, the US military forcibly expelled thousands of 

Chickasaws from their traditional lands to Indian Territory, now Oklahoma. Displaced 

families struggled to retain their language in this new place, as pressure to speak English 

intensified. Deprived of resources and struggling to rebuild their Nation, Chickasaws, as 

early as 1844, established boarding schools to teach their youth to speak, read, and write 

in English (Cobb, 2000; St. Jean, 2011). At the time, literacy instruction was a matter of 

survival for Chickasaws who saw English, in conjunction with vocational training, as a 

means to “elevate [Chickasaw] children to an equal footing” with their white counterparts 

(Cobb, 2000). In this way, schooling, Cobb (2000) writes, “was not a practice of freedom 

but a practice of control [or self-determination]—a way [for Chickasaws] to create an 

acceptable place for themselves in a different world” (p. 37).  

Chickasaws hoped that their boarding school graduates would be equipped to 

engage politically, economically, and socially in American society, thereby ensuring 

increased stability for the Chickasaw Nation (Cobb, 2000). While the boarding school era 

propelled the Chickasaw Nation toward political, economic, and social stability, this 

progress was, in the long term, at the expense of our language. Many boarding school 

graduates internalized a belief that English held a greater promise of success in a 

changing world than Chikashshanompa', resulting in the devaluing and decreased use of 
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Chikashshanompa' in Chickasaw homes (Humes & Humes, 1987). By Oklahoma 

statehood in 1907, the federal government had closed most of the Chickasaw boarding 

schools, forcing many Chickasaw students into the state education system which, while 

modeled after the school systems of the Five Civilized Tribes,2 did not serve the interests 

of Indigenous students or their Nations (Cobb, 2000).  

The onset of the Great Depression in the late 1920s made political, economic, and 

social stability seem more intangible than ever, even for Western-educated Chickasaws. 

As a result, many Chickasaws actively sought to separate themselves from their cultural 

identities, believing that being perceived as Chickasaw or, more generally, “Indian” by 

mainstream society was an impediment to economic success (Green, 2007). Moreover, 

Chikashshanompa' speakers who grew up in the wake of this era experienced abuse and 

discrimination associated with speaking Indigenous languages and asserting their cultural 

identities. These experiences of prejudice and racism prompted some of these speakers to 

teach their children English, hoping that the dominant language would increase the next 

generation’s prospects of finding success and acceptance in mainstream American 

society. Unfortunately, termination policies of the 1940s and 1950s, aimed at removing 

the federal government’s trust responsibilities to American Indian Nations, revealed that, 

while full assimilation of Indigenous peoples into American society was touted as a goal, 

it was not one to which the US government was truly committed (Calloway, 2004). 

Indigenous peoples continued to be viewed as a problem for rather than an asset to 

mainstream America, and prejudice continued regardless of whether they spoke English. 

                                                 
2 The Five Civilized Tribes was a term used by the federal government to refer to the Cherokee, Chickasaw, 

Choctaw, Muscogee (Creek), and Seminole Nations. 
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By the late-1960s and 1970s federal Indian policy had shifted once again, this 

time toward self-determination and increased tribal sovereignty. During this time, the 

Chickasaw Nation began to experience renewed political and economic stability, 

allowing the Nation to move beyond “basic survival in the face of overwhelming cultural 

genocide to create spaces of synthesis and renewal” (Vizenor, 1994, p. 53). The result 

was a cultural revival, in which Chickasaws began a process of re-envisioning the value 

of Chikashshanompa' to the community (Chew, 2015). For many speakers, this process 

has involved healing from the past and coming into a sense of responsibility to address 

increasingly apparent consequences of language shift.  

Current Chickasaw Language Reclamation Efforts 

 The phenomenon of rapid language loss is one that has been experienced by many 

Indigenous peoples, and one that has taken a profound toll on our communities. Between 

1994 and 2014, the number of fluent Chikashshanompa' speakers dropped from one 

thousand (Hinson & Ellis, 2008) to under seventy (Chickasaw Nation, 2014). Unable to 

ignore this rapid rate of language shift, Chickasaw citizens began to express, more than 

ever, a desire to know their heritage language. In 2007, the Chickasaw Nation established 

the Chickasaw Language Revitalization Program (CLRP),3 which operated under the 

umbrella of the larger Chickasaw Cultural Center. Following a restructuring of tribal 

programs, the CLRP became its own dedicated department in 2009. Today, the 

Department of Language operates out of an office building in Ada, Oklahoma, the capital 

of the Chickasaw Nation.  

                                                 
3 Notably, the Chickasaw Language Revitalization Program was not the first language program 

implemented by the Chickasaw Nation; however, it was the first of its kind. A small language program was 

begun in the late 1990s, but lacked resources and infrastructure to engage in large-scale language planning 

that could address the needs of the Chickasaw Nation and all enrolled citizens. 
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 Seeking to restore Chikashshanompa' as a healthy and vibrant language, the 

Chickasaw Department of Language focuses its efforts on several key initiatives: 

1. a Master-Apprentice program in which one-on-one teams comprised of a 

language learner and a fluent speaker complete ten hours of oral language 

immersion per week for a year-long term;4 

2. a language committee comprised of elder fluent speakers who meet regularly 

and give guidance to Department of Language initiatives; 

3. youth programing, such as monthly language club meetings, a traditional 

games camp, and a summer camp for families; 

4. language classes for community members and Chickasaw Nation employees, 

as well as for-credit courses for students at Byng High School in Byng, 

Oklahoma and East Central University (ECU) in Ada, Oklahoma; and 

5. language materials, including a language app and bilingual texts published by 

the Chickasaw Nation press.5 

Each of these initiatives is grounded in a vision for the emergence of new generations of 

Chikashshanompa' speakers.  

A Personal Journey toward Chikashshanompa' and This Research 

The story of language reclamation in the Chickasaw community intersects with 

my own journey toward Chikashshanompa'—my heritage language—and this research. 

                                                 
4 As of fall 2015, the one-on-one Master-Apprentice model was being phased out and replaced by a team-

based model. The new Chikashsha Academy, modeled after the Sauk Language Department’s group 

approach to Master-Apprentice, supports a pair of fulltime language learners for a term of two years. The 

pair spends 25 hours per week in a structured language immersion environment facilitated by elder 

speakers and proficient language learners. The pair also dedicates 10 hours per week to studying the 

language independently. 
5 At the time of writing, a Rosetta Stone Chickasaw language learning program was also being developed 

in partnership between the Chickasaw Nation and Rosetta Stone, but had not yet been released. 
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An enrolled member of the Chickasaw Nation, I was raised in southern California just 

outside of the San Fernando Valley, where my grandparents settled after leaving 

Ardmore, Oklahoma as young adults. I grew up being proud of my Chickasaw heritage, 

although, as a child, I never heard Chikashshanompa' spoken among family members. 

The far-reaching impacts of colonization and the enduring pressures of assimilation 

prevented my mother, and even her parents, from knowing their ancestral language.  

In fact, the story of language loss in my family spans nearly two hundred years. It 

begins in 1837, with my ancestors’ forced removal from their Southeastern homelands to 

Indian Territory (present-day Oklahoma). My great-great-great-grandparents were among 

those displaced. Having lost everything, they sent their children to English-language 

boarding schools with the hope of securing them a better future. As a result of the 

profound cultural and language shift which occurred in these schools, subsequent 

generations of my family learned to speak English as a first and only language, and 

knowledge of Chikashshanompa' faded. 

I was a sophomore at Dartmouth College when I first heard my heritage language 

spoken. During a term off from school, I accepted an internship with the Chickasaw 

Nation’s Division of History and Culture, which encompassed the language program. 

Eager to embrace the opportunity to learn Chikashshanompa', I asked to sit in on the 

language program’s morning classes for its staff. It did not take long for the language—

my language—to captivate my soul. One of the first phrases I learned to say was, 

“Chikashsha saya [I am Chickasaw].” While I had used English many times to say these 

words, my life felt forever changed when I said them in the tongue of my ancestors. In 

that moment, I experienced what Lee (2009; 2014) describes as the raising of an 
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Indigenous consciousness. I began to recognize not only the essentialness of 

Chikashshanompa' to the continuance of cultural identity, but my own responsibility to 

carry the language forward by learning it and teaching others. This awakening to the 

importance of Chikashshanompa' in my own life and in the Chickasaw community both 

directed and shaped my scholarly research toward an agenda of language reclamation. 

After completing my undergraduate degree in Native American Studies, my heart 

was not set on graduate school so much as finding opportunities to continue studying my 

language. I applied to only one program—at the University of California, Los Angeles 

(UCLA). Though the university was located far from the Chickasaw Nation, it offered a 

unique opportunity to study Chikashshanompa' with Catherine Willmond, a 

Chikashshanompa' speaker who came to Los Angeles through the Indian Relocation Act 

in the late 1950s, and Pamela Munro, a linguist who had been studying the language with 

Mrs. Willmond for decades. Together, the pair had authored both a dictionary (Munro 

and Willmond, 1994) and grammar (Munro and Willmond, 2008) of the language. I 

believed that if I was not accepted, I could take it as a sign that graduate school, and this 

pathway toward the language, was not for me. As life would have it though, I was not 

only accepted but received a full scholarship to attend. 

 While my pathway to UCLA itself was clear, pursuing language at a Western 

institution inevitably presented obstacles and tensions. Shortly before beginning my 

coursework in the fall of 2009, I learned that Dr. Munro was no longer teaching her 

linguistics courses with Mrs. Willmond, but with a speaker of a different Indigenous 

language. I felt so discouraged. Understanding my position, Dr. Munro assured me that 

she would still support my personal study of Chikashshanompa' so I enrolled in her 
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course. It felt almost serendipitous when, weeks into the quarter, the speaker who was co-

teaching our class could no longer attend, and Mrs. Willmond agreed to step in for some 

of the remaining meetings. 

During class, Dr. Munro guided the linguistics class chapter by chapter through 

the Chickasaw grammar textbook, eliciting examples from Mrs. Willmond. While I 

gained a strong understanding of Chikashshanompa' structures, I struggled with the ways 

in which traditional academic approaches to linguistics stripped the language of cultural 

significance and instead portrayed it as data that illuminated linguistic phenomena. One 

day in class, I recall Dr. Munro posing a question: Why would Chickasaws—whose 

Nation is located in south-central Oklahoma—have a word for alligator? Her intention 

was to portray the word as an artifact reflecting our origins in the Southeast. When I 

offered that ancho 'chaba' was also a clan with cultural significance, she countered that 

Chickasaws no longer remembered their clans.6 As the only Chickasaw student in the 

class, my attempts to reposition my language from an academic context to a cultural 

context seemed to be met with strong resistance. Importantly, this tension between 

Western and Indigenous paradigms and ways of knowing was not isolated to one 

particular class or professor, but rather was a symptom of the systematic positioning of 

Indigenous knowledge as peripheral within the university and academia as a whole. 

Nevertheless, what I valued most about my experience in my Master’s program 

was the opportunity to return to the Chickasaw Nation to pursue my own research with 

other Chickasaws involved in language reclamation work. Given that language 

                                                 
6 While the Chickasaw people’s forced removal from their homelands resulted in the erosion of our clan 

system, some families have maintained their clan identities and clan animals continue to feature 

prominently in Chickasaw stories. 
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reclamation is largely an unprecedented phenomenon in Indigenous communities, it was 

important to document the stories of Chickasaw people involved in this important 

moment in our Nation’s history. Further, I found that, as an Indigenous scholar, I had a 

unique and important voice. Sharing my own stories and those of other Chickasaws was a 

means to challenge the marginalization of Indigenous voices in the academy. 

Desiring to continue my research trajectory, I applied to doctoral programs. 

During my application and search process, I was no longer seeking a university that could 

“teach” me my language. Instead, I prioritized finding a program that would offer space 

which privileged the contributions of Indigenous peoples and provided opportunities to 

engage with other Indigenous scholars who were avidly learning their languages. I found 

this space at the University of Arizona, in the College of Education’s Language, Reading 

and Culture (LRC) program. LRC home to the American Indian Language Development 

Institute (AILDI), and, importantly, offered the opportunity to work with Dr. Sheilah 

Nicholas, a Hopi woman and scholar pursuing research similar to my own about 

Hopilavayi (Hopi language) reclamation. 

My coursework—which included a hands-on workshop about Indigenous 

language immersion in the home and a teleconferenced international seminar about 

Indigenous language education and wellbeing—pushed me to seek knowledge beyond the 

classroom, making connections between my academic studies and my personal 

experiences, my family, and my community. One especially impactful assignment was 

teaching a language immersion lesson in Chikashshanompa'. I was challenged to apply 

the knowledge I had gained of Chickasaw linguistic structures as a student at UCLA 

toward re-emplacing the language in a cultural context and oral environment. 
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Experiences like this—of engaging in spaces on campus which valued and privileged my 

identity and knowledge as an Indigenous person—ultimately empowered me in my goals 

of reclaiming my Indigenous heritage language and motivated me to persevere in my 

journey through higher education. When it was time to develop my dissertation research 

prospectus, I knew I wanted to continue and expand the work I had already begun as 

Master’s student. 

Significance of the Research 

As a Master’s student in American Indian Studies at UCLA, my thesis was an 

intergenerational study of Chickasaw citizens’ motivations to learn and teach 

Chikashshanompa' (Lewis, 2011).7 Key themes that emerged across generations 

included: 1) elders’ desire to ensure Chickasaw continuance through the language, 2) 

parents’ sense of responsibility to pass the language to their children, and 3) youth’s 

yearning to speak Chikashshanompa' as they developed consciousness of their 

Chickasaw identity. Significantly, this work emphasized the potential for the restoration 

of intergenerational language transmission within Chickasaw families and the 

community—domains where Chikashshanompa' is rooted and can be cultivated. The 

research also illuminated areas warranting further study, particularly of the nuanced and 

diverse experiences and language-learning trajectories of Chickasaw citizens acquiring 

Chikashshanompa' as a second language.  

Building on my thesis research, my dissertation centers on the following research 

questions: 

                                                 
7 Master’s thesis published under author’s maiden name. 
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1. How did Chikashshanompa', the Chickasaw language, become a life’s pursuit 

for Chickasaw young adult professionals who have established careers with 

the language program? What is the role of individual agency in sustaining 

language learning and professional trajectories over time? 

2. How are Chickasaw citizens who reside outside of the Chickasaw Nation 

engaging in language reclamation?  

3. What is the role of Chikashshanompa' in Chickasaw students’ 

conceptualizations of their personal and social identities?  

Together, these questions contribute to a case study—told from multiple perspectives—of 

Chickasaw language learners’ resilient and tireless efforts to assure that, as Chickasaw 

people, Chikashshanompa' ilanompoho ̲́ li bíyyi'ka'chi [we will always speak the 

Chickasaw language]. 

 Importantly, this is a portrayal of Chikashshanompa' language reclamation 

grounded in hope and optimism. The sixteen stories shared within my dissertation reflect 

the accounts of individuals who are exceptionally committed to learning, teaching, and 

speaking Chikashshanompa'. In other words, these are the stories of those who are unique 

in their pursuits of their Indigenous heritage language. Of the Chickasaw Nation’s nearly 

63,000 enrolled citizens, approximately 1,800—or about three percent—were involved in 

language camps, clubs, and/or outreach visits during the 2015 year (Anoatubby, 2015). 

Even among these three percent, interest in and attitudes about Chikashshanompa' range 

drastically, with some being content to know greetings and common phrases and others 

still restructuring their entire lives around language reclamation. It is these individuals, 
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likely representing only a small fraction of a percent of the Chickasaw population, who 

are the focus of this research. 

 In the landscape of existing scholarship, this research is significant. It contributes 

to a growing body of work about Indigenous communities around the world who are 

resisting colonization and enduring oppression by returning to, revaluing, and actively 

using their heritage languages (see, for example, W. Y. Leonard, 2011; McCarty, 

Romero-Little, Warhol, & Zepeda, 2013; Nicholas, 2009; Wyman, 2012; Wyman, 

McCarty, & Nicholas, 2014b). What is more, my research offers much needed insight 

into the reclamation and revitalization of a Muskogean language.8 Relatively little is 

published about contemporary reclamation efforts for Muskogean languages; however, 

several emerging scholars have recently completed dissertations and other research 

focused on languages of this family (see, for example, Davis, 2013, 2016 [Chickasaw]; 

Kickham, 2015 [Choctaw]; and Ozbolt, 2014 [Chickasaw]). As such there are many 

exciting opportunities for research collaborations and writing partnerships in the future. 

Limitations 

 While a focus on exceptionally committed language learners and users is a 

strength of this research, it is also a limitation. Very little research exists about the 

spectrum of Chikashshanompa' language learners, who range from being peripherally to 

centrally involved in language learning and revitalization efforts, and include non-

Chickasaws. Thus, by focusing only on the most dedicated and exclusively Chickasaw 

learners, the wider spectrum of learners is not addressed. Notably, for this dissertation, 

Ozbolt (2014) conducted a survey of Chickasaws and non-Chickasaws attitudes toward 

                                                 
8 The Muskogean language family includes languages indigenous to the Southeastern United States 

language such as Choctaw, Alabama, Koasati, Apalachee, Hitchiti, Mikasuki, and Muskogee. 
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Chikashshanompa'. While the survey was open to all, Ozbolt found that most responses 

came from Chickasaws with strong affinity for the language. It is my hope that this 

dissertation compliments Ozbolt’s and that together our studies contribute to a fuller 

understanding of the diversity of Chikashshanompa' language learners; however, it is 

clear that more research into the full spectrum of Chikashshanompa' language learners is 

warranted. 

Organization of the Study 

The story of the Chikashshanompa' reclamation told from multiple perspectives 

unfolds in the following chapters. Following a discussion of the theoretical and empirical 

frameworks in Chapter 2 and methodology in Chapter 3, Chapter 4 provides insight into 

the intergenerational context in which Chickasaw language reclamation efforts thrive. 

Focusing on the ways in which intergenerational relationships are re-forged and 

strengthened through language work, this chapter illuminates the experiences of 

representatives of elder, middle, and youth generations who are committed to learning 

and/or teaching Chikashshanompa' as both unique and dependent on one another.  

Chapter 5 is grounded in the experiences of three Chickasaw young adult 

professionals who have made learning, teaching, and speaking Chikashshanompa' their 

livelihood through a career with the Chickasaw Nation Department of Language. In their 

early- to mid-thirties, these Chickasaw citizens exemplified a vigorous and persistent 

pursuit of an Indigenous heritage language over the course of their lifetime. Significantly, 

as the stories of these three young adults demonstrate, the ability for Chickasaws to make 

a career out of language reclamation work challenges language ideologies associating 

English with greater promise of success over a foundational grounding in 
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Chikashshanompa'. Instead, these Chickasaws were developing professional and personal 

identities around Chikashshanompa' and their involvement in language reclamation.  

Chapter 6 explores the engagement of Chickasaw citizens-at-large in language 

reclamation efforts. The stories of two adult language learners who resided in Phoenix, 

Arizona provide a glimpse into the emergence of a small but vibrant community of 

dedicated Chickasaw language learners hundreds of miles outside the physical boundaries 

and community context of the Chickasaw Nation. While not a comprehensive account of 

the experiences of Chickasaw citizens-at-large who have expressed interest in knowing 

their heritage language, Chapter 6 speaks to the experiences of diligent and creative 

Chickasaw citizens who are committed to learning Chikashshanompa' from what they 

called the “outside edges” of language reclamation efforts.  

Chapter 7 centers on the stories of three Chickasaw students, aged sixteen to 

nineteen, who were learning Chikashshanompa' as students. Two of the youth were 

students at the only public high school (currently) within the Chickasaw Nation to offer 

credit-bearing Chikashshanompa' courses. The third student was an alumnus of the high 

school and was attending a local university where he was continuing his study of 

Chickasaw language and culture. This chapter explores how, through these language 

courses, as well as experiences outside of class, these students were developing a raised 

consciousness of the profound importance of Chikashshanompa' to their personal and 

social identities. 

Chapter 8 discusses the conclusions and implications of this research, and 

considers how, as a whole, it illuminates the dynamic nature and vitality and efficacy of 

current Chickasaw language reclamation efforts. As a whole, this dissertation offers 
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comparisons between generations as well as contexts for seeking to learn the language. It 

further sheds light on the time that must be dedicated as well as the opportunities and 

conditions that are required to learn an endangered Indigenous heritage language—

considerations which are critical to language planning and envisioning. Given that there 

is little written about Chickasaw language reclamation efforts, this work contributes new 

and valuable perspectives to scholarship within the field of Indigenous language 

revitalization and beyond.  

Definitions 

It is helpful to qualify some key terms which I employ throughout this 

dissertation. Firstly, I consider Indigenous—with a capital I—a proper noun referring to 

original peoples and signifying a “nationality parallel” which emphasizes the sovereignty 

and agency of Indigenous Nations, ethnic groups and other sociopolitical entities (King & 

Benson, 2008; Hart, Oland, Frink, 2012; McCarty & Nicholas, 2012). 

I use the term heritage language to encompass not only a minority language 

spoken in a home environment, but an ancestral language with which a learner—who 

may not have had prior exposure to language—has a “personal relevance or a desire to 

(re)connect to” (Wiley, Lee, & Rumberger, 2009, p. 137). Following Hinton’s (2001) 

definition, I concur that Indigenous languages “can trace a long existence in the locale in 

which they are used today” (p. 3). This notion can be complicated, however, by the 

legacies of colonization. In the United States, for instance, a slew of damaging federal 

policies—including but not limited to the Indian Removal Act of 1830,9 the confinement 

                                                 
9 Signed into law by US President Andrew Jackson, the Indian Removal Act of 1830 gave the federal 

government the power to claim Indigenous lands east of the Mississippi River by forcing Indigenous 
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of Indigenous peoples to reservations,10 the Dawes Allotment Act of 1887,11 and the 

Indian Relocation Act of 195612—have displaced Indigenous peoples from their 

homelands. 

Chikashshanompa', for example, was spoken for centuries in Chickasaw ancestral 

homelands located in the southeastern region of what is now the United States. As a 

result of the Chickasaw people’s forced removal to land west of the Mississippi River, 

the language is now predominately spoken in the contemporary bounds of the Chickasaw 

Nation in south-central Oklahoma. As some Chickasaw people moved away from 

Oklahoma either through federal programs, the military, or their own means, the 

language migrated as well. A small number of Chikashshanompa' speakers now reside in 

California, Arizona, and other locations around the country. Further, as a revitalization 

movement gains momentum, Chikashshanompa' is not only being re-embedded in spaces 

where it has been used historically, it is appearing in nontraditional spaces such as the 

Internet or school systems (McCarty, Nicholas, & Wyman, 2012). In this way, the 

language acts as a living entity; it is able to grow in places and has no boundaries. 

Notably, throughout this dissertation, I use the term Chikashshanompa' 

purposefully to refer to my ancestral language, although, colloquially, many Chickasaws 

                                                                                                                                                 
peoples occupying these lands westward. Paige, Bumpers, and Littlefield (2010) provide a detailed account 

of the effect of the Indian Removal Act on the Chickasaw Nation. 
10 By the 1860s, the federal government policy aimed to confine Indigenous peoples to fixed land areas. 

With the passage of the Curtis Act of 1898 (see below), communal tribal lands in Indian Territory were 

dissolved. With the exception of the Osage Nation, Indigenous Nations in Oklahoma have tribal 

jurisdictional areas rather than reservations. Calloway (2004) discusses this history in more depth. 
11 Passed by Congress, the Dawes General Allotment Act was intended to abolish reservations and allot 

tribal lands to tribal members as private property. The Five Civilized Tribes—which included the 

Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Muscogee (Creek), and Seminole—were exempt from the Dawes 

Allotment Act, however, the Curtis Act of 1898 initiated a similar allotment process for these Nations’ 

lands. 
12 Part of the federal government’s Indian termination policy, the Indian Relocation Act of 1956 

encouraged Indigenous people in the US to move from their Nations to US cities, acquire vocational skills, 

and to assimilate. 
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call the language by its English name (Chickasaw) or even just “Indian.” Within the 

context of this dissertation, presented in English, naming the language in the tongue of 

my ancestors and use of Chikashshanompa' when possible is a means to frame and claim 

this text as distinctly Chickasaw and enact linguistic sovereignty (Ahlers, 2006). 

The term Chickasaw Nation refers to a federally-recognized and sovereign Native 

Nation, to a geographic locale, and to a group of people. The current capitol of the 

Chickasaw Nation is located in Ada, Oklahoma, and is under the leadership of Governor 

Bill Anoatubby and Lieutenant Governor Jefferson Keel. The Chickasaw Nation’s 

jurisdictional territory includes over 7,600 square miles of south-central Oklahoma and 

encompasses all or parts of thirteen Oklahoma counties.13 Of the Chickasaw Nation’s 

over 63,000 enrolled citizens, over 17,500 reside within the Nation’s jurisdictional 

boundaries (Morris, 2016). The Chickasaw Nation calls those who reside outside of 

jurisdictional territory citizens-at-large. I use the term Chickasaw community mostly 

interchangeably with Chickasaw Nation, with one key distinction: Chickasaw Nation 

emphasizes a political status, while Chickasaw community emphasizes a social and 

cultural status. 

Terms like Native, Native American, American Indian, and Indigenous are not 

without nuances. The ideal way to refer to a social group is by their preferred name (i.e. 

Chickasaw). When this is not possible, I prefer the term Indigenous, which implies a 

more global context. Preference of either the term American Indian or Native American 

varies somewhat by field. I use American Indian to refer specifically to Indigenous 

peoples within the contiguous United States, though Native American appears at times. In 

                                                 
13 These counties include Grady, McClain, Garvin, Pontotoc, Stephens, Carter, Murray, Johnston, 

Jefferson, Love, Marshall, Bryan, and Coal. 
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citing other scholars, I retain the language used by the scholar. Likewise, I honor the 

terminology used by my research participants in telling their stories. 
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CHAPTER 2: Anompa Ishtanompoli [To Talk About Language]: Theoretical and 

Empirical Frameworks 

 

In early 2015, I presented autoethnographic research about pursuing Indigenous 

language reclamation through higher education at an international linguistics conference. 

Coming from the fields of Indigenous studies and education, this theory-oriented 

linguistics conference focused primarily on the documentation of endangered languages 

not only took me out of my comfort zone but presented a problematic tension. I had never 

before shared a space with so many non-Indigenous academics studying Indigenous 

languages. My interactions with other conference attendees swept me back to childhood 

memories of Pokémon mania and my younger brother’s captivation with these trading 

cards. In the same way that he and his friends methodically compared the desirability and 

value of a rare first-edition Charizard card to a common Pikachu card, other researchers 

asked me questions seemingly designed to assess which of “our” (as if their fieldwork 

somehow entitled them to ownership) languages was the most endangered: “What’s the 

age of your youngest speaker? How many speakers does your language have? What rare 

sounds does it have? Do you have a dictionary?” 

For every answer I gave, they would tell me how Chikashshanompa' compared to 

their language of study. In some cases, the scholar with whom I spoke would concede 

that my language was more threatened than the one they researched. Other times, they 

seemed to feel victorious, as if, because their language of focus was less studied within 

academia or more threatened according to Western assessments of language health 

(Fishman, 1991; Krauss, 2007), their work was more impactful than mine. I could not 
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help but reflect on the strangeness of measuring the impact and significance of language 

revitalization and reclamation work in this way. Indeed—because Chikashshanompa' is 

currently spoken as a first language only by grandparental generations born in the mid-

1950s and earlier—most schema designed to measure the health of languages classify it 

as severely endangered, a distinction based solely on the enumeration of fluent speakers 

(Krauss, 2007).Within most Indigenous communities, however, there is no need for a 

scale or chart indicating that our languages are threatened; instead, we know by pain and 

longing in our hearts for our ancestors’ words, songs, stories, and prayers. 

My thoughts turned to Tuck’s (2009) call to end damage-centered research which 

“operates, even benevolently, from a theory of change that establishes harm or injury in 

order to achieve reparation” (p. 413). By focusing on the damage of language loss, we 

risk perpetuating a discourse “in which American Indian cultures and languages are 

frozen in the past and are authentic only if unchanged” (W. Y. Leonard, 2011, p. 135; see 

also Deloria, 2004). Perley (2012) affirms the damage of these discourses, arguing that 

when languages are not conceived of as living and vital, they are reduced to zombie 

languages—“languages [that] no longer live among active speakers” but also have not 

“vanished or disappeared” (p. 134).  

While an abundance of damage-centered research exists across the literature, a 

number of scholars researching Indigenous languages are increasingly drawing attention 

toward community members who, as a result of revitalization efforts, are returning to, 

revaluing, and actively using their ancestral tongues (see, for example, W. Y. Leonard, 

2011; McCarty, Romero-Little, Warhol, & Zepeda, 2013; Nicholas, 2009; Wyman, 2012; 

Wyman, McCarty, & Nicholas, 2014b). Tuck (2009) affirms that these desire-based 
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frameworks, which emphasize hope, complexity, and self-determination, must replace 

depictions of Indigenous peoples—and their languages—as damaged, broken, and 

conquered. To this end, the overarching goal of my dissertation is not to dwell on the 

urgency of language decline, but to focus on the vitality and efficacy of current 

Chickasaw language reclamation efforts. This shift in paradigm emphasizes and values 

the vital roles of Chickasaw community members in language research and ongoing 

reclamation work. 

Overarching Theoretical Frameworks 

Contributing to a framework of desire which honors community contributions, 

four theoretical frameworks inform my research: 1) language reclamation as a social 

practice (W. Y. Leonard, 2011; McCarty & Nicholas, 2014), 2) language reclamation as 

linguistic and cultural continuance (McCarty, 2013; McCarty, Romero-Little, Warhol, & 

Zepeda, 2014; Ortiz, 1992), 3) language reclamation as upholding a linguistic 

responsibility (Chew, 2015; Hinton, 2013), and 4) language as cultural practice 

(Nicholas, 2009; Nicholas, 2014b). 

Language Reclamation as Social Practice 

While there are many terms which refer to the process by which Indigenous and 

other minority languages are awakened and restored as vibrant, vital, and actively used, I 

embrace conceptualizing the process as language reclamation. Though often used to 

describe the revival of languages which are no longer spoken (Grenoble & Whaley, 

2006), I look to the term as a theoretical framework, following the lead of scholars who 

intend for language reclamation to denote that Indigenous languages “have been forcibly 
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subordinated in contexts of colonization” (McCarty & Nicholas, 2014, p. 106; see also 

Hinton, 2011b; W. Y. Leonard, 2011).  

The acknowledgment that Indigenous languages have been replaced by dominant 

languages through colonization and forced assimilation is critical. In poetic words, 

Derrida (1998) captures well what it is like for one’s first language to be the tongue of 

one’s colonizers rather than of one’s ancestors: 

I only have one language; it is not mine… it will never be mine, this language, the 

only one I am thus destined to speak, as long as speech is possible for me in life 

and in death; you see, never will this language be mine. And, truth to tell, it never 

was… When I said that the only language I speak is not mine, I did not say it was 

foreign to me. (pp. 1-5) 

Derrida’s words speak powerfully to the internal conflict faced by Indigenous peoples 

when articulating an Indigenous identity shaped by the colonizer’s language rather than 

by one’s ancestor’s voices. As Indigenous communities come to terms with what it means 

to speak a dominant language that is not theirs, many are reconsidering the value of their 

Indigenous heritage languages. As Gómez de García, Axelrod, and Lachler (2009) 

observed, many Indigenous communities in the United States, “reflecting on the struggle 

of their communities for autonomy and for social and economic power, attribute the 

difficulties they’ve experienced to the adoption of English and consequent loss of the 

heritage language” (p. 105). This process of reflection has led communities to conclude 

that English is the “dead” language, void of spirituality and expressiveness (Gómez de 

García et al., 2009, p. 102). For this reason, Indigenous communities are increasingly 

engaging in language reclamation efforts.  
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Significantly, language reclamation then is a form of resistance to the hegemonic 

forces of dominant languages and cultures. Building on this idea, W. Y. Leonard (2011) 

employs the term language reclamation to describe a social process “of claiming—or 

reclaiming—the appropriate cultural context and sense of value that the language would 

likely have always had if not for colonization” (p. 141). In this way language reclamation 

is distinguished from revitalization, which is primarily concerned with increasing 

numbers of speakers and domains of language use. While language reclamation 

encompasses revitalization, it further “requires feeling and asserting the prerogative to 

learn and transmit the language…in a way that reflects the community’s needs and 

values” (pp. 154-155), as well as aspirations (Smith, G. H., 2000). The framing of 

language reclamation as a social process is important because it assumes that Indigenous 

languages, within themselves, are already vital, and instead places emphasis on the ways 

in which community members are returning to the practice of speaking and the ways of 

using the language as a means to strengthen cultural identity and to resist hegemonic 

legacies of colonization.  

Claiming versus reclaiming language. 

Language reclamation is further important because it challenges Eurocentric 

agendas of claiming Indigenous knowledge for its own benefit. The problem, as 

Henderson (2000) writes, is “Eurocentric thought does not claim to be a privileged 

norm… Instead, Eurocentric thought claims to be universal and general” (p. 63). This is 

evident in Western academia’s portrayal of language documentation and revitalization 

efforts as the preservation of humankind’s knowledge. In reality, Indigenous knowledge 

is often merely appropriated for the benefit of Western institutions which perceive an 
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entitlement to this knowledge (a problem discussed in more detail later in this chapter). 

This phenomenon is not surprising because, within the context of colonization, “claiming 

universality often means aspiring to domination,” and functions to present Europeans “as 

the ideal human type,” able to evaluate knowledge for its truth, universality, and virtue 

(Henderson, 2000, p. 63). As Noël (1994) powerfully affirms: 

There is no aspect of the oppressed’s person over which the dominator does not 

claim some rights, at some time, or which the dominator does not feel authorized 

to dispose of in some way to his advantage. The method used by the dominator 

may be subtle or brutal, and discourse justifying it may be open or implicit. (p. 

96) 

For Indigenous peoples, language is just one aspect of the person which has been both 

subtly and brutally taken through processes of colonization over the course of 

generations. Irvine and Gal (2000) refer to this phenomenon as “erasure.”  

As experiencers of colonization, it is Indigenous peoples themselves who must 

initiate and carry out the reclamation of their Indigenous heritage languages (W. Y. 

Leonard, 2011). As Amery (2016) argues, “the role of the linguists [who represent 

academic institutions and not Indigenous communities] in language reclamation is a vital 

and legitimate one;” however, “as Crawford (1996) warns, ‘language shift cannot be 

reversed by outsiders, however well-meaning. … If language preservation efforts are to 

succeed, they must be led by indigenous institutions, organization, and activists’” (p. 44). 

Importantly, Amery conveys the sensitive relationship between Indigenous communities 

engaged in language reclamation and outside language researchers. While outsiders may 

work in careful and respectful collaboration with the community to create conditions 
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supportive of the community’s vision for language reclamation, they must also be 

cautious that their actions do not assert claim over and otherwise appropriate both the 

language and the social process of language reclamation. Indigenous communities must 

retain autonomy over their language reclamation.  

Language Reclamation as Linguistic and Cultural Continuance and Survivance 

Language reclamation is a critical means by which community members work to 

ensure cultural continuance (Ortiz, 1992), or as Lomawaima and McCarty (2006) state, to 

practice an essential human right of choosing “to remain an Indian” in terms of identity. 

In the introduction to his book Woven stone (1992), Ortiz describes continuance, or the 

quality of continuity, as “something more than memory or remembering… [it] is 

knowing present place and time… just as past generations knew place and time” (p. 9). 

He continues, “Continuance, in this sense, is life itself” (p. 10). Ortiz’s notion of 

continuance has profound implications for contributions of language learners to the 

project of language reclamation. Too often, language work becomes steeped in “false 

binaries of Indigenous-language-versus-English, speaker-versus-non-speaker, fluent-

versus-non-fluent,” which position youth and young people’s pursuits of their Indigenous 

heritage language as inauthentic and doomed to failure (McCarty et al., 2014, p. 43; 

Meek, 2011). 

As Meek (2011) claims, despite their demonstrated commitment to language 

work, “expectations of failure” seem to loom over language learners, who are 

characterized as “dysfluent” and unable to acquire their heritage languages (p. 54). This 

deficit view of language learners’ efforts is reinforced by a common portrayal of 

language shift as correlated to age. Surveys which seek to count the number of speakers 
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in a community often categorize individuals by age, which usually doubles as “a ranking 

by fluency, highlighting the decreasing fluency of younger generations” (Meek, 2011, p. 

53; see also Suslak, 2009). Attempts to enumerate speakers are further problematic given 

the often narrow definitions of speaker-hood that are employed. For example, competent 

language learners may not be counted, just as those elders who have knowledge of the 

language but choose not to speak may also be ignored. 

These misleading characterizations contribute to a dangerous notion that language 

learners are inherently unable to speak their languages or that they have “abandoned” 

their heritage languages in favor of a dominant language (McCarty et al., 2014; Meek, 

2011). Further, this paradigm robs communities of the ability to self-determine how 

speaker-hood—across generations—and the overall vitality of the language and culture 

are measured. Nicholas (2009), for instance, demonstrates that spoken language fluency 

is not necessarily a prerequisite for Hopi young people’s active participation in religion, 

customs, and traditions, the cultural practices “underlying how contemporary Hopi youth 

define and assert their personal and social identities as members of Hopi society” (p. 

321). 

Given that these legacies of colonization continue to act as a damaging force 

against Indigenous languages and reclamation efforts, the endeavor to ensure the 

continuance of language is also an endeavor of survivance (Vizenor, 1994; 1998). As 

Vizenor (1998) writes: 

Survivance… means a native sense of presence, the motion of sovereignty and 

the will to resist dominance. Survivance is not just survival but also resistance, 
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not heroic or tragic, but the tease of tradition, and my sense of survivance outwits 

dominance and victimry. (p. 98) 

In the face of an ongoing cultural and linguistic genocide, the act of speaking, teaching, 

and learning an Indigenous language is both political and deeply personal. As such, 

Wyman (2012) considers “linguistic survivance” as the “use of languaging and/or 

translanguaging to creatively express, adapt, and maintain identities under difficult or 

hostile circumstances” (p. 2). Linguistic survivance offers an important framework within 

which to consider the active and varied forms of language by youth as not only a measure 

of continuity in an intergeneration context, but of resistance and cultural survival. 

Conceptualizations of language reclamation as continuance and linguistic 

survivance directly challenge damaging portrayals of language learners, “reminding us 

that reclaiming a language is not about bringing it back to some rarified, purified state, 

but rather moving it forward into ever-evolving sociolinguistic domains” (McCarty et al., 

2014, p. 43). These frameworks allow for the hybridity of language learners’ 

“communicative repertoires” and the “heteroglossia of their sociolinguistic 

environments” to be “constructed as resources for language reclamation, rather than as 

markers of limitation and shame” (McCarty et al., 2014, p. 43). United with elder 

generations of fluent speakers, younger generations of language learners enact a 

responsibility to the language and ensure linguistic and cultural continuance and 

survivance as they shape new language practices and redefine and reclaim the role of 

Indigenous heritage languages in their lives.  
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Language Reclamation as Upholding Linguistic Responsibility 

Empowering those Hinton (2011a) calls a “missing generation” of community 

members who did not grow up speaking their Indigenous language is critical. Driven by a 

profound sense of linguistic responsibility (Chew, 2015), this generation of committed 

language learners has increasingly emerged as the driving force behind the 

implementation of language initiatives in their communities (Wyman, McCarty, & 

Nicholas, 2014a). While the notions of cultural integrity and responsibility, as pertaining 

to language reclamation, are not thoroughly analyzed across scholarly literature, they are 

grounded in cultural values and especially prevalent in accounts of individuals and 

families working to prioritize the use of their Indigenous heritage languages in their daily 

lives (see Hinton, 2013).  

myaamia language learner Daryl Baldwin, for one, describes the overwhelming 

emotion of learning for the first time that his language had not been spoken since the 

early 1960s: “I remember feeling a sense of loss but also a sense of responsibility when I 

learned of the status of our language” (Baldwin, Baldwin, Baldwin, & Baldwin, 2013, p. 

5). Lee (2014) calls the developing consciousness of language Baldwin experienced an 

awakening. Importantly, these awakenings to language are often accompanied by a strong 

sense of agency in asserting an Indigenous identity and encouraging language 

reclamation (Lee, 2014). Baldwin’s increased consciousness of his language prompted 

him to pursue a graduate degree in linguistics. Further, over time, he and his family 

empowered themselves to restructure their home life around speaking myaamia (Baldwin 

et al., 2013). 
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Similarly, baird (2013) reflects on the sense of responsibility she and her husband 

felt, as committed language learners, to use Wôpanâôt8âôk (Wampanoag language) at 

home with their child: 

i think that we agreed that we would use our language at home as soon as we 

decided to have a baby… We discussed the fact that our daughter would not be 

exposed to the language on a daily basis anywhere else and we acknowledged and 

accepted our responsibility to the language. (p. 23) 

baird’s words illustrate the ways in which self-determination and a personal sense of 

responsibility shape and becomes a personal or family language policy (Hornberger, 

2014; McCarty, 2014). Within current language reclamation contexts, language learners 

must deliberately and consciously make these kinds of decisions to use language in their 

homes and with their families to ensure continuity. By diligently speaking Wôpanâôt8âôk 

in the home, baird gave her child the means to access Wampanoag identity and culture, 

and helped assure the continuance of Wampanoag people.  

Importantly, this sense of linguistic responsibility is frequently alluded to among 

Chickasaws involved with language reclamation work. With the community, 

Chikashshanompa' is understood to be intrinsically connected to Chickasaw culture, 

identity, and wellbeing. As one elder fluent speaker stated: 

[The language] is something we need to hang on to because we were given our 

language by the Creator. If we don’t keep speaking our language, it will be gone. 

Other tribes have lost their languages. [Our language] is part of our culture [and] 

our heritage. [It] is what separates us from everyone else. 
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These words imply that Chikashshanompa' is a precious gift that Chickasaws are 

responsible to reciprocate through continued use of the language. In this way, community 

members’ personal language policies (Hornberger & Swinehart, 2012) are shaped by a 

desire to uphold their cultural integrity and distinctiveness which compel a sense of 

linguistic responsibility (Chew, 2015). One young adult language learner captures this 

well, asserting his reasons for participating in language reclamation efforts in this way: “I 

just felt like it was right in my heart that you should be able to speak your language.”  

Language as Cultural Practice 

Intersecting the notion of language reclamation as a means to uphold linguistic 

responsibility to ensure the continuance of language, Nicholas (2009; 2014b) 

conceptualizes language as cultural practice. In an ethnographic study of the impact of 

language shift on Hopi young people, Nicholas found that even without a strong 

foundation in their heritage language, youth developed a strong sense of cultural identity 

by “living Hopi” through active participation in religion, customs, and traditions 

(Nicholas, 2009, p. 322). In this way, language is just one of many ways to engage in 

one’s culture. Further, language is not limited to “talk,” but encompasses oral tradition as 

a “‘total communicative framework’ manifest in song words, prayer, teachings, ritual 

performances, religious ceremonies, and cultural institutions” (Nicholas, 2009, p. 333). 

As Nicholas (2014b) writes, it is through this oral tradition that the Hopis are instructed 

“how to be a people in heart, thought, behavior, and conduct as they pursue life’s 

fulfillment” (p. 64). Although proficiency in Hopi is not a prerequisite to practice culture, 

the Hopi youth maintained that the language is the “missing piece” critical to a deep and 

full understanding of the “totality of the Hopi way of life” expressed through oral 
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tradition (Nicholas, 2009, p. 333). As the youth transitioned into young adulthood, they 

experienced new awareness and consciousness of language which in turn motivated them 

as language learners (Nicholas, 2009; see also Lee, 2009; 2014).  

Review of the Literature 

While studies of Indigenous languages began appearing in the literature during 

the first half of the nineteenth century (see, for example, the works of Franz Boas, 

Edward Sapir, Benjamin Lee Whorf, and Charles F. Voegelin), language documentation 

and revitalization as an interdisciplinary academic field did not begin to materialize until 

around the 1970s (Moore, 2000). During this decade and into the eighties and nineties, 

studies of language endangerment, obsolescence, and death began to appear somewhat 

regularly in the literature (Moore, 2000; Perley, 2011), with scholars increasingly 

engaging in comparative analyses of language cases (see, for example, Dorian, 1989; 

Fishman, 1991). By the mid-1990s and into the early 2000s, discussions of endangered 

languages were increasingly prevalent among academics and even the public, as the 

media also began to take notice (Perley, 2012; Rivenburgh, 2011).  

 In 2002, during what Rivenburgh (2011) identifies as the peak of Western 

media’s coverage of endangered languages, Hill published an article unpacking and 

challenging prevalent discourses employed by academics, policy makers, and other 

“experts” to garner interest in and funding for endangered minority languages (Hill, 

2002). Calling into question the relationship between academia and Indigenous 

communities, and the audience for which scholarly works about Indigenous languages are 

intended, Hill (2002) characterized Indigenous community members as participants but 

also mere “over-hearers” in a global conversation about language endangerment shaped 
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especially by the voices of what Hinton (2002) calls “community-external” language 

advocates.  

Since the time of Hill’s writing, the voices of individuals identifying both as 

scholars and community members have grown more prominent. These Indigenous 

scholars—who are also speakers, learners, and researchers of their Indigenous heritage 

languages—have contributed to literature spanning numerous fields, including linguistics 

and applied linguistics, anthropology, sociology, education, and Indigenous studies 

(Hinton, 2014). The work of these Indigenous scholars, as well as that of non-Indigenous 

scholars who have actively sought more ethical and community-directed approaches to 

language research, has greatly influenced conversations of language endangerment and 

set a new course for the ever-evolving and -expanding fields of language documentation 

revitalization.  

Hinton (2014) observes that the “last two decades have seen a flowering of a new 

kind of literature… about, by, and for both university researchers and the communities of 

people whose languages they are” (p. ix). Critical developments in the field include 

linguistic documentation efforts which are increasingly collaborative and responsible in 

setting and adhering to community-driven agendas (see, for example, Glenn, 2009; 

Hermes, 2012; Herrick, Berardo, Feeling, Hirata-Edds, & Peter, 2015; W. Y. Leonard & 

Haynes, 2010; Penfield et al., 2008). Growing bodies of scholarship are giving attention 

to language revitalization strategies and successes, including best practices for teaching, 

learning, and actively using Indigenous languages (see, for example, Hinton & Hale, 

2001; Hinton, Vera, & Steele, 2002; Olthuis, Kivelä, & Skutnabb-Kangas, 2013; 

Reyhner, 1997; Reyhner & Lockard, 2009).  



45 

Further, within the field of Indigenous language reclamation and revitalization, 

emerging subfields focus on youth and young adults (McCarty et al., 2013; Nicholas, 

2009; W. H. Wilson & Kamanā, 2009; Wyman, 2012; Wyman et al., 2014b), immersion 

and bilingual schooling (Hermes & Kawai'ae'a, 2014; McCarty & Nicholas, 2014; White, 

2015; W. H. Wilson & Kamanā, 2001), higher education (Chew, Hicks Greendeer, & 

Keliiaa, 2015; Hornberger, De Korne, & Weinberg, 2015; Montgomery-Anderson, 2010), 

family (Chew, 2015; Hinton, 2013), language ideologies (Kroskrity & Field, 2009), and 

more. While these developing bodies of scholarship provide important insight into the 

complex dynamics of language reclamation work, they exist alongside—and often in 

opposition to—other scholarship which perpetuates dominant discourses of 

disappearance or essentialism (Weinberg, 2015).  

My review of the literature examines the ways in which Indigenous languages and 

their learners have been conceptualized in scholarly work. I address both problematic 

dominant discourses surrounding Indigenous languages and their learners, and the ways 

in which these discourses have been challenged as a means to affirm the potential 

efficacy and vitality of community-driven language reclamation work. This review 

ultimately seeks to highlight the ways in which scholars have reconceptualized 

Indigenous languages as vibrant, living, and relevant and Indigenous language learners as 

emergent multilinguals who are valid members of their speech communities. Through 

this dissertation research, I seek to build on and contribute to these reconceptualizations 

of Indigenous languages and learners. 
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Reconceptualizing Indigenous Languages as Vibrant, Living, and Relevant 

Western research projects focused on Indigenous communities and languages 

have the potential to be ethical, collaborative, and productive, but often they are not (L. 

T. Smith, 1999 [updated 2012]). As Flores Farfán and Ramallo (2010) argue, the 

inequities in power between the academy and Indigenous communities are always present 

in language research, and, as Grinevald (2003) affirms, will persist so long as fieldwork 

is conducted on, for, and even with community members instead of by community 

members. All too often, the West views its research as an avenue by which Indigenous 

and minority communities can be saved from themselves (L. T. Smith, 2012). As Perley 

(2012) points out, “documentation as language salvation” (emphasis added) has 

problematically become an operative metaphor employed by numerous academics 

conducting linguistic research (p. 134). For decades, researchers have rushed to even the 

most remote of Indigenous communities in hopes of recording, and thereby saving, elder 

speakers “dying words” (Evans, 2010).  

Take, for example, the opening sentences of Nettle and Romaine’s (2000) 

Vanishing Voices:  

Linguists raced to the Turkish farm village of Haci Osman to record Tevfic Esenç, 

a frail old man believed to be the last known speaker of the Ubykh language... 

With Esenç’s death in 1992, Ubykh… joined the ever increasing number of 

extinct languages. (p. 1)  

As this narrative suggests, documentation as salvation is not necessarily about the 

continuance of a living spoken language. In the case of Ubykh, what was “saved” by 

linguists was knowledge of the language’s previously undocumented sounds, as well as 
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its twenty unique verb prefixes (Evans, 2010). The agenda of documentation as salvation 

emerges from a belief that it is necessary for all humans to pool linguistic data in order to 

come to a fuller understanding of the capabilities and origins of languages. While such a 

belief is not problematic in and of itself, the legacies of Western research indicate that 

data from Indigenous languages tends to be extracted by Western academics in order to 

contribute primarily to a Western knowledge (Henderson, 2000; L. T. Smith, 2012). As 

such, Indigenous communities and the academy alike must continually question 

prevailing discourses around Indigenous languages to understand underlying agendas and 

who benefits from them (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002). 

Another example of how, in conceptualizing Indigenous languages as data, the 

academy operates under an assumption that these languages must contribute to the West’s 

canon of knowledge is the linking linguistic diversity to biodiversity, a theory which 

scholars have both touted (Maffi, 2001; Nettle & Romaine, 2000; Skutnabb-Kangas, 

2003) and critiqued (Cameron, 2007). Well-known proponents of this theory, Nettle and 

Romaine (2000) argue that when a language ceases to be spoken, humanity loses a 

“verbal botany” rich in local ecological and biological knowledge (p. 70). The scholars 

go on to recount a World War II-era plane crash in Northern Australia which left four 

Americans stranded. Despite being surrounded by edible species, three of the Americans 

perished in the unfamiliar landscape.  

Nettle and Romaine point to the Australian government’s efforts to “tap” 

Aboriginal peoples’ intricate knowledge of edible species and their preparation for the 

inclusion in maps and guides as positive and necessary; they warn that without being 

written down, oral tradition is “is always only one generation from extinction” (p. 71). 
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The scholars, however, neglect in this instance to cite the Aboriginal stance on the 

solicitation of their knowledge by a government that has enacted policies aimed at the 

eradication of Aboriginal peoples, cultures, and languages, and to consider the resultant 

commodification of the knowledge. In many ways, this all-too-common situation reflects 

a deeply rooted assumption that Western society has a right to or “universal ownership” 

of Indigenous intellectual property and is better equipped to use and preserve it (Hill, 

2002). While Indigenous knowledge can and should contribute to humanity’s 

understanding of our world, it should be under terms of Indigenous peoples themselves 

rather than Western institutions. 

Hill (2002) calls further attention to the inequities in power in the relationships 

between Indigenous peoples and Western researchers. Notably, she characterizes 

language documentation and revitalization work as a global conversation steered largely 

by academics and policy makers who employ distinct rhetorical themes as a means to 

garner interest in minority languages and secure funding for research. Prominent within 

these “expert rhetorics” is the notion of “universal ownership” or endangered languages 

belonging to everyone (Hill, 2002, p. 120). Examples of rhetoric conveying a sense of 

universal ownership include statements like: “Everyone should be concerned [with the 

death of languages], because it is everyone’s loss” (Crystal, 2000, p. ix); “In our 

languages lies a rich source of the accumulated wisdom of all humans” (Nettle & 

Romaine, 2000, p. 14); “The world stands to lose an important part of the sum of human 

knowledge whenever a language stops being used” (Hinton, 2001). The problem, as Hill 

(2002) points out, is that these rhetorics—although compelling to academia and the 

general public alike—undermine the agency of Indigenous communities. The portrayal of 
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languages as belonging to all of humanity implies that outsiders have a right—and even 

duty—to conduct language research in Indigenous and minority communities, and 

diminishes the “first claim” (Hill, 2002) and “birthright” (Nicholas, 2014a) Indigenous 

peoples have to their languages.  

Building on Hill’s (2002) argument, W. Y. Leonard (2011) further warns that 

academic research about endangered languages can potentially “have damaging effects 

on these languages by reinforcing a norm by which experts gain or maintain the 

prerogative to determine their value” (p. 138). More often than not, these experts 

determine a language’s value in terms of deficits—emphasizing lack of speakers, 

domains of usage, and resources—thereby reinforcing an inaccurate narrative of 

Indigenous languages and their speakers fading passively toward extinction (Deloria, 

2004; W. Y. Leonard, 2011). This dominant narrative erases the possibility for languages 

that have gone to sleep—a term preferred by many Indigenous people to refer to 

languages not currently spoken—to be reawakened. Numerous peoples and communities, 

including Ubykhs, are currently engaged in efforts to awaken their sleeping languages. 

As evident in baird’s (2013) account of Wôpanâôt8âôk (Wampanoag language) 

reclamation, as well as W. Y. Leonard (2011) and the Baldwin family’s (2013) accounts 

of myaamia reclamation, many communities have already seen great successes. 

The historical and sociocultural causes of language loss are invisible within 

dominant narratives. Scholars, many of whom are Indigenous themselves, are 

increasingly voicing that the phenomenon of Indigenous language loss cannot be 

separated from Indigenous peoples’ experiences of colonization and forced assimilation 

by dominant powers (Battiste, 1998; Hermes, 2012; W. Y. Leonard, 2011; Perley, 2011; 
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A. C. Wilson, 2004). In the case of Ubykh—a case which resonates for Indigenous 

peoples around the globe—language loss correlates to an ethnic cleansing and expulsion 

of Ubykh and other Indigenous Circassian peoples carried out by the Russian Empire 

during the nineteenth century—events which scholars and Circassian activists argue 

should be recognized as genocide (Funch Hansen, 2012; Richmond, 2013). Significantly, 

wa Thiong'o (1994) calls the totality of these forms of oppression a “cultural bomb”—

unleashed daily—that “annihilate[s] a people’s belief in their names, in their languages, 

in their environment, in their heritage of struggle, in their unity, and in their capacities 

and ultimately in themselves” (p. 3). In many ways, Western research about Indigenous 

languages also functions as a cultural bomb, undermining of Indigenous people’s 

linguistic sovereignty and right to set their own agenda for their languages (W. Y. 

Leonard, 2011). As the academy spearheads the collection of Indigenous words, it also 

systemically silences Indigenous voices (Chew et al., 2015). G. H. Smith (2005) 

identifies this phenomenon as “a new form of colonization” which denies and suppresses 

spaces in educational institutions for Indigenous knowledge systems. 

Perley (2012) asserts that the problem lies in academia’s seeming preoccupation 

with documenting “artefacts of a living language and not the living language itself,” 

which has resulted in “misplaced expert attention on the language as a code rather than 

language as the conduit and catalyst for social relationships” (p. 134). Providing an 

example for Perley’s argument, Nettle and Romaine (2000) assert that “linguists need to 

study as many different languages as possible if they are to perfect their theories of 

language structure and to train future generations of students in linguistic analysis” (p. 

10). Likewise, Rivenburgh (2011) suggests, “linguists and cognitive scientists lose 
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valuable variation in data samples from which to pursue their theories of language and 

how the mind works” (p. 707). These types of statements abound in the literature and 

seek to justify continued research efforts. The problem is that these types of discourses 

contribute to and support the commodification of Indigenous languages as data for use by 

the academy (Perley, 2012), rather than esteeming Indigenous languages as a means for 

heritage learners and speakers to perceive, acquire, and express oral tradition and the 

totality of an Indigenous way of life (Nicholas, 2009). 

Significantly, Hinton (2002) distinguishes between community-internal language 

advocacy (undertaken by community members) and community-external language 

advocacy (undertaken by others outside of a community), arguing that outsiders must 

honor community members’ rights to advocate for the survival of their languages using 

their own discursive strategies. Differing starkly from dominant discursive themes 

perpetuated by community-external language advocates, community-internal discursive 

themes motivating language reclamation include language as: healing, key to identity, 

spirituality, and a carrier of culture and worldview (Hinton, 2002). Hinton (2002) 

observed these themes in statements like: “To speak your aboriginal language means 

more than just speaking. Our languages are tied to knowing who you are in the core of 

your soul” (p. 152); or “The ability to speak the Navajo language is essential to the self-

identity of a Navajo child and to an understanding of the Navajo way of life” (p. 152). 

Many community-internal language advocates share the belief that there is a part of their 

people’s selves that can only be expressed in their heritage languages. To lose the 

language is to lose a part of the self, to lose identity as an Indigenous person.  
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Reconceptualizing Indigenous Language Learners as Emergent Multilinguals 

As previously discussed, expectations of failure surround Indigenous language 

reclamation efforts, especially those undertaken by language learners. Younger 

generations are often depicted as inherently dysfluent in their Indigenous heritage 

languages (Meek, 2011). Deficit views of younger generations’ capacities to learn and 

use their languages are further muddled by narrow definitions of what constitutes 

speaker-hood. For example, competent language learners and even multilinguals14 may 

go uncounted as speakers of a language because they are viewed as less authentic than 

monolingual15 speakers. The following section draws on literature from the fields of 

linguistics, second language acquisition, and Indigenous education to: 1) challenge a 

monolingual bias, and 2) reconceptualize Indigenous language learners as emergent 

multilinguals who are in “the dynamic process of developing [multi]lingual… 

competencies” and are critical to the continuance of their heritage languages (Reyes, 

2006, p. 268; Wyman et al., 2014b). 

The preoccupation with “pure” (see Dorian, 1994) and authentic language 

speakers originates within Western language science traditions. As Chomsky (1965) 

writes: 

Linguistic theory is concerned primarily with an ideal speaker-listener, in a 

completely homogeneous speech-community, who knows its language perfectly 

and is unaffected by such grammatically irrelevant conditions as memory 

                                                 
14 While there are many definitions of “multilingual,” I use the term to refer to the use of two or more 

languages in everyday life (Grosjean, 2010b). 
15 A monolingual speaker is one who functions in a single language in all situations (Cenoz, 2013; 

Skutnabb-Kangas & McCarty, 2008). 
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limitations, distractions, shifts of attention and interest, and errors (random or 

characteristic)… (p. 3) 

While scholars who study language have long challenged the notion of language as 

existing in a vacuum (a notable example is Hymes, 1962), a monolingual bias persists in 

conceptualizations of language learners and users (Cenoz, 2013; De Korne, Santiago, 

Gopar, & Rios, 2015; Firth & Wagner, 1997; Ortega, 2013; Pennycook, 2001), and has 

damaging consequences within communities.  

A monolingual bias imposes a ranking of community members based on criteria 

imposed by researchers. Linguists concerned with the documentation of endangered 

languages, for example, most often privilege the speech of monolingual elders. In cases 

where there are no monolingual speakers, multilingual speakers who acquired the 

language as young children and whose knowledge is deemed the least influenced by other 

languages and cultures are prioritized. Those who are learning the language as older 

youth or as adults tend to be the lowest on this hierarchy of language “purity,” if they are 

even counted as speakers at all. More often than not, language learners are viewed in 

terms of their deficiencies (Grosjean, 2010a), continually characterized as “non-target, 

non-native speaker,16 non-fluent, [and] perpetually lacking” (De Korne et al., 2015). A 

number of scholars have noted that these deficit views of language speakers and learners 

become internalized by the speakers and learners themselves, undermining language 

reclamation efforts (Gómez de García et al., 2009; Meek, 2011). 

                                                 
16 While “non-native speaker” is a label commonly applied to adult language users, Skutnabb-Kangas and 

McCarty (2008) argue that it “defines a person’s language competence negatively, vis-à-vis others for 

whom the language is a mother tongue, rather than positively as a user of the language as a second or 

foreign language” (p. 7). 
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While not focused exclusively on Indigenous contexts, literature within the field 

of second language acquisition has begun to move beyond monolingual biases in research 

into what it means to acquire and speak multiple languages. Noting that multilinguals’ 

competence in their languages has been measured using “the yardstick of the ideal native 

speaker” (Cenoz, 2013, p. 11), scholars argue that it is possible “to reject the privileged 

juxtaposition of adult L2 [second language] acquisition with child L1 [first language] 

acquisition, on the grounds that they are not directly comparable because the former is 

bi/multilingual and the latter is monolingual in nature” (Ortega, 2013, p. 9). Rather than 

attempting to compare apples to oranges, a holistic view of multilingualism that values 

the distinct characteristics of multilingualism as different from, but not less than, those of 

monolingualism is preferred (see, for example, Cenoz, 2013; Cook, 1992; Grosjean, 

2010a).  

The following chart provides an overview of key ways in which a holistic view of 

multilingualism challenges monolingual biases in research:  

Monolingual Bias Holistic View 

Multilinguals are considered to be two or 

more separate monolinguals in one person 

(Cenoz, 2013). 

The multilingual person and their 

languages are considered as one whole 

(Cenoz, 2013). 

Multilinguals are semilingual (Block, 

2007); they are deficient in their languages 

when compared to ideal native speakers 

(Cenoz, 2013). 

Multilinguals are hyperlingual (Block, 

2007); their languages contribute to an 

expanded repertoire from which they can 

draw in communication (Cenoz, 2013). 

To be a “true” multilingual, one must be Multilinguals have different levels of 



55 

equally proficient in all of their languages 

(Grosjean, 2010a). 

knowledge of their languages and use 

different languages in different 

communicative situations (Cenoz, 2013). 

Interaction between languages in 

multilingual speech (e.g., code-mixing or 

code-switching) indicates lack of 

competence (Cenoz, 2013). 

Multilingual speech is a creative process in 

which it is possible for multiple languages 

to interact (Cenoz, 2013).  

In order to be considered a competent 

multilingual, one must be able to function 

at the same level of a native speaker in 

their languages (Skutnabb-Kangas & 

McCarty, 2008). 

Multilingual competency is viewed as 

“acquiring skills to be accepted as a 

member of a community of practice17” (a 

context which multilinguals themselves 

shape) (Cenoz, 2013, p. 13). 

 

Significantly, the tenants of a holistic view of multilingualism reconceptualize 

multilinguals as resource-rich (rather than deficient) users of multiple languages. Further, 

they serve to widen definitions of what constitutes authenticity in speaker-hood in a 

multilingual context. For example, while functioning at the level of a native speaker may 

be a goal for some language learners, it is not a requirement that excludes users of 

multiple languages from being identified and identifying themselves as multilingual 

(Cenoz, 2013; Grosjean, 2010a; Skutnabb-Kangas & McCarty, 2008). 

                                                 
17 A community of practice is “an aggregate of people who come together around mutual engagement in 

some common endeavor. Ways of doing things, ways of talking, beliefs, values, power relations—in short, 

practices—emerge in the course of their joint activity around that endeavor. A community of practice is 

different as a social construct from a traditional notion of community, primarily because it is defined 

simultaneously by its membership and by the practice in which that membership engages” (Eckert, 1996, p. 

56). 
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Significantly, this holistic view of multilingualism has profound implications for 

Indigenous language learners because it challenges the notion that younger generations of 

language learners are destined to failure and perpetual dysfluency (Meek, 2011). Instead, 

this holistic view allows for the reconceptualization of language learners as “emergent 

multilinguals” who are actively developing competency in their Indigenous heritage 

languages (Reyes, 2006; Wyman et al., 2014b). For many, learning an Indigenous 

heritage language will be a life-long pursuit in which one gradually and continually 

develops sophistication in increasingly esoteric domains. This process of accessing and 

acquiring deep cultural knowledge through in-depth language study can be likened to 

Barnhardt’s (2008) iceberg analogy in which the visible tip of the iceberg above sea level 

represents surface culture. Submerged and unseen is the body of the iceberg representing 

deep cultural knowledge, which will only be accessed by some language learners who 

choose and are invited by the community to dive deep beneath the surface of the ocean 

that is the language. In this way, engagement in language reclamation is not an all-or-

nothing endeavor, but exists on a spectrum that can be represented by the iceberg. On one 

end of the spectrum are community members who access culture and language at a 

surface level; at the other end are those who are committed and feel called to pursue deep 

cultural and linguistic knowledge. All levels of engagement along the spectrum are valid 

and important in ensuring the continuance of language and culture. Such a holistic 

understanding of Indigenous language learners and users is essential in considering the 

vitality and efficacy of language reclamation efforts.  

Building on scholarship espousing a holistic approach to multilingualism, scholars 

in the field of Indigenous education have contributed additional perspectives on what it 
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means to be an Indigenous language learner and/or user in multilingual contexts. One 

important consideration is the ways in which these language learners and users engage in 

resistance to the hegemonic forces of dominant languages and cultures through the 

deliberate and active use of a suppressed language. Wyman (2012) calls this linguistic 

survivance, or the “use of languaging and/or translanguaging [especially by youth] to 

creatively express, adapt, and maintain identities under difficult or hostile circumstances” 

(p. 2). Notably, translanguaging, or engaging in multilingual discourse practices, does not 

simply mean navigating the use of multiple languages but rather integrating language 

practices from different communities (Wyman et al., 2014b).  

In considering an endangered language context, García (2014) argues that we 

“must shed monoglossic ideologies that have limited our views of two languages as the 

sum of 1+1=2” (p. 210). Put another way, instead of thinking of languages as 

autonomous systems, we must think of language practices as tapping “all points of the 

continua that make up a [multi]lingual repertoire” (p. 210). In this way, language learners 

have the possibility not only of reclaiming their Indigenous heritage languages, but of 

claiming translanguaging practices, which likely encompass a dominant language, as 

authentic and valid. This latter process is especially important as Indigenous youth shed 

stereotypes positioning them as living in “two worlds”: one a “culture-less” modern 

world and the other a “culture-based” Indigenous world tied to the past (Lee, 2014; W. H. 

Wilson & Kamanā, 2014). Through language practice, they engage in one world—their 

world—which has “deep connections to, yet reject[s] the essentialisms associated with 

Indigenous identities” (Wyman et al., 2014b, p. xvi).  
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Indigenous language learners today are not on a trajectory toward becoming 

monolingual speakers of their Indigenous language. Language learners may relent that 

they are “not fluent” or that “no one will ever be fluent again” following the passing of 

elder speakers,18 but the goal of language reclamation is not to restore a “rarified, 

purified” form of language (McCarty et al., 2014, p. 43); it is to carry a living and vibrant 

language forward. This is a process that necessitates a revaluing of language learners—by 

researchers, communities, and even language learners themselves—as emergent 

multilinguals who are valid and, more importantly, critical members of a speech 

community (De Korne et al., 2015). As such, they are uniquely equipped to ensure the 

continuance of their languages in new and ever-evolving multilingual domains, and to act 

as “informed, thoughtful, and vested stakeholders in Indigenous language reclamation” 

(Romero-Little, Warhol, Zepeda, & McCarty, 2009, p. 304). 

                                                 
18 Multiple language learners expressed these types of statements in our interviews. 
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CHAPTER 3: Chikashsha Asilhlha' [Chickasaw Research]: Navigating a Culturally-

Grounded Research Methodology 

 

Qualitative research is the crossing of a border “from the academic to the real 

lives of people,” an endeavor “fraught with tensions and misunderstandings” (Brayboy & 

Deyhle, 2000, p. 163). For Indigenous researchers engaged in research with and within 

Indigenous communities, these crossings often prove difficult to navigate. These 

researchers often must negotiate a partial insider- and outsider-ness that comes with being 

an Indigenous person and an academic (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000; L. T. Smith, 2012). 

Smith (1999) affirms that Indigenous researchers working in Indigenous communities 

face unique “ethical, cultural, political and personal issues” that may pose special 

difficulties as they pursue research across “clan, tribe, linguistic, age and gender 

boundaries” (p. 5). Likewise, Brayboy writes about the tension between being a “good 

researcher” and a “good Indian” when conducting academically rigorous data collection 

and analysis procedures in an ethical and culturally responsible way (Brayboy & Deyhle, 

2000). 

Significantly, researchers are increasingly engaging decolonizing methodologies 

which seek to reclaim and assert new methods for working with Indigenous, minoritized, 

and other vulnerable populations (see, for example, Denzin, Lincoln, & Smith, 2008; 

Kovach, 2009; Paris & Winn, 2014; L. T. Smith, 2012; Tuck, 2009; S. Wilson, 2009). 

These reconceptualizations of methods and goals for research have transformed the ways 

in which Indigenous and non-Indigenous scholars alike conceive of ethical and 

worthwhile research. Still, the same concerns Brayboy and Deyhle (2000) raised more 
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than a decade ago remain pertinent: Is it ever possible to fully alleviate the tension 

between being Indigenous and researcher? 

If research is meant to be an objective activity, then the answer is decidedly no. 

As Brayboy and Deyhle (2000) argue, “suggesting that individuals seek to marginalize 

themselves from a group with which they identify is an enormous request,” and an 

impossible one at that (p. 165). Yet, textbooks designed to guide new researchers through 

the processes of designing and carrying out qualitative studies continue to warn of the 

potential perils of “backyard research” (Glesne, 2010), in which one studies what is 

already familiar. The concern for those who advocate the necessity of objectivity in 

research argue that insiderness inhibits one’s ability to make “the familiar strange.” Such 

arguments warrant critical evaluation as they apply to Indigenous and other minoritized 

researchers.  

Notably, Hammersley and Atkinson (1996) argue that “intellectual distance” is 

critical to ethnographic research:  

Without that distance, without such analytic space, the ethnography can be little 

more than the autobiographical account of a personal conversion. This would be 

an interesting and valuable document, but not an ethnographic study. (as cited in 

Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000, p. 165) 

The problem with this argument, in the case of Indigenous researchers working in 

Indigenous communities, is that research can and usually is simultaneously 

autobiographical and ethnographic. In other words, my story is the story of my 

community and my community’s story is also my own. 
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A further complication with mandates of intellectual distance is that “objective” 

researchers representing the interests of Western institutions have long entered our 

communities and made that which is familiar to us strange. They have produced research 

which misrepresents us and our ancestors; appropriates our language, culture, and 

intellectual property; and portrays us in such a way that we are unrecognizable to 

ourselves (L. T. Smith, 2012). For this reason, to engage one’s subjectivity as an 

Indigenous researcher is not to indulge one’s bias but to engage in resistance to 

colonizing Eurocentric research.  

A culturally-grounded and -informed research methodology is an important step 

toward ensuring our respectful, responsible, and meaningful engagement as Indigenous 

researchers. Māori scholars, for example, have implemented Kaupapa Māori, a Māori-

centered research methodology that privileges Māori values and brings them to the center 

(L. T. Smith, 2012). In this way, Indigenous peoples can construct knowledge from what 

Bainbridge (2007) calls an “epistemology of insiderness” that validates and prioritizes 

Indigenous ways of knowing (p. 9). In the following section, I outline the tenants of 

Chikashsha asilhlha' (Hinson, 2007), the culturally-grounded and -informed Chickasaw 

research methodology I employed in my own research. Chikashsha asilhlha' creates 

space within my work to be flexible to community members’ input and, importantly, to 

allow my subjectivities as a Chickasaw person and language learner to saturate and 

enhance this study (Bainbridge, 2007). 

Chikashsha Asilhlha' 

A culturally-grounded research methodology is central to my research. As a 

Chickasaw person and language learner myself, my research about Chikashshanompa' 
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reclamation was inherently personal, and required me to work from a protocol which 

embraced—rather than erased—my cultural identity and personal relationships with other 

Chickasaws involved in language work. Spring (2007) refers to processes of erasure of 

identity—which have historically occurred through removal and boarding schools and 

continue to occur through contemporary education systems and persistent pressures of 

assimilation—as “deculturalization.” The methodology guiding my work counters 

processes of deculturalization by engaging instead in reculturalization. To this end, I 

turned to a methodology which has arisen out of Chickasaw-authored scholarship and is 

“rooted in place, built on relationships, and sustained over a period of time” (Guajardo, 

Guajardo, & Casaperalta, 2008, p. 8). 

Arising out of Smith’s (1999) call for ethical and transformative research in 

communities, Chickasaw citizen Joshua Hinson (2007) (whose own language learning 

journey is presented in Chapter Five of this dissertation) outlines a protocol, which he 

calls Chikashsha asilhlha', for conducting research about, with, and for the Chickasaw 

community. Based on a Chikashshanompa' verb meaning “to ask,” Chikashsha asilhlha' 

includes six ethical guidelines: 

1. Respect the house (chokka'), clan (iksa'), and tribe (okloshi')  

2. Be visible to the community  

3. Listen and observe before questioning 

4. Reciprocate gifts 

5. Be careful with knowledge that is given  

6. Be humble  
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Using the cultural metaphors of house (chokka'), clan (iksa'), and tribe (okloshi'), 

Chikashsha asilhlha' emphasizes respect for the immediate family, extended family, and 

tribal nation. It is out of this respect that the researcher behaves in a way that is humble, 

careful, and also transparent. In the following sections, I discuss how I came to and 

carried out my research, and how Chikashsha asilhlha' informed particular aspects of my 

research design. 

Coming to This Research (and Building Relationships along the Way) 

 In summer 2008, I participated for the first time in the Chickasaw Nation 

Internship Program, which provides work experience to Chickasaw college students in 

fields related to their studies and career goals. As an undergraduate Native American 

Studies major, I was placed at the Chickasaw Nation Division of History and Culture’s 

library in Ada, Oklahoma. During my internship, I had the opportunity to take language 

classes with the staff at the burgeoning language revitalization program. It was through 

these classes that I met Joshua Hinson, the current director of the Department of 

Language (as it known now), and others whose stories comprise this dissertation. It was 

these elders and language learners, many of whom were just beginning their own 

journeys toward language reclamation, who inspired my own pursuit of 

Chikashshanompa'. My experience during my internship gave me a new sense of purpose 

in my education and inspired me to pursue a Master’s degree in American Indian Studies, 

with a concentration on language revitalization, at the University of California, Los 

Angeles (UCLA).  

 The opportunities I had as a graduate student to learn Chikashshanompa' and to 

study Indigenous revitalization movements in my other classes affirmed my desire to 
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focus my thesis research on Chickasaw citizens’ motivations to engage in language 

reclamation efforts. Through a second internship with the Chickasaw Nation, this time at 

the Department of Language, I was able to complete this intergenerational study during 

the summer of 2010. Significantly, being an intern is what allowed me to engage in this 

research in a way that was respectful and visible to the community, the first two ethical 

guidelines of Chikashsha asilhlha'.  

I shared my research goals with Joshua Hinson, director of the Department of 

Language, who in turn introduced me to many of the people who I interviewed, shared 

language program materials, and allowed me to dedicate a portion of my work time at the 

office to my research. Importantly, as an intern, I had a clear role in the community that 

made visible my statuses as a Chickasaw person, university student/researcher, and 

language learner. During my two-month internship, I met elder speakers, other language 

learners, as well as reconnected with the people I had met in 2008 who were still working 

for the language program. The relationships we began to build came naturally because of 

our shared commitment to the continuance of Chikashshanompa'.  

 During this research, adhering to Chikashsha asilhlha' meant, for me, building 

relationships with participants and learning something from them apart from my 

interview questions. I spent a great deal of time with others, at work, language classes, 

and community events. As I learned Chikashshanompa' from elders, I also shared what I 

had learned from my linguistics course about the language with interested speakers and 

learners alike. Further, in return for the gift of knowledge others gave to me, I spent many 

hours beading. With each piece of beadwork, I thought of the person to whom I would 

give this gift. That way, when I returned to school to write about the words they had 
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entrusted to me, they would also have a piece of my heart entrusted to them. At the final 

step of my research, I furnished a copy of my completed thesis to the Chickasaw Nation 

Holisso Research Center, where it could be accessed by all Chickasaw citizens, as well as 

other researchers of Chickasaw history and culture. While perhaps not immediately 

reflected in the results of the research, these steps were critical to my methodology 

because they kept relationships reciprocal. It was these positive and established 

relationships that allowed me to return to pursue my dissertation research in the fall of 

2014. 

When I proposed my dissertation research to the Department of Language, it was 

supportive and welcoming. The Department agreed to host me once more as an intern, 

and just as it had during my previous internships, the Chickasaw Nation Internship 

Program provided me travel, housing, and a small stipend. While I could have done what 

many graduate students do and apply for fellowships to conduct my research, I had all the 

resources I needed as an intern and valued the added work responsibilities. For example, I 

spent my first week in town working at the Chickasaw Nation Annual Meeting and 

Festival, a weeklong celebration of Chickasaw heritage attracting thousands of visitors. 

Assigned to a children’s language booth, I taught hundreds of kids (and even some 

parents) how to say the names of animals in Chikashshanompa'. This time allowed me to 

reconnect with the community, as well as the other Department of Language staff 

members on duty with me. It was also an opportunity to help out in a tangible, non-

abstract way (which is the opposite of what research sometimes feels like). By the time I 

began my second week back at the Department of Language offices, I was exhausted, but 

feeling at home. It was then that I began to more formally engage in my research. 
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Research Questions 

My thesis research, an intergenerational study of Chickasaw citizens’ motivations 

to learn and teach Chikashshanompa' (Lewis, 2011), identified poignant themes across 

generations, including: 1) elders’ strong desire to ensure Chickasaw continuance through 

teaching the language to others, 2) parents’ sense of responsibility to pass the language to 

their children, and 3) youth and young adults’ yearning to speak Chikashshanompa' as 

they developed consciousness of their Chickasaw identity. As a whole, this research 

pointed to the potential for the restoration of intergenerational language transmission, as 

well as the critical role of second language learners in making this dream a reality. This 

research also suggested a need for further study of the nuanced and diverse experiences 

of Chickasaw citizens acquiring Chikashshanompa' as a second language, what is now 

the objective of my dissertation research.  

Building on my previous study, my dissertation is guided by the following 

research questions: 

1. How did Chikashshanompa', the Chickasaw language, become a life’s pursuit 

for Chickasaw young adult professionals who have established careers with 

the language program? What is the role of individual agency in sustaining 

language learning and professional trajectories over time? 

2. How are Chickasaw citizens who reside outside of the Chickasaw Nation 

engaging in language reclamation?  

3. What is the role of Chikashshanompa' in Chickasaw students’ 

conceptualizations of their personal and social identities?  
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These questions inform a case study of the vitality and efficacy of Chickasaw language 

reclamation as undertaken by Chickasaw language learners. 

Gaining Approval for Study and Appropriate Permissions 

I began by proposing my dissertation research to the Department of Language as 

means to gauge interest and support for the study. I also formally submitted my research 

proposal and related materials to the Chickasaw Nation Division of Health Institutional 

Review Board (CNDH IRB), a requirement for all researchers conducting studies in the 

Chickasaw Nation and involving Chickasaw people. The CNDH IRB granted approval 

for the study on August 12, 2014 (see Appendix A). I also submitted my proposal to the 

University of Arizona IRB, which deferred oversight of the study to the CNDH IRB (see 

Appendix B). 

As agreed upon with the CNDH IRB, I asked all participants with whom I 

conducted interviews to sign a consent form (see Appendix C). The consent form briefly 

explained the nature of the study and asked adult participants to choose whether they 

preferred to be identified by their first name or a pseudonym in the research. Participants 

reviewed and signed the consent form before proceeding with the audio-recorded 

interview. In the case of minors, the consent form was sent home to parents/guardians. 

After the parents/guardians granted permission for their children to participate, minor 

participants received an assent form, explaining the nature of the study and their rights as 

participants, to review and sign prior to beginning the interview (see Appendix D). All 

minors are identified by pseudonyms in this research. 
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Participant Selection 

When conducting my research for my Master’s thesis—which is the foundation of 

this dissertation—fourteen individuals involved in language reclamation work agreed to 

participate in my study. Notably, in recruiting participants I sought balanced 

representation across generational categories.19 Determined on the basis of kinship, 

familial and community roles, patterns in language usage, as well as age, these 

generational categories included:  

 Generation Sipokni': Revered fluent speakers who are actively involved in 

language teaching and reclamation. Members of this generation were 

grandparents and/or great-grandparents over the age of fifty-four.  

 Generation Iklanna': The middle generation who does not speak 

Chikashshanompa' fluently as a first language, but is working to both 

learn and teach the language. Members of this generation were parents 

between twenty-six and fifty-four years of age. 

 Generation Himitta': Youth and young adults who are committed to 

learning Chikashshanompa'. Members of this generation were the 

youngest generation within their families and under twenty-six years of 

age. 

I recruited five representative members of Generations Sipokni' and Iklanna' and four of 

Generation Himitta', making a total of fourteen participants. Each participant completed a 

face-to-face interview eliciting responses in four distinct areas: (1) a focused life history; 

                                                 
19 These generational categories served as a tool to consider the experiences of those especially committed 

to language reclamation work, and were not necessarily representative of the experiences of all Chickasaw 

citizens. For example, not all members of the eldest generation of Chickasaw citizens learned 

Chikashshanompa' as a first language or had interest in language reclamation efforts. 
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(2) experiences learning, teaching, and/or speaking Chikashshanompa'; (3) motivations to 

learn, teach, and/or speak Chikashshanompa'; and (4) reflections on the role of 

Chikashshanompa' for individuals, families, and the Chickasaw community.  

Though my dissertation is not an intergenerational study in the same way that my 

Master’s thesis was, the language reclamation efforts of language learners cannot be 

separated from the intergenerational context in which it takes place. For this reason, I 

interviewed not only language learners, who are the focus of this research, but elder 

speakers, whose insights into the phenomenon of language loss and recovery are 

invaluable. I followed-up with nine of the original participants in my thesis research: four 

from Generation Sipokni', three from Generation Iklanna', and two from Generation 

Himitta'. One member of Generation Sipokni' declined to participate in a follow-up 

interview (a case discussed in more detail under “Refusal as a Methodological 

Consideration”), and two members of Generation Iklanna', one of whom had moved out 

of state, and did not respond to requests for follow-up interviews. Generation Himitta' 

participants were the most difficult to contact, as several had gone away to college. Of 

the two with whom I was able to make contact, one had come to identify more closely as 

a member of Generation Iklanna' and participated in a follow-up interview designed for 

adult language learners rather than youth. The other was attending college locally and had 

time to answer only a few brief questions over the phone. This participant did not 

formally enroll in the study.  

Of the original fourteen participants from my Master’s thesis study, eight 

completed follow-up interviews as part of this dissertation study. I also conducted 

interviews with eight new participants across Generations Sipokni', Iklanna', and 
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Himitta'. Altogether, I completed interviews with sixteen participants, who are identified 

in the chart below:  

Participant Location 

Generation Sipokni'  

Judy* Ada, Oklahoma 

Charlie* Ada, Oklahoma 

Vera* Ada, Oklahoma 

Hannah* Tishomingo, Oklahoma 

Jerry Ada, Oklahoma 

Generation Iklanna'  

Rita* Ada, Oklahoma 

Ric Ada, Oklahoma 

Brandon Ada, Oklahoma 

Clovis* Ada, Oklahoma 

Josh* Ada, Oklahoma 

Amy* Tishomingo, Oklahoma 

Sherrie Phoenix, Arizona 

Lonna Phoenix, Arizona (phone interview) 

Generation Himitta'  

Emily Ada, Oklahoma 

Ezra Ada, Oklahoma 

Bradley Ada, Oklahoma 

 
*follow-up interview 

 

This cross-generational representation contributed to the consideration of an 

intergenerational context of language reclamation where the work of youth, parents, and 

elders are tightly woven together, as well as of the diverse experiences of language 

learners. Follow-up interviews proved critical to garnering a fuller understanding of the 

trajectories of both language learners and speakers engaged in language reclamation, and 

the ways language reclamation work may be affected by emergent and shifting language 

ideologies (topics discussed in more depth in Chapter 4).  

In selecting participants with whom to conduct interviews, I sought not only a 

cross-generational representation, but also representation of more specific sub-groups 
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within generational categories. In the following sections, I outline the ways in which I 

recruited (and re-recruited) participants across the three distinct groups of language 

learners—young adult professionals, citizens-at-large, and students—discussed 

respectively in Chapters 5 through 7 of this dissertation. I begin with Chickasaw young 

adult professionals. 

Chickasaw Young Adult Professionals  

In 2010, I conducted my first interviews with Clovis and Josh, two of the three 

young adult professionals whose stories comprise Chapter 5 of this dissertation. At the 

time, Brandon was not yet on staff at the Department of Language. I first met Brandon in 

the fall of 2011 during a brief internship at the Chickasaw Department of Language and 

prior to enrolling my doctoral program. Following in the fall of 2014, when I began my 

dissertation research, I interviewed Brandon for the first time and conducted follow-up 

interviews with Clovis and Josh. Notably, it is coincidental that all three participants 

whose experiences I highlight in this chapter are men. While I interviewed women and 

other men who worked at the language program and represented multiple generations as 

part of my larger study, Brandon, Clovis, and Josh, who were in their early thirties, were 

distinctly representative of the young adult professional generation. 

Chickasaw Citizens-At-Large 

I first met Sherrie, a citizen-at-large language learner from Phoenix, Arizona 

whose story is told in Chapter 6, in the spring of 2014. I had driven from Tucson to 

Phoenix for the quarterly meeting of Chickasaw citizens-at-large living in Arizona. As 

the meeting concluded, Sherrie announced that she would be presenting a language 

lesson for anyone who wanted to stay a while longer. I stayed for Sherrie’s lesson and 
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afterwards we had a chance to talk. I learned that not only was Sherrie committed to 

learning and teaching Chikashshanompa', there was a small but fairly active group of 

other language learners in Phoenix who met in-person, over Skype, and in online 

communities to practice speaking to each other. Sherrie and I kept in touch, and through 

her, I met Lonna, the second citizen-at-large language learner featured in in Chapter 6. 

Both women agreed to participate in the study, and I interviewed Lonna in the winter of 

2015 and Sherrie in the summer of 2015. 

I chose to interview Sherrie and Lonna in particular because they are 

representative members of a distinct “community of practice” (Eckert, 1996), defined by 

its mutual and committed engagement in language reclamation from what Lonna called 

“outside edges.” While there are many citizen-at-large interested in learning 

Chikashshanompa', their levels of engagement vary drastically—from seeking 

Chikashshanompa' names for pets to making the language a life’s pursuit. Sherrie and 

Lonna are among a minority that fall on the latter end of this spectrum, sharing a deep 

and intense longing to know the language of their families.20 As a community of practice, 

the women met regularly to study the language together in Phoenix, kept in 

communication with the Department of Language and elder language teachers in the 

Chickasaw Nation, and made visits back “home” to Oklahoma as often as they could. 

Together Sherrie and Lonna’s stories are intended not as a comprehensive study of 

citizens-at-large language learners, but provide a glimpse into the unique ways in which 

committed language learners who are far from “home” navigate the pursuit of language 

reclamation. 

                                                 
20 Both women had one parent who spoke Chikashshanompa' as a first language. 
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Chickasaw Students 

When I arrived in the Chickasaw Nation in the fall of 2014 ready to begin my 

research, I was eager to work with youth language learners. During prior trips to Ada, 

Oklahoma, I had observed a core group of youth, many of whom were the children of 

language learners, who were actively involved in children’s language programming, 

including the Chipota Chikashshanompoli (Children Speaking Chickasaw) language 

club. I assumed that my research would be with youth involved with the club. During an 

interview with an adult language learner who oversaw the club, however, I learned that 

participation in children’s language programming had dropped significantly. The core 

group who had been the most involved were aging out and increasingly pursuing new 

activities outside of the language; new younger youth were not taking their places.  

Trying not to be discouraged, I asked Department of Language staff for help in 

thinking about other groups of youth with which I might work. A staff member who 

worked with youth suggested looking at students taking a Chikashshanompa' course for 

credit at Byng High School in the neighboring town of Byng, Oklahoma. She put me in 

touch with the Chikashshanompa' teacher at the high school.  

When I spoke with the teacher and explained my research, she suggested that I 

interview two current students, as well as one who had recently graduated. She explained 

that not all of the students who came through her classroom door were interested in 

learning Chikashshanompa'; some were just there to meet a requirement for graduation. 

The students who she identified were Chickasaw students, Emily and Ezra, who were 

especially dedicated to the language, pursuing their language learning both in class and 

outside of it. She invited me to visit the school where I interviewed Emily and Ezra. I 
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later met Bradley, the recent graduate, while observing a Chickasaw I course at East 

Central University in Ada, Oklahoma. Bradley also agreed to be interviewed. 

Conducting Interviews 

Indigenous researchers have used interviews, or the collection of oral histories, as 

a culturally-appropriate method for representing people’s “memories of injustice” and 

“diversities of truth” (L. T. Smith, 1999, pp. 144-145), and allowing them to “speak 

openly of their personal struggles of staying on their cultural path against impossible 

odds” (Nicholas, 2008, p. 63). Nicholas (2008) writes of her choice to use interview as 

method in her study of Hopi language shift and vitality: “language shift is an 

unprecedented phenomenon, a lived experience of an oral society, therefore, accessible 

primarily through the oral narratives of the people themselves” (p. 64). Agreeing with 

Nicholas’s argument, I view interview as an especially appropriate research tool for 

inquiry into the vitality and efficacy of Indigenous language reclamation which emerges 

out of the lived experiences of contemporary Indigenous people. 

My interviews reflected an in-depth, phenomenological interview model, 

comprised of three parts: 1) a focused life history, 2) details of experience, and 3) 

reflection on the meaning (Seidman, 2006). As Seidman (2006) explains, “people’s 

behavior becomes meaningful and understandable when placed in the context of their 

lives and the lives of those around them” (pp. 16-17). The tripartite interview model 

allows interviewers to explore both experience and the context of the experience. Toward 

this end, Part One of the interview model “establishes the context of the participants’ 

experiences,” Part Two “allows participants to reconstruct the details of their experience 
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within the context in which it occurs,” and Part Three “encourages the participants to 

reflect on the meaning their experience holds for them” (p. 17). 

I prepared for my interviews by designing a set of broad questions which would 

help me to understand the meaning Chickasaw citizens involved in language reclamation 

make of their experiences (Seidman, 2006). Because I was working across generations 

and, in the case of adult language learners, geographic locations, I then adapted these 

questions to meet the needs and circumstances of different groups of participants. In total, 

I developed four sets of interview questions: 1) for elder speakers (see Appendix E), 2) 

for adult language learners living within the Chickasaw Nation (see Appendix F), 3) for 

adult language learners living outside of the Chickasaw Nation (see Appendix G), and 4) 

for youth (see Appendix H). Nicholas’s (2008) discussion of developing interview 

questions for her intergenerational study of Hopi language vitality proved to be an 

especially helpful example as I revised and finalized my questions. With a few 

exceptions, the interviews were conducted in-person at the Department of Language 

offices. When participants could not travel to the Department of Language, I 

accommodated them by traveling to a more convenient location. In the case of the two 

citizen-at-large participants, I met one at her home in Phoenix and talked with the other 

over the phone. 

While Seidman (2006) suggests that each of the three interview parts be covered 

in separate ninety-minute interviews spaced three days to one week apart, when I began 

recruiting participants, they overwhelmingly expressed that this was asking too much. At 

their request, I covered all three parts of the interview in a single session lasting no more 

than ninety minutes. In the case of the students, two of whom were in high school, the 
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interviews were designed to be even shorter to accommodate school schedules. Given 

that the majority of my interviews were follow-ups and I had pre-existing relationships 

with many participants, modifying the interview sequence did not seem to have a 

negative affect the quality and outcomes of the interviews.  

Data Analysis 

I began my data analysis with a narrow vision: first I would transcribe all of my 

interviews and then I would code them using NVivo, a qualitative data analysis program. 

I had used this two-step process before, as a research assistant for a large scale study of 

community college students’ sense of connection to community college campuses. For 

that study, the process was efficient and had worked well. I spent weeks transcribing and 

coding my interviews in the program, so that when I clicked, for example, on a node 

categorized under what I called “Language Ideologies,” a list of excerpts from every 

interview reflecting examples of “elder purism” (Dorian, 1994) might appear. When I 

finished coding, I was eager to move on to writing up my results. I assumed writing 

would be a straightforward process. It was something I enjoyed and, after all, I had done 

all of the hard work already in NVivo. As I attempted to write, however, I found myself 

continuously stumped: What did this neatly dissected data mean to me, my participants, 

and my community? Prolonged writer’s block seemed to indicate that something was 

lacking in my initial approach to the data analysis. 

I reflected on why I had chosen interview as my primary method of inquiry in the 

first place. The reason was simple—I loved the stories. In particular, I was drawn to the 

ways in which the three-part interview sequence lent itself to the telling of a story 

(Seidman, 2006). Many of the interviews I had transcribed read much like stories—
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stories about how people had come to value Chikashshanompa' so much that they 

restructured their lives around ensuring its continuance. Seidman (2006) suggests that the 

process of co-creating story with participants through interview is critical to research 

because it allows participants to contribute to the meaning-making process of research. 

This is especially important for Indigenous research because, as Kovach (2009) argues, 

there is an inseparable relationship between story and knowing, as story is a mechanism 

for expressing and conveying the local knowledge. Within Indigenous research 

methodologies, the story is both method and meaning (Kovach, 2009).  

I began transforming interview transcripts into “profiles” (Seidman, 2006). 

Profiles, as Seidman (2006) writes, serve as a means to “present the participant in 

context, to clarify his or her intentions, and to convey a sense of process and time” (p. 

119). Ely, Vinz, Downing, and Anzul (1997) affirm that profiles, like vignettes, serve to 

“restructure the complex dimensions of [their] subject[s] for the purpose of capturing, in 

brief portrayal, what has been learned over a period of time” (p. 70). Because profiles 

“link [an] individual’s experience to the social and organizational context within which 

he or she operates,” they are not only a means to present data but to begin to analyze it 

(Seidman, 2006, p. 120). This approach emphasizes the kinship nature of language 

learners’ relationships to each other and their community. 

In crafting profiles based on interview transcripts, I sought to convey, to the best 

of my ability, participants’ stories as they told them to me. The time I spent coding my 

interviews proved valuable in helping me to identify and develop important themes 

within stories (and later in discussing the collective significance of stories). Seidman 

(2006) affirms that it is important to draw on participants’ own words, because, in doing 
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so, the interviewer “allows those words to reflect the person’s consciousness” (p. 120). 

Field notes and observations are also embedded in these stories. Given that these profiles 

also serve as counter-stories to dominant narratives in which Indigenous language and 

peoples are fading toward non-existence, as Solórzano and Yosso (2002) explain, “by 

combining elements from both the story and the current reality, one can construct another 

world that is richer than either the story or the reality alone” (p. 36). 

Once I began working on these stories, my writing started to flow naturally again. 

Still, there were days when I struggled to find motivation. Especially at the beginning of 

the dissertation writing process, the sheer volume of work in front of me seemed 

overwhelming. For this reason, many guides designed for graduate student writers 

characterize dissertation writing negatively as something to be “survived.” Working from 

an Indigenous methodology, I tried to resist this mindset and reminded myself of an 

anecdote my advisor once shared with me. The story went as follows: 

As a working mother, cooking for her family was a responsibility that she had 

come to resent. As she labored over the hot stove, she would become angry, 

thinking of ways her family failed to appreciate her. One day she confided her 

frustration to her mother. Her mother, in turn, told her that by cooking with 

anger, she was feeding her family anger. Taken aback by this simple but powerful 

truth, she began to prepare meals with a generous and patient heart so as to feed 

her family her love. 

For me, the responsibility of writing about others is similar to that of cooking for them. 

Rather than trying to force myself to write on days when I was not in the right mindset, I 
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took a break and resumed only when I was able to write again from a place of love and 

good thoughts for the person whose story I was trying to tell.  

 Seidman (2006) affirms that ethical interviewing practices hinge on the 

interviewers’ ability to value the words of a participant because “those words are deeply 

connected to that participant’s sense of worth” (p. 110). Significantly, honoring the worth 

of participants and their stories meant being a good listener to what participants were 

eager to share as well as what they were not. While the ways in which participants 

practice the refusal of research are often left invisible, they played a profound role at all 

stages of my own research process, from recruiting participants, to interviewing them, to 

writing and analyzing their stories (Tuck & Yang, 2014a). In the following section, I seek 

to make visible the importance of refusal to a culturally-informed and -grounded research 

methodology. 

Refusal as a Methodological Consideration 

For me, part of maintaining cultural integrity (Brayboy, 2000; Deyhle, 1995) as a 

researcher meant being flexible in the research process and responsive to community 

input. Sometimes this meant making accommodations, like asking participants for just 

one interview instead of three. Other times, it meant allowing people to say “no” 

altogether. Though I attempted to work from a culturally-grounded research 

methodology, the project of doing research—even when carried out by an Indigenous 

researcher—is never fully separated from the legacies of research used as a tool of 

colonization. As Tuck and Yang (2014b) argue, research has long functioned as a form of 

settler colonial invasion in which knowledge is produced and it is produced for the 

academy. Those who shared their stories—or declined to share their stories—were 
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reminded of this by my requests to them to schedule formal interviews (so that things I 

already knew from established relationships with “research participants” could become 

“data”), sign a consent forms, and turn on the recorder.  

Given the inequities in power between researcher/researched and 

academy/community, scholars have noted the significance of “refusing research” 

(Simpson, 2007; Tuck & Yang, 2014a; Tuck & Yang, 2014b). Importantly, refusal, while 

a form of resistance, is not simply about placing limitations on research. More accurately, 

it is a stance—in which both the researcher and researched can engage—that seeks to 

“mak[e] visible invisibilized limits” on the “conquest and the colonization of knowledge 

by marking what is off limits, what is not up for grabs or discussion, what is sacred, and 

what can’t be known” (Tuck & Yang, 2014a, p. 225).  

A Mohawk conducting research in her own community of Kahnawake, Simpson 

(2007) explores the nature of refusal in the context of “insider” ethnographic research. 

Drawing on a memory of an interview in which a participant stated repeatedly, “no one 

seems to know,” as a means to establish boundaries, Simpson writes: 

He would tell me that “he did not know” and “no one seems to know” …these 

utterances meant, “I know you know, and you know that I know I know…so let’s 

just not get into this.” Or, “let’s just not say.” …And although I pushed him, 

hoping that there might be something explicit said from the space of his exclusion 

– or more explicit than he gave me – it was enough that he said what he said. (p. 

77) 

Simpson’s words are an honest reflection on a question which Tuck and Yang (2014b) 

raise: “As researchers, when we overhear, uncover, are entrusted with narratives that we 
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know will sell, do we stop the sale?” (p. 813). As an Indigenous researcher working in 

her community, Simpson felt a responsibility to stop the sale by allowing “enough” to be 

enough, despite pressures of Western academia to expose all in the name of uncovering 

“truth.” Simpson continues: 

“Enough,” I realised, was when I reached the limit of my own return and our 

collective arrival. Can I do this and still come home; what am I revealing here and 

why? Where will this get us? Who benefits from this and why? And “enough” 

was when they shut down (or told me to turn off the recorder), or told me outright 

funny things like “nobody seems to know” – when everybody does know and 

talks about it all the time. (p. 78) 

As Simpson’s narrative reveals, the refusal of research requires not just the researched to 

indicate boundaries, but the researcher to respect them. 

Throughout my research process, I experienced refusal in many forms—some 

very blatant and others subtler. While these refusals were uncomfortable at times, they 

played an important role in shaping my methodology and clarifying the goals of my 

research. To illustrate this point, I present two vignettes: the first of Ruth21 who declined 

to participate in a follow-up interview after learning the consent process had changed, 

and the second of Angela,22 whose participation in the research was contingent upon her 

ability to review and edit her interview transcript. Recognizing the problem of making 

prominent the stories of the very individuals who refused research, these vignettes, while 

based on true events, are reconstructed: 1) to maintain anonymity, and 2) to focus not on 

                                                 
21 A pseudonym. 
22 A pseudonym. In order to further protect Angela’s identity, I identify her with a different pseudonym in 

discussion of the content of her interviews. 
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the “refuser” (the truth is that the majority of my research participants refused this 

research in some form) but the wisdom underlying these refusals and their significance to 

the direction and outcomes of this research. 

Ruth: Refusing Research 

At my desk at Chickasaw Language Department offices, I picked up the phone to 

call Ruth, an elder speaker whose company I especially enjoyed because of our shared 

love of beadwork and her infectious warmth. She politely allowed me to explain my 

request for an interview before stating that she was in the parking lot outside and had 

been waiting for me to invite her in. While I do not know how Ruth anticipated my call, 

her eagerness to share her story seemed to speak to the generous nature of many elder 

fluent speakers who are willing to share their experiences and knowledge of the language 

with younger generations. 

Four years later, when I asked Ruth if she would do a follow-up interview with 

me, she again showed up at my office ready to tell her story. Before we began, I gave her 

a consent form I had created in partnership with the Chickasaw Nation’s Institutional 

Review Board (IRB). Immediately, Ruth’s demeanor changed and she became noticeably 

hesitant. As I explained the content of the form, she sat quietly, reading each word 

carefully. “You didn’t have one of these last time,” she said, remembering that our 

previous interview had required oral rather than written consent, and becoming 

increasingly tense. As Ruth continued to inspect the form, she expressed concern that, by 

signing, she was giving me permission to access personal information beyond the scope 

of our interview. While this was not the case, I was not able to dissuade her skepticism 

and Ruth declined to proceed with the interview.  
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Making this tense interaction more uncomfortable, I learned that Ruth had invited 

another elder speaker to the interview whom she thought I might also want to talk to. 

When the elder arrived a few minutes later, Ruth immediately began explaining to her—

in Chikashshanompa'—what was going on. While I could not understand everything they 

were saying (which may have been Ruth’s intent), I gathered that there had been a 

previous incident involving another research project and that research consent form. 

When I confirmed this in English, the two elders told me that the other researcher had 

“ruined” them. Ruth then expressed that if I was taking the information they shared with 

me back to where I lived, that “it wouldn’t help anybody learn Chickasaw,” adding that 

she did not want me to be upset with her and “it would be different if you were always 

here [in Ada, Oklahoma].” 

Later on, I learned that Ruth had been involved with a different study involving 

language that required her written consent. She had felt that, during the course of the 

study, her privacy had been invaded, causing her to drop out of that research project. This 

new information gave me important perspective on my interaction with Ruth and caused 

me to reflect more deeply on the goals of my current study. Ruth was right that my 

research was not directly helping people to learn Chikashshanompa', so I needed to 

rethink what the purpose of my work actually was. That day, in a journal I kept during 

my fieldwork,23 I wrote: 

A lot of times, people measure the success of language revitalization efforts in 

terms of fluency, where success equates to full competency in the language and 

                                                 
23 Shorter (2009) notes the importance of journaling as a research method, writing, “Journal entries… 

reflect a certain type of personal experience, moments when connects are made, insights gained… it evokes 

the cornerstone of my larger research and offers the reader insight into the making of ethnographic 

knowledge… a study of a people but also a study of the ethnography of a people” (p. 3). 
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there is little in between. Instead, I prefer what W. Y. Leonard says about 

language reclamation24—that fluency is great, but not necessarily the ultimate 

goal. Success can be Clovis transitioning from his position with youth and family 

to the language department and beginning to use the language daily, even if he 

feels like he has further to go [see Chapter 5]. Or Amy and Hannah signing on for 

a fifth year of Master-Apprentice [see Chapter 4]. Or Josh feeling like he is more 

comfortable with his level of competency [see Chapter 5].  

Though it would not contribute directly to community members’ language acquisition, I 

began to more clearly conceptualize my research as contributing to language reclamation 

in that it might expand narrow definitions of success in language work, especially for 

language learners.  

Ruth’s concerns about the invasiveness of research also helped me to think about 

the appropriateness of my research methods. In the early stages of my research design, 

concerns expressed by both other academics and community members caused me to 

question whether qualitative data on its own would be adequate. Did I need quantitative 

data to “validate” what research participants expressed during our interviews? My journal 

continued: 

I was wondering for a while if I needed to have some quantitative data to support 

the interviews. Talking to Rose helped me to make the decision that I don’t. 

People’s self-assessment is enough. Going into Master-Apprentice records or 

things like that is invasive and might make people feel judged. This is not my 

goal. I’m comfortable recognizing self-evaluations as valid and indicative of a 

                                                 
24 Leonard, W. (2011). Challenging “extinction” through modern Miami language practices. American 

Indian Culture and Research Journal, 35(2), 135-160. 
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different kind of progress… progress perhaps toward reclaiming the right to speak 

language more than actual fluency in the language. 

“‘Enough’ is certainly enough,” Simpson (2007) writes. And, it was through talking with 

Rose that I, in my own research, began to understand what was enough. 

I continued to interview elder fluent speakers, valuing their perspectives on 

Chikashshanompa' reclamation efforts, but also recognized that, as a group, they tended 

to be overextended and over-researched because of their knowledge of the language. My 

experience with Ruth, while discouraging at first, ultimately clarified and affirmed for me 

the importance of focusing my research on the nuanced and diverse experiences of 

Chikashshanompa' learners, whose stories tend to be less told and heard both in the 

community and in academic scholarship. 

Angela: Asking for Accountability 

While language learners tend to be less researched than elders within the 

Chickasaw Nation, they were no less adamant about boundaries—boundaries on their 

personal and work time, on the content of interviews and the extent to which they 

allowed themselves to be “studied,” and on the way they would be portrayed in my work. 

The following vignette, featuring language-learner Angela, speaks to the necessity of 

having respect for these boundaries and building flexibility into research design so as not 

to cross them.  

After arriving to Ada in the fall of 2014, Angela was the second person I 

interviewed. Given that this was a follow-up interview, I explained to Angela that the 

experience would be similar to last time, in 2010. We scheduled the interview for a 

Thursday morning at Angela’s place of work. She hesitated for a moment when she got to 
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the part of the consent form that asked whether she wanted to use her real name or a 

pseudonym, but ultimately decided to use her real name and we proceeded with the 

interview. Even with the tape recorder on and me asking a series of predetermined 

questions, the conversation felt natural. Angela talked openly about growing up and her 

journey toward the language. We laughed about funny experiences she and her kids had 

had with the language. 

Then, midway through our interview, when we got to the questions about what 

Seidman (2006) calls the “details of experience,” Angela stopped. While the silence 

lasted a mere fraction of a second, in it, everything changed. Angela suddenly 

remembered the tape recorder was on, and caught herself having gotten a little bit too 

comfortable in our conversation. Had she said too much? Been too critical—of her 

supervisors, the Chickasaw government, the effectiveness of language programming? 

“You’d better use a pseudonym for me, after all,” Angela said, cuing me to change the 

selection on her consent form. I did, as she continued talking, though now with more 

caution.  

Later that afternoon, Angela called me at my office. “I’m worried about what I 

said. I don’t want this to affect my job,” she told me. As an employee of the Chickasaw 

Nation, Angela did not want to jeopardize her position by potentially offending someone 

in power in the Nation or coming off as a disrespectful employee. On the phone, I told 

Angela that I understood her conflict and would be sensitive about selecting and omitting 

quotes from our interview in my writing. At the very end of the work day, Angela even 

dropped by to reiterate her concerns in person. I asserted that for me to send her a copy of 

her interview transcript for her to review and edit, was very appropriate for her situation.  
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I hurried to finish the transcription so that I could send it to Angela first thing on 

Monday morning. Angela responded promptly, returning the transcript with some lines 

crossed out and others edited. We then went over the transcript edits together so that I 

could be sure that I understood the changes she wanted to see and that she felt 

comfortable entrusting her words to me. Angela was very conscious of the fact that 

through the research process, she was giving me her words, words that they might 

eventually be seen by others, and she wanted to be sure that she meant them. We 

confirmed that, even with the revisions, Angela still preferred to use a pseudonym.  

 After going through this process with Angela, I became more conscious of the 

importance of allowing participants to look over, and if necessary, to edit their words and 

stories. While Angela turned out to be the only participant to review her transcript, others 

made comments during interviews like, “this is off the record?” or “can you take that 

out?” and trusted that I would respect their request. These instances most often occurred 

when a participant voiced something that might be construed as negatively critical about 

the Chickasaw Nation, usually having to do with language being treated as enrichment 

and being reduced or omitted in programming. These types of comments most often came 

from individuals like Angela who were actively involved with or employed by the 

Chickasaw Nation. They worried that their words might jeopardize their professional 

relationships and/or opportunities to participate in language programming. While these 

comments reflect valid and important concerns that will eventually need to be addressed 

within the Chickasaw Nation, I honor participants’ requests to omit them here. 
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Giving Participants Back Their Words 

Wyman (2012) affirms the importance of vetting work locally and regionally with 

community members and research participants. To this end, a final step in my 

methodology was sharing the stories I had written with participants as a gesture of 

reciprocity, but also accountability. After completing preliminary drafts of each of my 

chapters, I e-mailed participants individually with a copy of the story I had written about 

them. I thanked each individual for helping me with my dissertation and invited him/her 

to respond with feedback. In the case of youth participants, this communication was 

facilitated by the Department of Language. While I did not initially receive feedback 

from all participants, most responded with positive reactions to the stories and requests 

for me to make minor changes. After incorporating feedback and completing a nearly 

final draft of my dissertation, I shared the full document with participants. At this point, 

participants who did not originally share feedback responded with approval of their 

stories. At the time of submission of this dissertation, all but three participants had 

provided feedback. All participants whose stories are distinct subheadings of chapters 

gave their approval. 

For me, enthusiastic responses from participants affirmed the necessity of 

working from a culturally-grounded research methodology centered on respect for 

individuals, families, and the Chickasaw community as a whole. One Generation Iklanna' 

participant, for instance, shared that she really appreciated the opportunity to see what I 

had written before it was published. She was pleasantly surprised that I had approached 

the write-up of our interview as the telling of a story and told me that she had even read it 

to her children. Other participants shared similar reactions of being proud of their stories. 
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A Generation Himitta' participant told the Department of Language, “I feel really happy 

that she took the time to do this for us!” 

While the process of giving participants’ back their words was rewarding and 

enhanced this dissertation, the process was not without challenges. Within minutes of e-

mailing my full dissertation draft, for example, I received multiple responses critiquing 

my title, “Chikashshanompa' Kilanompoho ̲́ li Bíyyi'ka'chi.” This was expected given that 

there are multiple ways, just as in English, to convey an idea in Chikashshanompa'. I 

ultimately decided to change the spelling of one word, making the title, 

“Chikashshanompa' Ilanompoho ̲́ li Bíyyi'ka'chi.” This change, however, will not satisfy 

everyone, and that is the profound problem of converting an oral language to text. The 

implication is that whatever I write in Chikashshanompa' within these pages is the 

“correct” form. In choosing a Chikashshanompa' title for this dissertation, it is not my 

intention to suggest that there is a singular or more correct way to express the concept, 

“we will always speak the Chickasaw language.” Rather, I seek to honor my language 

teachers and to frame this dissertation as one that is distinctly Chickasaw. 

While quite a bit of feedback focused on my title, I also heard a concern that I had 

not anticipated. After sending out the full copy of the dissertation, one youth responded: 

“I love it!  I think that it’s amazing! But as I was reading through, …I was called [by a 

different name]… I found it weird.” Following protocol approved by the Chickasaw 

Nation Institutional Review Board, I used pseudonyms for all minors, rather than giving 

them a choice to use their real names like I had for adults. The use of pseudonyms was 

intended to protect the privacy of minors. As I learned from further conversation with this 

youth, however, the absence of personal choice in the matter robbed minors of ownership 
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of their stories. Because the youth I interviewed were exceptional in their passion for 

Chikashshanompa' and agency in pursuing language reclamation, it seemed only right 

that they would have ownership of their stories through use of their real names, if they so 

desired.  

I contacted the Chickasaw Nation IRB and we agreed on a protocol in which I 

would draft a letter explaining the rationale for using the real first names of minors in my 

research and attach a permission slip to be signed by both the parent/guardian and the 

minor. While the Chickasaw Nation IRB was accommodating, months elapsed between 

my initial conversation with the youth to the time I responded with the newly developed 

permission slip. Unfortunately, the youth did not complete the paperwork and remains 

identified by a pseudonym. While resolution was never achieved, I consider this an 

important learning experience about the unique ethical considerations which must be 

made when conducting research with Indigenous communities, and, in particular, youth.  

It is important to note that while Chikashsha Asilhlha' has parallels to other 

Indigenous research methodologies, it is a protocol that is distinctly Chickasaw. Steering 

clear of a methodology that assumes the homogeneity of Indigenous peoples allowed me 

to work from a place of love for my community that in turn allowed me to be a more 

careful and humble listener to and relater of the stories participants entrusted to me. As 

Warrior (1995) writes: 

In approaching these issues in the modal way that I have rather than a 

methodology borrowed from… oppositional [and essentialized] discourses, I have 

hoped to produce a study that… accepts the influences and complexities of 
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contemporary and historical American Indian life and prepares the ground for 

more fruitfully engaging non-Native critical discourses. (p. xxiii) 

With the permission from and support of my research participants, this dissertation seeks 

to counter dominant discourses portraying the inevitability of Indigenous language death 

through stories demonstrating the vitality of Chikashshanompa' reclamation efforts. 
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CHAPTER 4: Chikashshanompa' Hooittimanompolihootokoot Hooittinkána [They 

are Friendly Because They Speak Chickasaw to Each Other]: (Re)Building 

Intergenerational Relationships Through and Within Language Reclamation 

 

Scholars have critiqued “fixed and unidirectional notions” of generations to 

describe the phenomenon of language shift (Henne-Ochoa & Bauman, 2015, p. 129). The 

concern is that by considering language shift simply as the interruption of 

intergenerational language transmission from older generation to younger generations 

over time, young people become characterized as passive experiencers of this 

sociocultural phenomenon (Henne-Ochoa & Bauman, 2015; Meek, 2010; Suslak, 2009). 

These concerns bring to mind Ochs’s (1988) critiques of unidirectional models of 

language acquisition and socialization in which a child or new community member is 

“not viewed as actively modifying the system of competent speaker/members” (p. 223). 

Instead, Ochs posits that language acquisition and socialization involves a “bidirectional 

transformation of knowledge and meaning [that] takes places between members and 

novices” of a speech community (p. 223). 

Drawing on the notion of the bidirectionality of language to problematize 

preconceived and overly-simplistic conceptions of generations, Henne-Ochoa and 

Bauman (2015) argue that: 

“children” and “youth” play a pivotal role, alongside “parents/adults” and 

“grandparents/elders,” not only in constructing… multigenerational social 

formations, but also in aligning them with sociolinguistic and moral features that 

are linked by participants to language retention. (p. 129) 
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In this way, generations emerge not solely on the basis of age, but how community 

members “express and embody meanings and values surrounding language shift” 

(Henne-Ochoa & Bauman, 2015, p. 146).  

For the Chickasaw Nation, language reclamation has emerged as a dynamic effort 

involving all generations of Chickasaw people in teaching, learning, and actively 

speaking Chikashshanompa'. As such it is necessary to consider the experiences of 

language learners within an intergenerational context, where the experiences of youth, 

parents, and elders are tightly woven together and where bonds are built and strengthened 

around a commitment to language reclamation work. To illustrate importance of 

bidirectional intergenerational relationships to successful outcomes of language 

reclamation work, I begin this chapter with the story of Hannah, an elder 

Chikashshanompa' speaker, and Amy, a young mother and language learner. This pair, 

who have been working together for about ten years, is an important example of the deep 

and family-like bonds that emerge as community members work across generations to 

ensure the continuance of Chikashshanompa'. Following this pair’s story, I draw on both 

my previous thesis research as well as my current research to present an overview of 

multiple generations of Chickasaw citizens’ motivations to engage in Chikashshanompa' 

reclamation.  

Hannah and Amy 

Upon arriving at Hannah’s Tishomingo home, she informed me that she was 

waiting on a ride to the hospital and might need to cut our interview short. “That’s okay,” 

I replied. Though she had faced a slew of health issues over the years, Hannah was ever 

optimistic and had a good sense of humor about her circumstances. “I don’t even know 
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what I am anymore,” she joked. “I can’t say I’m a full-blood Chickasaw. I can’t prove it 

by my blood; I’ve had so many blood transfusions.” While Hannah’s doctors had told her 

that her perseverance was nothing short of remarkable, Hannah believed that she was 

right where God wanted her to be: teaching others her language. “This is what God had 

waiting for me,” Hannah said. “This is where I’m supposed to be. This is what I’m 

supposed to be doing, [and] I guess that’s why, no matter what, I just keep going.”  

“Yeah, she’s had one [surgery] and she’s about to have another, but we just keep 

going,” Amy chimed in, affirming the pair’s sense of purpose in their language study. 

***** 

I first met Hannah—a seventy-two-year-old Chikashshanompa' speaker—and 

Amy—a thirty-nine-year-old language learner—in the summer of 2010 at the Chickasaw 

Council House Museum in Tishomingo, Oklahoma. Amy had come to meet Hannah at 

work for a Master-Apprentice session, and the pair allowed me to interview them 

beforehand. I remember being struck by the beautiful scene I encountered upon walking 

into the museum. Surrounded by Chickasaw artwork and historical artifacts, Amy sat 

next to Hannah, tending to her infant daughter. It was a portrait of possibility: three 

generations of Chickasaws coming together to speak and to learn Chikashshanompa'. As 

the three of us talked, Amy spoke of her desire for both herself and her daughter to know 

their heritage language.  

***** 

Born in South Carolina to a military family, Amy moved frequently during her 

childhood and was rarely around other Chickasaws, let alone her heritage language. It 

was not until 2004 that Amy, having completed a graduate degree, relocated to Oklahoma 



95 

and encountered Chikashshanompa'. As part of her job as an education specialist at the 

Council House Museum, Amy was paired with Hannah to teach both college and 

community language classes. While she did not initially have much knowledge of 

Chikashshanompa', she learned alongside her students and developed a commitment to 

language reclamation work. By 2009, Amy had gotten married, transitioned to a new job 

at a local university, and was expecting her first child. She had also signed on to her first 

year in the Master-Apprentice program with Hannah. “[The language is] going to be lost 

if new people don’t start learning it,” Amy explained of her motivation to participate in 

the intensive language learning program. “I thought, well, if I can start and then have a 

little one speaking it, that would be good. So, we’ll keep it going.”  

Over five years of partnership, the pair demonstrated an unwavering devotion 

both to the Master-Apprentice model and to one another. “Not long after we started, I had 

to go on bedrest,” Amy recollected of the effect of her pregnancy on their weekly 

meetings. Fortunately, Hannah and Amy were both flexible and dedicated to the Master-

Apprentice Program, so they made accommodations. “We met at my house a lot,” Amy 

recalled, “I was flopped out on the couch.” While a difficult pregnancy could easily have 

been a reason to stop meeting, Amy and Hannah persevered. Even after Amy’s daughter 

was born, the two women continued to meet regularly. As Amy explained matter-of-

factly, “I just brought her [the baby] with me.” 

Hannah and Amy’s compatibility as a Master-Apprentice pair was remarkable. 

While Master-Apprentice pairs normally participated in the program for a maximum of 

three years, Hannah and Amy were in their fifth year and were helping the Department of 

Language pilot new curriculum for Master-Apprentice pairs. “Hannah and I have gotten 
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to be good friends,” Amy reflected. “[My daughter] thinks of her as another grandma, 

you know. That’s been nice because my daughter’s grandparents don’t live here in town. 

It’s just been fun and building the relationship and building knowledge have both been 

good.” Hannah, Amy, and Amy’s young daughter shared a special bond around the goal 

of restoring Chikashshanompa' as a family language. Given that intergenerational 

transmission of Chikashshanompa' within families has been interrupted, Amy and 

Hannah’s story is powerful as well as hopeful.  

Considering Generational Categories in the Context of Language Loss and 

Reclamation 

 Chikashshanompa' reclamation necessitates a re-forging of intergenerational 

relationships which enable the natural transmission of knowledge of the language. Amy 

and Hannah represent one example of how intergenerational bonds are (re)built through 

and within language reclamation work. As the pair’s story reveals, the cross generational 

bonds which allow language work to be meaningful and effective require a mutual 

bidirectional commitment of one generation to another. In other words, Hannah, as an 

elder speaker, was not merely a passive vessel of knowledge that is to be elicited by 

Amy. On contrary, Hannah felt that it was her life’s purpose to teach Chikashshanompa' 

to others and made a personal commitment to this work. Likewise, Amy, as a language 

learner, was not passively waiting for Hannah to impart knowledge. Instead the pair 

actively engaged one another, sharing responsibility for the language transmission 

process based on their talents and skills. For example, Hannah and Amy explained that 

when they co-taught college and community language classes, they shared responsibility 

for designing language lessons. Amy helped Hannah create lesson plans as well as 
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develop visual aids that Hannah could use in her teaching. Because Hannah and Amy 

both actively participated in teaching, Amy benefited as a language learner. As she 

remarked, “I think I learned more than anybody else [in the class].” 

In order to understand more fully the context from which these intergenerational 

relationships grow and flourish, it is important to consider the unique generations 

involved in Chikashshanompa' reclamation. Determined on the basis of kinship, familial 

and community roles, patterns in language usage, as well as age, emerging generational 

categories include: 

 Generation Sipokni': Revered fluent speakers who are actively involved in 

language teaching and reclamation. Members of this generation were 

grandparents and/or great-grandparents over the age of fifty-four.  

 Generation Iklanna': The middle generation who does not speak 

Chikashshanompa' fluently as a first language, but is working to both 

learn and teach the language. Members of this generation were parents 

between twenty-six and fifty-four years of age. 

 Generation Himitta': Youth and young adults who are committed to 

learning Chikashshanompa'. Members of this generation were the 

youngest generation within their families and under twenty-six years of 

age. 

In discussing each generation, I draw on both my previous thesis research as well as my 

current research to present an overview of multiple generations of Chickasaw citizens’ 

motivations to engage in Chikashshanompa' reclamation.  
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Because my Master’s thesis research is the foundation of this dissertation, I 

include data from individuals who participated in my thesis study but did not enroll in my 

dissertation study within this discussion.25 Below, I include an expanded list of 

participants which includes individuals who participated in my Master’s thesis study but 

did not enroll in this dissertation study: 

Participant Location 

Generation Sipokni'  

Judy* Ada, Oklahoma 

Charlie* Ada, Oklahoma 

Vera* Ada, Oklahoma 

Hannah* Tishomingo, Oklahoma 

Jerry Ada, Oklahoma 

Generation Iklanna'  

Rita* Ada, Oklahoma 

Ric Ada, Oklahoma 

Brandon Ada, Oklahoma 

Clovis* Ada, Oklahoma 

Josh* Ada, Oklahoma 

Amy* Tishomingo, Oklahoma 

Sherrie Phoenix, Arizona 

Lonna Phoenix, Arizona 

Renee** Ada, Oklahoma 

Anna** Ada, Oklahoma 

Generation Himitta'  

Emily Ada, Oklahoma 

Ezra Ada, Oklahoma 

Bradley Ada, Oklahoma 

Amber** Ada, Oklahoma 

Erin** Ada, Oklahoma 

Mary** Ada, Oklahoma 

  
*follow-up interview 
**participated in Master’s thesis study but did not enroll in 

dissertation study 

 

                                                 
25 As discussed in Chapter 3 of this dissertation, the primary reason that individuals participated in my 

thesis research but not the current study was relocation to another town or state for work or to attend 

school. I do not include data from one individual who participated in my thesis research but asked not to be 

included the current study. 
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Collectively, the stories of the twenty-one participants across both studies inform the 

following discussions of Generations Sipokni', Iklanna', and Himitta'.26 I begin with 

Generations Sipokni'. 

Generation Sipokni' 

Generation Sipokni' esteemed Chikashshanompa' as a means to maintain cultural 

identity and honor the legacy of generations past. Jerry, age seventy-six, attempted to put 

the importance of his language into words. He asserted, 

I can’t explain how, but [the language is] just part of [my life]. It’s in my heart. I 

guess it’s kind of like the old saying: Once an Indian, always an Indian. [laughs] 

No! Once a Chickasaw, always a Chickasaw. Language is it. It’s important.  

For Hannah, age seventy-one, speaking Chikashshanompa' allowed her to honor her 

mother who passed the language to her. She stated,  

My mother was 80-something years old when she passed away. She’s passed on 

for over 30 years now. Therefore, I feel that I learned from that. That makes me 

proud of the fact that I learned how to speak the language in the way that they did 

years ago.  

Likewise, Judy, age sixty, said that she continued to speak Chikashshanompa' because 

her family taught her that Chickasaws should speak their language: “My grandmother and 

mom used to say, ‘Always speak your language.’” 

Although language shift had already been set into motion, Generation Sipokni' 

grew up during a time when it was still the norm for Chickasaw people to speak 

Chikashshanompa'. Reflecting on her childhood, Hannah recalled, “Our language started 

                                                 
26 The experiences of Generation Iklanna' and Himitta' language learners in particular are discussed in 

much more depth in subsequent chapters. 
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when we were all small and everyone in my family knew the language. We all knew who 

we were, what we were.” Similarly, Charlie,27 age sixty-eight, remembered, “Everyone 

was speaking [the language] ‘cause that’s all they knew… All the kids, that’s all they 

spoke. I guess you can say I was born with it.” Significantly, Generation Sipokni' elders’ 

perception of Chikashshanompa' as something with which one is born confirm research 

finding that language acquisition begins in the womb (Karmiloff & Karmiloff-Smith, 

2001; Moon, Lagercrantz, & Kuhl, 2013). 

While some Generation Sipokni' elders were raised as bilinguals in 

Chikashshanompa' and English, most did not learn English until beginning school as 

young children. Recollecting his first exposure to English at a local public school for both 

Chickasaw and white students, Charlie explained, 

The first time I heard English was when I started school. I used to think the 

teacher probably thought we were dumb because we couldn’t speak… We had a 

friend who lived down the hill. He was a white boy, but he’d come to the house 

and we’d play and he’d talk. We could understand, but we wondered how come at 

school it was so hard for us to understand. Maybe it’s because the teacher was 

hollering or something. I don’t know.  

While Charlie had distinct memories of learning English, other members of Generation 

Sipokni' recalled very little. “I really can’t even tell you,” Hannah stated, trying to 

remember the first time she heard English. What she did remember was teachers telling 

their Chickasaw students not to “get in groups and speak [the] language because it was 

                                                 
27 A pseudonym. 
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rude for the other people who didn’t understand.” Hannah further explained, “That made 

us not to be doing that, [but] it didn’t also mean that we have to give it up either.”  

As Hannah’s memory of her schooling experiences suggests, Generation Sipokni' 

has had to continually, over their lifetimes, negotiate the maintenance of a distinct 

Chickasaw identity in the face of relentless pressure to assimilate into the dominant 

English-speaking American society. These tensions have manifested for Generation 

Sipokni' in complex ways, particularly in the raising of their children. Many members of 

this generation raised their children primarily, and often exclusively, as English speakers. 

Vera, age sixty-eight, reflected on this phenomenon with a tone of remorse. She stated,  

From the way back, all [Chickasaws] spoke was Chickasaw. Generation from 

generation, it was all in Chickasaw. Up until us kids started to go to white school. 

We started speaking English. That’s how our language got away from us. I didn’t 

even teach my kids how to speak Chickasaw. I wish I did now.  

Considering further why she taught her children English rather than Chikashshanompa', 

Vera asserted very honestly, “It never dawned on me.”  

 Like Vera, Charlie also felt some remorse that he did not teach his children to 

speak Chikashshanompa'. For Charlie, however, the choice to use English with his 

children was a conscious one, arising from a desire to shield his children from the 

prejudice and racism he experienced in life. He explained:  

I’ve got three kids that don’t speak. Sometimes I feel bad that I didn’t teach them. 

But the things I went through, I always thought, they don’t have to go through… 

the hardship that I came through. When they were born, the only thing we spoke 

to them was English. 
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While Charlie felt that not teaching his children Chikashshanompa' did protect them to an 

extent, he recognized the consequences of his decision. He reflected, “I look back on life 

today and I said, I sure feel bad that I didn’t teach my kids to speak English. Oh, they’ll 

pick up a word here and there, but it’s not like being able to talk it.” 

In some ways, not teaching Chikashshanompa' to their children seems at odds 

with the desire of Generation Sipokni' to maintain Chickasaw cultural identity; however, 

it is necessary to acknowledge the political and social climates in which these decisions 

were made. Over time, pressure to assimilate only increased, and Charlie explained that 

many Chickasaws wondered, “Why speak [the language] if we’re in… a different world, 

a white world?” Indeed, Jerry further explained that his father would speak only English 

to him in order to ensure success in a “white man’s world.” When Jerry had children of 

his own, he believed the same—that his children “couldn’t advance unless they had the 

English language down.” Significantly, Jerry’s words demonstrate how entrenched this 

sort of either/or language ideology had become. 

Even when language revitalization efforts began to gain momentum and his 

children asked him to teach them Chikashshanompa', Jerry was hesitant. He recollected: 

When this language thing began to be told about in the Indian communities [and] 

when they began to hear [the language], they began to want to learn… I told 

them—which is wrong—…“If I teach you, who are you going to speak to? 

There’s nobody else in the family that speaks it fluently… [and] I’m not going to 

live forever…” 

In some ways, Jerry’s statement indicates an internalization of the notion that Indigenous 

languages are relics “expected to exist only in ways associated with perceived (and often 
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incorrect) ideals of their pasts” (W. Y. Leonard, 2011, p. 136). Judy,28 age sixty-four, 

echoed Jerry’s sentiment. She explained that she had her children speak only English 

because she had internalized the idea that her generation would be the last to speak 

Chikashshanompa'. She often questioned, “What am I going to do with my language? 

We’re the last fluent speakers.”  

Fortunately, this once prevailing ideology has begun to re-shift over time. As the 

urgency of language decline has increased, members of Generation Sipokni' have 

reconsidered their role in language reclamation. Consciously moving away from the 

fatalistic belief that Chikashshanompa' will inevitably fade toward non-existence, these 

elders have embraced an embodied sense of responsibility to ensure the language’s 

continuance by teaching younger generations of language learners. While Jerry was 

hesitant to teach Chikashshanompa' to language learners for many years, over time he 

began to wonder, “If I weren’t here anymore, who’s going to carry it on?” Similarly, Judy 

explained, “One day, I just thought about it. I thought, ‘I need to do something with my 

language to make more speakers.’ …You have to share your language with someone else. 

If you don’t, you’re not sharing.” Notably, Generation Sipokni' speakers are different 

from past generations of speakers in that they have made a deliberate decision to ensure 

the language’s continuance by teaching it to others. Reflecting on the decision she made 

to teach Chikashshanompa' to interested language learners, Hannah, who spent much of 

her adult life living in California, stated, “If [my parents] were still living, they would 

probably be very surprised that I have come back to Oklahoma and this [teaching the 

language] is what I’m doing.” 

                                                 
28 A pseudonym. 
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Seeing the successes of language learners only affirmed for these elders the 

importance of teaching others. As Jerry stated, “It makes me feel like, let’s keep this 

thing going, keep encouraging others.” Similarly, Charlie reflected on his experiences as 

a language teacher, “It makes you feel good. What few I’ve taught makes me feel good 

because I taught them something and they’re trying to learn.” Vera echoed the same 

sentiments, stating, “I love teaching what I know. I wouldn’t hold back anything.” 

Ultimately, Generation Sipokni' hoped to see a new generation of speakers who will carry 

the language forward. As Jerry remarked, “It’s just the beginnings of the language 

program… There’s a lot more to be had.”  

Generation Iklanna' 

Members of Generation Iklanna' had diverse life experiences. While some were 

the children of fluent Chikashshanompa' speakers, others were raised outside of the 

Chickasaw Nation with limited exposure to Chickasaw culture. Despite their different 

upbringings, however, all members of this generation were deeply and personally 

affected by the consequences of language shift. Renee,29 a forty-year old mother of two, 

for example, grew up in the Chickasaw Nation and many of her relatives spoke 

Chikashshanompa'. Still, Renee did not learn to speak the language as a child. As a result 

of the pain and trauma Renee’s father experienced as a Chikashshanompa' speaker during 

his schooling, Renee’s immediate family actively suppressed the language in their home. 

While Renee had long participated in Chickasaw cultural activities, she sensed that, 

without the language, something was missing.  

                                                 
29 A pseudonym. 



105 

“I wanted my children to be more involved from what I was,” Renee explained of 

beginning to learn Chikashshanompa' as an adult. And, indeed, as Renee became 

increasingly involved in language reclamation work, so did her children and other family 

members. Even Renee’s father, though it took years of convincing, agreed to share his 

language with her through the Master-Apprentice program. Restoring Chikashshanompa' 

as a language of the home had a remarkable impact on Renee’s entire family. “The ability 

to see my kids and watch my nephew… sing in Chickasaw,” she reflected, “it does my 

heart really good.” She continued, “[For me and my family,] there is more pride [in the 

language] at this point than there has been in the past. I didn’t realize that what was inside 

of me, other peoples [are] yearning for. I’ve had it the whole time and I didn’t realize it 

was a blessing to have.” 

As Renee’s words suggest, the motivation of Generation Iklanna' to engage in 

language reclamation work arose from a desire to strengthen personal cultural identity, as 

well as to uphold a sense of responsibility to ensure the continuance of language and 

identity for the next generation. As Rita,30 age forty-one, explained, “God gave [this 

language] to the Chickasaw people. That is the one thing that sets them apart from all 

other Indians is that language. It’s just one thing that no other tribe can say, ‘That’s my 

language.’” In this way, Chikashshanompa' represented a marker of Chickasaw identity 

that Generation Iklanna' strongly desired to maintain. In Rita’s view, ensuring the 

continuance of the language hinged on the commitment of Generation Iklanna' to pass it 

to their children. Rita continued, “The only way [the language is] going to survive is if 

our age group learns and teaches their kids.”  

                                                 
30 A pseudonym. 
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This is a calling that many members of Generation Iklanna' shared. Reflecting on 

her goals as a language learner, Anna,31 age forty-nine, stated, 

I envision a day when everything I do, I’ll think about it in English and 

Chickasaw, and when [my son] is older, we’ll have a conversation just as 

smoothly in Chickasaw as we would in English. It would just be part of our day. 

[I want] him to grow up not knowing any different. 

Still, even with the best of intentions, members of Generation Iklanna' struggled, at 

times, with navigating their responsibilities as language learners to the next generation. 

 Hired to coordinate the Chickasaw Department of Language’s Master-Apprentice 

Program, Ric, age forty-one, reflected, that, for him, the language “is everything.” The 

grandson of a fluent speaker, Ric spent many years learning Chikashshanompa' and took 

great strides to share the language with his family. “[My daughter], she’s four, I’ve been 

talking to her since she was born,” he explained. “Every time we get out of the car, I say, 

‘Chilbak ama [give me your hand].’ She always reaches up and gives me her hand. She’s 

always done that… If you ask her what that means, she doesn’t tell you, but she knows 

when she hears it.”  

Despite his young daughter’s aptitude for the language, Ric was hesitant to 

continue using Chikashshanompa' when she began to communicate more in English. He 

recalled, “For some reason, I thought she wouldn’t understand me in Chickasaw, so I 

quit.” This example demonstrates how the bidirectionality of language socialization—in 

which children socialize caregivers (Ochs, 1988)—can present obstacles to language 

reclamation work. Just as in Ric’s case, parents in Nicholas’s (2008) study of Hopi 

                                                 
31 A pseudonym. 
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language vitality explained that “it was easier to talk English [rather than Hopi to their 

children] since that’s what they were talking at school” (p. 357). As a parent, Ric had to 

navigate the persistence of English as a dominant language on his family and home. 

Learning later on that exposure to multiple languages would not impede his daughter’s 

language development, Ric recommitted himself to using the language more at home. 

While Ric felt that his decision to quit speaking to his daughter in Chikashshanompa' was 

a mistake, he remained optimistic, learning from the experience: “For that one year, from 

two to three, I stopped because she could comprehend, which is my fault. But you learn. 

I’m learning how language works. Even though I’m teaching it, I’m still learning.”  

As Ric’s experience demonstrates, members of Generation Iklanna'—despite 

having experienced setbacks—have kept language reclamation a priority in their lives. As 

Rita affirms, “I really think you have to have it in your heart to learn a language because 

it’s a lot of work and it takes a lot of time.” Fortunately, members of Generation Iklanna' 

have had the language in their hearts. Because of their efforts, it is hopeful that future 

generations will once again speak Chikashshanompa' as a first language. 

Generation Himitta' 

When I first conducted interviews with Generation Himitta' youth and young 

adults in the summer of 2010, I worked primarily with three high schoolers who were 

employed as summer youth workers at the language program. Each of the youth 

expressed strong yearnings to speak Chikashshanompa' and was actively learning the 

language either in school or at home with a grandparent. For Amber32 and Erin,33 who 

were sixteen and fifteen respectively, these yearning arose out of a desire to communicate 

                                                 
32 A pseudonym. 
33 A pseudonym. 
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with their Chikashshanompa' speaking grandparents in their ancestral language rather 

than English. 

In Amber’s view, learning Chikashshanompa' was a means to connect on a deeper 

level to her family. Reflecting on her motivations to begin learning the language—a call 

she answered at the age of ten—she explained, “Listening to my grandma speak 

Chickasaw sparked my interest, so I started asking her all this stuff. She started teaching 

me after a while.” Even though Amber’s family was supportive of her efforts to learn the 

language, Amber reflected that it was still challenging at times to navigate competing 

language ideologies in her home. For example, while Amber’s father believed in the 

importance of Chikashshanompa' as a marker of Chickasaw identity, he also maintained 

the value of English as a means to success in mainstream society. For this reason, he 

advocated strongly that Amber learn English first before beginning to learn 

Chikashshanompa'. Significantly, youth like Amber play an important role in challenging 

the widespread perception of an either-or choice between English and 

Chikashshanompa', which greatly inhibits the restoration of the intergenerational 

transmission of Chikashshanompa'.  

Like Amber, Erin viewed language learning as critical to strengthening 

intergenerational relationships within her family. During her childhood, Erin’s 

grandfather taught her Chikashshanompa' words and phrases, which laid the foundation 

for her renewed interest in the language during high school:  

I grew up around [the language]. My papa used to speak it to me, but I never 

really understood what he was saying. [He] would teach me little words like 

mouse and stuff like that. Last year was the first year I really got into it. 
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Erin’s rekindled desire to learn Chikashshanompa' arose out of her increased access to 

the language. Erin explained that while the availability of a language class at her high 

school prompted her to rededicate herself to learning Chikashshanompa', she became 

truly committed when her grandfather began speaking to her more in the language. Both 

Amber and Erin’s desire to learn their heritage language as a means to connect with elder 

generations is significant because both youths’ grandparents speak English well. In this 

way, these teens seem to conceive of the language not only as an agent of communication 

but a means to more closely identity with their families and community.  

Overwhelmingly, Generation Himitta' affirmed the importance of the language to 

one’s sense of cultural identity. Raised outside of the Chickasaw Nation for a portion of 

her childhood, Mary, age 15, reflected on why she felt motivated to learn 

Chikashshanompa': “I’m Chickasaw…I want to learn because it’s part of my life... 

People need to learn [the language] because it’s part of Chickasaw culture. I think it’s a 

really major part.” Building on Mary’s sentiment, Erin explained: “[Knowing our 

language] is good because it’s something other than English. It makes us different and we 

should keep it going.” Likewise, Amber asserted, “I’ve got that Chickasaw pride… I’m 

Chickasaw. I’m supposed to know [the language].” Significantly, while Generation 

Himitta' expressed pride in their heritage participants and felt an expectation that they 

should know the language, they were just beginning to consider how they could uphold 

this profound sense of linguistic responsibility.  

Conclusions 

Whereas speaking Chikashshanompa' was the once the norm for Chickasaw 

families, today it is a choice that requires significant dedication of both language learners 
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and teachers. This multigenerational portrait of Chikashshanompa' reclamation places the 

experiences of language learners in a community context and suggests the need to 

support Chickasaw citizens of all ages who uphold their unique responsibilities to ensure 

the continuance of the language. This is especially important for members of Generation 

Iklanna' who are navigating a profound sense of linguistic responsibility to ensure the 

continuance of Chikashshanompa' for future generations, and for members of Generation 

Himitta' who are coming into consciousness of their identities and the potential role of 

language in their lives. The following chapters present research with a focus on 

Generations Iklanna' and Himitta' and the goal of better understanding the contributions 

of language learners to the vitality and efficacy of Chickasaw language reclamation. 
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CHAPTER 5: Anompa Lhiyohli [To Chase after Language]: Language as a Life’s 

Pursuit among Chickasaw Young Adult Professionals 

 

Prevalent discourses within the field of language revitalization tend to be 

disproportionately focused on particular life stages, from language acquisition as young 

children to language shift during adolescence and finally to full language loss with the 

death of elder fluent speakers. In turn, research virtually ignores the roles of 

“intermediate life stages during adulthood and professional life” in the dynamics of 

language reclamation (Hornberger & Swinehart, 2012, p. 36), and the motivations and 

yearnings of this community population (W. H. Wilson & Kamanā, 2009). As Hinton 

(2011a) points out, however, it is this “missing generation” of community members who 

did not grow up speaking their Indigenous language that has emerged as the backbone of 

language reclamation efforts. Demonstrating intense commitment to learning their 

heritage language, this generation is increasingly a driving force behind the 

implementation of language initiatives in their communities.  

Indigenous professionals “belong to a new generation of young people who, in 

their own ways, are reshaping Indigenous knowledge, identity, and linguistic and cultural 

practice” (Hornberger & Swinehart, 2012, p. 37). Hornberger’s (2014) research with a 

Quechua-speaking Indigenous educator in the South American Andes revealed that life 

experience, mobility, academic studies, and professionalization contributed to increased 

consciousness of Indigenous identity. In turn, this consciousness of Indigeneity shaped 

the educator’s personal language policy toward using Quechua daily in Spanish-

dominated spaces as a means to break down “dichotomized linguistic and cultural 
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practices” (p. 297). Drawing further attention to this generation of Indigenous young 

adult professionals can provide important insight into the dynamics of language 

revitalization, and, in turn, what it means for the language work of this generation to be 

successful and sustainable, with attention to their compelling motivations. 

With a small staff of about ten language learners and fluent speakers, the ability 

for Chickasaws employed by the Department of Language to make a career out of 

language reclamation work challenges language ideologies associating English with 

greater promise of success over a foundational grounding in Chikashshanompa'. As Paris 

and Alim (2014) argue, these kinds of problematic language ideologies present a “false 

choice” between the use of “English for access to power” and Indigenous and other 

minority languages “for cultural purposes” (pp. 95-96). This chapter challenges this false 

choice by considering how three Chickasaw young adult professionals have made 

learning, teaching, and speaking Chikashshanompa' their livelihood through a career with 

the Chickasaw Nation Department of Language. 

In considering the vigorous and persistent pursuit of a heritage language over the 

course of a lifetime, this chapter is guided by these research questions: 1) How did 

language become a life’s pursuit for Chickasaw young adult professionals who have 

established careers with the tribal language program? and 2) What is the role of 

individual agency in sustaining language learning and professional trajectories over time? 

The three young adult professionals whose stories are presented in this chapter include: 

Brandon, age thirty, who was the department’s Education Coordinator; Clovis, age thirty, 

who was the department’s Language Outreach Specialist; and Josh, age thirty-six, who 

was the department’s director. While there were other language learners on staff, I 
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highlight the stories of these three, who are in their early- to mid-thirties, as 

representative of a specific population and generation of Chickasaw young adult 

professionals who were developing identities around Chikashshanompa', earning their 

livings by learning the language, and engaging in language reclamation as a life’s pursuit.  

Along with a presentation of each profile, I include a visual summary of the 

individual’s language-learning and professional trajectories in the form of a timeline. 

These timelines serve to emphasize the convergence of language learning trajectories 

with their professional trajectories over time. Across the top of each timeline (see Figures 

1, 2, and 3) are significant moments along professional trajectories, while across the 

bottom of each timeline are important events along language-learning trajectories. In 

considering these timelines, it becomes apparent that events along language learning 

trajectories caused and impacted events along professional trajectories, and vice versa. I 

conclude with a discussion of common features across individual language learning and 

professional trajectories and of emerging themes in the data.  

Brandon 

 Situated past the copy machine at the end of a short hallway, Brandon’s office at 

the Department of Language was dimly lit by table lamps and the glow of large computer 

screens. It was not unusual to overhear Brandon, a thirty-year old language learner and 

the office’s Education Coordinator, speaking in Chikashshanompa' to himself as he 

works. For him, it was just another way to practice speaking the language he had come to 

love. “It’s no different than English,” he said, “You talk to yourself. But I practice my 

Chickasaw… The best person to talk to is yourself sometimes… That’s another way of 

learning.”  
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 Coming from multiple tribal heritages, Brandon proudly asserted that his “heart 

[was] here in Chickasaw.” His heart, however, had not always been in the language. His 

great-grandmother, who passed away when he was fifteen, was the last 

Chikashshanompa' speaker in his family. While he remembered overhearing her speak 

Chikashshanompa' when friends visited, the language did not immediately capture his 

interest. “They would speak,” he explained, “but I just played. I didn’t listen.” 

 “To be honest,” Brandon continued, “I didn’t start being around Native 

Americans until I was eighteen. I basically grew up in, I guess you could say, the white 

man’s society. I mean, I seen Native Americans, but I never did anything traditionally-

wise with them or anything like that, or speak the language, or play stickball.” After a 

brief stint playing college basketball at another university, Brandon transferred to East 

Central University in Ada. He also began working part-time for the Chickasaw Nation’s 

Food Distribution Program. Eventually Brandon stopped going to school and transitioned 

to a full-time position. 

 While Brandon may not have known it at the time, this first step in his career with 

the Chickasaw Nation also marked the beginning of his language-learning journey. When 

Brandon learned that one of his elder co-workers was a fluent Chikashshanompa' 

speaker, he began to ask about words and phrases in the language. Although the elder 

was hesitant to share his knowledge,34 he was willing to answer some of Brandon’s 

questions. The more Brandon learned, the more intrigued he became, and the more the 

                                                 
34 Within the context of our interview, Brandon and I did not discuss the reason why this elder may have 

been hesitant to share his knowledge of the language. Such hesitation is fairly common among elder 

speakers and may stem from experiences of trauma associated with sharing the language or from a desire to 

protect knowledge of the language from unfamiliar people whose motivations to learn are unknown and 

may not be sincere. Overtime, the elder may have become more comfortable sharing the language because 

he trusted that Brandon would use the knowledge in a responsible way. 
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elder was willing to share. “I kept messing up,” he recalled, “But [the elder would] help 

me out. He’d give me words here and there. That’s when I was getting interested in the 

language. I knew I was interested, when I was asking questions every day.”  

 After five years of working for the Food Distribution Program, Brandon 

transferred to a new position with the Chickasaw Nation’s float pool. For the next year, 

Brandon moved through nearly every Chickasaw Nation office covering phones when a 

receptionist was out. Eventually, Brandon was called to the Department of Language, 

which was in need of a new office coordinator. Brandon’s work ethic and strong interest 

in Chikashshanompa' caught the attention of the department. “They called me here one 

day,” he remembered, “and I stayed here for like two months… I guess they liked the 

work I did and they hired me.”  

 With his new job came new language learning opportunities. Working alongside 

fluent speakers and other passionate language learners, Brandon made rapid progress. In 

addition to hearing and speaking language at the office, he participated in the Master-

Apprentice program. For three years, Brandon spent two hours a day, outside of work, 

speaking only Chikashshanompa' with an elder fluent speaker. While Brandon eventually 

came to speak to his Master language teacher with ease, it wasn’t always this way. 

 Language immersion environments like Master-Apprentice required Brandon to 

put away English and rely solely on Chikashshanompa', a challenging task for a 

beginning language learner. He recalled, “Not growing up with the language and getting 

thrown into the immersion, it was hard. I remember I had no clue what [the speakers] 

were saying.” With daily exposure to the language, it didn’t take long for Brandon to gain 
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competency and, in turn, motivation to persevere. “Once you start understanding,” he 

explained, “You fall in love with it. You want to know more. You want to keep learning.” 

 After one year in Master-Apprentice, Brandon enrolled in a four-semester series 

of Chikashshanompa' linguistics courses at the local university. While fluency was not a 

primary target of these courses, Brandon found that studying grammar equipped him as a 

more effective language learner and teacher. Often learners want to know why speakers 

say what they do, but, as Brandon pointed out, “Your speaker won’t be able to tell you 

why he says it like this.” For Brandon, the class was not about learning the language, but 

learning to explain how it worked. “Once you learn how to speak and know the definition 

of why to use this, I can use that in my work when I go out and teach,” he said.  

Seizing every opportunity to speak Chikashshanompa', Brandon, over the course 

of three years, distinguished himself as a one of the most proficient young language 

learners in the community. Because of his passion and dedication to learning, Brandon 

also received multiple promotions within the Department of Language. From Office 

Coordinator, a secretarial position requiring minimal engagement with the language, 

Brandon became a Media Coordinator. For the next year, Brandon worked with a 

production company creating short films about Chickasaw culture for the Nation’s 

website. “It was fun,” Brandon recollected, “I was wanting to continue doing that, but the 

further along I got with language, I guess [the Department of Language] seen I was doing 

good, so I could be a teacher.” Soon, Brandon received a promotion to Education 

Coordinator, a teaching position requiring proficiency in Chikashshanompa'.  

Notably, Brandon’s pursuit of language emerged not out of desire to advance his 

career, but a strong sense of cultural identity. “I’m Chickasaw,” he now says, “I just felt  
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like it was right in my heart that you should be able to speak your language.” Reflecting 

on how his language learning experience would have been different if he did not work at 

the language program, he stated, “I would have the same motivation, but I don’t know if I 

would have as many opportunities to learn like I do here. That’s what would be lacking. 

I’d have the motivation to learn it because where I worked before, I wanted to learn. But I 

didn’t have resources or anything like that… I don’t know if I would be as successful as I 

am now but I would still have the motivation.”  

 In his position as Education Coordinator, Brandon began to explore his talent for 

teaching and the unique impact he has as a young adult language learner and teacher. 

“Probably people like my age wouldn’t come out and speak,” he reflected, “but they hear 

me speaking, so I set an example for somebody who comes up to speak… I kind of pull 

people out when I speak. I know they know some words… I know they know, so I say it 

to them. I can kind of pull them out of their comfort zone to speak. It’s okay to speak. 

Who cares who’s listening? Just speak. So I pull that out of people.” In his fifth year at 

the language program, Brandon has made significant progress as a language learner, 

teacher, and professional. He felt confident in asserting that language reclamation will be 

his lifelong pursuit. “It’s every day for me,” Brandon reflected, “Every hour, every 

minute, I’m thinking Chickasaw language.”  

Clovis 

It was not unusual for the chair at Clovis’ desk to be empty, at least in the weeks 

surrounding the Department of Language’s youth and family camps. During these times, 

Clovis, a thirty-year old language learner, arrived to work early to begin loading his 

vehicle with language materials, coolers, and stickball sticks. As the office’s Language 
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Outreach Specialist, Clovis organized and facilitated language and culture camps. In 

many ways, the position was a perfect fit for Clovis, who was recruited by the language 

program because of his interest in learning Chikashshanompa' and working with youth. 

Raised in Madill, Oklahoma, Clovis’ family instilled in him a strong sense of 

pride in being both Chickasaw and Choctaw. Clovis reflected, “I grew up knowing what I 

was, who I was.” As a child, Clovis had some exposure to his heritage languages through 

his step-father, whose parents were fluent speakers. In addition to hearing words and 

phrases at home, Clovis remembered learning Choctaw from his aunt who taught the 

language during a summer youth program. Despite his family’s knowledge of Chickasaw 

and the closely-related Choctaw language, it was not until later that Clovis became fully 

invested in learning Chikashshanompa' for himself. 

After taking a year off after high school to support his family, Clovis enrolled at 

East Central University in Ada where he studied recreation and Native American Studies. 

While language was not part of his academic studies, learning about other Indigenous 

communities inspired him to seek out Chikashshanompa'. He explained, “I have a little 

more knowledge of things that happened in the past that I was unaware of before because, 

you know, it’s not taught in schools. It’s either taught at home or… you teach yourself or 

you learn from others that you find out have knowledge in whatever you’re looking for, 

whether it be history, whether it be language, whether it be dances, whether it be 

ceremonies, whatever it is.” It was during this time that Clovis took his first community 

language class for Chickasaw citizens in Ada.  

Following his graduation in 2008, Clovis began overseeing sports and cultural 

camps for Youth and Family Services. Given Clovis’ talent in his position, it was not 
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long before the language program also sought his assistance with its own language sports 

camp. “Around 2009, they asked me to help with the sports language camp here in the 

language department,” he recalled, adding, “I’d just come and help out. The guy that was 

working there had left… so they asked if I would come help them that week.” The 

experience inspired Clovis to incorporate Chikashshanompa' into more of his camps as a 

means to create purpose and function for the language, but first he needed to learn more. 

 In 2010, Clovis applied to the Master-Apprentice program. “I thought I’d apply 

and see what happened,” Clovis remarked casually, “I got it, and so I thought I’d give it a 

shot.” Over the next year, Clovis faced new challenges in his language learning. “It was 

hard,” he recalled, “because I didn’t know how to speak the language and then you’re 

expected to stay in the language.” While language learners are encouraged to persist 

despite having minimal knowledge of the language, Clovis felt impeded by his analytical 

personality. “They say… you just gotta talk and make mistakes and keep going,” he 

explained, “but I want to know why.” Desiring to understand the mechanics of the 

language, Clovis relied heavily on translation exercises. While his vocabulary grew as a 

result of these exercises, he still felt uncomfortable speaking the language. 

Midway through his apprenticeship, things began to change. Clovis transitioned to 

a full-time position with the Department of Language, which meant that learning 

language was no longer a side job or hobby—it was his career. With forty hours a week 

to dedicate to the language, Clovis had both time and opportunity to take 

Chikashshanompa' grammar courses at ECU and participate in group immersion with 

other staff. “Everything I’ve done,” Clovis reflected, “I’ve learned something new.” 

What has benefited his learning the most, however, has been “just talking.” Using the 
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language daily in office chitchat, emails, texts, and on social media, has dispelled most of 

Clovis’ initial hesitancy to speak Chikashshanompa'. “Sometimes I don’t even have to 

think,” he said, “it just comes out.” 

Developing language skills coupled with previous experience working with youth 

has allowed Clovis to hone his talent for teaching language to younger generations. “I 

think teaching comes naturally to me,” he explained, “I don’t really like talking in front 

of people… but in a classroom type setting, I don’t think it’s that bad.” While Clovis 

jokingly remarked that he gets “stuck” teaching the kids, it was clear that he wouldn’t 

have it any other way. “I think that’s what I kind of bring to this department,” he 

conceded, “being able to… teach kids, keep it together and not go crazy. I enjoy it. I have 

fun with them… That’s what I like to do.”  

Uncovering a passion for sharing language shaped the direction of Clovis’ young 

adulthood. “When I first started [learning the language], I think, it was more of a let’s just 

see what happens type of thing,” he reflected. Over the five years he’s worked for the 

Department of Language, Clovis’ priorities and goals have changed dramatically. In his 

early twenties, as a college student, he was preoccupied with making enough money to 

have a “good time, pay [his] bills, [and] maybe get something to eat.” “It kind of just 

changed along with my job because I was working with a lot more youth,” he explained, 

“I didn’t want to be out there doing things I was doing when I was younger and then 

trying to talk to them about doing right.” When he turned thirty, Clovis decided that he 

wanted to set an example for younger generations by learning as much of the language as 

he can.  
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Clovis’ commitment to learning grew out of a sense of maturity. “The older I’m 

getting, the more I’m around [Chikashshanompa'],” he reflected, “it’s kind of like I want 

to succeed… I want to be able to talk to a fluent speaker, sit down and have a 

conversation with them; or [when] they get together and tell stories… I want to laugh 

because I know what they’re talking about, not just because it’s funny listening to them 

laugh.” Clovis recognized that elder fluent speakers will not be around forever and that 

the continuance of Chikashshanompa' is the responsibility of his and future generations. 

“It would be pretty neat if I could talk Chickasaw,” he explained, “because there’s not 

very many people who can, especially my age.” Competency in the language in the 

language would mark Clovis as a member of a unique group of language learner-teachers. 

“Maybe one of these days,” he continued, “I’ll be the old person that everybody’s coming 

around talking to. I’ll be able to teach them Chickasaw.” 

Josh 

Josh, the thirty-six-year-old director of the Department of Language, had a well-

used office. Covering a small meeting table is an old Navajo rug, an eBay find from his 

days working for a commercial art gallery. “It’s been well loved,” Josh laughed while 

pointing to a soda stain left by an elder Chikashshanompa' speaker. Across from the table 

were shelves containing volumes of books about Indigenous languages, histories, and 

cultures. Among this store of knowledge, was a rare hardback copy of the Humes 

family’s (Humes & Humes, 1987) Chikashshanompa' dictionary, gifted to him as a child 

by his maternal grandmother.  

Growing up in Abilene, Texas, Josh’s grandmother was his primary connection to 

his Chickasaw history, culture, and identity. “She got all of us [grandchildren] connected 



124 

in any way that she could,” Josh recalled, adding, “She was sort of the keeper of all of 

our family lore.” Though he is descended from multiple Indigenous and European 

heritages, Josh explained, “being Chickasaw was pretty important to me.” Also important 

to him was the language. Though, at the time, Chikashshanompa' words were more of a 

novelty than a passion. With his Humes dictionary in hand, he and his friends made up 

Chickasaw names for each other, mistakenly putting words in “the wrong order.” 

Josh stayed in Abilene until 2001, when he graduated from college with a degree 

in painting. During this time, significant changes were also happening in his personal life. 

In 1998, he married and, by 2000, had his first son. The birth of his child awakened a 

sense of responsibility in Josh to connect more deeply to his heritage and to share it with 

his family. “I started getting back into the language,” he remembered, “trying to grasp at 

whatever I could, to provide [my son] with a heritage beyond his CDIB [Certificate of 

Degree of Indian Blood].” Desiring for his son to identify with more than a laminated 

card issued by the Bureau of Indian Affairs, Josh immersed himself in any language 

materials he could find, including Munro and Willmond’s (1994) dictionary and a set of 

Introduction to Chickasaw tapes (Thompson, Imotichey, & Alberson, 1993). “I just had 

this instinct that the language was the way to do it,” he explained.  

From Abilene, Josh moved with his family to Albuquerque, where he pursued his 

Master of Arts in Native art history. In the summers, Josh traveled from New Mexico to 

Oklahoma to attend Chickasaw community events, and to visit with fluent 

Chikashshanompa' speakers. Josh remembered the first time he heard the language 

spoken, other than on his old recordings: “[It was] the summer of 2003. I’d come back 

from New Mexico to start doing research on my thesis and went to one of the all night 
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dances at Kullihoma… I heard several of [the elder fluent speakers] just chatting 

together, and thought, ‘That’s pretty cool.’” From the start, Josh began asking one elder 

in particular, “How do you say this? How do you say that? Does this sound right?” 

“She’s tolerated me for over a decade now,” he said, reflecting fondly on these memories.  

Over the course of a decade, Josh’s career path and language learning journey 

unfolded in unexpected ways. After completing his Master’s degree, Josh was recruited 

by the Chickasaw Nation to manage photo archives. The job offer was somewhat 

surprising for him. “I never thought I would be able to work for the tribe,” he 

remembered, “but it was something I was interested in doing.” After moving to Ada in 

2004, Josh began studying Chikashshanompa' as much as he could, and even co-

instructed community language classes with fluent speakers. At work, he received 

multiple promotions, rising to museum manager, and then to director of museums and 

historic sites.  

In 2007, Josh’s language learning and career trajectories merged rather abruptly, 

when he was hired as the director of the Nation’s cultural center, which included a 

developing language program. “It was super weird,” Josh recalled of the transition to the 

new position. As a language learner, he had been eagerly anticipating joining the 

language program’s first ever Master-Apprentice cohort. Suddenly, he found himself both 

participating in and overseeing the new initiative. Fortunately, this increased 

responsibility did not hinder but instead enhanced his language learning opportunities. 

With seven years of language study already under his belt, the ability to pursue 

Chikashshanompa' both through work and Master-Apprentice allowed Josh to progress 

rapidly. It was not long before the Nation as a whole began to take notice of Josh’s 
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accomplishments, recognizing him as “the youngest conversational speaker of the 

Chickasaw language” (Chickasaw Nation). When the Nation restructured its history and 

culture programs in 2009, Josh was the natural choice to run the language program as a 

distinct department dedicated to language revitalization efforts.  

In his new position, Josh continued to dedicate most of this time—both at and 

outside of work—to learning the language. On a typical work day, Josh took time in the 

morning, before heading to the office, to engage with the language. “By about 8:15,” he 

explained, “I [was] writing in my journal. I [did] the date, the weather, how I [felt] about 

the weather, what I read in my Bible for that day.” Once at work, Josh worked on 

translations and other language projects for the Nation, talking with fluent speakers and 

other staff members in the language, and teaching classes. After work, Josh continued his 

language studies while also working toward his doctorate in Native Language 

Revitalization and raising his family. The routine took an immense amount of time and 

energy, which eventually began to take a toll. “At night,” Josh explained, “sometimes 

you don’t want to work.”  

Over time, Josh learned to find balance and a sense of wellbeing. Rather than 

feeling weighed down by pressure to learn the language as quickly as possible, Josh 

became content with his natural process of language learning. “I’d say that that rabid 

push to become proficient has kind of faded,” he said, “I just feel like I’m okay. I’m not 

good enough yet, but I don’t have to give as much of my day over to the language. It’s 

more natural. It comes when it comes, and it goes when it goes.”  

Josh described his learning language as a series of peaks and plateaus. “Maybe 

four years ago,” he explained, “I was communicative, but not awesome.” This changed  
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and when Josh began teaching Chikashshanompa' courses at Byng High School. 

Developing curriculum and teaching Chikashshanompa' grammatical concepts to 

students required Josh to learn to use this new language in a new setting, a process which 

is at the heart of language revitalization work. While Josh felt that he was once again on a 

plateau, he continues to push forward, using the language daily. With the possibility of 

new language initiatives on the horizon, Josh envisioned that his language learning would 

“definitely explode” again. “Then I’ll probably have another plateau,” he said, “I’ll 

plateau as often as I can until all the native speakers are gone. Then it’s just us… We will 

be as good as it gets.” 

Over fifteen years, Josh’s motivations for learning Chikashshanompa' evolved. 

Whereas he began studying the language for his first son, his motivation to continue 

learning was sustained by a sense of cultural identity and, in his words, “ego.” “[Pursuing 

language] is less about me as a person,” Josh explained. “In the long haul, wanting to 

grow other people to be in this community [of proficient language speakers] with me is 

about the greater good, honoring the people that taught me, and keeping the language 

going.” “There’s still ego, though,” Josh asserted, “It’s really cool to be the youngest 

really proficient speaker.” “Brandon’s awfully close,” he quickly added, pointing to the 

playful competition between him and his co-workers, “so I think I’m going to have to be 

the second youngest.”  

Discussion 

Individually and collectively, Brandon, Clovis, and Josh’s profiles illuminate the 

ways in which a generation of Chickasaw young adults employed by the language 

program are developing personal and professional identities around Chikashshanompa' 
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and engaging in language reclamation as a life’s pursuit. In considering an overview of 

each individual’s unique language learning and professional trajectories (see Figures 1, 2, 

and 3), there is an evident relationship between a growing interest in language and a 

developing career path. Further, this visual overview demonstrates the dramatic progress 

each individual made in a timespan of about ten to fifteen years. This marked progress 

confirms that language learning opportunities are critical to language planning and 

pedagogical considerations. Significant to a discussion of emergent themes in the data, 

each timeline shares key features, including (though not necessarily in order): 1) a 

relocation to Ada, OK; 2) initial language learning efforts; 3) the offering of a position or 

promotion at the tribal language program; and 4) continued language learning efforts. I 

discuss these shared features in more depth below. 

Relocation to Ada: Seeking Educational and Career Opportunities 

 Brandon, Clovis, and Josh each made a decision as a young adult to relocate to 

Ada, Oklahoma. For the most part, this decision was driven not by desire to pursue 

language, but education and career. Nonetheless, it was an initial decision to relocate to 

Ada, an area where many speakers live and where most tribal programs are 

headquartered, that have allowed for each individual’s language-learning trajectory to 

unfold in relation to a professional trajectory.  

Through political, economic, and social hardship, the Chickasaw Nation has seen 

the diasporization of many community members. Seeking opportunity beyond the 

Chickasaw Nation, families joined federal programs such as the Indian Relocation Act of 

1956, or left the community by their own means. Within recent decades, however, the 

Chickasaw Nation has experienced political stability and economic growth. Operating 
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numerous casinos and other tribal enterprises, the Chickasaw Nation has become the 

largest employer of Chickasaw citizens (Davis, 2016). As a result of new job 

opportunities and increased services for citizens, the Nation has undergone what Davis 

(2016) calls a “de-diasporization, or ‘coming home’ of citizens geographically” (p. 3). 

Josh is an example of how a trend of de-diasporization of community members intersects 

with language reclamation efforts. 

 Growing up in Texas and later moving to New Mexico, Josh never envisioned 

himself working for the Chickasaw Nation. After completing his Master of Arts in Native 

American Art History, he planned to pursue work as a curator for a museum. His plans 

changed, however, when the Chickasaw Nation began to seek him out with employment 

opportunities. “I got head hunted by [another tribal artist] when I came [to Oklahoma] to 

do an exhibit… then I got hired on as photo archives manager,” Josh explained. While 

Josh was not initially employed in a position directly related to Chikashshanompa' 

reclamation, relocating to the Ada area afforded him access to language learning 

opportunities, such as working with elder speakers on his own and through the Master-

Apprentice program. Eventually, his employment with the Chickasaw Nation and 

personal language learning efforts coincided in a career as Director of the Department of 

Language. 

Differing from Josh, Clovis and Brandon both grew up in Oklahoma and, for the 

most part, within the boundaries of the Chickasaw Nation. Whereas Josh relocated to Ada 

for a job opportunity, Brandon and Clovis came to study at East Central University. 

Clovis, who took classes in Native American Studies and recreation, transitioned from 

the university to a position with Youth and Family Services with the support of the 
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Chickasaw Nation’s School-to-Work Program, an initiative providing Chickasaw 

students full-time pay for completing hours at school and working for the Nation. While 

Clovis had participated in a community language class previously, the job of running 

youth camps for Youth and Family Services, and later for the language program, 

ultimately prompted Clovis’ committed efforts to learn Chikashshanompa'. He enrolled 

in the Master-Apprentice program and subsequently transitioned to a new position with 

the language program.  

While Brandon also came to Ada for school, his path to his career was different 

from Clovis’. After attending school for two years, Brandon found a part-time job with 

the Chickasaw Nation’s Food Distribution Program. Brandon eventually transitioned to a 

full-time position and stopped attending the university, needing the work to support his 

growing family. It was at this job, learning from an elder co-worker, that for Brandon 

cultivated an interest in learning Chikashshanompa'. Though these early language 

learning efforts did not lead immediately to a new position related to the language, they 

paved the way for Brandon’s eventual hire at the language program. 

Initial Language Learning Efforts: Motivations for Pursuing Language 

Notably, literature in the field of second language acquisition suggests that 

language learners tend to be driven by integrative motivation, which reflects interest in 

learning a target language in order to come closer to the group that speaks the language 

(see Dörnyei & Schmidt, 2002). Based on research with Indigenous heritage language 

learners, however, King (2009) points out that the experience of learning a dominant 

language as a second language differs greatly from “learning a minority language 

undergoing revitalization” (p. 98). This difference of experience is evident in the 
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contrasting of statements reflecting integrative orientations of English speaking 

Canadians studying French and of Indigenous heritage language learners: 

English speaking Canadians studying French 

a. “Studying French can be important to me because it will allow me to 

participate more freely in the activities of French Canadians” (Gardner, 2002, 

p. 8). 

b. “If Canada should lose the French culture of Quebec, it would indeed be a 

great loss” (Gardner, 2002, p. 8). 

Indigenous heritage language learners 

a. “If we don’t speak Xaayda then how can we say we are Xaayda people?” 

(King, 2009, p. 105). 

b. “If we lose our language our heritage and culture would cease to exist” (King, 

2009, p. 105). 

While the statements of the French language learners express interest in the study 

of and participation in French Canadian culture, the statements of the Indigenous heritage 

language learners reflect a profound relationship between language and the continuance 

of cultural identity and peoples (McCarty, 2013; Ortiz, 1992). Noting this difference, 

King (2009) suggests that, in the context of Indigenous language reclamation, an 

alternative model for considering language learners’ motivations is needed. Within 

King’s proposed model, cultural identity expressed “through reference to ancestors and 

spiritual aspects of the heritage language” is a primary source of motivation that is 

distinct from the more “day to day” integrative motivation cited in second language 

acquisition literature (p. 106). 
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Consistent with King’s (2009) research findings, Brandon, Clovis, and Josh’s 

initial interest in learning language did not emerge from instrumental motivation to 

advance in their careers, but rather integrative motivation to enact and practice cultural 

integrity as Chickasaws. Common to each of the young men’s stories are initial language 

learning efforts which took place prior to being hired at the Department of Language. 

From asking elders about words and phrases to studying from published language 

materials to taking a community language class, Brandon, Clovis, and Josh’s early 

language learning efforts arose out of a desire to strengthen and affirm their cultural 

identities and a sense of responsibility as contributing members of their speech 

community to ensure the continuance of language across generations.  

For Brandon, the yearning to know Chikashshanompa' arose from his heart, in an 

almost “spiritual quest for identity” and the continuance of language (King, 2009, p. 99; 

McCarty, 2013; Ortiz, 1992). When asked why he took an interest in learning 

Chikashshanompa' while working at Food Distribution, Brandon responded:  

‘Cause I’m Chickasaw. I just felt like it was right in my heart that you should be 

able to speak your language. That’s just what I felt… You should be able to speak 

your language or at least understand it. If not, it will be lost forever. 

Explaining his views on whether a person can be Chickasaw without knowing the 

language, Brandon continued:  

You can be Chickasaw no matter what. If you speak Spanish, you’re still going to 

be Chickasaw… [but] if you’re not embracing your culture and your language, I 

don’t know. I’m not going to say you’re not Chickasaw, but it’s kind of sad. 
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Brandon’s words reflect an intuition that his ability to speak his heritage language is 

integral to his cultural integrity as a Chickasaw young adult. Not only is learning 

language about doing what is “right” in his heart, it is about carrying the language 

forward in the face of rapid language shift.  

 Clovis, echoing Brandon’s sentiments, talked about how the sense of urgency 

surrounding language loss motivated him as a learner, allowing him to develop what Lee 

(2009; 2014) calls a critical consciousness of language. He asserted that it is important 

for him to learn Chikashshanompa' because the language “has been lost over the years 

and it is starting to decline more rapidly.” Further he explained: “You lose a lot of 

identity if you don’t have the language. It’s something that you can’t get back.” For 

Clovis, learning the language and teaching it to others gave him “a sense of pride.” As a 

Chickasaw young adult, he was proud to participate in the stewardship of language, 

ensuring that it will be spoken for generations to come.  

 As the only one of the three men to have children during the stage of initial 

interest in Chikashshanompa', Josh’s motivations for language learning were both similar 

and different from Brandon and Clovis’. For Josh, learning language had the potential to 

not only strengthen his own sense of cultural identity, but also that of his newborn son. In 

2010, Josh explained: 

When my boy was born… I really started learning Chickasaw pretty intensely… I 

wanted to give him something more substantial than just his citizenship card or 

his [CDIB] card. I had this instinct that the language was the way to do it.  

Concerned that a CDIB card, a document issued by the Bureau of Indian Affairs (BIA) to 

record blood quantum and tribal affiliation, was not a meaningful indicator of identity, 
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Josh turned to the language in an act of self-determination. In 2014, Josh explained 

further that he began learning language not only for his son, but for himself: “When you 

really get down to the core of why… I strive to get better and better, I think I just felt like 

I wasn’t a good Chickasaw.” Growing up in a non-traditional family and outside of the 

Chickasaw Nation, Josh felt a barrier between himself and his culture: 

“You’re removed from it [the culture] and you say to yourself, ‘Well, I go back 

and play [stick]ball. That’s cool. I can sing. That’s cool. I’m a tribal artist.’ But 

what’s the thing that is Chickasaw through and through? That’s the language… 

When you can talk Indian, you’re accepted, you’re respected.” 

Josh’s statement affirms that “language is not only a means to communicate thoughts and 

reminiscing of the past, it also positions one as part of the community that has a tradition 

and a past” and, importantly, a future (Wan, Renganathan, & Phillip, 2015, p. 118). 

Significantly, it was because of the acceptance and respect Josh earned as a dedicated 

language learner—as well as his demonstrated integrity as a Chickasaw person—that the 

Chickasaw Nation hired him as the director of the language program. 

A Position or Promotion at the Language Program: Making Language a Career 

 The erasure (Irvine & Gal, 2000) and replacement of language, which has led to 

severe and rapid language shift, is an unprecedented phenomenon within the Chickasaw 

Nation. As a result, the Nation is addressing threats to the health of the language in 

unprecedented ways. By establishing a language program with full-time staff, the Nation, 

for example, is making it possible for community members, for the first time in history, 

to construct professional identities around Chikashshanompa'. Efforts to support 

community members financially for learning, teaching, and caring for the health of 
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language fit into a larger picture of how Indigenous community members are working to 

create new domains for and to raise the prestige of Indigenous languages (Montgomery-

Anderson, 2010).  

 For Josh, making language a career positively impacted the status of 

Chikashshanompa' within his family and his home. When I interviewed him in 2010, he 

explained: 

In my immediate family, I think that’s how my children see me—Dad does 

language… It’s a force. It’s always there. I talk Chickasaw to my kids every day. 

That’s what puts food on our table… It’s not an organizing force, per se, because 

we have a mixed household, but it’s definitely right there at the center of what we 

do. If it’s bringing home the bacon and the kids and I are talking it, it’s a pretty 

significant part, I think, of our life. 

Because Josh’s wife is not Chickasaw and does not speak Chikashshanompa', English 

remains the primary language spoken in the home. Nonetheless, because Josh has made a 

career out of language reclamation, Chikashshanompa' is strongly connected to the 

family’s economic security. 

 The opportunity to build one’s livelihood around language is especially important 

because contemporary young people who are interested in learning Chikashshanompa' 

struggle to see the language as advantageous in their future plans (Lewis, 2011). When I 

interviewed Clovis in 2010, he was working for Youth and Family Services and was 

hesitant to say that knowing Chikashshanompa' could be positively impact his career. 

When asked whether the language would be useful to his career, Clovis answered: 
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Yes and no. Because I do the youth camps right now. We have a culture camp 

where we have some language right now. I think once I learn enough to where I 

can fit it in with different aspects of work, I don’t think it’s going to help me 

further my career in that department [Youth and Family Services]. If I was in the 

language program, I think it would help me. Or if I was in some kind of history or 

culture related field, I think it would help.  

Aside from learning words and phrases for youth camps, Clovis did not envision the 

language having value to him in his position with Youth and Family Service because 

Chikashshanompa' was not used outside language lessons at the camps. At the time, 

Clovis believed that, professionally, the language would only be an asset if he worked at 

the language program. When Clovis transitioned to a position with the language program 

just a few months later, continued language learning became critical to his ability to do 

his job effectively.  

 In our 2014 interview, Clovis reflected that if learning language was not a part of 

his job at the language program, he might not be as dedicated to the process. Being paid 

as a full-time employee to work with the language has allowed Clovis to devote ample 

time to learning Chikashshanompa'. When asked if he would still be as dedicated to 

learning the language if he did not work at the language program, Clovis reflected: 

Probably not. Just because the language takes up time and that’s the main reason 

why people don’t learn. They’re not willing to give up time to learn it. Anybody’s 

who’s not getting paid to do it, they might not stick with it. 

Significantly, Clovis added that he would likely still be interested in the language even if 

he worked elsewhere. The difference would be the amount of time allotted to language 
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learning: “We [language program staff] might stick with it, but not to the extent that we 

are now. Just because you wouldn’t have time.”  

 While Clovis rightly points out that Department of Language staff members have 

many resources available to them as language learners, the notion that “having time” 

equates to successful language learning is an ideology that must be problematized. For 

example, while fulltime Department of Language staff can potentially dedicate forty 

hours or more per week to engaging with the language, not all choose to take advantage 

of this time and the resources available to learn the language. Likewise, there are many 

dedicated language learners who are not employed at the Department of Language who 

choose to make time for the language outside of their work and other commitments. This 

suggests that the pursuit of language reclamation is a choice (Chew, 2015). What has 

enabled Brandon, Clovis, and Josh to be successful language learners is not time, but the 

choice they have made to align their professional trajectories with their language learning 

trajectories. 

Given that, for Chickasaws, English has long been a language associated with 

financial success, it is significant that language learners on staff with the Department of 

Language have developed instrumental motivation to use Chikashshanompa'. Still, as 

Gómez de García, Axelrod, and Lachler (2009) point out, many communities have 

learned that encouraging language reclamation solely through instrumental motivation is 

often “a dead end,” resulting in the loss of the Indigenous language to “provide social and 

cultural grounding” (p. 108).  
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Affirming that motivation to learn language cannot emerge from economic 

incentive alone, Brandon explained that he would have the same motivation to learn 

Chikashshanompa' even if he was not employed by the Department of Language: 

I would have the same motivation, but I don’t know if I would have as many 

opportunities to learn like I do here. That’s what would be lacking. I’d have the 

motivation to learn it ‘cause where I worked before, I wanted to learn. But I didn’t 

have resources or anything like that. But, yeah, I don’t know if I would be as 

successful as I am now but I would still have the motivation. 

Brandon, Clovis, and Josh all began learning Chikashshanompa' out of an integrative 

motivation to strengthen cultural identity and ensure the language’s continuance in the 

future, and all agreed that they would be learning the language to some extent whether or 

not they were doing it for work.  

In this way, the pursuit of language did not arise out of instrumental motivation, 

but rather integrative. At the same time, employment at the Department of Language 

helps to sustain the pursuit through economic stability, ample time, and new opportunities 

for language learning. My master’s thesis research about Chickasaw citizens’ motivations 

to learn Chikashshanompa' revealed that only those who already worked at the language 

program viewed the language as important to their career and economic livelihood. For 

language revitalization to be successful on a large scale, language learners will likely 

need both integrative and instrumental motivation. 
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Continued Language Learning Efforts: Sustaining Language as a Life’s Pursuit 

As the language learner who has been involved with the language program the 

longest, self-motivation has played a large role in Josh’s pursuit of language. He 

reflected:  

I’ve always been self-motivated to do things that I thought were worthwhile or 

compelling. I taught myself how to play guitar because I thought that was cool. I 

was self-taught as an artist because I thought that was cool… I learned to talk 

Chickasaw through sort of a sheer force of will because I really was inspired by 

native speakers. 

From this inspiration, Josh’s sense of responsibility to ensure the continuance of language 

within his own family and within the broader Chickasaw community grew. He began to 

ask himself: “Would your ancestors be proud of you today?” In his view, carrying the 

language forward as a learner and teacher is a means to maintain cultural integrity and 

honor generations of language speakers before him.  

While Josh remarked that it is “selfish,” he also explained that his pursuit of 

language was sustained by the hope that one day he would also be remembered by his 

successors for his work with the language: 

I want to be remembered. In a hundred years, I want them to say a long time ago 

there was this white dude named Lokosh [Josh’s Chickasaw name] who was a 

Chickasaw (but he didn’t look like it) and he really cared for his language… I 

would just love for people to not forget me. I remember my named ancestors who 

have been gone for four hundred years in some cases.  
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Significantly, Josh’s legacy as a trailblazer in his work with the language has already 

inspired and impacted other community members, including Brandon and Clovis. In this 

way, Josh was already leaving a living legacy of his work. 

For all three young men, being in a community with other language learners 

committed to speaking and teaching Chikashshanompa' has been an important source of 

motivation to continue in pursuit of language. For Brandon, hearing Josh, a fellow 

language learner, speak Chikashshanompa' with great proficiency has been a source of 

encouragement in his own language learning journey: “Josh, he’s really inspired me… 

hearing him speak and understand.” Similarly, Clovis remarked that he drew inspiration 

to continue learning Chikashshanompa' from other language learners’ accomplishments 

and progress:  

When you see different people like Brandon, he’s done really good at language, 

you see how he’s progressed. I want to progress like that. You see Josh. He didn’t 

know anything growing up, but he’s been doing it the last twelve, thirteen years, 

you see how he is. I want to be like that one of these days. 

For Brandon and Clovis, being in a community with other language learners makes the 

goal of acquiring proficiency in Chikashshanompa' seem attainable, which in turn 

contributes to motivation and momentum in their individual learning efforts. 

Building on this theme, a common feature of each of the men’s timelines are 

points at which the individual language-learning trajectory intersected and became 

interwoven with a broader community trajectory toward language reclamation, enabling 

the pursuit of language to be sustained over a lifetime. For example, by appointing Josh 

to direct its language revitalization program the Chickasaw Nation recognized Josh’s 
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personal commitment to learning Chikashshanompa', as well as his educational 

accomplishments and work experience, and entrusted him with guiding the community as 

a whole toward stewardship of language. This job offer not only allowed Josh to make a 

career out of learning and teaching Chikashshanompa', but to become a leader in 

community language reclamation efforts. 

Brandon and Clovis’ dedication to language learning was also acknowledged 

through job offers at the Department of Language, though both men were modest in 

making the connection between their personal commitment to language learning and the 

advancement of their careers. “I guess they liked the work I did and they hired me,” 

Brandon said of his initial job offer at the Department of Language. Similarly, Clovis 

remarked of his acceptance to the Master-Apprentice program: “I thought I’d apply and 

see what happened. I got it, so I thought I’d give it a shot.” While they portray themselves 

almost as passive recipients of these opportunities, both young men demonstrated 

remarkable dedication in their individual pursuits of language and of their careers, 

earning them trust and recognition as leaders in language work.  

Complimenting recognition of these young men’s language learning 

accomplishments by the Nation is the acceptance and support of elder fluent speakers 

who are committed to language reclamation. During an interview, one elder speaker, 

Jerry, remarked that he often reflects on a single question: “If I weren’t here anymore, 

who’s going to carry it [the language] on?” For Jerry, like many elder speakers (Lewis, 

2011), it is the enthusiasm and commitment of younger generations of language learners 

that motivates him to teach the language and gives him hope that one day there will be 

another generation of Chikashshanompa' speakers. In particular, he has faith in Brandon, 
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Clovis, Josh, and other Department of Language employees to ensure the continuance of 

the language: “These young men, they’ll be the ones to carry it on, I think, because 

they’re really interested.” Jerry’s words indicate that a sense of peace—that the efforts of 

this younger generation will sustain the language over time, even after the elder 

generation has passed on.  

Fluent speaker Charlie places similar hope in these young men to carry the 

language forward. When asked what he hoped to achieve by participating in language 

reclamation efforts, Charlie answered, “I hope one day, I’ll at least have taught one 

person pick up Chickasaw.” He continued: “It’s a good feeling that I see these guys that 

I’ve taught, they’re still trying to talk Chickasaw.” Charlie recognized that language 

learning is a challenging and time-consuming process, and is proud to see apprentice 

language learners like Clovis make progress: 

When Clovis first started [learning the language from me], I said, “If you really 

want to learn, you gotta put yourself into it. You’re going to knock your brains 

out, but it’s there.” He said, “You think I’ll ever pick it up?” I said, “Don’t worry 

so much about it. Later on, when you get to understand it more, you’ll be able to 

start putting them into sentences.” He’s there. He can do that now. Sometimes it 

may not make sense, but… he’s picked up a lot. I think he’ll do good. 

While fluent speakers acknowledged that language learners make mistakes, most 

Chickasaw elders’ attitudes toward learners are far from examples of “elder purism” in 

which “in which elders display linguistic authority but discourage younger speakers from 

adapting their heritage languages to the contemporary world” (Dorian, 1994; Kroskrity, 
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2009, p. 75). Instead, these Chickasaw elders see the future of the language in the 

learners they have taught.  

Like Charlie, Jerry recognized that making mistakes is a necessary part of the 

learning process and admires learners like Josh who willing to try to speak without fear 

of saying something incorrectly: 

Joshua is pretty good with it [the language]… that’s all he’ll speak if I get around 

him. And that’s the way it should be. But Joshua don’t get every word right, 

either. He places words back here when it should be up in front. But that’s alright 

because I’ll correct him or he’ll ask me, “Is that correct?” I wish that most of our 

Chickasaws who are trying to learn the language would do that. 

The support of elders for emerging language learners contributes to Brandon, Clovis, and 

Josh’s ability to sustain language as a life’s pursuit. Brandon, Clovis, and Josh have built 

and strengthened relationships with elders around the language. In turn, they have found 

increased motivation to learn Chikashshanompa' as a means of communication and not 

just a badge of ethnic and cultural identity (Field & Kroskrity, 2009).  

With acceptance and support from elder speakers and the community as a whole, 

Brandon, Clovis, and Josh all foresee hopeful outcomes of their pursuits of language 

reclamation. When asked if he could envision another generation of Chickasaw children 

speaking Chikashshanompa' as a first language in generations to come, Clovis responded: 

I hope so. I think that’s kinda what we’re all shooting for is to keep it going. Right 

now, the people in the language department are in a pretty good spot to have that 

chance to carry on the language. We’re not a very big department… We’re just in 

a really good spot right now to learn… All our speakers are older, so it’s going to 
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be up to somebody to carry it on. Like I said, we’re in the best position to do it, or 

at least try to get the ball rolling anyways.  

As young adult professionals committed to learning and teaching Chikashshanompa', 

Brandon, Clovis, and Josh have indeed “kept the ball rolling” toward language 

reclamation by using Chikashshanompa' daily in their work. This is significant because, 

as Fillerup (2000) writes, “if we can ignite the fire of everyday life back into the 

language, we will no longer be racing against the clock, but instead trying to outrun the 

sun” (p. 34). 

Conclusions 

 Scholars in the field of Indigenous language revitalization have brought attention 

to community members’ agency in reclaiming their “Indigenous language rights through 

opening up or expanding ‘ideological and implementational spaces’ (Hornberger, 2002) 

for use of the language” (McCarty & Hornberger, 2012, p. 5). Drawing on the narratives 

of three Andean Indigenous educators, Hornberger and Swinehart (2012) found that 

professionalization experiences transformed individuals’ “personal language policies, 

marking their adult lives with stronger identification with Indigenous language and 

culture” (p. 1). Significantly, Brandon, Clovis, and Josh’s profiles exemplify a similar 

phenomenon in which personal language policies are shaped by a community project of 

language reclamation.  

 Individual agency played a profound role along Brandon, Clovis, and Josh’s 

language-learning trajectories and the shaping of personal language policies toward the 

active use of Chikashshanompa'. As Brandon asserted, the pursuit of the language 

emerges out of a sense of cultural integrity: “I’m Chickasaw. I just felt like it was right in 



146 

my heart that you should be able to speak your language.” In order to do “right,” Brandon 

dedicated himself to pursuing language, first by asking questions of an elder and later by 

participating in more formal language learning programs. By honoring his heart’s desire 

to know Chikashshanompa', Brandon’s language learning journey became about 

maintaining a sense personal well-being. By holding himself accountable to think about 

the language “every day, every hour, every minute,” his personal language policy became 

a way of life in which Chikashshanompa' is prioritized and valued.  

Similarly, Clovis demonstrated a great deal of agency in his pursuit of language. 

While Clovis had access to language through his step-father’s family, it was his personal 

endeavor to determine the extent to which he would engage with language and culture 

(Nicholas, 2009). For Clovis, this has been a life-long journey. Whereas studying the 

language began as something he would give “a shot” and “see what happened,” it 

evolved into something more. From initial hesitation to speak Chikashshanompa', Clovis 

now found that speaking the language was almost habit: “Sometimes I don’t even have to 

think, it just comes out.” What is more, using the language is a way for Clovis, like 

Brandon, to maintain his own sense of cultural integrity. Working with youth, Clovis 

wanted to set a positive example by “doing right.” For Clovis this meant not just telling 

youth that the language was important but showing them through his own language use.  

 Josh began actively pursuing the study of Chikashshanompa' after the birth of his 

first child. For Josh, having a child awakened a sense of responsibility to connect more 

deeply to his heritage and to share it with his family. At this moment in his life, Josh’s 

personal language policy shifted dramatically and he began seeking the language both 

through published texts and visits to the Chickasaw Nation. In many ways, Josh’s pursuit 
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of language represented a cultural revival at a micro-level. Josh recognized language as a 

gift received from the Creator and intended to be given to one’s children and succeeding 

generations. For Josh, it was “instinct” that his role as a parent was to care for 

Chikashshanompa' for the sake of his child.  

Brandon, Clovis, and Josh each were transformed by their pursuits of language. 

Significantly, the possibility for the language to be a means to economic livelihood has 

been critical to their transformations and sustained pursuits of language over their 

lifetimes. Re-envisioned personal language policies have contributed to the rescaling and 

“re-emplacing” of Chikashshanompa' in non-traditional domains, such as an office 

building housing the Chickasaw Department of Language (McCarty et al., 2012). 

Brandon, Clovis, and Josh’s profiles point to a phenomenon of individual language 

learning and professional trajectories intersecting and weaving together with a 

community’s broader trajectory toward language reclamation. In other words, while the 

pursuits of language for these three young adult professionals emerged out of and are 

sustained by individual agency, these pursuits cannot be taken out of a context of 

community support for both language reclamation and for its language learners. 
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CHAPTER 6: Hopaaki Aa-áyya'shcha Chikashshanompa' Ithana [They Live Far Off 

and Are Learning the Chickasaw Language]: The Engagement of Chickasaw 

Citizens-At-Large in Language Reclamation Efforts 

 

 Despite being stakeholders in and contributors to language work, the critical role 

of citizen-at-large language learners is often overlooked within the dynamics of 

Chickasaw language reclamation. This chapter serves as a qualitative investigation into 

the sense of responsibility to Chikashshanompa' felt by Chickasaw citizens-at-large. By 

considering the experiences of two Chickasaw language learners residing in Phoenix, 

Arizona, this chapter seeks to illuminate the following research question: How are 

Chickasaw citizens who reside outside of the Chickasaw Nation engaging in language 

reclamation? Given that language is an inherently social activity, a pertinent and related 

question is how, when apart from the speech community (Silverstein, 1996), citizens-at-

large Chikashshanompa' learners forge social relationships with other Chickasaws that 

enable them to progress along their language learning trajectories. 

Notably, this chapter is not intended as a comprehensive study of the diverse 

experiences of Chickasaw citizens-at-large interested in the language. According to the 

annual Chickasaw Progress Report, the Department of Language served approximately 

1,800 people during the 2015 year through classes, camps, clubs, and outreach visits 

(Anoatubby, 2015). A comprehensive study would work with this larger population—

which includes Chickasaw citizens living within and outside of the Nation’s jurisdictional 

boundary and non-Chickasaws—to consider ways citizens-at-large as a demographic 

engage with the language. Such research has not been pursued to date, and is beyond the 
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scope of this particular study. Intended as a preliminary and first of its kind consideration 

of the experiences of citizen-at-large language learners, this chapter focuses much more 

narrowly on the stories of two at-large language learners residing in Phoenix, Arizona. In 

other words, the two learners featured in this chapter are not typical, they are exceptional. 

As a result of their initiative and agency as learners, they have distinguished themselves 

as a driving force behind the emergence of a small but vibrant community of Chickasaw 

language learners in their region.  

Sherrie, one of the language learners featured in this chapter, has actively pursued 

language learning with an excitement and commitment that has proved contagious. She 

has taken on a lead role in organizing language learning opportunities for other 

Chickasaws in Arizona, who are organized through a Phoenix-based community 

council—called the Arizona Chickasaw Citizen Connection—recognized and supported 

by the Chickasaw Nation. Through the Arizona Chickasaw Citizen Connection, 

Chickasaw citizens-at-large residing Arizona meet quarterly for fellowship and to hear 

presentations by visiting Chickasaw Nation representatives. Sherrie has volunteered to 

give language lessons to the group and to meet with other members who express interest 

in learning more. At the time of our interview, Sherrie was working with three other 

women from the community council, including Lonna, the other language learner 

featured in this chapter. Sherrie and Lonna, in particular, were meeting weekly—in 

person and online—to study the language together. 

 Working together to learn Chikashshanompa' was an important step forward 

along both women’s language learning trajectories. Still, the pursuit of language by 

Chickasaw citizens-at-large from what Lonna calls the “outside edges” presents unique 
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challenges. While citizens-at-large have access to printed language learning materials, 

including Chikashshanompa' dictionaries (Humes & Humes, 1987; Humes & Humes, 

2015; Munro & Willmond, 1994) and a language grammar (Munro & Willmond, 2008), 

as well as web-based resources, they still have less access to language learning 

programming than do Chickasaws residing within the bounds of the Nation. As such, 

citizens-at-large who are committed to learning must be especially diligent—and 

creative.  

 Because little is currently known about how Chickasaw citizens who reside 

outside of the Chickasaw Nation are engaging in language reclamation efforts, I begin 

with consideration about how Chickasaws have maintained the language in the face of 

displacement from their homelands and communities over the course of generations. 

Next, I discuss current understandings of Chickasaw citizen-at-large perceptions of and 

involvement with Chikashshanompa' and language reclamation agendas. Following a 

presentation of Sherrie and Lonna’s profiles, I examine emerging themes in the data.  

Maintaining Chikashshanompa' in the Face of Displacement 

 The phenomenon of how Indigenous people maintain knowledge of and 

attachment to their heritage languages while displaced from their Indigenous homelands 

and communities is one that has received little research attention. Providing some insight 

into this phenomenon, Basso (1996) explains that our attachments to our homelands, 

communities, cultures, and languages—our sense of place—are often taken for granted. 

That is, until “we are deprived of these attachments and find ourselves adrift, literally 

dislocated, in unfamiliar surroundings we do not comprehend and care for even less” (p. 

xiii). In these circumstances, our sense of loss “may assert itself in pressing and powerful 
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ways, and its often subtle components… come surging into awareness” (p. xiii). 

Affirming this notion, Nicholas (2008) contends that when away from the heritage 

community, living among the dominant society, Indigenous people have a heightened 

sense of their Otherness (Said, 1978) which acts to confirm a strong sense of self. Rather 

than aspiring to assimilate, individuals and families may instead hold tighter to their 

languages and cultures, allowing them to recreate an Indigenous sense of place and self 

no matter where they go (Witherspoon, 1977). 

 Indeed, Chickasaws have been ensuring linguistic and cultural continuance in the 

face of displacement for generations. A pertinent example of this comes from the 

Chickasaw people’s forced removal to Indian Territory in the late 1830s. While removal 

spurred language shift, Chickasaw ancestors did not cease to speak Chikashshanompa' 

once displaced from their homelands. On the contrary, in the face of unimaginable 

suffering and loss along what is commonly referred to as the Trail of Tears, they found 

strength and resiliency through their songs, stories, and prayers.  

 Since this bleak era of history, the federal government has persisted in attempts to 

disband and displace Chickasaws and other Indigenous peoples. Further, enduring and 

persistent pressures of assimilation continue to push Indigenous peoples away from 

“home” in pursuit of job, educational, and other opportunities which are limited or 

unavailable in their heritage communities. While it is often assumed that those who leave 

their communities will assimilate into the dominant society, there are many individuals 

who do not lose or give up their language and cultural ways. The life story of Catherine 

Willmond, a renowned Chikashshanompa' speaker, is an example of how Chickasaw 
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citizens-at-large, as those who live outside Chickasaw Nation jurisdictional boundaries 

are called, have retained linguistic and cultural ties to their heritage community. 

 Born in 1922, Willmond moved with her family from McMillan, Oklahoma to 

Los Angeles, California in the late 1950s (Larsen & Larsen, 2008). Like many Chickasaw 

families who left Oklahoma during this time, the Willmond was a part of an assimilatory 

federal program—known as the Indian Relocation Act of 1956—that promised Native 

Americans living on reservations and in rural areas job training and opportunities in 

urban centers. For many, this misguided federal program led to, over generations, eroded 

familial, linguistic, and cultural ties to the Chickasaw Nation; however, Willmond 

maintained a strong sense of her Chickasaw identity and persisted in speaking her 

language. Even while living nearly 1,500 miles from the Chickasaw Nation, Willmond 

worked to support future generations of Chickasaw language learners. In 1977, she began 

working with UCLA linguist Pamela Munro—along with other Chikashshanompa' 

speakers in Oklahoma—to document the language. Together, Willmond and Munro 

published an analytical dictionary of the Chickasaw language (Munro & Willmond, 

1994), as well as the first-ever Chikashshanompa' teaching grammar (Munro & 

Willmond, 2008). Both texts have dramatically impacted language revitalization work, 

becoming foundational teaching materials.  

 Notably, apart from Mrs. Willmond’s efforts to document the language, relatively 

little is currently known about how Chickasaw citizens-at-large maintain their languages 

while living apart from their heritage communities. It is a phenomenon that even 

Chickasaws who have these lived experiences struggle to make sense of. Hannah, an 

elder who, like Willmond, went to California following the Relocation Act, was surprised 
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that, when she moved back to the Chickasaw Nation decades later, few of her peers who 

had stayed in Oklahoma were still speaking the language. When she asked them why, 

they told her, “I used to speak it when my grandmother was still alive, but after she 

passed away, I forgot and I can’t speak it anymore.” Hannah reflected on their words, 

concluding, “No. That’s an excuse. Your language is something you learn as a small 

child…You don’t forget it or you forget because you want to forget it.” Hannah’s words 

are all the more powerful and raise important questions pertinent to this research, 

including: 1) why would Chickasaws living apart from their heritage community want to 

remember their language? and 2) how do they do it while living away from the speech 

community (Silverstein, 1996)?  

Understanding Chickasaw Citizen-At-Large Engagement with Chikashshanompa' 

Reclamation 

 Today, over 42,500 of a total 63,000 enrolled Chickasaws reside outside of the 

Chickasaw Nation jurisdictional area (Morris, 2016).35 As a group citizens-at-large are 

expressing more interest than ever in upholding and restoring a sense of affiliation and 

belonging to the Chickasaw Nation through the language. This wider spread interest in 

the language has developed largely as a result of and in parallel to the Chickasaw 

Nation’s developing economic, political, and social stability. Restored stability has 

enabled the Nation to reach out to and support its at-large demographic through health 

and wellness programs, support for education, and even access to culture, including 

language materials. At this time, all enrolled Chickasaw citizens-at-large can, for 

                                                 
35 This estimate is based on Morris’s (2016) figures. I could not confirm this demographic information with 

the Chickasaw Nation. After numerous attempts to contact different offices within the Chickasaw Nation, I 

was told either the office did not know or that it could not release the information. 
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example, request language flashcard sets for their children. Further, online language 

learning tools, including a language app and videos, are available free of charge to 

everyone, regardless of enrollment status or geographic location.  

 Notably, since its establishment in 2007, the Chickasaw Nation Department of 

Language has grappled with how best to serve—with limited resources in terms of elder 

speakers’ time and knowledge—its numerous and diverse citizen-at-large stakeholders. 

An ongoing conundrum within Chikashshanompa' reclamation work has been how to 

nurture and grow competent users of the language while also ensuring that all citizens 

have opportunities to access the language. In early stages of language revitalization work, 

when there were not competent language learners, the Department of Language 

necessarily prioritized the first agenda, focusing on initiatives like the Master-Apprentice 

Program. While an effective model for adult language acquisition in endangered language 

contexts, Master-Apprentice required a large investment of resources in a small number 

of individuals. Given the urgency of language decline, it was difficult initially to justify 

investing resources into learners who were not present and actively engaged in the speech 

community (Silverstein, 1996).  

As a result, the Chickasaw Nation Department of Language considered the 

possibility of technology to provide citizens-at-large access to language without 

subtracting from the human resources necessary to sustain its at-home programming. Not 

all initiatives, however, have proved long-term sustainability. One pertinent example is 

the development of a Chikashshanompa' translation program for use on a Phraselator, a 

speech interpretation device developed for use by the US military, in 2008. A precursor 

to language app, Phraselator allowed users to access prerecorded vocabulary words and 
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phrases. As part of a new Community Council Language Outreach program, the 

Department of Language provided citizen-at-large councils, like the one based in 

Phoenix, a Phraselator and training to use it (Morris, 2016). Despite initial enthusiasm for 

the devices, interest faded relatively quickly and the devices were replaced by a more 

user-friendly and accessible language app introduced in 2009.36 Notably, the Chickasaw 

Nation is projected to release part I of an online language learning software, developed in 

partnership with Rosetta Stone, accessible to all Chickasaw citizens in the fall of 2016. 

This software, which will eventually be a four-part series, will be the first comprehensive 

language learning curriculum accessible to Chickasaw citizens residing outside of the 

Chickasaw Nation and could significantly impact the experience of citizen-at-large 

language learners. 

Significantly, the economic growth experienced by the Chickasaw Nation has led 

not only to increased support and resources for citizens-at-large but the creation of more 

jobs. This has, in turn, generated opportunities for individuals and families to return to 

the Chickasaw after living elsewhere. Davis (2016) notes that these job opportunities 

have resulted in an unprecedented “trend of de-diasporization, or ‘coming home’ of 

citizens geographically” that has positively impacted language work (p. 3). By returning 

to the Chickasaw Nation, Chickasaw citizens have, as in the case of several participants 

in this study, found greater access to Chikashshanompa', becoming accomplished 

learners and even leaders in language reclamation efforts.  

While no academic research to date has focused exclusively on the experiences of 

Chickasaw citizen-at-large language learners, a recent dissertation about Chickasaw 

                                                 
36 Morris (2016) provides a more thorough overview of the ways in which the Chickasaw Nation has 

implemented technology in language programming.  
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language ideologies and learner motivation provides some insight into the phenomenon 

(Ozbolt, 2014). In analyzing responses to a survey about the language, which included 

Chickasaw citizen-at-large responses, Ozbolt (2014) found that although there was “a 

tendency for Chickasaws living in the service area to show more commitment to the 

language” than non-Chickasaws and even Chickasaws living elsewhere in Oklahoma, 

citizens “living out-of-state sometimes ranked high as well” (p. 178). For example, 91 

percent of Chickasaw survey respondents living within the Chickasaw Nation indicated 

that they wanted to learn Chikashshanompa' to keep the language from disappearing, 

compared to 81 percent of Chickasaws living elsewhere in Oklahoma and 88 percent of 

Chickasaws living out-of-state.  

Based on this data, Ozbolt concluded that, while “Chickasaws who live in the 

service area report more sense of responsibility towards the survival of the language than 

Chickasaws living elsewhere,” the difference is insignificant because “at-large citizens 

also feel a strong sense of responsibility towards the language” (p. 166). This finding is 

critical because it suggests that the approximately 70 percent of enrolled Chickasaws who 

reside outside of the Chickasaw Nation jurisdictional area are important stakeholders in 

the outcomes of language reclamation work. Importantly, Sherrie and Lonna’s stories, 

presented in the following sections, demonstrate the same commitment and responsibility 

to the language that Ozbolt found among Chickasaw citizen-at-large survey respondents. 

I begin with Sherrie’s story. 

Sherrie 

 “This is Sherrie. I have some bad news,” said the solemn voice at the other end of 

the line.  
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 “What is it?” I asked, bracing myself. 

 “[One of our elder speakers] had a stroke.” My tears welled as Sherrie relayed the 

information she had received from the family. “I just don’t know what we’re going to do 

when our elders are gone and we can’t ask them questions anymore,” she said.  

 I tried to console myself, turning my thoughts to the Wampanoag, Miami, and 

other communities who have awakened their sleeping languages generations after their 

last speakers have passed on. Still, my heart shared her worry and pain. 

***** 

I first met Sherrie, a forty-nine-year-old language learner, in the spring of 2014, at 

a quarterly meeting of Chickasaw citizens-at-large held in Phoenix, Arizona. My husband 

and I made the nearly two-hour drive north from Tucson to attend what would be our first 

meeting. To our surprise we learned that immediately following the meeting was an 

optional beginner’s language lesson for those interested in knowing more about 

Chikashshanompa'. We eagerly joined the small circle of six to eight language learners, 

as Sherrie led the group through Chikashshanompa' sounds and basic sentence structures.  

Visiting with Sherrie after the lesson, I learned that she maintained a Facebook 

group for anyone interested in studying Chikashshanompa', and that she planned to 

develop additional online support for language learners, including video-conferenced 

lessons for beginners. I was awed to discover that there was a small but active community 

of committed Chikashshanompa' learners in Arizona and I was eager to join in their 

efforts. Sherrie and I began talking on the phone and online, and got together in person 

when possible. The morning before I received the harrowing phone call from Sherrie, we 
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had met in her Phoenix home for an interview and to reconnect about our personal 

language learning progress.  

***** 

As I sat with Sherrie at her dining table, she explained to me why learning her 

heritage language was so important to her. She reflected fondly on her relationship with 

her father, a preacher and fluent Chikashshanompa' speaker, who instilled in her a love 

for her Chickasaw heritage and language. Being the daughter of a preacher meant moving 

often. Born in Oregon, Sherrie also lived in Alaska and California before settling in 

Arizona. Though she did not grow up in the Chickasaw Nation, Sherrie’s father did his 

best to teach her about her Chickasaw heritage and language. “We grew up being taught, 

‘You’re Chickasaw,’” Sherrie remembered. “My dad spoke to me in Chickasaw.” With a 

hint of remorse, she added, “Only I wasn’t a great student at speaking the language then.” 

“Dad would always say, ‘This is the word for…,’” Sherrie recalled. Her father’s 

love for Chikashshanompa' came from his father, who spoke it as a first language and 

was an original enrollee on the Dawes Rolls.37 As the second oldest of thirteen siblings, 

Sherrie’s father had more exposure to the language than his younger siblings and was 

raised as a bilingual Chikashshanompa' and English speaker because, as Sherrie noted, 

“[he] was more involved with [his] dad hearing, speaking.” She further speculated, “I 

don’t think the younger siblings heard it as much, but my dad did.”  

                                                 
37 Compiled by the federal government between 1898 and 1906, the Dawes Rolls are a list of individuals 

approved for membership in the Five Civilized Tribes (Cherokee, Chickasaw, Choctaw, Creek, and 

Seminole). In order to be eligible for a Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood and citizenship in the 

Chickasaw Nation, one must prove lineal descendancy from an original enrollee. For contemporary 

Chickasaws, referencing a connection to an original enrollee is a common discursive strategy for 

authenticating tribal membership (Davis, 2016). 
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While Sherrie’s father traveled to Oklahoma to preach in Native American 

community churches, he rarely had opportunities to speak Chikashshanompa' with other 

speakers. Living in isolation from Chikashshanompa' speakers, Sherrie’s father often 

spoke his language to his daughter. “My dad and I talked a lot, so he would always tell 

me words,” she explained. Sherrie’s father also taught her about Chickasaw culture, 

singing her songs, showing her how to carve wood, and introducing her to elders. For the 

most part, Sherrie embraced her dad’s efforts to connect her to her heritage. However, 

today she regrets the times when she was less receptive to his teachings. “He always 

wanted me to go with him to meet people,” she remembered. “I feel bad that I didn’t go 

because, after the elders are gone, you kick yourself for the opportunities you missed. I 

always had some excuse—‘I’m in college. I don’t enough money.’—or something. I’m 

like, ‘I could have taken out a loan, done anything to go’” she reflected. 

Though Sherrie mourned these lost opportunities, she did not place blame on 

herself or her father for the interruption of this intergenerational process for learning the 

language in her family. Sherrie had always wanted to learn Chikashshanompa' and her 

father had been willing to share his knowledge, but the reality was that language shift was 

unprecedented for the family, a phenomenon that her father did not quite know how to 

address. “I’ve always been interested [in learning the language],” Sherrie explained, “but 

the problem, I think, was that my dad didn’t know how to teach me to speak it.” Because 

Sherrie’s mother did not speak Chikashshanompa', the primary language of Sherrie’s 

home was English. “Everybody in the house always did conversing in English,” Sherrie 

continued, “so Dad would tell me these words but then we wouldn’t use them. I have 

papers and papers from growing up, from all the notes I took from him.” Sherrie’s father, 
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like many elder Chikashshanompa' speakers who learned English in classrooms which 

emphasized vocabulary lists and spelling test, likely perceived learning the language was 

perceived as requiring isolated words, paper and pencil, notes. Reflecting on the short 

comings of this approach for teaching Chikashshanompa', Sherrie asked out loud, “Okay, 

you said that word means that, but what do I do with that?”  

When Sherrie’s father passed away in 2001, her desire to learn Chikashshanompa' 

only increased. Still, even with the Humes (1987) dictionary, an introductory language 

workbook created by fluent speakers (Thompson et al., 1993), as well as her notes from 

her father, Sherrie struggled to learn on her own. “I had trouble with that [workbook] 

because I tried and tried to learn from it,” and further explained, “but it was difficult 

because I felt like it wasn’t consistent. It was hard to apply rules and the spelling was 

kind of mish-moshy.” While materials created by Chikashshanompa' speakers represent 

early and important efforts toward language documentation, without essential linguistic 

training they can be difficult for language learners to use effectively. Nonetheless, Sherrie 

did her best, making frequent calls to the language program to check her answers to 

workbook exercises. “Someone from Arizona keeps calling,” she laughed, imitating the 

bewilderment she imagined the language program staff must have had at her calls.  

Then, in 2008, everything changed. Linguist Pamela Munro and fluent speaker 

Catherine Willmond published the first Chikashshanompa' grammar text (Munro & 

Willmond, 2008) covering the fundamentals of the structure of the language. Designed to 

be accessible to beginning language learners, the grammar was what Sherrie needed to 

take her language learning to the next level. “When the new book came out, I was like, 

‘Whoo. Lightbulb!’” Sherrie remembered, “Anybody can learn it this way.” Sherrie 
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began working through the book lesson by lesson, continuing to consult with the 

language program when she had questions. “I love languages; I think I have an affinity 

for them,” Sherrie said of her commitment to learning Chikashshanompa' despite the 

thousand miles between Phoenix and the Chickasaw Nation.  

Importantly, Sherrie also had an affinity for teaching, as well as a gift for 

encouraging and empathizing with others. In many ways, she was a natural language 

teacher. In Sherrie’s view, because so few people have knowledge of the language and so 

many others want to learn, it was her responsibility to share what she knew. She 

confidently asserted, “I don’t speak the language as well as Josh [director of the 

Chickasaw Department of Language featured in Chapter 5] or Judy38 [an elder speaker 

employed at the Department], but I do speak it better than ninety-nine percent of other 

Chickasaws I know.” With this glass-half-full attitude, Sherrie posted regularly to her 

Facebook group with short grammar lessons, vocabulary words, and language games. She 

also met online and in-person with the small group of language learners residing in the 

Phoenix area.  

For Sherrie, the most rewarding part of teaching is helping other Chickasaws who, 

like her, have a longing to better know themselves as Chickasaws through the language. 

Most of the learners with whom Sherrie interacted on her Facebook group and through 

her language lessons wanted very much to know their heritage language, but felt 

overwhelmed by the learning process. Sherrie explained that her role was to make 

learning Chikashshanompa' seem like a possibility for them. “People say, ‘This is hard,’ 

                                                 
38 A pseudonym. 
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but I say, ‘No, it’s not. It’s easy. You just need to look at it this way.’ Then they get it, 

and they see how easy learning can be.”  

In this way, Sherrie was using her gifts for teaching as a means to honor her 

father’s legacy. While Sherrie’s father did not always know how to teach his daughter to 

actively use the language, she found her own way to do this by using Chikashshanompa' 

daily on her Facebook group, with other learners, and most importantly, with her family. 

Sherrie recalled that the words of another Chickasaw citizen, who spoke at one of the 

quarterly meetings in Phoenix, reaffirmed her devotion to reclaiming her heritage 

language. He said, “Leave your children more than you have.” For Sherrie, this statement 

strongly affirmed the importance of sharing Chikashshanompa' with her five children, 

two of whom still live at home. By involving her children in her language learning 

journey, she honored her father’s love for his language and ensures the continuance of 

Chikashshanompa' in her family. 

Lonna 

 Lonna, a fifty-year old Chikashshanompa' learner living in Phoenix, was one of 

Sherrie’s language students. The pair had also become good friends as a result of their 

shared interest in learning Chikashshanompa' and similar family histories. Like Sherrie, 

Lonna was the daughter of a fluent Chikashshanompa' speaker and had a great desire to 

ensure the continuance of the language within her family. In contrast to Sherrie’s father, 

Lonna’s mother, a boarding school survivor who experienced trauma for speaking her 

Indigenous language, did not openly share her language or heritage with her daughter. 

Growing up, Lonna knew that she was Chickasaw, but did not have a strong sense of the 

culture or language. “[My mom] never spoke [the language],” Lonna remembered. 
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“[Maybe] a few words, but she never spoke it.” She further elaborated, “You could just 

tell there was a lot of shame around speaking the language when she was growing up.” 

According to Lonna, the only time she heard her mother speak the language was during 

occasional summer trips back to Oklahoma. “They would speak it in front of us,” Lonna 

recalled of her mother’s visits with relatives, “but they would never speak it to us.” She 

added, “[If] they wanted to talk about something they wouldn’t want us to know, they 

would talk about it in front of us in Chickasaw.” Lonna’s words spoke powerfully to the 

deep impact of colonization which has severed family bonds and capacity for intimacy. 

 The distance Lonna’s mother imposed between Lonna and her Chickasaw 

language and culture only increased Lonna’s longing to know her heritage. Growing up 

in a Hispanic and Native American neighborhood in Phoenix, Lonna remembered, “It 

was always like everybody else had their culture and they understood what they 

represented. One of my longtime friends was full-blood Hopi,” Lonna continued, “and 

she knew her language, she knew her culture. I was always very interested in what did 

that mean? What did it mean to be Chickasaw? I was always trying to get more out of my 

mom.” As Lonna got older, she continued to ask her mother questions and, as Lonna 

noted, “she would start to answer and open up more about it.” Yet, her mother could only 

give Lonna so much. “I think there was a block between her wanting to share that 

information,” Lonna reflected. Lonna’s mother passed away in 2003. 

Her mother’s passing left Lonna wanting more than ever to know about her 

culture and she began to seek answers to her questions from relatives in Oklahoma. She 

described her approach in the following way: “I would start to ask my aunt, [my 

mother’s] sister, more about it. Then I started to build a relationship more with my uncle, 
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[my grandmother’s brother].” Through the process of rebuilding relationships with her 

relatives, Lonna connected with a community of Chikashshanompa' speakers willing to 

share the language with her. “We went back there in 2005,” Lonna recalled of a trip to 

Oklahoma, “and that’s when we met Judy [a relative and fluent speaker employed by the 

language program].” Judy told Lonna about ongoing language reclamation efforts in the 

community. She recollected, “It was really alarming when I found out the language is 

dying. For whatever reason that just resonated with me, and I said, ‘What can I do to give 

back? What can I do to contribute?’” For Lonna, the answer was simple—learn the 

language and teach it to someone else. 

Lonna’s method for learning the language involved asking about words and 

phrases and using her mother’s Chickasaw dictionary. She also began attending quarterly 

meetings to get involved with other Chickasaws in the Phoenix area. However, it was 

difficult for Lonna to find committed language learners in the citizens-at-large 

community. “There were a couple people who expressed interest in starting a [language 

learning] group at one point in time,” Lonna commented, “but no one ever really 

followed through on it.” This was especially frustrating for Lonna who said, “It’s like 

with anything else. You can’t learn language without having people to practice with.” 

And then, in 2014, Lonna met Sherrie. 

Lonna and Sherrie, who lived on opposite sides of the city, began meeting 

biweekly to study from the Munro and Willmond (2008) grammar. Meeting in-person 

with Sherrie, who was more advanced in her language learning, motivated Lonna and 

made the language seem more accessible. “It helps when you’re with somebody else,” 

Lonna explained, “because if I was just to take those chapters and read them, there would 
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be no way [I’d understand them].” For Lonna and Sherrie, these face-to-face meetings 

established conditions to support communication and language as a social activity. 

At their first meeting, Lonna remembered, “[Sherrie] started going through things 

and… she started explaining to me how many vowels we have in our language.” Lonna, 

who struggled with deciphering the descriptions of sounds in the grammar book, recalled 

how helpful it was to have someone demonstrate pronunciation: “I forget the name of 

how [the vowel’s] pronounced, but it’s like a nasal sound. [Sherrie] made that [vowel] 

sound [for me] and I would have never known that had somebody else not expressed that 

to me.” Sherrie’s gift for making hard things seem easy significantly impacted Lonna’s 

language learning journey. “The biggest change for me,” Lonna said of her learning 

efforts, “[was] meeting with Sherrie and saying… ‘Ah, I get it now! I get it.’” 

While meeting with Sherrie allowed Lonna to make the progress that she may not 

have made on her own, there were still obstacles to learning Chikashshanompa' as a 

citizen-at-large, particularly the absence of regular language classes taught by fluent 

speakers. “It’s like making dumplings,” Lonna began, “an experienced dumpling-maker 

knows how to make them because it’s the way she’s always done it. If you read the 

recipe, though, there would be no way you could figure it out unless you had somebody 

there to teach you.” For Lonna, this applied to language learning as well. Without hearing 

the language spoken by fluent speakers, it’s difficult to make sense of grammar lessons in 

a textbook. 

Nonetheless, Lonna’s greatest obstacle is one that language learners face no 

matter their geographic location. “I think the biggest challenge with the whole entire 

process is just finding the time to dedicate [to it],” Lonna admitted, noting that she and 
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Sherrie had had fewer opportunities to meet due to family and work obligations. “We all 

have very fast-paced lives,” she added, “We all have other stuff going on.” While it was 

not feasible for Lonna to dedicate her time fully to language learning at this point in her 

life, she resolved to continue her journey toward Chikashshanompa' reclamation over the 

course of her life. “I know for me,” she acknowledged, “it’s going to be a lifelong 

process… I just feel like it’s a good way for me to be able to give back. Am I going to be 

able to do it fulltime right now? No. I don’t have the time and ability to do that.”  

As she continued to makes small steps along her language-learning trajectory, 

Lonna strived to honor her family and uphold her cultural integrity as a Chickasaw 

person. “I was raised with a sense of ‘be proud of your heritage,’ but you also need to be 

a giver in your life and not a taker,” she reflected. For Lonna, it was by carrying the 

language forward that she participated and fulfilled a sense of responsibility to be a 

contributing member of the Chickasaw community, no matter where she lived. She 

concluded with a reflection on her language learning goals, “I think [knowing the 

language] would give me an ability to teach others. That’s really ultimately what I’m 

hoping to do, to teach others, to pass it on to my children and my grandchildren.”  

Discussion 

Ozbolt (2014) found that there was little difference in terms of language 

ideologies and motivations among Chickasaw language learners living within the 

Chickasaw Nation and outside of it. Sherrie and Lonna’s stories very much affirm this 

finding. Like other participants in this study, both women express a profound longing to 

know Chikashshanompa' that has, in turn, inspired them toward a life’s pursuit of 

language reclamation. The difference between Sherrie and Lonna and other participants 
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does not lie in emotional connection to language, but rather geographic location and 

access to language learning resources. While the factors present challenges for Sherrie 

and Lonna, they are not obstacles to their language learning. Together, these women have 

forged a community based on shared experiences which enables them to overcome and 

find creative solutions and strategies to the unique challenge of learning language from 

the “outside edges.” The following discussion examines commonalities along Sherrie and 

Lonna’s language learning trajectories. 

Honoring a Parent’s Memory and Legacy 

 Both Sherrie and Lonna have a parent who spoke Chikashshanompa' as a first 

language, and a desire to honor that parent’s memory and legacy has inspired and helped 

to sustain their language reclamation efforts over time. Notably, Sherrie and Lonna were 

the only language learners in my dissertation study who had a parent who spoke the 

language fluently; the families of other language learners had not spoken the language in 

two or more generations. This close connection to speakers in their family seemed to 

affect the way Sherrie and Lonna perceived and pursued Chikashshanompa'. For them, 

their relationship to the language seemed an extension of their relationships to their 

parents. Sherrie, in particular, conveyed love for her father and his language. Acting on 

that love, she dedicated herself to learning and teaching Chikashshanompa'. In telling 

Sherrie and Lonna’s stories, I also employed a metaphor of love to highlight the 

relationship the women seemed to have with their heritage language. The shared 

experience Sherrie and Lonna have as the children of fluent speakers seems to have 

strengthened the women’s commitment of language learning and, importantly, bond as 

language learners to each other.  
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Still, Sherrie’s experiences with her father, who did not attend a boarding school, 

differed drastically from Lonna’s experiences with her mother. Sherrie’s father actively 

worked to share his own love for his language with his daughter. He spoke 

Chikashshanompa' to her often, taught her about Chickasaw culture, and introduced her 

to other Chickasaw people. Almost the opposite of Sherrie’s father, Lonna’s mother, a 

boarding school survivor, hardly ever spoke her Indigenous heritage language or talked 

about being Chickasaw. Whereas Sherrie’s father was eager to share his heritage, 

Lonna’s mother did her best to keep hers close, like a secret, masking the deep emotional 

and psychological scars from her schooling experiences. Lonna remembers that, growing 

up, the language was never spoken to her. Instead, she knew it as a more of a code—a 

way for the adults to say things to each other that kids did not need to understand.  

Despite growing up with these very different experiences with their heritage 

language, both women feel a responsibility to learn Chikashshanompa' as a means to 

honor their parents. For Sherrie, it is about continuing her father’s legacy by continuing 

to learn the language he wanted her to know. For Lonna, it is about honoring the trauma 

and pain her mother endured as a boarding school survivor. As Lonna explained during 

our interview, “there was a block between [my mother] wanting to share that information 

[about the language and culture].” Reconnecting to the language offers the means to 

transcend that block and heal from painful experiences that have wounded the family as a 

result of boarding school experiences. 

When both women’s parents passed away—Sherrie’s father in 2001 and Lonna’s 

mother in 2003—they were left with a sense of longing and responsibility to learn more 

about their heritage language and Chickasaw culture. At the time, however, there were 
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few language learning resources available to Chickasaw citizens, let alone those who 

lived outside of the Nation. Though Sherrie did her best to supplement the notes she had 

from her time with her father with her Humes (1987) dictionary and introductory 

language workbook (Thompson, Imotichey, & Alberson, 1993), she struggled to make 

significant progress on her own.  

Lonna, too, found herself in a similar predicament. Her mother’s passing left her 

wanting to know more than ever about the language and the culture, but few resources 

existed for her in Arizona. Fortunately, she had extended family in Oklahoma willing to 

support her. Lonna began to reconnect and strengthen relationships with her mother’s 

family who still lived in the Chickasaw Nation. Through this process, Lonna came to 

know Chikashshanompa' speakers willing to share the language with her in ways that her 

mother could not. Lonna, for example, grew close with a fluent speaker and relative who 

was open to talking about and teaching the language to her. Through relationships to 

other Chickasaws in Oklahoma, both Lonna and Sherrie have (re)built and maintained 

their ties to the Chickasaw Nation. 

Maintaining Connections to the Chickasaw Nation 

 From Phoenix, Arizona, both Sherrie and Lonna actively maintained connections 

to the Chickasaw Nation and the Department of Language. In fact, the Nation’s 

establishment of a language revitalization program significantly impacted both women’s 

language learning trajectories. Sherrie recalled struggling to learn the language on her 

own, with few resources and no fluent speaker to help her. Having an organized language 

program that she could call with questions allowed her to make progress in her study of 

Chikashshanompa'.  
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Lonna similarly recalled the positive impact the new language program had on her 

personal motivation to learn the language. She first learned about the program while 

visiting relatives in Oklahoma. It was on this trip that she met Judy, a fluent speaker to 

whom she was related. Judy “exposed [me] to the whole program, as far as she works in 

the language department and they had this resurgence of trying to develop fluent 

speakers,” Lonna recalled. “That’s when I started to really get exposed to the need for us 

to understand and learn more about the language.” For both women, the establishment of 

the language program meant the opportunity to place personal language learning goals 

within the context of larger community-driven goals of language revitalization and 

reclamation. 

 Both Sherrie and Lonna continue to prioritize maintaining relationships as 

citizens-at-large to the Chickasaw Nation. The women, for example, regularly travel to 

Oklahoma to attend the Chickasaw Nation Annual Meeting and Festival, a weeklong 

homecoming celebration of Chickasaw heritage during which the Chickasaw Nation 

Governor delivers the “State of the Nation” address. In addition to enjoying the 

festivities, both Sherrie and Lonna also take time to reconnect with staff members at 

Department of Language and elder speakers with whom they have built relationships over 

the years. For Lonna, these trips are important because they allow her dedicated time to 

focus on the language with speakers in her family. She explained:  

We all have very fast paced lives… so I think the biggest challenge is just making 

time for [the language]. It’s nice that I get to spend five days with [Judy]. [I had 

time to] go through a [language] lesson with her and talk to her. 
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For Sherrie, these trips are opportunities not only to stay involved with language 

reclamation efforts taking place within the Chickasaw Nation, but also to involve her 

family, who travels with her, and strengthen their sense of cultural identity and family 

intimacy. 

Building a Community in Arizona and Beyond 

Language is an inherently social activity. As such, the ability to learn in 

community with others has been vital to Sherrie and Lonna’s language learning efforts. 

For Sherrie and Lonna, face-to-face interactions not only provide accountability and 

motivation for language study, but opportunities to actively use language to communicate 

and convey meaning. The emphasis on language as a social activity is important, 

especially in the context of language reclamation, because cultural knowledge is 

embedded not only in the words of a language but in the actions that accompany the 

words.  

Before I Sherrie and I began our formal interview, we sat and just talked. She told 

me about her father and what she had learned about Chickasaw language and culture 

from him. Her language lessons with him often occurred when she least expected. 

Prompted by something as unconscious as one of her hand gestures, for example, he 

would begin to explain the different ways Chickasaws used their hands to talk about the 

heights of animals versus people. You hold your hand parallel to the ground to convey 

the height of an animal, he would explain, but you hold your hand parallel to the wall to 

indicate the height of a person. The reason for this is that animals’ backs are parallel to 

the ground, while people walk upright. It is this kind of knowledge—vital to expressive 
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communication—that is lost when language is learned in the absence of social 

interaction.  

As Sherrie told me these stories of her father, the contagiousness of her 

enthusiasm for learning, teaching, and actively using Chikashshanompa' became 

apparent. It is what inspired other Arizona Chickasaw Citizen Connection members, like 

Lonna, who wanted to know the language but were not sure where to begin on their own, 

to more actively pursue language learning. When Lonna expressed interest in studying 

with Sherrie, the two began to meet regularly to study together. Sherrie also met with 

other language learners in the area, developing a sense of community with other language 

learners. By getting people to use the language with others, Sherrie has created conditions 

for Chickasaws in Phoenix to engage in language as a social activity. Such conditions are 

vital to the language learning process. As Lonna affirms, beginning to learn “with 

somebody else” enabled her to make progress and say, “‘Ah, I get it now! I get it.’” For 

Lonna, practicing the language with Sherrie allowed the sounds described on the page of 

her grammar textbook to become actual words enabling her to communicate meaning to 

someone else.  

Face-to-face meetings encourage a sense of community and accountability among 

language learners. Still, an at-large language learning community has limitations. The 

biggest obstacles faced by the language learning community in Phoenix are limited time 

to dedicate to practice speaking the language together and an absence of fluent speakers 

in the area. While Sherrie and Lonna do their best to meet regularly with one another, 

with the exception of quarterly Arizona Chickasaw Citizen Connection meetings—which 

do focus exclusively on the language—they seldom meet with other language learners in 
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the area as a group. While both women actively maintain relationships to the fluent 

speakers they know, they do not have regular contact with them like language learners 

living in Ada, Oklahoma, where the Department of Language is based, do. 

Sherrie has worked to lift some of these barriers by creating and facilitating online 

spaces open to the language learners in Phoenix, as well as others. Active within her 

Chickasaw language learners’ Facebook group, for example, are Phoenix-based learners, 

other at-large learners, and even learners residing in the Chickasaw Nation. In addition, 

several elder fluent speakers and Department of Language staff are active in supporting 

and participating in the group. Through the Facebook group, Sherrie has expanded the at-

large language learning community which emerged in Phoenix, connecting with at-large 

language learners, as well as back to the Chickasaw Nation. 

It is important to note that, at the time of this research, Sherrie’s language learning 

and teaching trajectories were just beginning to merge in new and unexpected ways with 

the Department of Language’s vision for expanded services of services to citizens-at-

large. In the months following our interview, Sherrie shared with me that because of her 

demonstrated commitment to and talent for teaching the language to others, the 

Department of Language had recruited her as an instructor for the first Chikashshanompa' 

online language course. Sherrie completed a language teacher certification program via 

Skype through the Department of Language. She was now teaching a pilot course, using 

Google Hangouts to meet weekly with students, and looks forward to developing and 

expanding web-based course offerings. 

The development of this online Chikashshanompa' curriculum marks a significant 

change in how citizens-at-large will be able to access language and a community of other 
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language learners. Because this pilot curriculum remains in its early stages, consideration 

of how online courses will affect the language learning trajectories of Sherrie and Lonna, 

and other language learners, is beyond the scope of this current research. As online 

course offerings continue to develop, and the Chickasaw Nation continues to develop 

language learning curriculum accessible to all Chickasaw citizens, pertinent questions 

warranting further study and attention will include:  

 Will Sherrie’s online courses be sustainable over time, and in what ways 

will the Department of Language support her development as a citizen-at-

large language teacher?  

 How will opportunities to take online courses impact Lonna’s language-

learning trajectory?  

 How will online language courses, and language-learning products like 

Chickasaw Rosetta Stone, shape an existing online community of 

Chickasaw language learners?  

 Will an expanding online community replace or enhance the community 

that has emerged in Phoenix?  

Such research into how a heritage community is imagined and recreated in online spaces 

will have a profound impact on current understandings of how Chickasaw citizens who 

reside outside of the Chickasaw Nation engage in language reclamation. 

Conclusions 

Sherrie and Lonna’s stories provide new insights into the ways in which citizens-

at-large contribute to and shape the dynamics of language reclamation. Their stories 

confirm the findings of the little research about at-large language learners that exists. 
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Ozbolt (2014) concluded that the motivations of Chickasaw citizens-at-large to learn 

Chikashshanompa' were nearly identical to those of Chickasaws residing within the 

Chickasaw Nation. Both Sherrie and Lonna expressed a deep love of their heritage 

language and profound longing to know it. In this way their stories were no different than 

those of the Chickasaw Nation-based young adult professionals featured in Chapter 5 or 

students featured in Chapter 7. What made their stories unique was their dedication to 

learning from the “outside edges” of the Chickasaw Nation’s language reclamation 

efforts, where there are fewer resources for language learners. While Sherrie and Lonna 

have found means to progress along their language learning trajectories, many citizens-at-

large language learners who yearn to know the language struggle to do so without clear 

pathways to access the language while removed from their heritage community.  

Through their stories, Sherrie and Lonna exemplify the importance and value of 

at-large learners as stakeholders in the outcomes of language work. As Lonna stated:  

We [as a Nation] have to find a way to reach those people like myself who really 

want to learn it and make it easy for them to access the information to learn. If we 

don’t do that… we’re going to wind up having this conversation in 10 years about 

how we used to have this great language and we don’t have a lot of people that 

know it anymore.  

In Lonna’s view, ensuring a healthy future for the language will require the engagement 

of not just the most gifted and committed of language learners, but of every Chickasaw 

citizen who wants to learn. She continued: 

You have people like me on the outside edges that are saying, “I really want to 

learn. I don’t know if I have much time to do it… but I’m willing to dedicate 
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some time to it, so how do we do it?” How do we get those people that are like 

me, who say, “I really want to do this to give back”? …It’s great that we produced 

the book. It’s great that we have the dictionary. It’s great that we have an app, but 

there’s got to be something else that we can do. There’s got to be other people 

like me that are trying to do this. How do we reach them? 

Lonna concluded with a question that must be at the core of effective language planning 

within the Chickasaw Nation: How do we reach the vast majority of language learners, 

who feel that they are at the outside edges of language reclamation, and bring them to the 

center of this work? Ultimately, Sherrie and Lonna are remarkable in their initiative and 

agency as Chikashshanompa' learners. By continuing to pay attention as their stories 

unfold and by considering the diverse experiences of other at-large language learners, 

much can be learned about the potential of Chickasaw citizens-at-large to positively and 

powerfully effect the outcomes of the Chickasaws Nation’s current language reclamation 

efforts. 
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CHAPTER 7: Himitta'at Hooithana [The Youth Are Learning]: The Role of 

Chikashshanompa' in Chickasaw Students’ Conceptualizations of Personal and 

Social Identities 

 

 Expectations of failure loom over Indigenous youth, who have been characterized 

within scholarly literature and, in some cases, their own communities as “dysfluent” and 

unable to acquire their heritage languages (Meek, 2011). Wyman, McCarty, and Nicholas 

(2014a) further note that, “From a language planning perspective, youth have often been 

viewed as problems to be fixed en route to school achievement, or as the last line of 

defense in Indigenous-language maintenance” (p. 3). These deficit views of Indigenous 

youth contribute to a damaging notion that these language learners are inherently unable 

to speak their languages or that they have intentionally “abandoned” their heritage 

languages in favor of a dominant language (McCarty et al., 2014; Meek, 2011; Wyman et 

al., 2014a).  

 Fortuitously, a growing body of academic literature focused on Indigenous young 

people involved in language reclamation challenges the portrayal of youth language 

practices as deficient (see, for example, McCarty et al., 2013; Nicholas, 2009; Wyman, 

2012; Wyman et al., 2014b). This research documents the ways in which youth “yearn” 

for their languages (W. H. Wilson & Kamanā, 2009), sharing “adult allegiances to and 

interest in maintaining Indigenous languages as part of Indigenous knowledge systems 

and ways of being, and express deep concerns about language endangerment and desires 

to change the reverberating effects of oppressive histories of colonization” (Wyman et al., 

2014a, p. 6). 
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Notably, Lee (2009) characterizes this younger generation as going through a 

process of “awakening” to language and identity. Conducting research with Indigenous 

high school and college students in the Southwest, Lee (2009; 2014) found that 

students—through their education in the classroom and beyond it—developed a raised 

consciousness of the role of their heritage language in their lives, communities, and 

futures. One student, for example, explained: “After I graduated high school, I realized I 

must rediscover my Navajo identity… To this day, I present myself as a Navajo and 

learning to become fluent with my Navajo language” (Lee, 2009, p. 317). As in the case 

of this student, the awakening to language prompted students’ sense of agency in 

asserting an Indigenous identity and encouraging their families and communities toward 

active language revitalization efforts. Similar to Lee’s findings, Nicholas’s (2009) 

research with Hopi young adults demonstrated that as they developed awareness of the 

necessity of language to full participation in Hopi culture, they experienced new 

motivation and urgency to learn the Hopi language. 

This chapter contributes to this body of scholarship the stories of three Chickasaw 

students, ages sixteen through nineteen, who were endeavoring to learn their heritage 

language, Chikashshanompa'. Indeed, these three young people—Emily,39 Ezra, and 

Bradley—share the same yearning to know the language as expressed by adult language 

learners. What distinguishes these youths from the other language learners whose stories 

comprise this dissertation is that they are all students learning the language through their 

educational institutions. As knowledge seekers who are coming into maturity and young 

                                                 
39 A pseudonym.  
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adulthood, students of this generational category play a critical role in the dynamics of 

Chikashshanompa' reclamation.  

It is important to note that Emily, Ezra, and Bradley are not necessarily 

representative of Chickasaw youth as a whole, but of youth who have demonstrated 

remarkable commitment to language reclamation. I chose to interview these three 

students at the recommendation of their high school language teacher. When I explained 

my research to the teacher, she shared that many of her students enroll in her language 

course to meet a graduation requirement and do not always have a sincere interest in 

learning Chikashshanompa'. In contrast, over her years of teaching, she felt that Emily, 

Ezra, and Bradley stood out as Chickasaw students who were especially dedicated to the 

language, and pursued opportunities to learn Chikashshanompa' both in the classroom 

and the community.  

Like many contemporary Indigenous youth, Emily, Ezra, and Bradley have felt 

the urgency of language decline and recognize the importance of Chikashshanompa' to 

the continuance of their cultural identities. At the same time, as they have also 

experienced conflicting messages about the importance of English and Western education 

for achieving success—often equated to material wealth—in mainstream society. As Lee 

(2009) argues, “Both positions about retaining the Native language from the community 

and the importance of English emanating from school and society represent powerful 

influences on Native students’ language choices and sense of identity” (p. 308). Seeking 

to better understand how Emily, Ezra, and Bradley negotiated the role of 

Chikashshanompa' in their lives and as part of their educational trajectories, this chapter 



180 

asks: What is the role of Chikashshanompa' in Chickasaw students’ conceptualizations of 

their personal and social identities?  

This chapter focuses then on how three Chickasaw students negotiated the role of 

their heritage language in their lives. My intention is not to examine the educational 

institutions Emily, Ezra, and Bradley attend, but rather how—as students who were 

taking a language course at school—they were developing a raised consciousness of 

Chikashshanompa'. In order to provide context for these youths’ stories, however, I begin 

with an overview of Chikashshanompa' language programming implemented in formal 

educational settings such as schools or universities as well as research about student 

engagement in language reclamation. Next I present Emily, Ezra, and Bradley’s stories, 

followed by a discussion of emerging themes.  

Chikashshanompa' at Byng High School and East Central University 

Currently, Chikashshanompa' language courses are taught in partnership with the 

Chickasaw Nation Department of Language at both college and high school levels.40 In 

the spring of 2009, East Central University (ECU) offered its first Chikashshanompa' 

language course. Taught by a team of elder speakers and younger language learners 

affiliated with the Department of Language (Green, 2009), the three credit-hour course 

laid a foundation for what would expand into a four course series. Currently, the courses 

use Munro and Willmond’s (2008) Chikashshanompa' grammar as a central text, 

covering units sequentially over the four courses. Because the text is focused on 

examining the linguistic structures of the language, the course is not designed to produce 

                                                 
40 Taught by Pamela Munro and Catherine Willmond, Chickasaw linguistics courses have also been taught 

at the University of California, Los Angeles (UCLA). These courses, however, are not affiliated with the 

Chickasaw Nation or the Department of Language. 
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fluent speaker-users of the language. Instead the goal is to impart student language 

learners with a strong understanding of and ability to talk about Chikashshanompa' 

grammar, a skill that may equip them as more effective language learners and teachers. 

While the majority of students who enroll are Chickasaws or Native American, 

Chickasaw I through IV courses are open to all ECU students. A small number of the 

students who enrolled in the classes have had prior experience learning the language 

though Master-Apprentice, courses at the high school level, or other community language 

programming. Often those students who are committed to learning the language 

participate in community language programming concurrently with their enrollment in 

the courses. Retention of students through the four course series is consistently a 

challenge, and enrollment tends to drop for the higher level courses. Still, dedicated 

language learners, including those who are non-degree seeking, consistently enroll in and 

complete the Chickasaw I through IV series. Often Department of Language staff 

members attend these courses, complementing their professional development and 

language learning trajectories (see, for example, Clovis’ story in Chapter 4). 

In addition to teaching Chikashshanompa' at the college level, the Department of 

Language also partners with a local school district to teach the language at the high 

school level. For the first time, in the fall of 2009, Byng High School in Byng, Oklahoma 

(a small community near Ada) began offering Chikashshanompa' as an accredited world 

language course (Green, 2009). This meant that instead of taking a foreign language, like 

Spanish, to fulfill their language requirement for graduation,41 students could take a local 

Indigenous language. The course was open to all interested students, though many who 

                                                 
41 Oklahoma high school graduation requirements include two units of the same foreign or non-English 

language or two units of computer technology (Oklahoma State Department of Education, 2015).  
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enrolled were Chickasaw or Native American. Few students entered the classroom with 

any prior knowledge of the language.  

Joshua Hinson, the director of the Department of Language whose story is shared 

in Chapter 5, taught the course in its first years, relying heavily on methods such as Total 

Physical Response (TPR) Storytelling to immerse students in Chikashshanompa'. Then, 

Merry Monroe, a longtime educator and language learner, took his place. Monroe had 

recently completed her bachelor’s degree, becoming the first certified teacher42 to 

complete all four semesters of ECU’s Chikashshanompa' courses. Because of her decades 

of experience working with Native American students in the Byng school district, 

Monroe seemed a perfect fit to teach the high school language courses. In order to 

prepare her to teach in the classroom and to further support her language learning, the 

Department of Language paired her with an elder speaker-language teacher through the 

Master-Apprentice program. Monroe worked to integrate not only language learning 

activities, but consideration of Chickasaw and Native American histories and cultures in 

her courses. 

Educators like Hinson and Monroe have further encouraged their students to share 

their knowledge of Chikashshanompa' outside of the classroom. One significant venue 

for this sharing is the Oklahoma Native American Youth Language Fair (ONAYLF). 

ONAYLF held its inaugural two-day celebration of Indigenous languages and their youth 

speakers and learners in the spring of 2003 at the Sam Noble Museum. Since then the fair 

                                                 
42 After working in the Byng school district for decades, the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001 required 

Monroe to complete fifty hours of college credit or pass a certification test in order to continue in her 

position as an Indian Education aide and tutor (Lehmann, 2013). Monroe elected to begin working toward 

her degree in Native American Studies (Lehmann, 2013). 

 



183 

has grown to include over one thousand PreK-12 students who share their languages in 

the form of poetry, spoken language, song, visual art, and more. Awards are given to 

students by a panel of elders and educators who demonstrate exceptional oral language 

use and stage presence. Each year, Chickasaw students, including some enrolled in the 

Byng high school class, attend ONAYLF to share their accomplishments as 

Chikashshanompa' youth language learners. 

Notably, while many Indigenous Nations have prioritized immersion education 

within their language revitalization and reclamation efforts, language nests and schools 

have not yet been implemented in the Chickasaw Nation. Instead, the opportunities to 

study Chikashshanompa' at the college and high school levels are part of a vision of 

training what Hinton (2011a) calls the “missing generations,” those who—as a result of 

interrupted intergenerational transmission of Chikashshanompa' within their families—did 

not acquire the language as children. These second-language learners are vital to the 

continuance of the language because of their ability to pass the knowledge they have acquired 

to younger generations. As opportunities for youth and adults to learn Chikashshanompa', 

expand, it is hopeful that language immersion nests and schools will follow. Because the 

Chickasaw Nation’s current efforts to support students engaged in language reclamation are 

implemented primarily in Western educational institutions, the following section considers 

research into how Indigenous students engage in language reclamation in these settings. 

Language Reclamation in Western Educational Institutions 

Western educational institutions have historically functioned to deculturalize 

Indigenous students by suppressing their languages and traditions as part of a larger 

agenda of forcing assimilation into the dominant society (Spring, 2007). While Western 

models of education continue to colonize and homogenize Indigenous and other 
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marginalized students, schools—when they strive toward inclusive and validating 

learning experiences for all students—also have transformative potential to be sites of 

empowerment and reculturalization (hooks, 1993). Indigenous language courses are one 

way in which some educational institutions seek to create inclusive and validating 

learning experiences. It is important to consider, however, that because of colonial 

legacies embedded in Western education, offering a language course does not always 

guarantee transformative experiences for Indigenous and other students. In some cases, 

the “inclusion” of a marginalized group’s language may coincide with the “exclusion of 

their voice” (Ruiz, 1991, p. 219). 

As Hornberger, De Korne, and Weinberg (2015) argue, “how Indigenous 

languages are taught, with what formats and goals, may influence how students view 

them” (p. 10). Whereas many universities offer degree programs in so-called “modern 

languages,”43 currently only three universities in the United States offer dedicated degree 

programs in Indigenous languages: Northeastern State University (Cherokee), University 

of Hawai’i (Hawaiian), and University of Alaska (Iñupiaq and Yup'ik). More common 

are Indigenous language courses taught through a department that is not primarily 

focused on Indigenous language instruction (Hornberger et al., 2015; Montgomery-

Anderson, 2010). This positions these Indigenous languages courses—and often the 

students who seek them out—at the periphery of the educational institution. This trend in 

higher education can also be observed in high schools, where English language courses 

are often considered core classes and Indigenous language classes, if offered, are 

positioned as “foreign” languages or electives. 

                                                 
43 Modern languages often include Arabic, Chinese, French, Italian, German, Russian, Spanish, Portuguese, 

etc. 
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While new speakers of Indigenous languages have emerged from immersion and 

bilingual education programs (see, for example, Hermes & Kawai'ae'a, 2014; McCarty & 

Nicholas, 2014; White, 2015; W. H. Wilson & Kamanā, 2001), Indigenous language 

courses offered through programs and departments not focused on Indigenous language 

instruction—as is the case for current Chikashshanompa' courses—do not typically lead 

to second-language fluency for students (Hinton, 2011a; Morgan, 2005). This is because 

qualified instructors who are proficient in an Indigenous language are few, and gaining 

approval for and scheduling course offerings can be challenging (Morgan, 2005). Further, 

due to the underrepresentation of Indigenous students on many campuses, Indigenous 

language classes often predominately serve students who may not have a preexisting 

relationship to an Indigenous community or aspirations of acquiring fluency in the target 

language.  

As a result, instructors may take different approaches to accommodating the 

diversity of experiences in their classrooms. Some may prioritize the study of a 

language’s linguistic structures over actual language acquisition (Hornberger et al., 

2015), while others may shift focus toward developing the ability of their students to 

engage with Indigenous ontologies and epistemologies, which are deeply connected to 

and informed by the language (B. Leonard, 2008; B. Leonard & Mercier, 2014; Roy & 

Morgan, 2008). Both approaches to teaching have value as they facilitate access to and 

create space for Indigenous languages on campuses. 

In a collaborative autoethnographic study of the experiences of Indigenous 

graduate students studying their heritage languages, my co-researchers and I concluded 

that by facilitating access to Indigenous languages, either through dedicated courses 
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taught in collaboration with community or flexible degree programs that enable students 

to study from their communities, educational institutions positively affected the outcomes 

of students’ pursuits of language reclamation (Chew et al., 2015). Further—when access 

to language is complemented by spaces which privilege Indigenous knowledge and 

languages—Indigenous students’ “language learning, educational, and professional 

trajectories can unfold simultaneously, positioning us as unique contributors to language 

reclamation work” (Chew et al., 2015, p. 87). As Emily, Ezra, and Bradley’s stories 

suggest, these findings hold true at high school and undergraduate levels.  

Emily44 

 Emily, age sixteen, was a tenth grader in Byng High School’s Chickasaw I class. 

Coming from a family actively involved in cultural revitalization efforts, Emily’s interest 

in learning Chikashshanompa' seemed only natural. “[My mom] is learning to be a 

storyteller,” Emily explained. “Since I was young, I would hear Mom and Nana tell 

stories from the Chickasaw tribe.” Emily remembered her mother telling her, “The only 

language you can speak in this house is either English or Chickasaw.” Still, without 

fluent speakers in the family, opportunities for Emily to learn as a young child were 

somewhat sparse. She learned words and phrases from family friends, as well as from 

participation in language programming for children. This early exposure to 

Chikashshanompa' sparked her interest in learning. “I heard [the language] when I was 

younger,” Emily recalled, “It just sounded so cool to me. I wanted to learn more so I 

could talk to [the adults] more and have them see, yeah, I can learn this. I’m not just a 

little kid.”  

                                                 
44 A pseudonym. 
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Despite her resolve to learn, it was not until high school, through a credit-bearing 

language course, that Emily had the opportunity to more seriously dedicate herself to 

learning Chikashshanompa'. “When [the opportunity] popped up in school,” Emily 

remembered, “I kind of jumped at it.” In fact, she did not hesitate to choose her 

Indigenous heritage language over other options. “So many people are going into 

Spanish,” she remarked, “but not many are going into Chickasaw. Since this is a dying 

language, I thought, might as well learn it so it’s not completely dying.” For Emily, 

enrolling in Chickasaw I was not just about satisfying a second language requirement, but 

fulfilling a sense of responsibility she felt, as a youth, to know Chikashshanompa'.  

 As a young person, Emily felt that she played a unique and important role in her 

community. “You’re basically still learning about your heritage,” she explained, “where 

you came from, how you got here, and try to see how you can build on that to make it 

better for the tribe and yourself. I remember seeing… visor hats [that the Chickasaw 

Nation sold], and one little saying that was printed on the side of it always stuck with 

me… ‘Remembering our past, building our future.” For Emily, enrolling in Chickasaw I 

was an opportunity to do just that—by learning her ancestral language and speaking it as 

a means to ensure its continuance for generations to come. 

 On the first day of class, Emily felt a mix of emotions. “I was excited about going 

into Chickasaw,” she remembered, “[but] I was so scared, thinking I would be the only 

sophomore.” She was relieved when it turned out that the class was a mix of all grade 

levels: “When I saw that there were some sophomores that were my friends, some 

juniors, and some freshmen, I thought, ‘Okay, this is a lot easier now.’” Any lingering 

concerns were dispelled when Emily realized that she could already understand much of 
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what her teacher was saying in the language. “I was able to talk to her,” Emily recalled, 

“like, ‘Chokma. Chinchokma? Chokmakáyni.’” While Emily had been using these 

Chikashshanompa' greetings throughout her life, other students were hearing them for the 

first time. “Everyone else was kind of like, ‘What?’” Emily laughed.  

 It did not take long for Emily to master the class routine. Each day, she greeted 

her teacher and requested to enter the classroom. After hearing, “Chokkowa [come in],” 

Emily took her seat and pulled out a journal where she recorded words she had learned 

and their translations. “We’ll work on those for about ten minutes,” Emily explained. 

Following this time of independent study, students might present on a research 

assignment they did for homework or complete an interactive activity which introduced 

new vocabulary. “That will basically be our day,” Emily said matter-of-factly, “just 

learning new words, trying them out for ourselves, doing a little bit of hand motions so 

that we can understand a little bit better.” 

If Emily had to choose one word to describe her experience in her Chickasaw I 

class, it would be fun. “It’s fun to see one component to why a tribe is still staying alive,” 

she said, “because most of them have lost their heritage already, due to losing the songs, 

and the dances, and the language. It’s fun to see how the language is actually really fun to 

say and why it’s almost dying, but it’s fun to bring it back.” Emily enjoyed learning not 

only the language itself—how to greet people, to have conversations, and even to be 

silly—but about the historical context of language shift for Chickasaw and other 

Indigenous communities.  

 Emily was excited to enroll in Chickasaw II the next year, and had ambitious 

goals for her language learning. “[I want to] get to the point where I can start telling 



189 

stories in both English and Chickasaw,” she explained, “I’m trying to be a storyteller just 

like my mom is because I like telling stories.” Part of the role of a storyteller is to teach 

young children, a responsibility Emily was eager to uphold. “It’s fun to see how those 

little eyes sparkle whenever you talk differently,” Emily reflected, “how it’s so cool 

whenever [they hear] something different… something new aside from English.” “I don’t 

know why,” she added, “I just love seeing little kids whenever…their imagination comes 

on. It’s just so cute.”  

 As a young person especially involved with Chickasaw language and arts, Emily 

was already well on her way to becoming a storyteller. In addition to learning 

Chikashshanompa' at school, Emily worked as a demonstrator at the Chickasaw Cultural 

Center in Sulphur, Oklahoma. There, Emily spent hours telling stories and showing 

visitors how to weave baskets, make corn husk dolls, and sculpt pottery. While balancing 

her work and school proved a big commitment, Emily was glad to have many 

opportunities to explore and develop her sense of cultural identity. “I’m getting into the 

stomp dance,” Emily shared, “When I get older, Mom says I can travel with them [the 

Chickasaw Dance Troupe]. I’m not athletic enough to do stickball, but whenever I can, 

it’s kind of fun. I do some of the summer programs like Chickasaw Summer Arts 

Academy. I’ve been going there for about seven or eight years now.”  

At the age of sixteen, Emily remained unsure of what exactly the future might 

have in store for her, but she foresaw the language playing a role in her adult life. “I will 

continue using the language,” she predicted, “Maybe not as frequently as I might have 

liked to in the future. But definitely I will keep it around.” Considering that Emily’s 

dream job was to be a crime scene investigator, finding opportunities to consistently use 
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the language could potentially pose a challenge. If going into forensics did not work out 

for her, Emily said that she had a backup plan that would make use of her language skills: 

“I’ll still work at the Cultural Center like I’m doing now.” 

 For Emily, the opportunity to participate in her culture and to learn her language 

has helped her to feel grounded and confident in herself. “I believe that knowing the 

language, and the culture, and all the arts has helped me out because without even the 

language, I’d still be one of those clueless people wondering what the heck I should do 

with, say, trying to get my diploma. Without the arts, I’d be boring. I admit I would be 

extremely boring without the arts. Without the stories, I wouldn’t even like my life. I love 

the stories so much.”  

Ezra 

 Ezra, age eighteen, was a twelfth grader at Byng High School. A graduate of 

Chickasaw I and II, Ezra was proud to say that he was one of the most capable 

Chikashshanompa' speakers in his family. “A while back, my grandma took a couple 

[language] classes [and] my aunts are taking a few classes,” Ezra explained, “but, to my 

knowledge, I’m the most… I don’t want to say knowledgeable, but I’m the one that’s 

actually going out and learning the most. So I would probably be the better speaker of my 

family right now.” “That’s always subject to change,” he added, jokingly.  

 Ezra’s language learning journey actually began in middle school, prior to his 

enrollment in Chickasaw I. “I’m with the Chickasaw Martial Arts Program45 and they do 

Chickasaw language,” he said, “That was my first start of it.” “[My martial arts teacher] 

                                                 
45 The Chickasaw Nation Martial Arts Program is free to Chickasaw citizens residing within tribal 

jurisdictional boundaries. The program is intended to promote physical fitness for Chickasaw families and 

incorporates the language into classes. 
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was actually was part of the Master-Apprentice program,” Ezra continued. “People ask 

me, ‘Who was your language teacher?’ I kind of have a lot, but I want to say he was the 

first main one.” Though Ezra had earlier opportunities to learn the language in 

elementary school, he was never very interested. “It wasn’t until I met [my martial arts 

teacher] in the program that it actually blossomed and I started to learn it, actually try to 

make [Chickasaw] my second language,” Ezra reflected.  

 For Ezra, a passion for learning Chikashshanompa' was one of the last things he 

expected to discover through martial arts. “It’s one of those things,” Ezra said. “[The 

teacher] would always go around class and say, ‘Hattak ishto’ [to me]. I’d be like, 

‘What?’” Frustrated that he could not understand, Ezra confronted his martial arts 

teacher. “I went up to him one time and was like, ‘You know what? I’m going to learn 

what you’re saying.’ He goes, ‘Good. I dare you to do it.’ So Ezra did, learning that 

“hattak ishto” translated to “big man.” “I kind of started that out of the challenge, but 

once I actually did it, I developed a passion for it… Since then, [my teacher and I] speak 

language a lot together,” Ezra explained.  

 When, as a middle schooler, Ezra learned that he would be going to Byng for high 

school, he was eager for the opportunity to take a credit-bearing Chickasaw language 

course. “When I hit eighth grade,” he remembered, “I was like, ‘Hey, that’s cool. Instead 

of doing Spanish, I can do my Native language, learn Chickasaw that way.’ The moment 

I hit ninth grade, that was the first thing I wrote down [on my schedule] that I wanted, 

and I made it.” With his previous knowledge of the language, Ezra was well prepared to 

excel in the course. 
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 Having already learned many vocabulary words, the course was an opportunity 

for Ezra to learn more about Chikashshanompa' linguistic structures. As an example, 

Ezra explained, “I would know maybe ‘chipota,’ which would be a ‘child.’ I know 

‘little,’ ‘iskanno'si,’ and I know ‘I see,’ ‘pisali.’ “How do I say, ‘I see a little boy’? 

‘Pisali chipota iskanno'si’? No, no, no,” Ezra said, noting that, in Chikashshanompa', the 

object of a sentence proceeds the verb. While a number of Ezra’s classmates were 

enrolled in the course, as Ezra speculated, simply to satisfy a requirement, and did not 

seem interested in learning about grammatical features of the language, Ezra thrived on 

it. “I actually had a craving to learn,” he says, “so I figured out how to say, ‘Chipota 

iskanno'si pisali.’ ‘I see a little boy.” “Once that hit, I just kind of went whoosh,” Ezra 

reflected, making a noise indicative of his accelerated learning curve. With his teacher’s 

permission, Ezra began to use class time to study the language independently.  

 During the summer between Chickasaw I and Chickasaw II, Ezra continued to use 

the language, at martial arts and community events. “Through the summer… I used it,” 

Ezra recalled, “That summer after Chickasaw I, we went to the Kullihoma reunion [a 

community event] that they have around that time. I was serving foods for the martial arts 

program… feeding the elders that come through. I remember some of them coming up 

and saying, ‘Yakkookay [thank you].’ I remember the sense of pride and love, you know. 

I know what he said and I’m able to answer him back, and we were able to speak. Now, it 

lasted about thirty seconds and a lot of them elders got words that are way over me, but to 

be able have that few seconds is what counted.” 

 By the beginning of the new school year, Ezra found himself, again, ahead of his 

classmates. “When Chickasaw II hit,” he recalled, “about 90% of them had forgotten 
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most of the things.” As the rest of the class reviewed, Ezra studied the language on his 

own. Outside of class, Ezra even began co-facilitating a community language class with 

his teacher and a fluent speaker. In Ezra’s view, it is what he did outside of class that has 

made him a successful language learner. He explained, “A lot of people, as soon as they 

graduate from Chickasaw I and Chickasaw II, then they’re done. That’s all they needed, 

but the thing is, there’s so much more to learn. I’ve probably been doing it for four years, 

the Chickasaw language, and I still, to this day, have problems with sentences…There’s 

just so much to learn.” 

 What truly sets Ezra apart from his peers was his genuine enthusiasm for his 

heritage language. As a yearly participant at the Oklahoma Native American Youth 

Language Fair, Ezra enjoyed sharing Chikashshanompa' with others despite the risk that 

his language may not be perfect. “Last year, I did one of [the] prayers from the prayer 

book,”46 Ezra recounted as an example, “I’m all ready, [but then] I get up there, and it 

went right past me, couldn’t remember it for the life of me.” “Through martial arts,” he 

explained, “you learn… if you forget your form at a tournament, make it up and finish it 

out… just don’t show you messed up. So, when I get up there, [and] I just started 

spouting off things… I started out, ‘Anki' aba' bínni'lihma, kochcha'at omba.’ ‘Father 

who sits on high, outside it’s raining.’ And I would go on and on.” “I remember at the 

end of it,” Ezra added, laughing, “a guy [who did not speak the language] came over to 

me and says, ‘That was a good prayer, son.’” For Ezra, these kinds of moments were just 

part of the experience of being a language learner: “It’s my second language, so, for the 

                                                 
46 Ezra is referring to Hinson, Dyson, and Munro’s (2012) Anompilbashsha' asilhha' holisso, a book of 

prayers and hymns composed by Chikashshanompa' speakers. 
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rest of my life, I’m always going to have it mixed up a little bit. It’s one of those things 

you have to bear with.” 

 Ezra believed wholeheartedly that learning Chikashshanompa' would be a 

lifelong journey for him. After graduating, Ezra planned to apply to the Master-

Apprentice program. “I want to be on the Master-Apprentice program [now],” Ezra said, 

“but [the director of the language program] said, ‘Gotta get out of high school first.’” For 

Ezra, that day could not come soon enough: “As soon as I graduate high school, I’ll say 

[to the director]… ‘Are you going to sign me up now?’ As soon as graduation day, that 

night, he might even be here, I’m going to be like, “Alright, when am I going to sign up?” 

That very day right there.” Significantly, Ezra’s post-high school plans also included 

enrolling at East Central University, where he could continue his academic study of the 

Chickasaw language. “There’s not really that many people going out to learn the 

language,” Ezra reflected, “The least I can do is help in some way to make the language’s 

heartbeat beat again.” 

Bradley 

Bradley, age nineteen, grew up in the Ada, Oklahoma area and was a graduate of 

Byng High School, where he completed Chickasaw I and II. He was also a student at East 

Central University in Ada, Oklahoma, where he was enrolled in a college-level 

Chickasaw language course. While Bradley was highly involved with the language as a 

young adult, it was not always this way. Bradley’s paternal grandfather had spoken 

Chikashshanompa', but Bradley did not hear much of the language growing up. “My 

uncles, they speak it a little, but my dad’s side of the family stopped getting together 

when my grandpa passed away,” he explained. It was not until high school that Bradley 
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began developing an interest in his heritage language. Bradley remembered going with 

his mother to register for courses at the high school and learning that he could take 

Chickasaw I: “We was like, ‘Hey! The Chickasaw language class!’ So then my mom was 

like, ‘You should really do that.’ Right then, that’s probably when [my interest in 

learning Chickasaw] started. My ninth grade year.” 

 Part of the first cohort of Chickasaw I students, Bradley did not have any prior 

knowledge of that language on the first day of class. “I didn’t know any,” he recalled. “I 

didn’t know hello… On a scale of one to ten, I’d for sure be a zero.” Still, Bradley did not 

feel nervous walking into his classroom. “Josh [who was the instructor at the time], he 

kind of made it funny. I mean, he used the words instead of just writing on the board. He 

used hand signals on that first day. It was relaxing after I knew it was going to be pretty 

cool.” It did not take long for Bradley to settle into a daily routine of review work, 

followed by an interactive activity. One day, Bradley explained as an example, “We had 

to write a story in Chickasaw about a dog with five legs… We had to write it all in 

Chickasaw and then [the teacher would] sit with us and tell us how to rewrite it and spell 

it correctly.” By the end of the class, Bradley said that he had advanced from a zero to a 

“good six” on his scale. 

 As Bradley began to develop a passion for the language, he also became eager to 

share it with his family outside of school. “My mom, she was always like, ‘Tell me, what 

did you learn? What did you learn?’ I’d tell her what I learned and she’d go, ‘That’s 

cool.’ Then my dad, I’d tell him what I learned, and he was like, ‘Yeah, that’s what 

grandpa always said.’ It was always back to my grandpa… He’s like, ‘Yeah, grandpa 

would have known.’” Bradley and his four-year-old sister, who was learning the language 
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at a Chickasaw day care center, even started practicing together. “She’s like, ‘Brad, I can 

count to five.’ We always try to work on her numbers.” 

 In tenth grade, Bradley eagerly enrolled in Chickasaw II. While Bradley’s teacher 

spoke both Chikashshanompa' and English in Chickasaw I, Chickasaw II was different. 

“[The class was] a lot more challenging,” Bradley admitted, “A lot more Chickasaw. A 

lot more writing, grammar, putting everything in order like it’s supposed to be.” Though 

the class required more work, Bradley rose to the challenge, and his exceptional effort did 

not go unnoticed. Bradley’s teacher, recognizing his talent as a language learner, 

encouraged Bradley, along with a few other students, to sign up for the Oklahoma Native 

American Youth Language Fair. “‘You better sign up. You can do this,’” Bradley 

remembered his teacher saying. “He really pushed me… ‘cause he knew [that I could do 

well].” 

 Indeed, Bradley, who had competed at the fair the year prior, did do well. “The 

first time I went up to the language fair [in ninth grade], I was in spoken language and I 

talked about me and my family. I got second place,” Bradley explained, proudly. “The 

year after that, Chickasaw II, I did a story of Rabbit and Buzzard. That one was a lot 

longer because it was the whole story in Chickasaw. I got up there and I came second 

place again!” While not one to enjoy speaking in front of large groups, Bradley shared 

that the experience helped him to find new motivation to continue speaking 

Chikashshanompa'. As he stood on stage, he realized for himself, “This [the language] is 

it. I got to keep learning this.” 

 During his junior year, Bradley served as a student aide for the incoming 

Chickasaw language teacher, Mrs. Monroe, who took over the class for Josh. “I’d help 
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Mrs. Monroe make her tests,” Bradley explained of his duties. “I was like, ‘Well, I think 

we should do this on this day.’ She asked me, ‘Well, how do you say this so I can tell 

them?’ Really, I was like her team with the Chickasaw language.” Even after graduating, 

Bradley maintained a strong relationship with his teacher: “I still call her, ‘Mrs. Monroe, 

can I come to your class?’” Bradley said that he was always eager to visit the current 

Chickasaw language classes as a guest speaker.  

 For Bradley, taking Chickasaw language classes was about more than just 

fulfilling a requirement for graduation; the classes strengthened his sense of identity and 

helped him to find his place in his family and community. “My dad beads and my uncles, 

they do stickball sticks,” Bradley explained, adding, “not really much of the language.” 

These members of Bradley’s family had unique talents which contributed to Chickasaw 

cultural continuance. Bradley was proud to say that he found his own gift—the language. 

He reflected, “I think that’s probably where my life began, just Chickasaw language. 

That’s how I feel Native American is just through the language.”  

 After high school, Bradley went on to attend ECU. Though he was considering 

transferring eventually, he embraced the unique opportunities ECU offered to study 

Chickasaw language and culture. “I wanted to go somewhere else just to get out of Ada,” 

Bradley explained, “to a Christian private college. But my parents said, ‘Why don’t you 

just get your gen eds here… and then move if you want to?’” Agreeing with his parents’ 

advice, Bradley began taking classes in Native American Studies, and more specifically, 

Chickasaw language. Enrolled in Chickasaw I, Bradley planned to complete the entire 

four semester sequence of language courses offered at the university.  
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Beyond his language learning goals, Bradley was unsure of what the future held 

for him. “I don’t know what I want to do yet,” he reflected, going back and forth between 

his options: “Native American Studies or I could do youth ministry because I teach 

Sunday school. It’s really fun, so I can do that. Or I can come over here and do Native 

American Studies.” “I don’t know,” Bradley was admittedly torn between his choices, 

and stated, “I don’t know.” Bradley worried that the two paths before him might conflict 

with one another—that he must choose between going away to school to pursue ministry 

and staying locally to continue learning Chikashshanompa'. Considering the role the 

language may play in his adulthood, Bradley pondered, “I don’t know. It depends on if I 

go to a different college. If I go to a different college, then I’ll still try to do my best of 

what I know, but if I just stop speaking it, just don’t even do anything with the language, 

then I lose everything… Here, I’m really involved with the language, but if I go 

somewhere I have no familiarity with, I’m going to lose everything.” 

While Bradley had big decisions to make about his future, his choice to stay local 

for the time being afforded him significant opportunities. As a student, Bradley 

participated in a trip to the Natchez Trace in Chickasaw ancestral homelands. “It was 

really awesome to go,” Bradley reminisced, “We went to one of the Chickasaw villages 

and actually did a stomp dance at the village. It was pretty intense.” For Bradley, being a 

language learner made the trip all the more impactful. “I think the Chickasaw language 

actually changed my perspective on how to view the Chickasaw people,” he reflected. 

Learning Chikashshanompa' strengthened Bradley’s cultural identity and connection to 

his heritage. He reflected, “I am Chickasaw, so learning the language showed me that the 
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ancestors, that’s what they spoke… I should at least learn the Chickasaw language kind 

of like my ancestors. It’s kind of like my duty to do it now. I got to keep doing it.”  

 As Bradley continued to learn Chikashshanompa' as a college student and to 

deepen his understanding of Chickasaw history and culture, his sense of responsibility to 

the language, as a young person, increased. “It’s my responsibility as a young kid to hold 

on to the language as much as I know,” he mused. “It starts right now. You can’t forget 

anything.” “As young as I am,” Bradley continued, “I need to learn as much as I can 

before I get too old. Then I can teach my kids. That’s what I think it means to be a 

Chickasaw youth. You can always have people who can bead, can always have people 

who can play stickball, but you can’t always have people who remember the language.” 

While Bradley was unsure of the ways in which his journey with Chikashshanompa' 

might unfold, he embraced and honored his calling to learn the language and ensure its 

continuance for his and future generations. 

Discussion 

As evidenced by Emily, Ezra, and Bradley’s accounts, Chickasaw youth are 

seeking out the language, participating in multiple spaces where the language is available 

to them at school and in the community. Together these three Chickasaw students’ stories 

suggest that Chikashshanompa' plays a profound role in their conceptualizations of their 

personal and social identities. The following discussion further examines emerging 

themes in the data, including the youth’s: 1) motivations to study Chikashshanompa' in 

school; 2) growing sense of cultural identity and responsibility to the language; and 3) 

envisioning of a future with or without Chikashshanompa'.  
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Motivation to Study Chikashshanompa' in School 

Both Emily and Ezra had prior experiences learning Chikashshanompa' before 

enrolling in the language class at Byng High School. As the daughter of a storyteller, 

Emily had grown up very involved in cultural revitalization and reclamation efforts. 

While there were not fluent speakers in her immediate family, she had learned 

Chikashshanompa' words and phrases during childhood from family friends and 

participation in children’s language programs. Likewise, Ezra had begun learning the 

language in middle school through the Chickasaw Nation Martial Arts Program. In this 

way, both Emily and Ezra were unique. Most students, like Bradley, enter the classroom 

with little or no prior knowledge of Chikashshanompa'. 

Despite their varying exposure to Chikashshanompa' prior to high school, all 

three youth have a distinct memory of building their school schedules around the credit-

bearing Chickasaw language course offering. Bradley remembered seeing Chickasaw I as 

an available course during a school registration event. He and his mother were excited to 

learn that Chickasaw was offered for the first time that year, and Bradley was eager to 

take advantage of the opportunity. As Bradley put it, “It was either Chickasaw language 

or Spanish. I definitely went with the Chickasaw language.” By the time Ezra and Emily, 

who were both younger than Bradley, entered high school, the language course was more 

established and well known to students and their families. 

As a middle schooler, Ezra remembered looking forward to the opportunity to 

enroll in the Chickasaw language courses at Byng: “When I hit eighth grade, I was like, 

‘Hey, that’s cool. Instead of doing Spanish, I can do my Native language.” When it was 

time to register for his high school classes, he chose the Chickasaw language course first, 
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building the rest of his schedule around it. Ezra’s decision to prioritize studying 

Chikashshanompa' is significant. Often students are instrumentally motivated to study a 

second language, thinking about fulfilling graduation requirements and increasing their 

likelihood to be accepted to a university or hired for a job. Ezra observed this trend 

among his peers, explaining, “A lot of people, as soon as they graduate from Chickasaw I 

and Chickasaw II, then they’re done. That’s all they needed.” For Ezra, as well as 

Bradley and Emily, motivation to study Chikashshanompa' in school was different. As 

Ezra stated, he was unlike most of his classmates in that he “actually had a craving to 

learn.” 

Emily affirmed Ezra’s observations, adding that, “So many people are going into 

Spanish, but not many are going into Chickasaw.” For this reason, Emily felt that it was 

especially important for her to enroll in the course. She stated, “Since this is a dying 

language, I thought, might as well learn it so it’s not completely dying.” Emily’s 

recognition of the urgency of language decline supports current research findings that 

Indigenous youth are especially aware of the language loss in their communities (Lee, 

2007; McCarty, Zepeda, & Romero, 2006; Wyman, 2012; Wyman et al., 2014b). While 

she speaks somewhat casually of her decision to study Chikashshanompa' as a means to 

ensure the continuance of the language, it is a decision that is quite significant. As Lee 

(2009) explains, as youth express “their concern with their language vanishing,” they are 

“negotiating what it means to be a Native person in today’s society with or without their 

language” (p. 308). For Emily, Ezra, and Bradley, this process is part of developing 

consciousness of and strengthening a sense of cultural identity through language learning. 
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A Growing Sense of Cultural Identity and Responsibility to the Language 

 All three students felt a strong sense of responsibility to ensure the continuance of 

Chikashshanompa'. Emily and Ezra in particular described a feeling of not wanting to 

passively watch the language “die.” Emily spoke of Chikashshanompa' as a dying 

language, but also a language that had potential to live on. She made statements like, “I 

thought, might as well learn it so it’s not completely dying,” and “[The language is] 

almost dying, but it’s fun to bring it back.” Likewise, Ezra said, “The least I can do is 

help in some way to make the language’s heartbeat beat again.” The use of these 

metaphors suggests that the students felt a responsibility as youth to revive a language 

that, in their view, was at the cusp of death. Significantly, this awareness prompted a 

sense of agency and motivation to enact change. 

One question Emily, Ezra, and Bradley each grappled with was: what does it 

mean to be a Chickasaw youth and a language learner? In Emily’s view being a young 

person meant that “you’re basically still learning about your heritage, where you came 

from, how you got here, and try to see how you can build on that to make better for the 

tribe and yourself.” Emily felt that her sentiments were summed up well by a slogan she 

had seen within the Nation: “Remembering our past, building our future.” Emily saw her 

identity as a Chickasaw youth as critical to the continuity of the language and culture—

she was the link between the past and the future. From this profound role and 

responsibility, she gained a sense of being grounded and confident in her identity. As she 

powerfully asserted that without the language, she would be “one of those clueless people 

wondering what the heck [she] should do” in terms of her life’s goals and ambitions. She 
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continued that “without the arts, [she’d] be boring” and “without the stories, [she] 

wouldn’t even like [her] life.” 

 While the language and cultural practices supported and strengthened Emily’s 

personal identity, she was still trying to find her unique place in the community as part of 

a natural process of growing up. Emily was active in many cultural activities open to 

youth, exploring her talents and interests. Still, as a youth, there were certain restrictions 

on her participation. For example, while Emily was developing an interest in stomp 

dance, her mother had told her that it was more appropriate for her to wait until she was 

older (likely meaning more mature and independent) before joining the Dance Troupe. 

Even with opportunities to engage in different cultural activities, Emily prioritized the 

importance of following in her mother’s footsteps by learning to be a storyteller. As 

Emily explained, “I’m trying to be a storyteller just like my mom is because I like telling 

stories.”  

 For Emily, learning the language was part of upholding a family tradition of 

ensuring cultural continuance through storytelling. In Emily’s words, “My goal for the 

language would be to get to the point where I can start telling stories in both English and 

Chickasaw. And kind of do what my mom… does: go to schools and help teach the little 

kids the language and stories.” Significantly, storytelling is a cultural practice best 

expressed through the language because it is the recounting of the words and wisdom of 

Chickasaw ancestors. In this way, the language is a link to generations and places past. 

Importantly, Emily also saw the language as part of her future and yearned to express her 

own voice through Chikashshanompa'. She was eager to demonstrate that she was no 

longer a child and was moving toward young adulthood. She explained, “I wanted to 
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learn more [of the language] so I could talk to [adults] more and have them see, yeah, I 

can learn this. I’m not just a little kid.”  

For Bradley, being a youth and language learner meant growing into his unique 

role in and way of contributing to his family and community. Bradley stated, “it’s my 

responsibility as a young kid to hold on to the language… It starts right now.” Bradley 

continued, “I think you can always have people who can bead, can always have people 

who can play stickball, but you can’t always have people who remember the language.” 

In this way, Bradley identified learning the language not only as a responsibility, but as 

his unique gift. Other members of his family were talented bead workers or stickball stick 

makers, but no one was pursuing the language. When Bradley began learning the 

Chikashshanompa' at school, he took on a new role in his family as a keeper of 

knowledge of the language. Both his parents and younger siblings began to look to 

Bradley to teach them. For Bradley, identifying his gift as a language learner was 

empowering. As he stated, “I think that’s probably where my life began, just Chickasaw 

language.”  

Like Emily and Bradley, Ezra felt that, as a youth, it was important for him to 

learn Chikashshanompa' because there are “not really that many people going out to learn 

the language.” Ezra viewed this is a significant problem because, in his lifetime, he has 

had seen many elder speakers pass away. He stated, “You have a group of elders that are 

in their age and that are passing. In the last couple of years, we’ve lost what? Ten?” Mrs. 

Monroe, who was in the room during the interview, affirmed, “We’ve lost several.” 

While disheartening, Ezra did not frame the loss of these elder speakers and lack of 

interest among younger generations as the inevitability of language death; rather, he 
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recognized that his role in the community was to learn Chikashshanompa' in order to 

interrupt a trajectory toward language loss. By pursuing Chikashshanompa', with the 

support of Mrs. Monroe and other language teachers in the community, Ezra 

distinguished himself from his peers by answering his calling to be a part of a new 

generation of Chikashshanompa' speaker-users.  

Importantly, Ezra recognized that his commitment to the language was 

exceptional. Many of his peers demonstrated little interest in learning Chikashshanompa' 

as a second language. While members of his family had attended community classes, 

Ezra was different in that he sought every opportunity available to him—at school and in 

the community—to engage with the language. As Ezra stated, “In my immediate 

family… I’m the most… I don’t want to say knowledgeable, but I’m the one that’s 

actually going out and learning the most.” For Ezra, as well as Emily and Bradley, 

dedication to language became a part of a social identity. Relatives and other community 

members began to recognize their commitment and value them for their language 

learning efforts and talents.  

Emily, Ezra, and Bradley’s stories suggest that the development and strengthening 

of one’s sense of cultural identity as a youth is about discovering and growing into the 

unique role one has in the community. These three Chickasaw students have developed a 

raised consciousness of their gifts as language learners, and the impact of that gift on 

their personal, familial, and social identities. It is from this raised consciousness that that 

the students also grew into enacting their sense of “agency and desire to intervene on 

behalf of [their] heritage language” and desire to “reclaim their language and their 

identity for themselves and their community” (Lee, 2009, p. 309). Emily, Ezra, and 
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Bradley each expressed that as they strengthened their sense of cultural identity, they felt 

a growing sense of responsibility to ensure the language’s continuance. 

Envisioning a Future with or without Chikashshanompa' 

 Lee (2009) asserts that language reclamation efforts require “sparking a critical 

Indigenous consciousness” (p. 318). Emily, Ezra, and Bradley each experienced an 

awakening to language and their roles as youth and language learners in the community 

(Lee, 2009; 2014). While a raised critical consciousness of language caused adult 

participants in this study to restructure their lives around learning and teaching 

Chikashshanompa', these youth participants were still negotiating what role their 

Indigenous heritage language may have in their envisioned futures.  

 Of the three youth, Ezra was the most confident that the language would be a 

central part of his future. Ezra had ambitions of applying to the Master-Apprentice 

Program, taking language courses at ECU, and working for the Martial Arts Program. He 

also saw himself having a family and speaking the language with his future children. As 

he explained, having children one day would be an opportunity to give the next 

generation more than he had in terms of access to the language: “I’ll pass [the language] 

along through my kids so they can learn it and grow up with it, rather than having to do 

like I did and wait years [before having an opportunity to learn].”  

 Significantly, Ezra’s goals were contingent upon his having access to language 

programming that supports his advancement as a language learner. While he had been 

able to prioritize the language as a high school student though the Martial Arts Program 

and language classes on his campus—which are free and accessible to Ezra as a youth—

Ezra may face new obstacles as he transitions to young adulthood. For example, the same 
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year Ezra graduated from high school, the Department of Language began to phase out its 

traditional Master-Apprentice Program and focus instead on a team-based model which 

accepts only two language learners every two years and requires a 35 hour per week time 

commitment.47 This new model could potentially present barriers to motivated language 

learners like Ezra due to the time commitment and limited spaces available. Further, there 

may be obstacles to accessing university level Chikashshanompa' courses, such as the 

application process and cost of enrolling in a degree program. These potential obstacles 

to Ezra’s envisioned future affirm Lee’s (2009) finding that although language may be a 

large part of Indigenous youth’s identities, they may still “struggle with how to learn their 

language and maintain it in a world that often makes such choices difficult” (p. 317).  

 It is important to note that Ezra did not point out these possible barriers himself in 

discussing his goals for the future. He remained adamant that the language would remain 

a priority in his life, adding only that “you never know what could happen… they 

discovered aliens the other day.” While Ezra felt that only an alien invasion could keep 

him from learning Chikashshanompa', Emily and Bradley had more immediate 

hesitations about the role of the language in their futures. 

 Emily, for instance, envisioned a future where the language was important but not 

the only possibility. Reflecting on what her adult life may be like, she expected that she 

would continue to use the language, “but maybe not as frequently as [she] might have 

liked.” When asked about what she might do after high school, Emily hesitated, 

                                                 
47 The traditional Master-Apprentice Program accepted pairs of language learners and teachers who spent 

10 hours per week together. This new Chikashsha Academy, modeled after the Sauk Language 

Department’s group approach to Master-Apprentice, supports a pair of fulltime language learners who 

spend 25 hours per week in a structured language immersion environment facilitated by elder speakers and 

proficient language learners. The pair also dedicates 10 hours per week to studying the language 

independently. 
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questioning whether her response had to be “related to Chickasaw.” She then confided, 

“Yes, I have thought of a career. It will take a while to get to, but I am praying to stick to 

it: crime scene investigation.” While Emily enjoyed her job working as a cultural 

demonstrator, she viewed continuing along this career path as a back plan, incase “all else 

fails.” It seemed that for Emily, becoming a storyteller and becoming a crime scene 

investigator both represented dreams and potential futures. As a sophomore in high 

school, she had not yet had to navigate the ways in which these dreams may be in 

opposition with one another.  

Bradley, a first year college student, one the other hand, was actively trying to 

navigate tension between his dreams for his life. While he initially enrolled at ECU with 

ambitions to transfer to a private Christian university where he could pursue ministry, he 

did not anticipate the feeling of empowerment he found in his Native American Studies 

courses—many of which focused on Chickasaw history, culture, and language. As a 

student at ECU, Bradley found that he was able not only to continue his study of 

Chikashshanompa', but to travel to the Natchez Trace within Chickasaw homelands. 

Bradley explained because he had taken Chikashshanompa' classes, the experience was 

especially meaningful. As he stated, “The Chickasaw language actually changed my 

perspective on how to view the Chickasaw people.”  

As a result of these transformative experiences, Bradley began to reconsider 

leaving ECU. He explained, “I want to go to a Christian private college... That’s what I 

really want to do, but… I know they don’t have Chickasaw language.” Bradley very 

much perceived that leaving Ada, Oklahoma, where most language programming is 

based, meant leaving Chikashshanompa' behind. He felt deeply conflicted: 



209 

I don’t know what I want to do yet… If I go to a different college, then I’ll still try 

to do my best of what I know, but if I just stop speaking it, just don’t even do 

anything with the language, then I lose everything… Here, I’m really involved 

with the language, but if I go somewhere I have no familiarity with, I’m going to 

lose everything. 

The oldest of the three student participants in this study, Bradley was facing a decision 

that most likely Emily and Ezra will eventually have to make as well: how does one 

uphold responsibility to the language and community while also pursuing opportunities 

that call them away? 

Significantly, this is a question that should not fall as a burden on youth, but one 

that must be considered as part of the community’s language planning. Of the youth I 

interviewed for my Master’s thesis research, I was able to contact one, Amber, for a brief 

telephone conversation. Like the other youth who had participated in this previous study, 

she was attending college. In her second year at her university, she was studying to be a 

dietician because she recognized an epidemic of diabetes in her family and the 

community and wanted to help. She said that while she still wanted to learn the language 

because “it connects you to who you are as a Chickasaw,” it was harder to find time as a 

college student. As she stated, “sometimes life gets in the way.” 

It is important to understand that while Amber was not actively studying the 

language, she had not strayed from an underlying vision of using her talents and 

education to “give back” to her community (Brayboy, 2005). A desire to give back may 

keep youth close to the community, as was the case for a Hopi youth in Nicholas’s (2008) 

who postponed higher education in order to uphold a deep sense of responsibility to 
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attend to his corn fields. It may also take youth beyond the community, as may be the 

case for Bradley. Within the context of language reclamation, communities must consider 

how to support youth at these crossroads to continue their pursuits of language 

reclamation wherever they feel called. 

Conclusions 

 This chapter highlights the experiences of three Chickasaw students, ages sixteen 

through nineteen, who are learning their heritage language both in school and outside of 

it. As members of Generation Himitta'—youth who are learning Chikashshanompa' as a 

second language—Emily, Ezra, and Bradley were awakening to the importance of 

language in their own lives, their families, and their community and their role in carrying 

the language forward. As one of the last generations in the community to grow up around 

elder fluent speakers, all three students were keenly aware of the urgency of language 

decline and felt responsibility to intervene and prevent the language from “dying.” 

Despite awareness of the severity of language loss, Emily, Ezra, and Bradley had 

decidedly hopeful outlooks on the possibility of language reclamation in their own lives 

and in the Chickasaw Nation. In this way, these youths were unique and not necessarily 

represented of Chickasaw youth a whole.  

In fact, several Chickasaw parents I interviewed were critical of youths’ 

engagement in language reclamation, viewing older teens, especially, as losing interest in 

or outgrowing the language as they began to pursue other interests. One mother 

explained:  
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My oldest daughter, she’s sixteen. She went to kids’ [language] club48 a few times 

[when she was younger]. She knows her basic colors, numbers, letters, animals, 

that type of thing. She is so self-absorbed right now. She’s not interested any 

more… If I had it to do over, I would probably try to use it more with her… when 

she was at the age to really be interested and learn. 

Likewise, a father remarked: 

[My teenage son] is kind of dismissive [of language learning]. He’s into urban hip 

hop… [The youngest] is a little sci-fi nerd. He loves the language, too. He uses it 

a lot. He’ll ask questions. He’s in [Chipota Chikashshanompoli language] club. 

We’ll see what happens as they get older. 

Both parents express a sense that youths’ interest in language is greater when they are 

younger and that, as youth get older and develop their own priorities and interests, 

interest in language diminishes. Because I did not interview children and parents from the 

same family, it is difficult to say the extent to which these parents’ perceptions of their 

children’s attitudes toward Chikashshanompa' align their children’s actual attitudes 

toward the language. 

It is important to consider that youth like Emily and Ezra came to 

Chikashshanompa' by way of other passions and interests like storytelling or even martial 

arts. Their stories demonstrate that the language can play an important role as youth 

explore their passions, goals, and interests. What stands out in Emily and Ezra’s stories is 

that the youths had role models who demonstrated what it looked to learn and use 

Chikashshanompa' in specific domains. For example, Ezra may not have developed a 

                                                 
48 Chipota Chikashshanompoli (Children Speaking Chickasaw) is a language club for students ages three 

through twelve that meets monthly at sites in the Chickasaw Nation. 



212 

strong interest in the role of Chikashshanompa' in his martial arts practice had it not been 

for an instructor who encouraged him toward the language. Each of Emily, Ezra, and 

Bradley’s paths toward language reclamation are invaluable examples of how youth are 

negotiating the role of language in their lives differently than Generations Iklanna' and 

Sipokni'. For each of these youths, this is a difficult and ongoing process, marked with 

much uncertainty, as they envision their futures with or without Chikashshanompa'. Still, 

Emily, Ezra, and Bradley’s accounts are filled with not with a sense that they are 

“outgrowing” language, but with hope and wisdom about what it means to pursue 

Chikashshanompa' at this particular life stage.  

As Emily, Ezra, and Bradley delved deeper in their language learning over time, 

they grew into new maturity and more complex understandings of their responsibility to 

Chikashshanompa' as youth. Bradley captured this felt sense of responsibility well, 

stating, “You can always have people who can bead, can always have people who can 

play stickball, but you can’t always have people who remember the language.” The 

language is a living entity and once it goes to sleep and is no longer spoken, it is difficult 

to reawaken. Bradley recognized that part of his responsibility as a young person was to 

learn and remember the language throughout his life. Further, in Bradley’s view, skills 

like beading and playing stickball can be taught more easily than the language. Bradley 

stated, for example, that he did not feel the same urgency to learn how bead as he did to 

learn the language because he could learn how to bead anytime. The language, on the 

other hand, may not always be accessible to him. Bradley’s statement further indicates 

that the ability to learn and remember the language is a gift and life calling that not every 

Chickasaw person has. Emily, Ezra, and Bradley are remarkable in their pursuits of 
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Chikashshanompa' as youth, and part of their responsibility to the language is to honor 

that gift. 

Significantly, Chikashshanompa' played a central role in these Chickasaw 

students’ conceptualizations of their personal and social identities. As Emily powerfully 

asserted, “Without… the language, I’d still be one of those clueless people [not knowing 

what to do with my life]… Without the stories, I wouldn’t even like my life.” Stories are 

part of an oral tradition conveyed through Chikashshanompa', and, for Emily, they 

ground her sense of self. As Silko (1981) affirms, stories “function basically as makers of 

our identity” (p. 69). For each of the three students, an initial affinity for language grew 

over time, enabling a raised consciousness of the relationship between language and 

identity (Lee, 2009; 2014). 

Importantly, for Emily, Ezra, and Bradley, developing a sense of personal and 

social identity as language learners was a two-part process. Not only did these youths 

begin to recognize unique gifts in themselves as language learners, the community began 

to notice as well. After demonstrating commitment in his Chickasaw I and II at Byng 

High School, Bradley, for example, was selected as a student aide for the classes during 

his senior year. Bradley explained that, as an aide, he helped Mrs. Monroe often during 

her first year teaching the class. He recalled assisting her with the language and planning 

daily activities. In Bradley’s memory, working with Mrs. Monroe was a validating 

experience because she respected him as a fellow language learner. Rather than 

conceiving of him as an empty vessel perpetually lacking knowledge (Freire, 1970; 

Meek, 2011), she treated him as a valued co-constructor of knowledge and as part of 

what Bradley felt was a teaching “team.” Similar to Bradley, Emily and Ezra had also 
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experienced affirmation from their families and the community that they had unique and 

valued gifts vital to ensuring the continuance of the language. Together, an internal and 

external recognition of their talents as language learners, allowed Emily, Ezra, and 

Bradley’s personal and social identities to be nurtured, developed, and strengthened. 
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CHAPTER 8: Chikashshanompaat Bílli'ya [The Chickasaw Language is Forever]: 

Looking Forward 

 

On a Wednesday afternoon in late February, I attended a gathering of Indigenous 

faculty and students on the University of Arizona campus. In celebration of International 

Mother Language Day 2016, we took turns sharing our heritage languages in a multitude 

of genres. Having already sung my hymn in Chikashshanompa', the nervousness in my 

stomach (which came on when I realized I would be singing in front of what had turned 

out to be a rather large audience) began to subside, making way for an overwhelming 

feeling of joy. Poems in O’odham (the Tohono O’odham language) poetry, a joke in 

Hopilavayi (the Hopi language), a story in Skarù:ręʔ (the Tuscarora language) filled the 

air with hope and understanding that our languages are forever.  

As I sat, listening, Phil Cash Cash spoke in his Nez Perce language about what it 

means to be a language learner. He translated the term as the process of emerging as a 

real human being, a Nez Perce. I let this sink in, and I marveled at how, in just a few Nez 

Perce words, he captured all that the pages of this dissertation attempt to express. As 

Chikashshanompa' heritage language learners, we are neither deficient nor perpetually 

falling short of fluency (Dorian, 1994; Meek, 2011). Rather, we are “emergent 

multilinguals” who are vital to the cultural and linguistic continuance of our communities 

(Reyes, 2006; Wyman et al., 2014b), and who, by making language reclamation a life’s 

pursuit, are engaged in a process of becoming fully Chickasaw (Nicholas, 2008).  

As a whole, the stories which comprise this dissertation tell of how Chickasaw 

people have come to love Chikashshanompa' so much that they have restructured their 
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lives around ensuring its continuance. Building on my Master’s thesis study of what 

motivates Chickasaw people—across generations—to engage in language reclamation, 

these pages explore how Chickasaw young adult professionals who have established 

careers with the language program have made Chikashshanompa' a life’s pursuit, how 

Chickasaw citizens-at-large engage in language reclamation, and how the study of 

Chikashshanompa' in school has impacted Chickasaw students’ conceptualizations of 

their personal and social identities. Together, these chapters comprise a case study—told 

from multiple perspectives—of the vitality and efficacy of Chickasaw language 

reclamation, and of the Chickasaw people’s resilient and tireless efforts to assure that 

Chikashshanompa' ilanompohóli bíyyi'ka'chi [we will always speak the Chickasaw 

language]. The following sections discuss the implications of this research for language 

reclamation in the Chickasaw community and beyond. 

Implications of this Research: Weaving the Continuance of Language 

Much research about Indigenous peoples has been what Tuck (2009) calls 

damage-centered—framing Indigenous communities (as well as Indigenous languages 

and their learners, teachers, and speakers) as depleted. This dissertation study challenges 

this research legacy by instead asking how we as Indigenous people can think of 

ourselves and our futures through a framework of desire (Tuck, 2009), focusing on the 

vitality of our languages themselves and the work of the people seeking to reclaim them. 

In doing so, this research contributes to a growing body of scholarship emphasizing the 

resiliency and agency of Indigenous heritage language learners who are returning to, 

revaluing, and actively using their ancestral tongues (see, for example, W. Y. Leonard, 

2011; McCarty et al., 2013; Nicholas, 2009; Wyman, 2012; Wyman et al., 2014b).  
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By drawing on a theoretical framework of language reclamation as a social 

process, this study emphasizes that language reclamation “begins with people,” and—

because Indigenous languages are and have always been vital—the “language itself is a 

secondary concern” (Amery, 2016, p. 44). Prompting those involved in language 

reclamation and revitalization efforts to consider this notion further, Fettes (1997) asks: 

“What… are we trying to ‘stabilize’ or ‘renew’?” (para. 2). As Fettes points out, in 

seeking to answer this question, many scholars attempt to treat language as a “thing” that 

can be made “more homogenous and predictable by establishing standards, printing 

dictionaries, and writing textbooks and curricula” (Fettes, 1997, para. 3). This view of 

language, however, is detrimental to the goals of language reclamation because it enables 

a conceptualization of languages as separate from their speakers. Instead, Fettes asserts, 

“a theory of language renewal must begin with the speakers, with people ‘doing 

language’ together in meaningful ways, and work out from there” (para. 8). Importantly, 

this dissertation research suggests that within the Chickasaw community, Chickasaw 

people are working not simply to stabilize or renew language, but our own sense of 

integrity and humanity. 

In considering the implications of this study for the Chickasaw community, as 

well as a wider audience of those supportive of and involved in language reclamation 

work, I employ the metaphor of finger weaving—the traditional art form used to weave 

belts for ceremonial attire—to consider the process of ensuring language continuance 

over generations. As Cajete (2014) writes, the sharing of metaphor is key to the “process 

of ‘coming to know,’” especially when shared metaphors become internalized in the 

mind, heart, and behavior of a people (p. ix). My use of finger weaving as metaphor 
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draws on Fettes’ (1997) work, which imagines language continuance as a weaving—one 

which has come unraveled over time by experiences of colonization and the hegemonic 

forces of dominant languages. In Fettes’ metaphor, language reclamation is represented 

by the process of weaving back together strands representing “critical literacy,” “local 

knowledges,” and “living relationships.”  

Finger weaving is an apt metaphor for language reclamation because it requires 

far more than three strands to create a complete belt. In my discussion, I name only three, 

leaving open the possibility of naming additional strands as language reclamation efforts 

evolve and continue to move forward. Adapting Fettes’ metaphor to a Chickasaw context, 

I conceive of these strands as: 1) “critical Chickasaw consciousness,” 2) 

“Chikashshanompa' as cultural practice,” and 3) the “(re)valuing of language learners.” 

As the weaving metaphor suggests, these elements of language reclamation and 

continuance are not approached successively one by one. Rather, all strands must be 

woven tightly and concurrently in order for the weaving to be strong and sustaining. 

What is more, finger weavings often begin not at one end of a belt, but at the center. 

During the weaving process, a wooden dowel separates the two halves of the belt until 

the first half is complete. When it is time to weave the other side of the belt, the weaver 

removes the dowel, creating continuity between the strands already woven and those 

which will be woven. In this way, I suggest that the process of language continuance does 

not entail beginning a new weaving, but beginning the other half of the belt already 

begun for us by our ancestors.  

The following subsections explore the strands I have named and how they are 

being woven within Chickasaw language reclamation work. Importantly, while I name 
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only three strands, finger weavings may incorporate many stands. As Chickasaws delve 

deeper into the process of language reclamation, the community will identify and name 

additional strands essential to this weaving.   

Strand One: Critical Chickasaw Consciousness 

 W. Y. Leonard (2011)—drawing on Deloria’s (2004) Indians in unexpected 

places—argues that colonization has “created a situation in which American Indians are 

expected to exist only in ways associated with perceived (and often incorrect) ideals of 

their pasts” (p. 136). As a result, “behaviors that contradict these assumption… get 

conceptualized as unexpected” because “they upset the status quo of what Indians are 

allowed to be” (p. 136). These problematic expectations contribute to a view of 

Indigenous languages as absent from and obsolete in contemporary contexts. For this 

reason, the first strand of language reclamation has little to do with the language itself. 

Instead, it represents the developing of critical literacy (Fettes, 1997; Freire, 1970)—or 

what Lee (2009) calls the sparking of “critical Indigenous consciousness” about language 

shift. 

This first strand centers on “the task of confronting, marginalizing, and 

dismantling” internalized oppression which causes Indigenous peoples to view 

themselves in terms of deficiency and brokenness (Fettes, 1997, para. 20). This supports 

W. Y. Leonard’s (2011) view of language reclamation as the process “of claiming—or 

reclaiming—the appropriate cultural context and sense of value that the language would 

likely have always had if not for colonization” (p. 141). This means that not only must 

communities seeking to reclaim their ancestral tongues begin to revalue their languages 

but also themselves. 
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The stories which comprise this dissertation reflect an emerging critical 

Chickasaw consciousness among those involved with language reclamation work. 

Reflecting on his own perception of language decline, Clovis explained the emergence of 

this critical consciousness well in Chapter 5, saying: 

I have a little more knowledge of things that happened in the past that I was 

unaware of before because… it’s not taught in schools. It’s either taught at home 

or… you teach yourself or you learn from others that you find out have 

knowledge in whatever you’re looking for, whether it be history, whether it be 

language, whether it be dances, whether it be ceremonies, whatever it is. 

As Clovis points out, a critical Chickasaw consciousness is not taught through a formal 

Western education. It is learned implicitly and develops within family and through 

participation in the community over time. Importantly, the raising of critical 

consciousness is part of the lifelong journey toward becoming fully Chickasaw, and is 

experienced across all generations. All participants’ stories reflected a process of 

(re)awakening to cultural identity. What is most profound is that this awakening often 

prompted language learners to restructure their lives around the pursuit of language 

reclamation and continuance. 

(Re)awakening to cultural identity. 

A critical Indigenous consciousness entails the “awareness of the historical and 

broad oppressive conditions that have influenced current realities of Indigenous people’s 

lives” (Lee, 2009, p. 318). As a result of colonization and forced assimilation, 

Chickasaws have experienced abuse and discrimination for speaking Chikashshanompa' 

and asserting their cultural identities. As such, a core component of Chickasaw language 
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reclamation includes raising consciousness of the historical and ongoing suppression of 

Chickasaw people and their language and (re)awakening to a cultural identity in which 

Chikashshanompa' is central. 

Consider the words of Jerry, a Generation Sipokni' elder speaker. Attempting to 

express the importance of his language in his life, he stated: “It’s in my heart. I guess it’s 

kind of like the old saying: Once an Indian, always an Indian. [laughs] No! Once a 

Chickasaw, always a Chickasaw. Language is it.” Jerry conceived of the language as 

inseparable from his identity. To convey this, however, he at first relied on a well-known 

adage—“once an Indian, always an Indian”—that has historically expressed the dominant 

society’s perception of Indigenous peoples’ innate savagery. Catching the irony of his 

words, Jerry laughed. He then offered a new version of the old phrase: “Once a 

Chickasaw, always a Chickasaw.” For several participants in this study, part of 

developing a critical Chickasaw consciousness meant beginning to conceive of oneself 

not as being “Indian,” but as being Chickasaw, a distinct cultural identity in which 

Chikashshanompa' is central. Whereas Jerry was very much conscious that the term 

“Indian”—much like the term “Native American”—did not accurately or adequately 

express his sense of cultural identity, younger generations were in the process of 

developing this awareness.  

As a Generation Himitta' youth language learner of mixed Indigenous heritages, 

Bradley talked about the language at times as affirming his identity as a “Native 

American” rather than as a Chickasaw. Reflecting on the role of the language in his life, 

Bradley stated, “I think that’s probably where my life began, just Chickasaw language. 

That’s how I feel Native American is just through the language.” He further said of his 



222 

motivation to learn Chikashshanompa', “Since I’m Native American and I’m half 

Chickasaw, then I should at least learn the Chickasaw language kind of like my 

ancestors.” Bradley seemed to be negotiating, through statements like these, the role of 

Chikashshanompa' in his life as a citizen of multiple tribal Nations.  

While Bradley tended to identify himself as Native American, there were other 

instances when he referred to himself simply as Chickasaw. Reflecting on this experience 

visiting Chickasaw homelands in the Southeast, for example, he stated, “I am Chickasaw, 

so learning the language showed me that the ancestors, that’s what they spoke… It’s kind 

of like my duty to do it now. I got to keep doing it.” While it is difficult to say, it may be 

that Bradley is in a process of awakening to a sense of being wholly Chickasaw. As 

Brandon, a young adult working at the Department of Language who is also of multiple 

heritages remarked, learning the language kept his “heart here in Chickasaw.” Part of 

Bradley’s journey toward a critical Chickasaw consciousness may be finding where his 

own heart lies as he continues along his language learning trajectory and grows in his 

sense of responsibility and duty to the language. 

Similar to Jerry and Bradley, other research participants were engaged in a 

process Lee (2009) describes as “redefining and reasserting their own personal 

identit[ies] as [Chickasaw] people within the realm of language change” (p. 318). A 

heightened awareness of the urgency of language decline prompted individuals’ 

conceptualization of the language as inseparable and central to Chickasaw cultural 

identity (Lewis, 2011). As Rita, a Generation Iklanna' adult language learner, mused, 

“God gave [this language] to the Chickasaw people. That is the one thing that sets them 

apart from all other Indians is that language. It’s just one thing that no other tribe can say, 
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‘That’s my language.’” Here, Rita articulates that what makes Chickasaw people 

distinctly “Chickasaw,” as opposed to part of a homogenous “Indian” group, is 

Chikashshanompa'.  

For many, the process of (re)awakening to one’s cultural identity was spurred by a 

feeling of loss and separation from that identity. Lonna, an adult citizen-at-large language 

learner, recalled asking as a child, “What did it mean to be Chickasaw?” The daughter of 

a boarding school survivor who did not openly share her Chickasaw language or heritage, 

Lonna always felt that something was missing. She remembered, “It was always like 

everybody else had their culture and they understood what they represented.” It was not 

until adulthood, after her mother’s passing, that Lonna began to actively pursue the 

language as a means to reconnect with the Chickasaw community in Oklahoma. Building 

on Lonna’s words, Josh, a Generation Iklanna' adult language learner who grew up 

outside of the Nation and later returned, explained: 

You’re removed from it [the culture] and you say to yourself, ‘Well, I go back 

and play [stick]ball. That’s cool. I can sing. That’s cool. I’m a tribal artist.’ But 

what’s the thing that is Chickasaw through and through? That’s the language. 

For Lonna, Josh, and the other participants in this research, raised consciousness of what 

it means to be Chickasaw in the face of language shift prompted a strong sense of agency 

in asserting Chickasaw cultural identity and encouraging language reclamation (Lee, 

2014). This, in turn, has prompted them to restructure their lives around the pursuit of 

language reclamation and continuance. 
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Restructuring life around the pursuit of language. 

 The language learners profiled in this dissertation have demonstrated remarkable 

and sustained commitment to the language—so much so that many have restructured 

their lives around the pursuit of language reclamation and Chikashshanompa' 

continuance. In Chapter 4, for example, Hannah and Amy shared how they remained 

dedicated to their Master-Apprentice relationship even through difficult times. When 

Amy had to be on bedrest toward the end of her pregnancy, the pair persevered in their 

language learning and their relationship with each other, speaking Chikashshanompa' 

together in Amy’s home as Amy rested on the couch. While the changes Hannah and 

Amy made to enable their continued Master-Apprentice relationship may seem small, the 

impact was significant because it enabled the pair to “keep [the language] going” for 

Amy’s infant daughter. 

 A felt sense of linguistic responsibility to pass the language to the next generation 

prompted many Generation Iklanna' parents to make significant life changes in order to 

ensure the language’s continuance. Like Amy, Josh strongly desired to give something 

more than what he had in terms of a sense of cultural identity to his son. In Chapter 4, 

Josh explained: 

When my boy was born… I really started learning Chickasaw pretty intensely… I 

wanted to give him something more substantial than just his citizenship card or 

his [Certificate of Degree of Indian Blood (CDIB)] card. I had this instinct that 

the language was the way to do it.  

Honoring his sense of responsibility to ensuring the continuance of the language for his 

child and trusting his instincts, Josh reshaped his personal language policy toward daily 
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active use of language (Hornberger, 2014; McCarty, 2014). His pursuit of language 

reclamation launched him on a trajectory toward becoming one of the most competent 

and accomplished language learners within the Chickasaw Nation and Director of the 

Department of Language.  

 While the stories within this dissertation largely reflect the ways in which 

generations of language learners have restructured their lives around the pursuit of 

Chikashshanompa', elder fluent speakers have also altered their personal language 

policies (Hornberger, 2014; McCarty, 2014) as part of their own raised consciousness of 

Chikashshanompa'. Jerry, for example, recalled in Chapter 4 his reaction to his children’s 

request to learn the language from him:  

When this language thing began to be told about in the Indian communities [and] 

when they began to hear [the language], they began to want to learn… I told 

them—which is wrong—…“If I teach you, who are you going to speak to? 

There’s nobody else in the family that speaks it fluently… [and] I’m not going to 

live forever…” 

Jerry’s statement reveals that his children’s awakening to the importance of carrying the 

language forward preceded his. Jerry was not alone in his hesitation to share the language 

with younger generations. Having perceived themselves as the last generation of 

speakers, several of the elders featured in Chapter 4 recalled questioning the value of 

Chikashshanompa' and of teaching it to others.  

Significantly, many members of Generation Sipokni' have begun to question these 

once prevailing language ideologies. For Jerry, it took several years to fully embrace 

language reclamation work. He recalled the moment about five years prior when he 
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received his first phone call recruiting him for the Master-Apprentice Program. He said, 

“No. No way. It’s not my belief to do that [to share the language],” and hung up. Jerry 

kept receiving calls, but, in his words, “I just couldn’t make myself really believe that I 

was supposed to do that.” He began talking with his sister who was already actively 

involved with teaching the language. While he still was not ready to commit by the time 

he received his next call, he was ready to consider the proposition. Jerry explained: 

Finally, I said, “Give me some time and let me think about it. I’ll call you.” Later 

on, a month or so, I called [back] and said, “I’ll see what I can do for you.” So 

I’ve been involved ever since. 

The process of teaching his language and participating in language reclamation work has 

enabled Jerry to reflect critically on the language ideologies he once held. He now asks, 

“If I weren’t here anymore, who’s going to carry it on?” Jerry, like many members of 

Generation Sipokni', have renewed hope that the language will continue to be spoken, and 

have restructured their lives around supporting younger generations who will take up the 

responsibility of linguistic and cultural continuance.  

Navigating tensions: Damaging and persistent language ideologies. 

One of the most challenging aspects of finger weaving is ensuring proper tension 

between each strand. Beginning weavers may pull some strands too tight, creating a 

lopsided belt that must be partially undone and rewoven in order to repair. Given that 

language loss of this magnitude is an unprecedented phenomenon in the Chickasaw 

community, we are much like beginning weavers in our efforts toward language 

reclamation and continuance. At times we make mistakes and must navigate and repair 

the tension of our weaving. Encountering areas of tension is a natural part of this weaving 
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process. These are simply areas of the weaving which require more attention in order to 

make it stronger. For example, if the strand of critical Chickasaw consciousness 

represents the confrontation and dismantling of oppressive conditions which have led to 

language loss (Fettes, 1997), the tension is the damaging language ideologies which 

persist and undermine language reclamation work. 

Take Amber’s story in Chapter 4. While Amber came from a family that included 

Chikashshanompa' speaking grandparents and that deeply valued Chickasaw language 

and culture, Amber was dissuaded from learning the language as a young child. Her 

father, in particular, advocated strongly that she learn English first before beginning to 

learn Chikashshanompa' “because that makes more sense.” Though Amber’s father 

recognized the importance of Chikashshanompa' as a marker of Chickasaw identity, he 

maintained the value of English as a more important means to success in mainstream 

society. While many of the Chickasaws whose stories comprise this dissertation have 

begun to move beyond this “English first” language ideology, it persists both in overt and 

subtle ways and acts as a powerful force against language reclamation work. This 

language ideology not only inhibits the restoration of the intergenerational transmission, 

but has a “potent influence on Native youth’s perspectives on the relevancy of their 

Native language in their lives today” (Lee, 2009, p. 310).  

Related to an “English first” language ideology is the perception of an either-or 

choice between English—representing a “culture-less” modern world—and 

Chikashshanompa'—representing a “culture-based” Chickasaw world tied to the past 

(Lee, 2014; W. H. Wilson & Kamanā, 2014). This “two world” language ideology has a 

profound influence, especially on youth. Bradley, a language learner attending ECU, 
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conveyed in Chapter 7 the deep conflict he felt over whether to remain locally to continue 

learning Chikashshanompa' or to leave in pursuit of different life opportunities. He 

feared, “If I [leave], I’m going to lose everything.” While it is true that Bradley would 

have less access to language programming if left the Chickasaw community, his concern 

that he would “lose everything”—all of his knowledge of the language and culture—is 

troubling.  

Without discounting the enormity of the decision Bradley and other Generation 

Himitta' youth face about the place of Chikashshanompa' in their futures, the decision to 

leave is not to “lose everything” or to leave behind an entire world. As Lee (2009) argues, 

the notion of “living in two worlds” makes “problematic Native peoples’ abilities to 

adapt to (or resist) the dominant society, when in fact Native peoples have been adapting 

to (and resisting) other peoples’ cultures, values, and worldviews for hundreds of years” 

(p. 310). Instead these youths will be faced with the same choice that generations before 

them have faced. This is not a choice of two worlds but of how important 

Chikashshanompa' will remain in their lives as they negotiate one world which 

“encompasses varied, and often oppositional, expectations” of them (Lee, 2009, p. 310).  

Dispelling language ideologies which position Chikashshanompa' as irrelevant in 

contemporary contexts presents a significant challenge. Importantly, the stories shared 

within this dissertation suggest that Indigenous languages are very much present and have 

a profound influence in the present, within and beyond communities’ physical 

boundaries, and across generations.  
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Strand Two: Chikashshanompa' as Cultural Practice 

The second strand of the weaving—Chikashshanompa' as cultural practice—

affirms the profound relevance of language to contemporary Chickasaw lives. Fettes 

(1997) calls language an ecosystem of “communicative strategies rooted in time and 

place, history, and the land”, which “by its very nature is a dynamic, ever-changing set of 

interrelationships” (para. 2-3). An ecological view of language suggests that language 

stability can “neither be achieved by means of isolated words and formulas nor by 

reproducing objectified discourses in the local language” (para. 27). Said another way, 

merely translating Western epistemology and ontology into Chikashshanompa' does not 

serve language reclamation efforts. Instead, as Fettes (1997) holds, in order for language 

to thrive, “the knowledge and the stories in the language must again become part of the 

community’s common heritage” (para. 25). While Fettes refers to this as the reweaving of 

“local knowledges,” I identify this strand as “language as cultural practice” which 

encompasses oral tradition as a “‘total communicative framework’ manifest in song 

words, prayer, teachings, ritual performances, religious ceremonies, and cultural 

institutions” (Nicholas, 2009, p. 333). What is important about this distinction is that 

once again emphasis is shifted from the language to its speakers and learners. As 

Nicholas (2009) found in her research with Hopi youth, even without a strong foundation 

in the heritage language, one can “live Hopi” (or Chickasaw) through active participation 

in religion, customs, and traditions. 

Significantly, Generation Himitta' youth had much to teach us about 

Chikashshanompa' as cultural practice. In Chapter 7, for example, Emily discussed her 

work as a demonstrator at the Chickasaw Cultural Center in Sulphur, Oklahoma. There, 
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Emily shared her love of storytelling—as well as weaving baskets, making corn husk 

dolls, and sculpting pottery—with visitors. For Emily, storytelling and participation in 

cultural traditions were a priority and language learning was a means to more fully and 

deeply engage in these practices. Emily’s example affirms that “culture provides the 

context for language, and in turn, language finds its strength in the practices of culture” 

(Nicholas, 2008, p. 300). As Emily powerfully asserted, her culture and her language 

provide her direction. In her words, without the language, she would be “one of those 

clueless people wondering what the heck [she] should do” in terms of her life’s goals and 

ambitions, “without the arts, [she would] be boring” and “without the stories, [she] 

wouldn’t even like [her] life.”  

Ezra, another Generation Himitta' youth language learner featured in Chapter 7, 

provided an equally powerful example of Chikashshanompa' as cultural practice. 

Explaining that he often used the language outside of his high school class, Ezra recalled 

a memory of serving food to elders at a community event: 

I remember [one elder] coming up and saying, “Yakkookay [thank you].” I 

remember the sense of pride and love, you know. I know what he said and I’m 

able to answer him back, and we were able to speak. Now, it lasted about thirty 

seconds and a lot of them elders got words that are way over me, but to be able 

have that few seconds is what counted. 

What Ezra did in those moments extended far beyond the exchanging of niceties and 

following protocol in the language. He upheld a cultural value showing respect to an 

elder by greeting him and serving him a meal. Although one does not need to be 

proficient in the language in order to serve elders, the significance that Ezra attaches to 
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this memory of language use reflects that Chikashshanompa' is what Nicholas (2009) 

calls the “missing piece” to deep and full understanding of the totality of a Chickasaw 

way of being. By using the language in this cultural context, Ezra engaged in a process of 

acquiring essential Chickasaw values and concepts (Nicholas, 2008).  

 Lonna, a citizen-at-large language learner, explains this process insightfully in 

Chapter 6. Describing language acquisition, she explained: 

It’s like making dumplings. An experienced dumpling-maker knows how to make 

them because it’s the way she’s always done it. If you read the recipe, though, 

there would be no way you could figure it out unless you had somebody there to 

teach you. 

In Lonna’s view, language learning is a social activity that, much like the preparation of 

traditional dumplings, is not meant to be done in isolation because an essential 

component of the process and knowledge will inevitably be lacking. Lonna’s metaphor of 

dumpling-making can also be read another way. A Chickasaw person can learn to make 

dumplings relying on English—“the recipe”—without knowledge of Chikashshanompa'. 

As Lonna indicates, however, something would be missing: “there would be no way you 

could figure [the culture] out unless you had [the language] there to teach you.” 

Ultimately, the stories of youth and adult language learners alike provide important 

insight into the significance of language as cultural practice. At the same time, they also 

reveal ways in which this strand of language renewal has created tensions in the weaving. 

I discuss this further in the sections below. 
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Navigating tensions: A reductionist view of language. 

Tensions surrounding the strand representing “Chikashshanompa' as cultural 

practice” may include a shift from a holistic view of language as an expression of the 

totality of life toward a reductionist view of language preoccupied with the isolated 

words and grammatical features of speech. For many language learners and speakers, a 

reductionist view of language prompted feelings of inadequacy more than it has 

supported effective language teaching and acquisition. In Chapter 5, for example, Clovis 

recollected his tendency to rely on translation exercises during his time in the Master-

Apprentice Program. While he knew he was supposed to just “talk and make mistakes 

and keep going,” he was impeded by the desire “to know why”—to break the language 

into syllables of sound and to dissect what these parts mean (Ortiz, 1978). While his 

vocabulary grew as a result of translation exercises, he remained uncomfortable speaking 

the language. It was not until Clovis began using the language daily with others that his 

hesitancy faded and the language began to “just come out” without having to think. What 

enabled Clovis to progress as language learners was a shift from learning about 

Chikashshanompa' to learning through and by using the language. 

 Too often, Chickasaw community members remark that they cannot learn the 

language, or cannot speak well, because they do not understand the grammar or 

orthography of the language. The tragedy is that this occurs not just among language 

learners, but elder speakers as well. As a language learner who has also taken linguistics 

courses focused on Chikashshanompa' as part of my academic degree program, I have, 

on several occasions, had fluent speakers ask me if they said something “correctly” in the 

language, even when the phrase in question had meaning to the other Chikashshanompa' 
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speakers around them. What they were asking is whether their speech aligned with 

standards imposed by academic textbooks which present Chikashshanompa' in written 

form and with limited possibilities in terms of what constitutes “correct” language. In 

fact, language is something much more complex than what can be contained in a 

textbook.  

Notably, I visualize the current relationship between reductionist (and usually 

Western academic) views of language and holistic views of language as cultural practice 

as an hourglass. Consider Figure 4 below: 

 

 

Figure 4. Hourglass of reductionist and holistic views of language. 

 

The top half of the hourglass represents a reductionist view of language in which the goal 

is to break down the language into its smallest units of linguistic meaning. In an 

endangered language context where the community’s knowledge of the language has 

been lost or diminished over time, this process is often critical to language reclamation. A 

prime example of this is the Wampanoag community’s reclamation of Wôpanâôt8âôk, a 
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language which had gone unspoken for six generations. Through linguistic study of 

historical texts written in the language, the community was able to reconstruct and 

reawaken Wôpanâôt8âôk and significant cultural practices such as song and prayer 

(baird, 2013; Chew et al., 2015).  

In the case of Chikashshanompa', the development of an orthography and 

language texts is represented by the center of the hourglass—the products of a 

reductionist approach to the language. These products have proved important to language 

revitalization work, but it is important that we are not constrained by them. Reaching the 

center of the hourglass is not the goal of language reclamation work. Instead, we must 

move through the center of the hourglass and refocus on a more holistic view of language 

as cultural practice. In many ways, the bottom of the hour glass maps well to Barnhardt’s 

(2008) iceberg analogy discussed in Chapter 2. The narrowest section of the bottom half 

of the hourglass represents surface-level knowledge while the widest part forms the deep 

cultural knowledge that is accessed through the language. Importantly, a holistic view of 

language positions Chikashshanompa' as the means by which oral tradition—as a “total 

communicative framework”—is conveyed, and Chickasaws are instructed “how to be a 

people in heart, thought, behavior, and conduct as they pursue life’s fulfillment” 

(Nicholas, 2014b, p. 64). In this way, language is neither “correct” nor “incorrect,” so 

long as it retains this function and leads to fulfillment for the Chickasaw people. 

 On another occasion, I attended an academic conference presentation by a 

Chikashshanompa' language learner about reclaiming Chickasaw hymns and prayers. The 

language learner began his talk by apologizing to his audience—a majority of whom 

were linguists studying Indigenous languages—that his presentation was not “very 
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linguistic-y.” He went on to explain the critical role Chickasaw churches have played in 

the rebuilding of the Chickasaw Nation after removal, and the significance of hymns and 

prayers composed in Chikashshanompa' to contemporary Chickasaw people. At his 

conclusion, an audience member asked if this language learner’s next endeavor would be 

to translate the Bible into the language. This proposition moved the language learner to 

tears. He explained that such a project would take all of the precious time Chickasaw 

people have left with our speakers. Rather, time would be better spent ensuring that new 

generations of Chickasaws learn to sing and pray in their heritage language.  

 Importantly, this language learner conveyed insight into the disparity between the 

treatment of language as data and the conception of language as cultural practice. While 

the audience member perceived value in the exercise of translating a religious text to 

Chikashshanompa', the language learner recognized the futility of this task in the face of 

urgent language loss. Rather than using resources to create an artifact of the language in 

the form of a lengthy translation, it was more meaningful to invest in the continuance of 

Chikashshanompa' by teaching young people carry forward spiritual traditions expressed 

through the language. 

 As Chickasaw people weave this second strand representing language as cultural 

practice, the words of Acoma writer Simon J. Ortiz take on profound meaning. He writes 

that “a word is complete” in that a word is not spoken with “separate parts or elements to 

it” (Ortiz, 1978, p. 9). Ortiz continues, “Language is more than just a group of words and 

more than just the technical relationship between sounds and words. Language is more 

than a functional mechanism. It is a spiritual energy that is available to all. It includes all 
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of us and is not exclusively in the power of human beings—we are part of that power as 

human beings” (p. 10-11). 

Strand Three: (Re)Valuing of Language Learners 

The widespread devaluing of Indigenous heritage language learners is a legacy of 

colonization. When Chickasaw people conceive of the language learners in our 

communities as “dysfluent” and destined to fail in their pursuits of language reclamation 

(Meek, 2011), we internalize a dominant narrative which positions us as a vanishing race 

and our language as going “extinct” (W. Y. Leonard, 2011). The (re)valuing of one 

another’s talents counters this internal colonization and allows us to (re)build 

relationships which enable and reinvigorate language reclamation work. Significantly, 

this third strand of the weaving representing Chikashshanompa' reclamation and 

continuance is especially strong within current Chickasaw language work. Each story 

within this dissertation reflects ways in which language learners’ talents have been 

recognized and celebrated. Rather than recounting each example, I draw on just a few to 

consider the implications of (re)valuing language learners for the sustainability of 

Chickasaw language reclamation work.  

Consider the stories of the young adult professionals in Chapter 5. Each came to 

their positions at the Department of Language because someone else recognized their 

remarkable dedication to language reclamation and talents as language learners. Brandon, 

for example, came to the Department of Language as a temporary receptionist. His work 

ethic and strong interest in Chikashshanompa', however, caught the attention of the 

Department. The Department hired Brandon as a full-time staff member and eventually 

promoted him to a teaching position requiring and thus providing the opportunity for 
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acquiring proficiency in Chikashshanompa'. Likewise, Clovis was recruited to support 

the Department of Language’s youth and family campus after staff recognized his talent 

for working with young people and his desire to learn the language. What is important 

here is not just that Brandon and Clovis’ gifts as language learners were recognized, but 

that the experience of being valued contributed to increased motivation to continue 

learning Chikashshanompa'.  

Nearly all the language learners I interviewed as part of this research described 

being inspired both by elder speakers and, importantly, by one another. Both Brandon 

and Clovis, for instance, pointed to their Department of Language coworkers as a primary 

source of motivation to continue to learn and use the language. As Brandon explained, 

seeing his co-workers and fellow language learners speak and understand the language 

“inspire[d] [him] a lot to learn [the language].” Clovis agreed and added, “I think we kind 

of push each other [to learn and use the language more] without really knowing.” By 

valuing each other’s accomplishments as language learners, these language learners 

formed strong bonds to one another.  

Significantly, these bonds around the language have enabled language learners to 

envision themselves continuing the legacy of current elder language keepers. Clovis, for 

example, especially enjoyed seeing Chikashshanompa' elder speakers, who were long-

time friends, visit with each other and speak the language. He explained, “It’s just 

amazing to sit there and listen to them… They start talking over each other and cutting 

words off. Listening to them do that is something to look forward to.” Not only did 

Clovis feel inspired by these elders to continue learning the language, but he was able to 

see himself and his co-workers in them. He reflected, “It’d be pretty neat if me [and my 
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co-workers] could sit around and talk Chickasaw being not elders, but semi-young still. 

It’d be pretty neat to sit around and talk with each other.”  

Clovis’ vision of himself as a “semi-young” competent speaker-user of 

Chikashshanompa' is significant because it challenges current research which has 

revealed that younger generations may conceive of the language as something “you start 

speaking… as you get older” (Meek, 2007, p. 34). Instead the statement speaks more 

strongly to Yosso’s (2005) notion of aspirational capital, or “the ability to maintain hopes 

and dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers” (pp. 77-78). As 

Yosso further explains, “these aspirations are developed within social and familial 

contexts, often through linguistic storytelling and advice… that offer specific 

navigational goals to challenge (resist) oppressive conditions” (p. 77).  

For language learners like Clovis, aspirations of carrying the language forward 

have developed within a community context which values their talents as language 

learners and contributors to language reclamation work. Importantly, this valuing occurs 

as those involved with language reclamation build relationships within, between, and/or 

across generations. A hopeful example of this is the way in which elders have come to 

trust in younger generations to carry the language forward. As elder speaker Jerry said of 

language learners like Clovis and Brandon, “they’ll be the ones to carry it on.” Jerry’s 

words serve to nurture these language learners’ aspirations and suggest faith that the 

efforts of younger generations will sustain the language well into the future.  

Navigating tensions: Purism and internal politics. 

 While this third strand representing the (re)valuing of language learners is strong, 

tensions may still surround it, especially when looking beyond the stories of those who 
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are most dedicated to language reclamation work. One example is a language ideology of 

purism “in which elders display linguistic authority but discourage younger speakers 

from adapting their heritage languages to the contemporary world” (Dorian, 1994; 

Kroskrity, 2009, p. 75). While the fluent speakers who I interviewed acknowledged and 

expected that language learners make mistakes, other community members were far more 

critical.  

 Rita, an adult language learner, provided a poignant example of being directly 

challenged while teaching a language class to Chickasaw Nation employees. While Rita 

enjoyed teaching the classes, she admitted that experience was challenging at times. Rita 

recalled, “I’ve had fluent speakers in my class stand up in the middle of my class and say, 

‘That’s not right.’” When asked how she reacted in the situation, Rita explained: 

You just say, “Well, that is the way that my Master [language teacher] taught me 

how to say it and I’m sure that there are other ways.” Everyone is going to say, 

“Well, my granny said it like this.” You just have to kind of explain that—that 

they’re not wrong but you’re not really wrong either.  

While Rita felt confident in her response, she feared that the interaction ultimately 

“derailed [her] credibility” as a language teacher to other students in the class. The reality 

is that these occurrences are somewhat common within the Chickasaw community as a 

whole, and language learners like Rita must continually negotiate how to respectfully 

assert their integrity and their knowledge of Chikashshanompa' as valid.  

 A second example of how this third strand may have tension is the way in which 

the internal tribal politics impede language learners and language reclamation work. 

While participants were hesitant to speak critically of the Chickasaw Nation, several 
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raised concerns that the Department of Language is becoming increasingly pressured 

from the top down to prioritize enrichment activities over meaningful language learning 

opportunities for Chickasaw citizens. One language learner stated, “I think that if the 

Nation does not realize how important it [the language] is and really support language 

learners, I don’t think [the language] will survive. I think it will just be an enrichment 

thing.” Another participant echoed these concerns and felt that the Nation was “taking 

language out” of some of its programming in order to “showcase other things the tribe 

had to offer,” especially to tourists. While full evaluation of these concerns is beyond the 

scope of this research, they suggest that valuing of Chikashshanompa' and language 

learners in the face of internal tribal politics will inevitably require further consideration 

as language reclamation work advances. 

Concluding Thoughts 

 When I began my research with Chickasaw community members involved with 

language reclamation work in 2010, as part of my Master’s thesis research, I learned that 

many were motivated by a sense of urgency of language decline—a fear that the 

language could be lost forever. Four years later, when I returned as a researcher to 

conduct both new and follow up interviews, this fear persisted but was also 

overshadowed by a force much more powerful and compelling: hope. As one language 

learner powerfully asserted, “I’m not afraid of [Chikashshanompa'] going to sleep 

anymore… I’m not afraid of that.” Hope and the ability to envision a future where 

Chikashshanompa' remained central to the lives of Chickasaw people were themes which 

resounded throughout this dissertation. 
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 While Chickasaw language reclamation work is filled with hope, we must 

acknowledge it is also fraught with challenges and setbacks. Indeed, for each glimmer of 

hope we are able to see, those who have cared—and care now—for our language have 

endured frustration, sorrow, and uncertainty, wondering if their work could ever possibly 

be enough to ensure the future they envision for Chikashshanompa'. 

 At the Chickasaw Governor’s Annual State of the Nation Address in the fall of 

2016, Governor Bill Anoatubby announced that the Chickasaw Nation was “stronger than 

ever.” Indeed—with expanding health and wellness services for citizens, more secure 

water rights, and ever-increasing wealth—this was true in many ways. Sitting in the 

audience, however, I could not help but wonder if we could say the same about our 

language. Was Chikashshanompa' stronger than ever? And, if it was not, then what truly 

was the state of our Nation?  

 This dissertation research demonstrates that a core group of language learners 

committed to the continuance of Chikashshanompa' is stronger than ever. Severe 

language loss is an unprecedented phenomenon for contemporary Chickasaw people; 

however, a small but growing number of individuals have felt a sense of responsibility to 

do everything in their power to ensure that Chikashshanompa' will be vital for 

generations to come. What remains troubling is that, while individual Chickasaws have 

made the language central in their own lives, the language is not at the center of the 

Nation as a whole. This was a concern shared by multiple research participants, all of 

whom requested that their concerns not be discussed within this dissertation because they 

feared that, by critiquing the Chickasaw Nation or language programming, they may lose 

opportunities to work on behalf of the language. 
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 The reality is that quoting these participants’ words is not necessary, as the 

problem is apparent to anyone who chooses to look. For example, the Chickasaw Nation 

holds a celebration of Chickasaw culture at the Chickasaw Cultural Center preceding the 

Annual State of the Nation Address. The gathering includes a traditional meal, stomp 

dancing, and stickball. Booths featuring Chickasaw artisans and cultural programming 

available to Chickasaw citizens also feature prominently. In years past, the Department of 

Language has had a booth at the center of the festivities.  

When I attended this year, I expected the structure of the event to be the same 

and, upon arrival, began listening for the language. Aside from an opening prayer by an 

elder speaker and a few words in the opening remarks from the Chickasaw Governor, I 

heard predominately English. As I walked around, I encountered a few more exchanges 

in Chikashshanompa' between individual Chickasaws (many of whom were participants 

in this research), but, for the most part, the language was silent. Unable to find the 

Department of Language booth, I began to ask around. I was finally pointed toward a 

cluster of tables at the outskirt of the event, an area that could not be accessed by any of 

the paths through the Cultural Center grounds. The physical location of the language—

represented by a display of dictionaries and grammar texts—at the periphery of an event 

celebrating Chickasaw culture said everything that some of those I interviewed felt they 

could not. The language seemed tokenized—something that could be put on for show 

when needed and then just as easily put away. Concerned that this trend would prove 

detrimental to language reclamation efforts, one anonymous language learner remarked, 

“I think that if the Nation does not realize how important [the language] is and really 

support language learners, I don’t think it will survive.”  
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For me, these concluding words mark the end of a ten-year journey as a student in 

higher education—a journey that has been intertwined with my pursuit of language 

reclamation in my personal and professional life. As I look forward, I am uncertain about 

what the next chapter may hold for me and my language. I am currently working on 

Rosetta Stone Chickasaw, a collaboration between Rosetta Stone and the Chickasaw 

Nation that will be the first comprehensive, multimedia language learning curriculum 

developed by Chickasaw language learners, teachers, and speakers, as well as outside 

specialists, and accessible to all Chickasaw citizens.  

In many ways, I feel hopeful because my knowledge of the Chikashshanompa' 

and academic studies of education and Chickasaw linguistics have uniquely qualified me 

to help my Nation and other language learners through this project. At other times—

particularly those moments when Chikashshanompa' seems especially resistant to fitting 

neatly within the Rosetta Stone template developed largely for teaching dominant 

languages—I feel discouraged. I wonder why, as Indigenous people, we believe that an 

outside institution like Rosetta Stone can validate our language in ways that we cannot 

ourselves. It is this type of tension—between defining and creating our success as 

Indigenous people while also being trapped by the expectations of failure we impose on 

ourselves (Meek, 2011)—that make language reclamation work so challenging. 

What makes the participants in this research remarkable is their ability to 

transcend and move forward in spite these types of tensions and obstacles. One morning, 

I confided with Sherrie, an at-large language learner whose story is highlighted in 

Chapter 6, about my hopes and concerns for Chikashshanompa' and my pursuit of it. 

Counseling me, she shared that, in her own life, she has come to a decision to pursue the 
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language no matter what. In other words, she does not wait for someone else to dictate 

her path toward Chikashshanompa'. Many of the Chickasaws I interviewed shared the 

same attitude and determination, ultimately making them exceptional language learners 

and teachers. 

The Chickasaw people have accomplished much to ensure that 

Chikashshanompaat bílli'ya [the Chickasaw language is forever]. The stories which 

comprise this dissertation reflect that more and more Chickasaw people—within and 

beyond the community’s physical boundaries, and across generations—are choosing to 

prioritize Chikashshanompa', restructuring and dedicating their lives to ensuring the 

continuance of the language. Thus, for the first time in recent history, fluent speakers and 

language learners alike are able to envision a future where Chikashshanompa' is spoken, 

and to enact continuance.  
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APPENDIX C: Consent Form 

 

Chikashshanompa' Kilanompohó̲̲ li Bíyyi'ka'chi [We Will Always Speak the 

Chickasaw Language]: Considering the Vitality and Efficacy of Chickasaw 

Language Reclamation  

 

Principal Investigator: Kari A. B. Chew 
 

This study will explore the impact and vitality of current Chickasaw language 

revitalization and reclamation efforts by focusing on the commitment of adult language 

learners and fluent speakers, as well as efforts and contributions of youth language 

learners. 

 

Approximately 40 people will take part in this study and participate in a series of one to 

three interviews. Each interview will last no more than ninety minutes. These interviews 

will either be in person or through Skype and will be audio recorded. This study will take 

approximately one year to complete but your participation will end after interviews. 

 

The researcher may also request to observe your use of the Chickasaw during Master-

Apprentice meetings, in language classes and clubs, and at other times and places. These 

observations are optional. For minor participants, parents/guardians may choose to be 

present during interviews and/or observations. 

 

Participation is voluntary and you may choose not to answer questions that are 

uncomfortable for you, or to withdraw from the study at any time. There are no direct 

benefits to subjects in the study. However, your participation will inform and contribute 

to the efforts of the Chickasaw language program. The results of the study will be made 

available to all Chickasaw citizens through the Holisso Research Center at the Chickasaw 

Cultural Center. 

 

Every effort will be made to keep your study-related information confidential, 

particularly through the use of pseudonyms. If you would like to be identified by your 

real first name (your last name will always be omitted) in the research, you may inform 

the researcher by checking the box below. 

 

 I do not want my name to be used in the research and prefer to use a pseudonym. 

 I would like my first name to be used in the research.  

 

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Kari Chew at 

(805) 607-6376 or Sheilah Nicholas, Ph.D. at 520-626-9102. 

 

You may also contact the human subjects protection administrator at the Chickasaw 

Nation, Bobby Saunkeah, RN, CIP, at Bobby.Saunkeah@Chickasaw.net or (580) 272-

2737. 
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Signing the consent form 

 

I have read this form, and I am aware that I am being asked to participate in a research 

study. I have had the opportunity to ask questions and have had them answered to my 

satisfaction. I voluntarily agree to participate in this study.  

 

I am not giving up any legal rights by signing this form. I will be given a copy of this 

form. 

 

 

 

  

Printed name of subject  Signature of subject 

   

 

 

AM/PM 

  Date and time  

    

 

 

Investigator/Research Staff 

 

I have explained the research to the participant or the participant’s representative before 

requesting the signature(s) above. There are no blanks in this document. A copy of this 

form has been given to the participant or to the participant’s representative. 

 

 

 

  

Printed name of person obtaining 

consent 

 Signature of person obtaining consent 

   

 

 

AM/PM 

  Date and time  
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APPENDIX D: Minor Assent Form 

 

Chikashshanompa' Kilanompohó̲̲ li Bíyyi'ka'chi [We Will Always Speak the 

Chickasaw Language]: Considering the Vitality and Efficacy of Chickasaw 

Language Reclamation  
 

Principal Investigator: Kari A. B. Chew 
 

As a participant in Chickasaw youth language programs, you are being asked to be part of 

a research project about the role of youth language learners in Chickasaw language 

revitalization efforts.  

 

I will be asking you questions like: (1) How did you become interested in learning 

Chickasaw? (2) Does anyone in your family speak Chickasaw? (3) Can you describe a 

time when you used language with other kids your age? (4) If you participated in the 

Native American Youth Language Fair, how would you describe it to someone who has 

never been? (5) What do you think it means to be a Chickasaw youth? (6) What have you 

learned about your Chickasaw identity in the language classes/clubs? 

 

I will be asking you questions like these in an interview that will last no more than ninety 

minutes. These interviews will take place in person and be audio recorded.  

 

I may also ask if I can observe your use of the Chickasaw language classes and clubs, and 

at other times and places. These observations are optional. Your parent/guardian may 

choose to be present during these observations. 

 

Risks and Benefits of Being in the Study: 

Your answers will help me to better understand youth experiences with learning the 

Chickasaw language. If you don’t feel comfortable talking about the language and your 

experiences, you don’t have to answer the questions that make you feel uncomfortable. 

You can tell me if you want to stop answering questions at any time, or say you want to 

quit the study.  

 

Confidentiality: 

I will not use your name in any reports, publications, or presentations unless you give me 

permission. I will only use made-up names (pseudonyms) in my writings and 

presentations. 

 

Voluntary Nature of the Study: 

Remember that you are choosing to help me in this study because you want to. But, at 

any time during the study, you can tell me that you want to stop answering questions or to 

quit the study. 

 

Uses of the Information: 
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I will be using your answers to help make reports, presentations, and write articles 

(conferences, journals, books). You can read anything I write before it is published. You 

can also tell me if you don’t want me to use certain parts of the information you gave 

before it is published.  

 

Questions & Concerns: 

For questions, concerns, or complaints about the study you may contact Kari Chew at 

(805) 607-6376 or Sheilah Nicholas, Ph.D. at 520-626-9102. 

 

You may also contact the human subjects protection administrator at the Chickasaw 

Nation, Bobby Saunkeah, RN, CIP, at Bobby.Saunkeah@Chickasaw.net or (580) 272-

2737. 

 

 

Statement of Assent: 

I understand the information above and want to help with this study.  

 

 

_______________________________       _________________________________ 

Print Name (Study Participant)            Print Name (Obtaining Consent) 

 

 

_______________________________ _________________________________ 

Signature                   Date         Signature                     Date 
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APPENDIX E: Interview Questions for Elder Speakers 

 

Life History 

 Where did you grow up?  

 Tell me about the languages you heard as a child.  

 Who around you spoke Chickasaw? Who spoke English? Do you 

know any other languages? 

 Who did you spend your time with as a child? Who raised you?  

 What kind of work and play did you do growing up? 

 What schools did you go to? 

 Tell me about the first time you heard English. What was it like for you? What 

was it like to learn English? 

 What was it like to speak multiple languages growing up? 

 In what situations/spaces did you speak Chickasaw? 

 In what situations/spaces did you speak English? 

 Did you ever move away from the Chickasaw Nation? 

 Tell me about your family.  

 What languages did you use with them? Has that changed over time? 

 What is it like to be a (great) grandparent? Do your children or 

grandchildren ever speak to you in Chickasaw? How do you respond? 

 Tell me about how you became involved with language revitalization efforts.  

 When did you start teaching the language? Why did you start teaching 

the language? 
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 How did you feel when the tribe created the language program? 

 

Contemporary Experience 

 If applicable: At the time of our last interview, you were participating in the 

following language programs: (list programs).  

 Are you still participating in these programs?  

 Are you participating in any new programs?  

 What is it like to participate in these programs? Tell me about a typical 

Master-Apprentice session, language committee meeting, class session, etc. 

 If you’re participating in Master-Apprentice, how long have you been a 

master language teacher and how many apprentices have you worked with? 

What do you think is the benefit of the program? What kind of challenges do 

you see?  

 If you’re a language teacher, what is it like to teach the Chickasaw language 

to others? What has been the most rewarding part of teaching your language? 

What has been the most challenging part of teaching your language? 

 Walk me through a typical day in terms of your language use. 

 In what situations/spaces do you use the Chickasaw language?  

 In what situations/spaces do you use the English?  

 

Reflection on Meaning 

 Has Chickasaw always been an important part of your life?  

 In your opinion, how important is the Chickasaw language? Why? 
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 How has the use of the Chickasaw language changed in your lifetime?  

 How have these changes affected our youth? 

 How will younger generations learn the Chickasaw language? Whose 

responsibility will it be?  

 Can one be Chickasaw without the language? 

 What do you hope to achieve by participating in language revitalization 

efforts? Do you feel that you are making progress toward these goals?  

 If applicable: What do you think you have accomplished since our last 

interview in 2010? 

 If applicable: In our last interview, you made this statement about the 

possibility for language revitalization: (insert quote). Do you still agree with 

this statement, why or why not? 

 How have others inspired you to participate in language revitalization efforts? 

 How do you see your role in language revitalization efforts?  
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APPENDIX F: Interview Questions for Adult Language Learners (Living in 

Chickasaw Nation) 

 

Life History 

 Tell me about where you grew up. What was it like to grow up there? 

 Tell me about your family when you were growing up. Who did you spend 

most of your time with? 

 Did you participate in any traditional Chickasaw activities growing up? 

 Tell me about when you started your own family. 

 What kind(s) of employment have you had through the Chickasaw Nation or 

away from the Nation? 

 Are there any speakers in your family? If not, who was the last speaker? 

 Did you hear Chickasaw spoken as a child? [if yes] Where did you usually 

hear the language spoken? Who were the speakers? 

 Did you know how to say any words or phrases in Chickasaw? How did you 

learn them?  

 Tell me about the first time you heard the Chickasaw language. What was that 

experience like? 

 Tell me about when and how you became interested in learning the language. 

 How did you begin to learn the language? 

 

Contemporary Experience 
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 If applicable: At the time of our last interview, you were participating in the 

following language programs: (list programs).  

 Are you still participating in these programs?  

 Are you participating in any new programs?  

 What is it like to participate in these programs? Tell me about a typical 

Master-Apprentice session, class session, etc. 

 If you’re participating in Master-Apprentice, how long have you been an 

apprentice? What do you think is the benefit of the program? What kind of 

challenges do you see?  

 What did you expect to learn from your language classes/Master Apprentice? 

Are you learning these things? If yes, why? If no, why not?  

 What are your goals in terms of language learning? Are the class[es] 

satisfying your goal? Why or why not?  

 In what ways could the language class could be improved or more effective? 

 How well do you feel that you know the language? 

 What other things have you been doing to support language revitalization 

efforts? 

 If you’re a language teacher, what is it like to teach the Chickasaw language 

to others? What has been the most rewarding part of teaching your language? 

What has been the most challenging part of teaching your language? 

 Do you use the language at home with your family? 

 [For parents] Do you feel it’s important that your children know the language? 

Why or why not? 
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 Walk me through a typical day in terms of your language use. 

 In what situations/spaces do you use the Chickasaw language?  

 In what situations/spaces do you use the English?  

 

Reflection on Meaning 

 Is the Chickasaw language important to you? If yes, in what ways? If no, why 

not? 

 In your opinion, is the Chickasaw language important to being Chickasaw? If 

yes, in what ways? If no, why not? 

 Can one be Chickasaw without the language? 

 What role has/does the Chickasaw language played/play in your life? [For 

young adults] How will it be a part of your adult life? 

 How will your generation and younger generations learn the Chickasaw 

language? Whose responsibility will it be?  

 Will the Chickasaw language be important for your children or grandchildren? 

Why or why not?  

 What do you think will happen to the Chickasaw language in 10 years? In 25 

years? In 50 years? Why?  

 What do you hope to achieve by participating in language revitalization 

efforts? Do you feel that you are making progress toward these goals?  

 If applicable: What do you think you have accomplished since our last 

interview in 2010? 
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 If applicable: In our last interview, you made this statement about the 

possibility for language revitalization: (insert quote). Do you still agree with 

this statement, why or why not? 

 How have others inspired you to participate in language revitalization efforts? 

 How do you see your role in language revitalization efforts?  
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APPENDIX G: Interview Questions for Adult Language Learners (Citizens-At-

Large) 

 

Life History 

 Tell me about where you grew up. What was it like to grow up there? 

 Tell me about your family when you were growing up. Who did you spend 

most of your time with? 

 Did you participate in any traditional Chickasaw activities growing up? 

 What kind(s) of employment have you had through the Chickasaw Nation or 

away from the Nation? 

 Are there any speakers in your family? If not, who was the last speaker? 

 Did you hear Chickasaw spoken as a child? [if yes] Where did you usually 

hear the language spoken? Who were the speakers? 

 Did you know how to say any words or phrases in Chickasaw? How did you 

learn them?  

 Tell me about the first time you heard the Chickasaw language. What was that 

experience like? 

 Tell me about when and how you became interested in learning the language. 

 How did you begin to learn the language? 

 

Contemporary Experience 

 How are you currently learning the Chickasaw language? 

 What is it like to learn Chickasaw far away from the Chickasaw Nation? 
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 Are you involved in online language revitalization efforts? 

 What are your goals in terms of language learning? Do you feel that you’re 

making progress toward these goals? Why or why not? 

 Have you or are you taking any language classes? In what ways could the 

language classes could be improved or more effective? 

 How well do you feel that you know the language? 

 If you’re a language teacher, what is it like to teach the Chickasaw language 

to others? What has been the most rewarding part of teaching your language? 

What has been the most challenging part of teaching your language? 

 Do you use the language at home with your family? 

 [For parents] Do you feel it’s important that your children know the language? 

Why or why not? 

 How do you think the Nation should be engaging language learners residing 

outside of Chickasaw Nation? 

 

Reflection on Meaning 

 Is the Chickasaw language important to you? If yes, in what ways? If no, why 

not? 

 In your opinion, is the Chickasaw language important to being Chickasaw? If 

yes, in what ways? If no, why not? 

 Can one be Chickasaw without the language? 

 What role has/does the Chickasaw language played/play in your life? [For 

young adults] How will it be a part of your adult life? 
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 How will your generation and younger generations learn the Chickasaw 

language? Whose responsibility will it be?  

 Will the Chickasaw language be important for your children or grandchildren? 

Why or why not?  

 What do you think will happen to the Chickasaw language in 10 years? In 25 

years? In 50 years? Why?  

 What do you hope to achieve by participating in language revitalization 

efforts? Do you feel that you are making progress toward these goals?  

 If applicable: What is your vision for the Facebook, Google+, and other online 

groups? 

 How have others inspired you to participate in language revitalization efforts? 

 How do you see your role in language revitalization efforts?  
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APPENDIX H: Interview Questions for Youth 

 

Life History 

 How old are you? 

 What grade are you in? 

 Does anyone in your family speak Chickasaw? 

 If so, tell me about that family member. When do you hear him/her 

speaking Chickasaw? With whom? Does he/she speak Chickasaw with 

you? 

 Tell me about when and how you started learning Chickasaw. 

 How did you become interested in learning Chickasaw? 

 

Contemporary Experience 

 When, where, and with whom do you use the language? 

 Describe a time when you used language with other kids your age. 

 Tell me about a typical day at a language camp or club.  

 What do learners do at these meetings? 

 What do you learn? 

 If applicable: Tell me about your experiences at the fair. What is your 

involvement?  

 How do you get ready? What is it like to participate? 

 How many times have you participated at the fair? 

 What was it like when you first participated in the fair? 
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 How would you describe the Language Fair to someone who has never 

been? 

 

Reflection on Meaning 

 What do you think it means to be a Chickasaw youth? 

 As a young person, what is your responsibility to the language? 

 Why do you want to learn Chickasaw? 

 What are your goals for language learning? 

 Do you think you will keep speaking the language as an adult?  

 What are your expectations for the language classes you take? 

 What have you learned about your identity in the classes? 

 Do you have any recommendations for the classes? 
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