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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation initially reviews the literature on Indigenous language planning 

(LP) with an emphasis on orientations, dispositions, and their roles in Indigenous society. 

Token policies pertaining to Indigenous LP are often mistaken for resolving the social 

ailments that cause language shift—none of which result in systemic, institutional, or 

effective changes to programs revitalizing Indigenous languages. The author argues for a 

focus on sovereignty, early childhood development, teacher training, curriculum, 

assessment, immersion, economic sustainability, and Indigenous epistemologies. 

Ethnographic studies are an important aspect of LP. Oftentimes Indigenous 

nations have little documentation of their historical efforts to reverse language shift 

(RLS), leaving newcomers uninformed about the achievements of their RLS 

predecessors. Therefore the collection and documentation of Indigenous RLS projects 

can potentially prevent future language planners from recreating historical obstacles, 

while presenting new methods that anticipate reoccurring problems. This study overviews 

Lakota language (LL) status while focusing on shifting centre-periphery authentication 

and healing Historical Trauma by implementing cultural continuity for Cheyenne River 

Sioux Tribe (CRST). 

Much attention has been given to spoken lingua francas, but less has been given 

to signed lingua francas. The purpose of this research is to map distinct boundaries of 

Indigenous North America’s signed lingua franca, emphasizing national boundaries and 

culture areas. Other goals include redirecting anthro-linguistic attention to the historically 

widespread eight dialects of Hand Talk and encouraging their hereditary signers to 

revitalize multimodal aspects of their respective cultures.  
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Spoken language immersion is an effective method for RLS that usually 

incorporates multimodal instructional scaffolding through total physical response (TPR), 

and common gestures to mediate target language acquisition. However, spoken language 

immersion often overlooks sign language and its motor for ethnic gestures that can 

profoundly expand TPR’s role to orchestrate holistic multimodal communication. North 

American Hand Talk (NAHT) is a sign language indigenous to the majority of North 

American Indigenous nations who are also attempting RLS among their spoken 

languages. Making NAHT the standard for multimodal RLS applications could increase 

target spoken language retention while redeveloping an Indigenous multimodal culture in 

North America. 

 

Keywords: Authenticity, Cartography, Historical Trauma, Indigenous Sign Language, 

Lingua Franca, Sustainability 
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DISSERTATION INTRODUCTION AND LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

Endangered Languages 

Research shows that Indigenous languages across the globe are vanishing 

(Fishman, 1991, 2001; Grenoble & Whaley, 1998; Krauss, 1992; Nettle & Romaine, 

2000), including two traditional Lakota modes of languages: the spoken Lakota language, 

and the signed Hand Talk language (Garry & Rubino, 2001; Moseley, 2004; US Census 

Bureau, 2000). All North American Indigenous languages are experiencing similar 

language shifts to those occurring among the rest of the world’s approximately 250 

nations and over 6,000 languages (Hinton, 2001a). Many of the speakers of these 

languages do not have a nation to preserve their language through institutions of 

education, trade and commerce, media and international communication. 

Unlike many immigrant languages, Indigenous languages, in most cases, do not 

have a strong language base in their homeland. As Hinton (2001a) points out, “many 

people of immigrant descent who do not know their language of heritage manage to learn 

that language through classes or during visits to the homeland” (p. 3). In contrast, 

Indigenous minorities are limited to small reserved areas and have minimal access to 

their rapidly depleting ancestral tongue. Krauss (1992) estimates that over half of the 

languages of the world could be extinct within one hundred years. Half of the world’s 

languages are “moribund,” meaning that the languages are spoken only by adults and are 

not passed on to children (Krauss, 1992). These fading languages have become known as 

“endangered languages” (Hinton, 1999, p. 3).  

The death of Indigenous languages is correlated with the occupation of the 

language homelands, the destruction of the Indigenous habitats, and incorporation of 
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Indigenous peoples into colonial society: “For Native American communities, these 

processes have come about as a consequence of genocide, the armed invasion of 

Indigenous homelands, and economic, political, and social displacement” (McCarty, 

Little & Snell, 2006, p. 6). The prevention of language death for Indigenous peoples has 

become a human rights struggle. Hinton (1999) argues as follows: 

The decline of linguistic diversity in the world is linked to 
the world political economy which invades and takes over 
the territories of Indigenous peoples, threatens the 
ecosystems in which they live, wipes out their traditional 
means of livelihood, and (at best) turns them into low-caste 
laborers in the larger society in which they must now live 
on the margins. (p. 4) 
 

Thus, retaining a heritage language is not merely protection against the extinction of a 

language; it is the ongoing defense of what remains of a compromised and occupied 

nation. The language, central to a culture, is for many Indigenous people the last line of 

defense against absolute assimilation. 

 Regardless of the number of speakers of a threatened Indigenous language, the 

danger of language loss is inevitable without parental heritage language dedication in the 

home and aggressive target language retention programs. Whether Indigenous peoples 

retain a “small” population of thousands or a “large” population of millions, their 

language will vanish if young speakers do not replace their elders. Quechua (called 

Quichua in Ecuador), the largest Indigenous language of the Americas, boasts eight to 12 

million speakers and is spread throughout six South American countries (Hornberger & 

Coronel-Molina, 2004). Yet the Quechua, despite their dense and large population, are 

experiencing a dramatic loss of fluency among their youth “as the legacy of colonization 

and the modern forces of globalization take their toll” (Romero & McCarty, 2006, p. 4). 
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 Language death can occur within a generation of colonization or it can take place 

relatively slowly, over several generations, from the Indigenous language to that of the 

colonizer, a process known as “language shift” (Fishman, 1991). In either case, language 

death is caused by political, military, and economic oppression (Romero & McCarty, 

2006). Fishman (1991) points out that as the predecessor of language death, language 

“shift” arises both within and outside a community of speakers in the context of cultural, 

economic, and physical dislocations and social changes.  

Modern technology has allowed information to be shared more quickly and more 

often, sending waves of imperial influence across the globe. Through forms of mass 

media such as television, the shaping of much Indigenous early childhood education has 

been transferred into the hands of broadcasting companies. Political domination 

continually exposes Indigenous youth to the colonizing language, resulting in decreased 

exposure to their Indigenous language. This pattern causes Indigenous youth to perceive 

their heritage language as having a lower status and little or no utility, importance, or 

prestige (Romero & McCarty, 2006). Eventually colonial languages narrows the domains 

in which Indigenous languages can be used (Hinton, 2001a). 

The following sections are a review of the literature on the major concepts used in 

the three manuscripts that compose this dissertation. The concepts are especially relevant 

to the study of language endangerment and preservation among Indigenous nations with a 

strong focus on Indigenous education in the context of colonization and occupation. 
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Reversing Language Shift (RLS) 

Indigenous nations have made many attempts to reverse language shift (RLS) 

away from colonial languages and back toward Indigenous languages. The urgency of 

RLS among Indigenous nations has been adequately cited and must not be considered by 

the general public as an abstraction. Language endangerment has real consequences to 

current and future generations as severe as halting an entire nation’s transmission of a 

mother tongue to its children. The colonization and globalization of Indigenous nations 

generally results in severing occupied nation’s citizens from their heritage language(s) 

and interrupting aspects of their culture which create “a social bond between the 

community of users . . . and its historically associated culture, symbolism, and identity” 

(Fishman, 1991, p. 372). Many RLS efforts were carried out by once motivated people 

who gradually lost their inspiration as the daunting tasks of RLS became unbearable for 

any number of preventable, yet unforeseen reasons. The unforeseen circumstances that 

spoil RLS efforts are complex, requiring multiple methods for a comprehensive analysis, 

and a broad case study of Indigenous RLS to make them both foreseeable and 

preventable. Aspects of decolonization and Indigenous sovereignty are related to the 

elements of RLS and are therefore interwoven into this literature review. The elements of 

decolonization will aid in unpacking the ambitious goals set by motivated language 

planners who soon found their goals to be virtually unobtainable with the resources 

available.  

Fishman (1991) considers the general undertaking of RLS as “only indifferently 

successful, at best, and outright failures or even contraindicated and harmful 

undertakings, at worst” (p. 1). However, there have also been successful cases that have 
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inspired the Indigenous consciousness. Some cases were successful because of strong 

leadership and community participation; others were supported by universities and public 

funding. In any case, successful language planners were critical thinkers who were open 

to neighboring models of RLS as well as culturally appropriate modifications to existing 

programs. The following literature review will attempt to examine an introductory case 

study of Indigenous models of RLS, most of which are unfortunately limited to the 

school setting, as well as popular methodology relevant to RLS. Fishman (1991) made it 

clear that schools cannot be relied upon for RLS. He writes, “Most modern RLS 

movements,” he notes, “have quickly and naturally . . . moved to emphasize schools . . . 

as the central thrust . . . of the entire RLS endeavor” (p. 368). In the modern context of 

high divorce rates and single-parent households, children are often left unattended by 

working parents. Schools increasingly inherit the responsibility of socializing and 

acculturating children, and are often expected to compensate for disenfranchised 

communities. After completing school, students do not often retain much knowledge of 

academic subjects, such as algebra, chemistry, geography, and foreign language, yet they 

are expected to acquire fluency of their heritage languages in the same institutions. 

Fishman (1991) argues that schools are too late in their RLS efforts, and language 

advocates need to emphasize early language development in pre-school or child care 

agencies that have grown in popularity as the result of broken families and working 

parents. Achieving RLS in schools is a job more difficult than most educators ever 

imagined. 

Although Fishman (1991) argues for the initial development of community 

participation outside of the school as the appropriate order of operations, many case 
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studies among Indigenous nations are somewhat contrary. However, immersion will be a 

common theme throughout this language planning literature review. Therefore, it is 

appropriate to briefly introduce the successes of the Maori of Aotearoa (New Zealand) 

whose immersion programs continue to serve as both inspiration and a model across 

Indian Country. Maori immersion camps serve youth and adults, and have been highly 

successful. Short and intense bursts of language acquisition have resulted in a new 

generation of Maori speakers (Pease-Pretty On Top, 2002). Such camps emphasize 

practical language lessons where fluency is based on ten words or phrases a session. 

Adults achieve remarkable “daily language” fluency in only four intensive weeklong 

seminars (24 hours a day for 7 days). The Maori call this “accelerated learning,” and their 

model encompasses mental, spiritual, emotional, and physical aspects of their culture, 

including movement, dancing, singing, and other practical applications, while prohibiting 

writing or translating to ensure immersion. Maori immersion is an inspirational model 

that has the objective of conversational fluency (pp. 11-13; 59-62). The Maori model, 

however, has stemmed from their own unique circumstances that do not necessarily 

transfer to languages whose respective political climates vary, sometimes quite radically. 

Although RLS is a challenging endeavor, this literature review is intended to 

present educators with Indigenous RLS case studies to better inform their pursuits of 

language revitalization. Immersion schools aimed at early education cultural literacy 

require culturally relevant scaffolding curricula, teacher training in immersion methods, 

assessment, and analysis. Due to the vast amount of theory that exists regarding LP, 

essential necessities can sometimes be overlooked. Securing funding, for example, can be 

a tremendous burden for language advocates, particularly those residing in impoverished 
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Indigenous reservations. Before battling Indigenous language shift through tribal schools, 

it is valuable to learn from those who have tried and failed, as well as those who have 

succeeded.  

 

Language Planning (LP) 

 Reviewing Indigenous case studies in RLS is but one of many important practices 

in Indigenous LP. The two main types of LP are policy planning and cultivation planning 

(Hinton, 2001b). Within these two planning approaches are four subgroups of planning: 

status, acquisition, corpus and cultivation planning. Status planning is the extent to which 

the target language is planned to be cultivated within a particular community. An 

example of the policy approach to status planning would be the decision whether or not 

to proclaim the target language as an official language of the community. Acquisition 

planning deals with the maintenance or reacquisition of the language by members of the 

community. Policy related to acquisition planning would include regulations regarding 

language use in workspaces such as government institutions. Corpus planning 

specifically plans the written target language, the expansion of modern vocabulary, 

poetry, and other elements of non-oral representations of the heritage language. Corpus 

planning as policy, for example, would incorporate a committee that approves any 

modifications to approved vocabulary. Finally, “cultivation planning would include the 

design and reform of writing systems,” such as deciding on certain scripts and symbols, 

and “policy planning would include the official sanction of a particular writing system” 

(p. 53). Two extremes exist in this particular continuum. Some, like the Cocheti, decided 

not to have their language written, while others prefer the Roman alphabet over a 
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distinctly original writing system because of the Roman alphabet’s accessibility in 

computer software and a shared understanding of corresponding symbols intuitive to 

those literate in English. 

 Hinton (2001b) argues that stages in LP are not meant to be linear but circular, 

depending on the context and circumstances. The introductory stage is activated by 

highly motivated people or “catalysts” who initiate activities and seek community 

involvement (p. 53). Goal setting requires language planners to envision their long-term 

and short-term goals. Preplanning and research “is the stage at which planners survey 

their communities, discover their resources, research their language, and find out what 

other revitalization programs are doing” (p. 54). Needs assessment occurs when language 

planners compare their resources to their goals and identify their program’s 

shortcomings. Policy formulation is “a set of statements and mandates about language 

based on philosophy and ideology within the language community” (p. 56). Goal 

reassessment and developing strategies/methods to reach goals require revisiting the 

design and scope of previous goals. Implementation involves the materialization of 

previous plans. In the evaluation stage, language planners measure the success of their 

desired goals by administering assessments or even formal tests. Re-planning is the stage 

when evaluation is completed and modifications are made to better reach the desired goal 

of the program. These steps do not always occur in a specific sequence; rather they build 

upon each other to make adjustments and refine the programs’ effectiveness. 

 Corpus planning, which can include new writing systems, is an important aspect 

of LP, especially for those who want to establish literacy in their target language. 

Numerous challenges exist in duplicating language curricula for multiple classrooms, 
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schools and community centers. As Hinton (2001b) observes, even if the language 

community chooses to emphasize oral literacy, teachers might depend on a form of 

written curriculum. More practical uses of written language would include nearly 

everything Indigenous peoples encounter in English. When a written language is 

developed from a previously oral-only language, it has the potential to replace English 

literature, newspapers, language materials, constitutions, legal documents, etc. 

Additionally, the language would become evident in daily life, in letters, shopping lists, 

diaries, advertisements, accounting, recipes, names of people and places and much more. 

However, the focus used to teach second language learners a new writing system will 

reduce their exposure to natural speech, perhaps delaying other, equally urgent goals of 

developing fluent speakers of the target language. 

 

Orientations in Language Planning 

 Ruiz (1984) proposes three orientations for LP that provide a framework and 

ideology for language advocates. Language orientation “refers to a complex of 

dispositions toward language and its role, and toward languages and their role in society” 

(p. 16). Becoming familiar with LP orientations allows language advocates to identify the 

orientations of the communities they serve, the communities they do not serve, and the 

agents who administer laws and policies that directly impact their RLS efforts. LP is 

conducted from a combination of three orientations: language-as-problem, language-as-

right, and language-as-resource. Although each of these orientations can be isolated by an 

communities preference and local circumstance, an effective language planner must 

understand each positions perceived strengths and weaknesses. Developing a complex of 
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dispositions towards language orientation is a fluid process that may continuously adapt 

to new challenges, resources, and goals. 

 

Language-as-Problem 

 For many language planners, language matters pose problems of whether a 

language is communicative and optimally efficient, and in those terms worth the energy 

of preserving. Karam (1974) writes, “Theoretically, wherever there is a communication 

problem concerning language, LP is possible” (p. 108). Each orientation constructs a 

framework of “thinkable” language policy (Ruiz, 1984, p. 16). For example, language 

planners with a language-as-problem orientation would perceive a language as having 

measurable utilities in comparison to other languages. This orientation would have us 

believe one language can have superiority over another language. Tauli (1974) describes 

his orientation as “language means,” proposing language as a “tool”: 

From the fact that language is a means follows that a 
language and its components can be evaluated, altered, 
corrected, regulated, improved, and replaced by others and 
new languages and components of a language can be 
created at will. Thus all languages or the components of a 
language, as constructions, words or morphemes, are not 
equal in efficiency in every respect. The efficiency of a 
language or a component of a language as a means of 
communication can be evaluated from a point of view of 
economy, clarity, redundancy, etc. with objective scientific 
often quantitative methods. (p. 51) 
 

Tauli’s (1974) underlying message is that languages are a variety of sounds that exist on 

a scale of efficient and redundant expressions. Language planners adopting an orientation 

of language-as-problem will determine which languages are the most useful “tools” for 

implementation and which less useful languages can be allowed to perish. 
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 Language death would not be considered an urgent matter from the language-as-

problem orientation. Such an orientation echoes social Darwinism, in that the strongest 

languages survive, and that this is as it should be, regardless of endangered heritage 

language speakers’ efforts to retain their ancestral languages. Fishman (1978) 

summarizes the sentiments of those with a language-as-problem orientation: “[T]he 

escape from little languages is viewed as liberating, as joyful, as self-fulfilling, as self-

actualizing” (p. 47). When communities adopt the language-as-problem orientation, they 

will be compelled to surrender their “little” languages for allegedly better ones with more 

practical utility. The result of adopting a language-as-problem orientation would be to 

comply in the surrender of any cultural difference to that of the occupier or globalizer’s 

approved cultural traits. 

  

Language-as-Right 

 Many endangered language advocates have made great legal strides on behalf of 

“little” languages, working toward accomplishments such as the Native American 

Languages Act of 1990. The language-as-right orientation has modern ties to the civil 

rights movement in that language planners have sought legal recognition of language as a 

basic human right. Macias (1979) suggests two kinds of language rights: “the right to 

freedom from discrimination on the basis of language” and “the right to use your 

language(s) in the activities of communal life” (pp. 88-89). However, languages are 

complex and so are the rights to be protected in connection with them: 

Deprivations resulting from language discrimination may 
be devastating for skill acquisition. Language barriers have 
all too often worked to frustrate and stifle the full 
development of latent capabilities. When people are 
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deprived of enlightenment and skill, their capabilities for 
effective participation in all other value processes are 
correspondingly diminished. (McDougal, Lasswell, and 
Chen, 1976, p. 155) 
 

The stifling of linguistic freedom has such immeasurable consequences to human 

development that tabulating each such consequence as a basis for human rights can be 

cumbersome for language-as-right language planners. 

 Ruiz (1984) identifies the use of legal terms like “compliance,” “enforcement,” 

“entitlements,” “requirements,” and “protection” as a rhetorical strategy that creates 

confrontation and reactionary resistance to language advocacy (p. 24). Ruiz writes, 

“Confrontation, of course, is what the legal process is all about. More generally, rights-

affirmation is also confrontation…” (p. 24). The nature of a right is that it is not a mere 

“claim-to” something but also a “claim-against” someone (Feinberg, 1970). Legal 

confrontations often involve variable degrees of power and leverage discrepancies, 

especially in the context of historical and contemporary Indigenous legal treatment. Legal 

clashes and competing claims for rights and rights’ violations creates a confrontational 

atmosphere in which groups and agents “invoke their rights against each other: children 

vs. schools; parents vs. school boards; majority vs. minority groups; some minority 

groups vs. others; state rights vs. federal authority; and so on” (Ruiz, 1984, p. 24). Efforts 

to achieve, exercise, and enforce rights take incredible dedication and resources, the 

process often lasting years, with very little real-world results. 

 Greatly aided by the efforts of the American Indian Language Development 

Institute (AILDI) and Native American Language Issues Institute (NALII) (Crawford, 

1995), Congress passed the Native American Languages Act of 1990 (NALA) granting 

Indigenous peoples the right to “preserve, protect, and promote the rights and freedom of 
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Native Americans to use, practice, and develop Native American languages” and to “fully 

recognize the right of Indian tribes and other Native American governing bodies, States, 

territories, and possessions of the United States to take action on, and give official status 

to, their Native American languages for the purpose of conducting their own business” 

(Public Law 101-477). However, NALA was strongly opposed by the George H. Bush 

administration, primarily because of the $20 million requested for RLS programs among 

176 domestic Indigenous nations (Arnold, 2001, p. 46; Grimes 2000). After the bill was 

revised, passing the Senate, key members of the House faced political pressures from 

English-only advocates and refused the bill (Arnold, 2001). Crawford (1995) notes that 

after the bill passed in 1990, the following year, President Bush was supposed to report to 

Congress on a review of compliance by federal agencies with the 1990 law, but these 

requirements were simply ignored and no review has taken place (p. 31). When 

Indigenous nations were eligible for RLS funding in 1992, Congress was slow to 

appropriate the necessary resources. In 1994 the Clinton administration finally settled on 

a meager $1 million in grants to carry out the NALA and its 1992 amendments, rather 

than the initially requested $20 million of four years before, as a result of successful 

legislative confrontation. Although language rights were achieved through hard-fought, 

time-consuming, argument-building, culture-justifying colonial procedures of 

confrontation, their impact on reversing lingering threats of genocide and Indigenous 

language death has been extremely limited.  Rights with neither the money to implement 

them nor review of compliance are no rights at all. 

 Indigenous peoples often struggle to find justice through legal means or by 

gathering the legal resources to confront their agents of oppression or request entry from 
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the gatekeepers of justice. However, their decolonizing interests may pose a direct threat 

to colonial interests (national security). In any case, Indigenous nations and their 

advocates adopting a language-as-right orientation are pursuing recognition for the so-

called “rights” that have existed from time immemorial prior to European occupation. A 

confrontational legal orientation is framed in an unequal dynamic of colonizer-colonized 

power relationship. Continued occupation of Indigenous land is maintained through 

violent and suppressive occupation and by imposing unwavering colonial law and 

language.  

Legal manipulation by the USA and its individual States is another way of 

avoiding compliance, and it has a long history. Gonzales (1990), for example, cites the 

arguments of the California State Attorney General who, in 1930, declared Mexican 

segregation justifiable on the basis that Mexicans were descended from Indians (pp. 23-

24). Often similar sentiments affect how a right is exercised or enforced. Many 

Indigenous reservation identification cards are federally recognized, and states must 

permit their use whenever state identification is required. Yet lack of compliance in 

accepting this form of identification is common at various levels (international, national, 

state, and institutional). Different forms of rights (e.g., individual vs. group rights) are not 

always easily reconciled. Nonetheless, it is important to recognize that the context for 

such topics depends on a rights-orientation and would not emerge from a problem-

orientation (Ruiz, 1984). However, the language-as-right orientation would require legal 

confrontation and the resources necessary to examine such claims within a legal 

institution that has little accountability, obligation, or self-interest regarding the internal 

affairs of sovereign Indigenous nations. 
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Language-as-Resource 

 Ruiz (1984) presents yet another LP orientation proposed by Thompson (1973) 

after reviewing several well-known typologies, concluding that another “resources-

oriented typology may provide a more suitable approach” for LP in the United States (p. 

227). Of all language resources, economic stimulus is perhaps the most central, framing 

the arguments of most resource-oriented language planners who support linguistic 

diversity. In a globalized world-system, Fishman (1978) claims, “English 

monolingualism is bad for business” (p. 46). Ruiz (1984) notes that Fishman (1978) is 

seconded by Dugan (1981), Pincus (1980), Simon (1980a), and Valverde and Brown 

(1978). A primary example of why monolingualism hurts an economy is found in the 

inefficient double standard of multilingual assimilation and monolingual enculturation. In 

other words, there are inefficiencies in a monolingual society where institutionalized 

assimilation of migrant culture and language occurs, as monolingual students are required 

foreign language courses. Fishman (1974) describes the intractability of economic 

language resources, stating, “language is certainly an odd kind of resource for current 

cost-benefit theory to handle, precisely because of the difficulty in measuring or 

separating ‘it’ from other resources” (p. 83). Yet compelling evidence concludes the 

financial benefits of multilingualism to be in the best interest of business and perhaps the 

governmental institutions advocating monolingualism.  

Simon (1980b) advocates for greater language capability, especially because of its 

usefulness in the areas of foreign affairs and international trade. Acquiring greater 

language capacity presents individuals and groups with broader international 

opportunities and relationships. Tsongas (1981), in fact, argues that “we must phrase the 
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debate in terms of American interest and national security” (p. 115). Expanding language 

capacity to bolster national security may not be an easy case to make, unless the 

multilingual capacities of the populace were taught as a supplement to a dominant 

background of English as the first and always primary language, but not by preserving 

language capabilities of immigrants or Indigenous peoples.  

In terms of linguistic resources, the United States is home to approximately 337 

Indigenous languages that are either spoken or signed by the population, of which 176 are 

Indigenous to the area within US borders (Grimes 2000). Of course, there are also many 

immigrant languages that are not Indigenous to the American hemisphere that offer 

tremendous resources. Simon (1980b) notes the wealth of languages in existence: 

Because of our rich ethnic mix, the United States is home 
to millions whose first language is not English. One of 
every [13] [US residents] is foreign born. We are the 
[second] largest Spanish-speaking country in the world. Yet 
almost nothing is being done to use these rich resources of 
linguists to train people in the use of a language other than 
English. (Simon, 1980b, p. 33; US Census, 2010) 
 

An immeasurable resource for students studying language is the shifting awareness “that 

their own way of thinking and living is not the only reasonable and possible one; and that 

some cultures are often keenly perceptive in areas in which others are short-sighted” 

(Sharp, 1978, p. 3). Yet the stirring fervor of English-only, language-problem enthusiasts 

suppresses the abundant resource of US language diversity. The US is not developing 

language skills within the population to any great extent, nor is the US making any 

significant effort to encourage non-English language maintenance (Ruiz, 1984). The 

result is a continuous pattern of language loss over just a few generations (Hernández-

Chavez, 1978).  
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Nevertheless, Indigenous languages have endured longer than most migrant 

cultures on an individual basis. Not only can institutions aim to maintain migrant culture, 

they can also provide local Indigenous languages as alternatives to foreign language 

requirements (see Hinton, 2001a, p. 7; Van Deusen-Scholl, 2003, pp. 212-213). 

Fluctuating world-systems and evolving political climates influence and shift domestic 

interests among particular secondary languages (e.g. post 9/11 interest in Arabic 

languages and China’s emerging economic dominance). However, these markets also 

manufacture demand in educational institutions to some degree. Not all students are 

interested in acquiring a language for political economy reasons, nor are they all 

interested in traveling abroad. If Indigenous languages were more accessible, perhaps 

their gritty longevity, historical importance, unique notoriety, local utility, and 

accessibility would attract popularity among a young and diverse population, many of 

whom are Indigenous to North America and may have more interest in experiencing a 

“foreign culture” in their backyard. However, unlike world languages, Indigenous 

languages do not always offer stable domains for robust language interaction. 

 Ruiz (1984) calls for a new orientation in which language issues are framed and 

language attitudes developed. No critique of “English-only” agendas can be complete 

without a proposition for resource-oriented LP. Ruiz (1984) provides an example of how 

language-resource planners may be incorporated into educational institutions and among 

community members: 

Language planning efforts which start with the assumption 
that language is a resource to be managed, developed and 
conserved would tend to regard language-minority 
communities as important sources of expertise. Not only 
could language-competent community members be used to 
train others; the whole community itself could afford 
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multilingual opportunities for language students. For 
example, students of Japanese being prepared for foreign 
service could benefit from an internship in a Japanese 
community center in San Francisco sponsored by the State 
Department. This would begin to address several problems. 
It would help to give students a more “natural” language 
training experience; it would give balance to language 
training programs dominated by written language. (p. 28) 
 

Although this example requires a dense pocket of cultural vitality, it can serve as a goal 

for endangered languages. Enthusiasm for Indigenous cultures exists among non-

Indigenous peoples, and such culturally vibrant communities would certainly attract 

tourism and result in the spreading of Indigenous cultural awareness. Certainly, language-

as-resource provides a compelling orientation for language planners arguing for 

bilingualism.  

Bilingual colonial-Indigenous language coupling may not be suitable for all 

Indigenous nations, and the language-as-resource orientation contains the presumption 

that non-English languages offer substantial political or economic resources to the US. 

The resource orientation examples provided by Ruiz (1984) are more instrumental to 

bilingual social movements where significant and widespread interest in such non-

English languages would aid in political or economic careers. For example, significant 

resource discrepancies will be found between two bilingual parties where both speak 

English while one speaks Cantonese and the other speaks Chinuk Wawa. Skorton and 

Altschuler (2012) argue for increasing foreign language education through the lens of 

political economy, 

We need diplomats, intelligence and foreign policy experts, 
politicians, military leaders, business leaders, scientists, 
physicians, entrepreneurs, managers, technicians, 
historians, artists, and writers who are proficient in 
languages other than English. And we need them to read 
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and speak less commonly taught languages (for which 
funding has recently been cut by the federal government) 
that are essential to our strategic and economic interests, 
such as Farsi, Bengali, Vietnamese, Burmese and 
Indonesian. 
 

Indigenous languages offer many resources; however, their international and domestic 

demand is extremely low and, in comparison to non-English world languages, their 

acquisition offers a narrow application and fetches little political or economic leverage 

that would entice non-Indigenous language planners. It has been argued that mutual 

interests between two parties, or in this case two language groups, can resolve their 

differences. Yet in the case of occupied Indigenous nations, suggestions of competing 

against other more resourcefully political and economic languages is another 

decolonizing prerequisite for social equity. Indigenous languages are not only competing 

with English, they are also competing with globalization in the form of non-Indigenous 

and foreign multiculturalism.  

Languages certainly have more resources than their political and economic 

aspects. However, additional resources have also been depleted by globalization among 

many endangered languages. Languages have unequal political economy in the same way 

they have unequal cultural retention and social status. Globalization orchestrates the 

intrusive circumstances necessary to ensure depleted cultural domains for endangered 

languages, resulting in unequal cultural resources inherent in most endangered languages. 

Such depletion of resources within a nation’s heritage language is many times 

irreversible. In general, world-languages retain most of their original resources as 

endangered languages continuously lose their resources. Framing Indigenous languages 

as a resource, although depleting, also threatens their political sovereignty. Indigenous 
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reservations and all respective treaties can potentially be terminated by globalizing forces 

if cultural resource depletion is evident. 

Although all languages offer many resources, such as unique world-views and 

ecological knowledge that can greatly inform the global community, there is an unsettling 

mistrust of globalizing forces and further Indigenous exploitation and resource extraction. 

Ricento (2005) critiques the resource orientation asserting that, 

They should not be viewed as resources by academics and 
language planners only when convenient to serve particular 
disciplinary or state interests, and otherwise ignored or 
suppressed, whether explicitly or covertly. This raises the 
important question of resources for whom? For what 
purpose or end? These are the key elements which require 
exposition in a fuller accounting of the language-as-
resource orientation. (p. 364) 
 

Most nations are compared to the economic power of the West, resulting in inherently 

Eurocentric economic theories of development and modernization (Coulmas, 1992). The 

knowledge and wisdom inherent in Indigenous languages cannot be easily measured, yet 

in many cases they are the last frontier of cultural resources. Globalization has extracted 

so many resources from Indigenous nations that these same cultures may not be prepared 

for or resonate with an orientation that suggests a justification for their cultural integrity 

through means of resource sharing, refinement, marketing, or commodification. 

 

Education Under Occupation 

For those Indigenous nations colonizers do not annihilate, colonists present three 

options: “assimilate into the intruding culture; amalgamate and commingle traditions to 

create compromised traits; or accommodate to external demands in order to coexist 

separately from the colonizer” (Nagel and Snipp, 1993). The choices for Indigenous 
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nations provided by colonizers are to assimilate, compromise, or accommodate (see 

Figure 1). In the context of education, these options are no different for Indigenous 

students or Indigenous institutions. Indigenous nations must also adhere to the national 

requirements established by Congress for continued funding. Blanketed requirements 

often do not consider the needs of diverse Indigenous peoples. Indigenous nations 

typically experience the confines of assimilationist protocols and the effects are 

devastating to their cultural integrity and sovereignty. 

 
Figure 1. Colonization and language shift shown counterclockwise, while decolonization 
and reversing language shift (RLS) shown clockwise. 
 

Concerns about the education of children of color compel language planners to 

standardize education and execute standardized testing regimes in dominant languages 

(Garcia, 2008; Luke & Woods, 2009). One such program, No Child Left Behind (NCLB), 

has had a harmful impact on Indigenous peoples. One primary concern for Indigenous 

administrators is “teaching to the test,” standardized tests that leave educators negotiating 

away cultural integration from the classroom for the sake of national certification 

(Wyman, et al., 2010). NCLB restricts Indigenous self-education, cultural transmission, 
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and severely limits sovereignty. The guiding imperialist principles of Orientalism are to 

obstruct self-determination, expedite Indigenous cultural death, and increase Indigenous 

acceptance of colonial academia (Said, 1976). The effects of such policies vary within 

and across contexts. Evidence shows colonial policies result in “significant collateral 

damage . . . [to] community culture, and the lives of learners and teachers” for Indigenous 

peoples (Luke & Woods, 2009), by diverting essential resources, time, and human efforts 

away from promising cultural educational approaches for Indigenous learners (Brayboy 

& Castagno 2009; Castagno & Brayboy, 2008; McCarty, 2013). 

 

Cultural Artifacts  

 Culture is expressed through intricate structured knowledge systems, however 

many Indigenous cultures experience disrupted transmission of culturally responsive 

education. Soviet psychologist, Lev Vygotsky, developed a theory to address the 

transforming context of human environments through cultural artifacts of our past, 

extending back to time immemorial (Moll, 2001). Cultural artifacts have conceptual and 

material implications. Scribner (1990) has eloquently expressed a similar idea: 

Vygotsky's special genius was in grasping the significance 
of the social in things as well as people. The world in 
which we live in is humanized, full of material and 
symbolic objects (signs, knowledge systems) that are 
culturally constructed, historical in origin and social in 
content. Since all human actions, including acts of thought, 
involve the mediation of such objects (“tools and signs”) 
they are, on this score alone, social in essence. This is the 
case, whether acts are initiated by single agents or a 
collective and whether they are performed individually or 
with others. (p. 92; emphasis added) 
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Concepts and cultural meanings are inherited from previous generations, and materials 

are also crafted out of their circumstances. Both of these manifestations of cultural 

artifacts are present in today’s many cultural environments (Cole, 1995, p. 32). 

Vygotsky and his students described their approach as a “sociocultural” or 

“sociohistorical” theory of psychological processes (Cole, 1985, p. 148). The idea was 

expressed in the “general law of cultural development,” where Vygotsky proposed that a 

higher psychological function appears twice on two planes (Vygotsky, 1978, p. 57). 

Cultural development first surfaces on the social plane and then on the psychological 

place. The cultural psychological process emerges between people as an 

intrapsychological category.  

Bernstein (1993) has proposed that increased cultural diversity in schools has 

exposed shortcomings in the educational practice, thus creating a receptive context for 

Vygotsky’s cultural-historical perspective. For example, Vygotsky’s concept of the zone 

of proximal development (ZPD) and its representative views of students’ learning 

potential and the formative role of others, were very well received among the culturally 

diversifying education community (Moll, 2001). Vygotsky helped agents of education 

better appreciate and integrate diverse populations through their institutions. 

 

The Antiquity of Sign Language 

 Language is perhaps the most critical component of cultural transmission because 

through language all other elements of culture are disseminated. Multimodality, 

particularly the various modes of unspoken gestural-visual-spatial (GVS) interaction 

consist of 65 to 70 percent of human communication (Birdwhistell, 1972), so without 
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gestures accompanying speech, messages would be destroyed (McNeil, 1985). Hopefully, 

audism will recede, as researchers have tenaciously pursued the origins of spoken 

language and, more recently, the origins of manual language systems. The original mode 

of human communication could very well be manual language, but that area is less 

researched than with spoken language (Kress, 2013; Gillespie-Lynch, et al. 2013; 

Tomasello, 2008; Balter, 2010, Vauclair & Imbault, 2009; Greenspan & Shanker, 2009). 

Inspired by the widespread bimodal communicative achievements of Indigenous North 

American nations, Mallery (1880) argued that gestures pre-date speech symbols among 

humans. Another NAHT enthusiast, Sayce (1880) concurs with Mallery’s “gesture before 

babble” argument. Sayce (1880) explains,  

The evidence that has been accumulating for some time 
past makes it probable that the most important part of 
language, its grammatical machinery, originated in gestures 
and signs. These were the means whereby sense and 
meaning were imported into spoken words. (p. 93) 
 

Seton (1918) acknowledged sign language as perhaps, “more ancient than speech” (p. 

xv). Mallery (1880) witnessed and experienced the beginner’s comprehension and 

construction of gesture, “Without having ever seen or made one of their signs, he will 

soon not only catch the meaning of theirs, but produce his own, which they will likewise 

comprehend, the power seemingly remaining latent in him until called forth by 

necessity.” Humans’ ability to communicate through manual-visual modes is easily 

channeled during limited speech conditions. The instinct to communicate through gesture 

is so primal that its claim as the original mode of communication is nearly certain. 
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The Audists’ Oppression of Manualism 

Although GVS communication systems are the prevalent modes for all 

interlocutors, a persistent misnomer exclusively associates sign languages for deaf people 

while signers are mistaken as communicatively and mentally deficient (see Figure 2). 

Few communities have undergone such continuous and widespread language oppression, 

as have sign language communities. Many centuries passed before much of the audist 

world even recognized manual languages. Lane (1992) summarizes the audist’s popular 

attitude towards the deaf’s challenges to acquire oral speech and literacy: 

Only two kinds of people, after all, fail to use your 
language properly: foreigners and the mentally retarded. 
The deaf clearly were not the former: They did not come 
from some other land or visibly constitute a distinct 
community in our own, like, for example, the Navajo 
Indians. Therefore, they could not have their own language, 
and their failure to use ours properly, like that of a person 
with mental retardation, could only be the result of faulty 
intellect. The errors that the deaf student makes in writing 
English were viewed not as a product of second-language 
learning—that is, a result of interference from his first 
language and overextension of the rules of the language he 
is acquiring—but rather as a sign of stupidity. (p. 109) 
 

Since the deaf could not speak, the oral majority assumed the responsibility of waging 

oppressive campaigns of indoctrination and structuring cumbersome and inefficient sign 

languages based on imperial languages and their respective grammars, such as French 

and English (Lane, 1992, p. 110).  

Throughout deaf history, the culture and language of Deaf peoples could not 

always be transmitted through their households (Lane, 1992, p. 107). Oralists used 

boarding schools to program Deaf peoples into internalizing such slanderous claims 

against ASL and other manual languages as being “low verbal,” “broken language,” or 
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“slang” (Lane, 1992, p. 110). Even though the schools were teaching these manual 

languages, they were also transmitting a corollary message of their insufficiency. One 

student referred to her signing in ASL as “low sign”; for her, “high sign” was Manual 

English, also called finger spelling. Other informants referred to ASL as “broken 

English” or “bad English” (Lane, 1992, p. 110). Through what is mostly an unpleasant 

process, many Deaf peoples have continuously acquired a manual language and Deaf 

culture in boarding schools. The deaf painter and actor Albert Ballin (1930) recounts his 

experience of bitterly oppressive language policies: “I resented having my lessons hurled 

at me,” he wrote in his autobiography. “It seemed as if all the [English] words, for which 

I never cared a tinker’s dam, were invented for the sole purpose of harassing and 

tormenting me. . . . How I hated my teacher, my school, the whole creation!” Language 

oppression is confirmed by Indigenous peoples around the world, yet an entire mode of 

manual speech transcending all nations is incorrectly and popularly associated with 

mental and communicative deficiencies, a foreign notion that has been transferred onto 

Indigenous peoples regarding their once highly esteemed manual languages and gestures. 

 

 
Figure 2. Sign languages are falsely associated with mental and communicative 
deficiencies. 
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Overview of the Three Manuscripts 

 Specific case studies among a particular language or reservation help to give the 

audience an informed evaluation of the their language status. In the first manuscript, the 

status of the Očhéti Šakówiŋ (Seven Council Fires), Lakota language is evaluated. In 

addition, reverse language shift (RLS), instructional heritage language immersion, the 

silent period, and phonological development are also covered. Focus turns next to recent 

attempts by language planners of the Cheyenne Rivers Sioux Tribe (CRST) to recover 

Očhéti Šakówiŋ. These planners are interviewed by the author for their evaluation of the 

program’s achievements, and to determine factors that may lead to their program being 

discontinued. The interviews reveal themes of trauma and insecurity, a search for 

authenticity, and cultural erosion. An assessment of these themes is offered, as well as 

suggestions for language planners. 

Manuscript Two, attempts to answer the question of whether or not North 

American Hand Talk (NAHT; also known under various titles including, Plains Indian 

Sign Talk) was mutually intelligible among all the nations and culture areas identified as 

traditional signers. Since there are few NAHT signers living among its heritage signers, 

alternate sources are explored to arrive at a conclusion. It is argued that an expansion of 

previous boundaries, limiting NAHT to one (1) culture area, is overdue. The new 

proposed boundaries include six (8) culture areas, as illustrated in charts and an attached 

map of the historical extent of NAHT. A call is made for multidisciplinary research to 

improve the introductory map provided. In the chapter’s conclusion, renaming the lingua 

franca Plains Indian Sign Talk as North American Hand Talk (NAHT) is supported as 

consistent with the argued expansion of its culture boundaries. The proposed title of the 
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language better represents its scope as the lingua franca, and provides recognition for the 

historical, yet only recently credited heritage signers of North America.  

 The final manuscript explores the strengths and weaknesses of Total Physical 

Response (TPR), and proposes a merger between TPR and North American Hand Talk 

(NAHT) to remedy the shortcomings of TPR. An example of such a merger is identified 

in an emerging bimodal game for rapid language acquisition. “Where Are Your Keys?” 

(WAYK) was founded by Evan Gardner in response to the urgency for RLS. Four 

“players” of WAYK were interviewed via telephone and email to gauge the power of 

bimodal language immersion and identify criticisms of the methods, particularly among 

Indigenous players and communities. Critical themes were identified through the 

interviews, and suggestions for resolving the criticisms of WAYK arise from the pan-

Indigenous lingua franca of NAHT. 
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MANUSCRIPT 1: AUTHENTICITY AND CYCLICAL CONTINUITY: AN 
ETHNOGRAPHIC STUDY OF THE CHEYENNE RIVER SIOUX TRIBE 

 
Makha Blu Wakpa 
University of Arizona 

 

Case studies are an important aspect of language planning. Oftentimes 
Indigenous nations have little documentation of their historical efforts to 
reverse language shift (RLS), leaving newcomers uninformed about the 
achievements of their RLS predecessors. Therefore the collection and 
documentation of Indigenous RLS projects can potentially prevent future 
language planners from recreating historical obstacles, while presenting 
new methods that anticipate reoccurring problems. This study overviews 
Lakota language (LL) status while focusing on shifting centre-periphery 
authentication and healing Historical Trauma by implementing cultural 
continuity for Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe (CRST). 

 

Introduction 

 Reversing language shift (RLS) from colonial language back to a heritage 

language is a rewarding yet strenuous undertaking. Language acquisition takes time to 

show progress, and this can burn out educators and students alike. However, McCarty 

(2013) cites multiple inspiring cases of Indigenous RLS movements throughout North 

America and Hawai’i who were able to sustain themselves for a decade or more. 

Unfortunately, most programs are grant-reliant, which can cause volatile relationships 

with short-term funding (Mitchel & Taylor, 2012). Many people do not realize the 

patience, sacrifices and institutional coordination required for such an undertaking, often 

causing turnover, conflict, and division among an Indigenous nation’s leadership, which 

ultimately, although seldom discussed, can have a devastating impact on the children and 

on the vitality of the target language (Johnston & Greco, 2003; Johnston, 2002). 

Fortunately, there are ways to help minimize friction within Indigenous peoples’ homes 

and organizations through articulation and analysis of the oral history of those 
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communities. By learning from the ways others have struggled with common challenges, 

heritage language advocates can avoid the pitfalls of previous programs and aim for 

sustainable solutions that address the common themes of Indigenous RLS. During 

struggles between massive forces of traumatic colonization and glimmers of healing 

decolonization, heritage language advocates must maintain the interests of the youth 

before their own, and strive for heritage language fluency among young children as the 

primary targets of community-based RLS (Gambrell & Fritz, 2012).  

In the first section of the article, I overview two reports, federal and Cheyenne 

River Sioux Tribe (CRST) language policies, and a survey of CRST Lakota language 

(LL) status. In the second section of the article, I share my research methods and analyze 

interviews with six CRST language planners about their respective RLS programs. The 

primary focus is on Waonspekiye Oyasin, a college program to certify LL instructors, 

which also hosts an annual summer cultural immersion camp. While the camp is designed 

for college students to develop and implement immersion curriculum, all interested 

Očhéti Šakówiŋ (Seven Council Fires) citizens are welcome to participate. Through the 

interviews, themes of Historical Trauma (HT) and authenticity surface. These are 

common themes in Indigenous language planning, and they need to be addressed in order 

for Indigenous nations to heal and overcome the ailments that perpetuate unsustainable 

and volatile relationships to short-term funding grants or cyclical discontinuity. For the 

purposes of learning from cyclical discontinuity and how to prevent it in future 

Indigenous language planning, we will explore some of the symptoms of Historical 

Trauma Response (HTR), and how they manifest and obstruct RLS and cyclical 

continuity.  
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Očhéti Šakówiŋ Population 

The Očhéti Šakówiŋ (Seven Council Fires), centralized in the Northern Great 

Plains of North America, maintains significant populations in their traditional territory, 

including Wisconsin, Minnesota, Iowa, Nebraska, South Dakota, North Dakota, Montana, 

Wyoming, Manitoba, and Saskatchewan (Elias, 2002). Most Očhéti Šakówiŋ reserves 

straddle the US-CA border, including the Dakota (Santee-Sisseton), and Lakota (Teton), 

however, the Yankton-Yanktonai (Dakota) are home to reservations only in the US. 

Today, there are over 170,110 Očhéti Šakówiŋ peoples in the US, many of whom 

are in South Dakota, whose Native American population consists of 10.1% (US Census 

Bureau, 2010). Lakota populations are growing three times faster than the rest of South 

Dakota, at about 2.5% per annum. At this rate, the current population of 90,000 Očhéti 

Šakówiŋ in South Dakota is projected to double, totaling 180,000 by 2030 (US Census 

Bureau, 2000). 

 

Očhéti Šakówiŋ Language Status 

According to Garry and Rubino (2001) there are 7,000-10,000 speakers of Lakota 

and only 25,000 speakers of all Očhéti Šakówiŋ dialects, of whom about 5,540 reside in 

Canada (Moseley, 2004). These 25,000 speakers, averaging 65 years, roughly represent 

15% of the Očhéti Šakówiŋ and are a small fraction of the 170,110 Indigenous peoples 

(US Census Bureau, 2010; Garry & Rubino, 2001). Estimates suggest speaker 

populations have decreased an additional 25-30% since the 2000 US Census. According 

to these figures, Lakota speakers of all abilities, on and around the reservations of North 

Dakota and South Dakota, are between 8,300 and 9,000 people, representing just 14% of 
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the total US Očhéti Šakówiŋ population. There are differing rates of heritage language 

retention and transmission on each reservation, ranging from a high of 25% on the Pine 

Ridge Reservation to a low of 4% on the Lower Brule Reservation. National statistics for 

the Očhéti Šakówiŋ also mirror this analysis. 

 

Lakota Orthography 

There have been contemporary movements in RLS among Lakota peoples, 

including the orthographic works of White Hat Sr. and Kampfe (1999) and Little Elk 

(2000). In 2004, tribal community leaders and linguists from The University of Iowa 

partnered to form the Lakota Language Consortium (LLC) (Ullrich, 2008). The LLC 

language revitalization strategy is focused on creating a new generation of Lakota 

speakers. The initiative utilizes the large existing network of Lakota schools, pre-schools, 

and day care centers to educate children from an early age in Lakota as a second 

language. The goal is to achieve proficiency among students by the 5th-8th grades, and 

the strategies are modeled on similar early-elementary second language teaching methods 

used in other parts of the world. Orthographers and their adherants generally subscribe to 

radical methods demonstrated by Maori “language nests,” who have offered early 

education culture immersion in response to language endangerment (Bishop & Glynn, 

2003; Harrison, 1998; King, 2001; May & Hill, 2005; Reedy, 2000; Waitangi Tribunal, 

1996; Ward & Wong, 1996). 
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CRST Demographics 

The Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe (CRST) consists of 14,666 tribal members 

(Johansen, 2007) with about 58% of its members living on the reservation (US Census 

Bureau, 2000). The traditional Očhéti Šakówiŋ dialect spoken in the CRST is Lakota. 

CRST spans 4,369 square miles, comparable to Tohono O’odham Nation or Rhode Island 

and Delaware combined, and it borders the Standing Rock Sioux Tribe (SRST) to its 

north (Johansen, 2007). Nearly 76% of tribal citizens obtained a high school diploma, but 

only 12% graduated with a Bachelor’s degree (US Census Bureau, 2000). According to a 

Johansen (2007), unemployment is as high as 89% and per capita income is $8,710 (US 

Census Bureau, 2000). 

 

CRST Lakota Language Policy: Ordinance 66 

In 1994 CRST enacted Ordinance number 66, LL and culture education code of 

CRST, in order to establish an official policy to implement RLS. Within the Ordinance 

are citations of Congressional policies, such as the Native American Languages Act of 

1990 (NALA) and the Bilingual Education Act of 1968 that empower Native American 

RLS efforts. Ordinance 66 also sites specific standards for tribal educational institutions 

to retain LL stating, “our future self-sufficiency are [sic] directly related to, and dependent 

on, the vitality of our Lakota language and culture” (CRST, 1994, Section 2-12; emphasis 

added).  

 In Section 3 of Ordinance 66, the Cheyenne River Tribal Council set standards for 

students passing through the CRST school system. Their goals are to instruct students in 

LL and produce fluent speakers who are well versed in Lakota culture and history by the 
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time of their high school graduation. Section 3 states that BIA and tribal school policy 

will be to encourage parents to transmit LL at home to increase student exposure to their 

heritage language. Finally, the Tribal Council has recognized fluent Lakota citizens as 

great contributors to RLS, and they may be certified by the Tribal Council or authorized 

school boards as qualified Lakota teachers for the CRST (Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe, 

1994, Section 3). 

 

 
Figure 1. The Cheyenne River Sioux Tribe Indian Reservation. 

 
 

CRST Language Survey 

BlueArm (2000/2001) conducted a survey in Eagle Butte, Red Scaffold, and 

Cherry Creek to obtain data from three communities of CRST for the possibility of a 

Lakota immersion program in Head Start and early elementary grades (see Figure 1). 

Administrators for Head Start and Cheyenne Eagle Butte School expressed interest in LL 
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immersion programs if there was community interest and secure funding. Gauging these 

communities’ commitment to RLS via the survey also served to clarify 1.) the methods of 

instruction that the communities might prefer; 2.) which age group to target; 3.) the 

relative interest in the communities for such a program; 4.) which age group of parents 

were both supportive and willing to make a personal investment in Lakota reemerging as 

a daily home language.  

Over 80% of all respondents agreed with measures to support language 

preservation efforts and that Lakota should return as an everyday spoken language 

(BlueArm, 2001). They also would enroll their child in an immersion classroom, while 

only 4% would not. Only 16% reported exposing their children to LL “completely” or “a 

lot” (BlueArm, 2000). Although most respondents were 30 to 40 years old, those who 

preferred immersion over bilingual education were 40 to 50 years old. At the time of the 

survey, this age group represented the last generation of fluent Lakota speakers. 

Conversely, 20 to 30 year old representatives valued English equally to Lakota. A 

startling finding was that the majority of bilingual education advocates between ages 20 

to 30 did not believe it was important to save LL in order to preserve Lakota culture. The 

disparity between generations illustrates the influential intrusion of globalization causing 

a shift in the understanding of what constitutes Lakota culture among younger 

generations. 

 

Cheyenne River’s Oral History of Reversing Language Shift 

Attempts at reversing language shift (RLS) have been in the early stages of 

development among my own Indigenous people, the CRST, since the early 1970s. My 
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attempts to gather data regarding these 50 years of efforts has uncovered scarce published 

information. The thesis and publication of BlueArm (2000/2001) offered information on 

the LL status and attitude among CRST and brief newspaper articles citing an immersion 

camp near Cherry Creek compelled me to build onto BlueArm’s study and contribute 

additional research on behalf of CRST and BlueArm’s (Perriello, 2005; Harriman, 2003; 

Steen, 2004; Associated Press, 2004).  To understand more about the programs that were 

cited and uncover why they were discontinued, I sought out various individuals who 

could help me document further details, both on CRST RLS policy and possible changes 

needed to ensure they are instituted. 

Information initially gathered suggested that multiple RLS school projects started 

and stopped for unknown reasons. Patterns of inconsistent effort and/or resources is cause 

for concern; RLS projects among the CRST need to be sustainable in order to actualize 

fluency among participants. It became apparent that a collection of oral history was 

required to gather the information necessary to synthesize the primary RLS projects 

among the CRST. By engaging the community and the historic and modern language 

leaders, I identified themes that resulted in the termination of their programs. Although 

the leaders I interviewed had various levels of success, they all had legitimate grievances 

that must be shared with a larger audience, and can be used as shared knowledge for 

beginning endeavors, and in solidarity with the experienced. Hopefully, enough historical 

documentation of CRST RLS efforts, candid interviews from language planners, and our 

collective analysis can provide future leaders with insight into struggles with and 

strategies for avoiding what I call cyclical discontinuity—or repeated volatile short-term 

grant dependency. 
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The first programs of interest were: 1.) the CRST Higher Education Center and 

Ellsworth LeBeau who helped develop a core lexicon for multiple LL domains (LeBeau, 

president of CRST Community College, later helped to develop 19 lesson plans for an 

intensive 4-week conversational LL program); 2.) Cinca Wakpa Waste, a bilingual 

education program hosted in three schools—Eagle Butte, Takini and Tiospaye Topa—

and directed by Bryan Charging Cloud (BlueArm, personal communication, 2013); 3,) 

Youwanca, a Head Start bilingual education program, directed by Rosie Roach; 4.) 

Waonspekiye Oyasin, a teacher-training program for certifying LL instructors, directed 

by Paula Antoine and Carole Little Wounded Rave and hosted by the tribal college, Si 

Tanka (that program, although not in the public schools, is integrally linked to them). The 

Waonspekiye Oyasin Lakota Immersion Camp, was a culmination of the efforts of 

multiple directors and programs whose goal was to create a week-long immersion camp 

for LL and culture (see Figure 1 & Figure 2). 

 

Qualitative Ethnography & Decolonizing Methodology 

Before examining CRST, I developed research methodologies for interaction with 

citizens of an Indigenous nation. Indigenous nations are to be treated as sovereign states, 

so it is important to understand the Indigenous policies for research or to insist on an 

Indigenous policy prior to conducting research. CRST does not currently have a required 

research policy or committee to oversee academic research, but I proposed my research 

project to the CRST Tribal Council and CRST President. Before proceeding, they 

directed me to Wayne Ducheneaux, the CRST Administrative Officer (now Vice Chair), 
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who reviewed the study and deemed the research appropriate among heritage language 

advocates. 

Interviews play a vital role in identifying the cultural artifacts inherent in 

ethnographic studies. A researcher can conduct interviews as structured and unstructured, 

or “standard,” in which the questions are planned in advance, or “reflexive,” in which 

questions flow from a conversational style (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000, p. 167). Several 

cultural conflicts arise for both the researcher and the participant in rigid question and 

answer sessions of a standard interview method. Such probing questions may alarm 

Indigenous participants wary of the legacy of historic exploitation by previous 

researchers. Further responses become deliberately misleading to the researcher to keep 

at bay questions that may be perceived as having an ulterior intent (College Board, 1989). 

Issues of authenticity arise in any study in Indian Country by Indigenous 

“Insiders,” who may find themselves under scrutiny for any perceived shortcoming in 

fulfilling individual notions of “Indianness” (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000; Snipp, 2000). In 

cases where Indigenous nations have policies limiting studies to “Native-only” 

researchers, authenticity remains an issue with virtually every research project to some 

degree (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002). Tribal politics and personalities are likely to call 

into question whether or not the “insider” constitutes a “real-Indian.” These suspicions 

are based on historical trauma that cannot be easily dismissed. In any case, all authority 

belongs to Indigenous nations in dealing with research within their territories. 
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Research Design 

The distance between South Dakota and my residence in Arizona limited 

communication options. The most practical approach was to use telephone conversations 

and email correspondence to gather the data. To get an insider’s perspective, I 

corresponded via email with the Cheyenne River Curriculum Coordinator, Marilyn Circle 

Eagle, who contacted other professionals to help direct my research. I prepared questions 

that would be administered through semi-formal and reflexive telephone interviews, 

whereas the email correspondences were more formally structured. These are the 

questions used as a template for these semi-structured interviews: 

How did the program begin? 
How was it funded? 
Where was it located? 
What were its goals? 

Why or why did you not meet 
your goals? 
Why did the program 
discontinue? 

These questions served as a starting point, and continued with reflexive conversation to 

explore the specific stories of various efforts.  

 

Data Collection & Analysis 

There was little documentation about the six programs in question. In order to 

bring depth to the study, administrators were contacted and provided the following data. 

Emmanuel Red Bear teaches LL. I transcribed a telephone interview with him 

regarding his experiences, opportunities, and hardships of language planning, and his 

participation with the Lakota Language and Culture Immersion Camp. I also interviewed 

the director of the Cultural Preservation Office and a coordinator at the Cultural Center in 

regard to their knowledge of past and present RLS efforts. Ellsworth LeBeau, EdD, who 

grew up in the CRST Four Bear community, was a welcomed late addition to my study. 
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Owing to his participation, I was able to expand my accounts of CRST RLS history by 

two centuries. It became apparent that this ethnographic study is far from comprehensive 

and additional interviews need to be conducted before our elders are unable to participate. 

In 1975 Ellsworth LeBeau, a CRST citizen and employee of the CRST Higher 

Education Center, attempted to identify the core lexicon of CRST LL speakers for the 

purpose of implementing the lexicon into LL curriculum. Male and female LL speakers 

volunteered to record their natural dialogue in various domains throughout the various 

CRST communities. LeBeau had the aid of a University of Georgia linguist Dr James A. 

Dinnon and two Georgia students to analyze the volunteer’s audiotapes. The core CRST 

Lakota lexicon, or prime frequency distribution identified on the audiotapes totaled over 

100 and was tailored specifically for CRST. However, according to LeBeau’s accounts of 

political actions, the Cheyenne River Higher Education Center was closed. 

Later, LeBeau (personal communication, 2013) acquired a EdD in Educational 

Administration and became president of CRST Community College. In 1984, he wanted 

to utilize the previous study to develop a conversational LL teaching method for the 

CRST communities. He was contacted by linguistics professor, Dr Robert Bungee of The 

University of South Dakota to collaborate on the project. After securing summer funding, 

LeBeau utilized the CRST prime frequency distribution to develop 14 lesson plans that 

could be taught in 4 weeks for students to accomplish conversational LL skills. They 

sought out two teams: fluent female and male LL speakers, and local residents who had 

teaching credentials or experience. Their team-teaching model involved an expert speaker 

as the primary lecturer, most likely elderly with little or no formal training as an educator 

and whose education may consist of a few years of grade school (Bungee, 1984). The 
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other educator would be a proficient LL speaker and an experienced educator, preferably 

with a bachelors degree, who would discretely relay one-way cues to the fluent speaker 

by microphone through an interruptible fold back (IFB) device commonly used in media 

production. 

CRST has eight K-12 schools; Isabel School District, Isabel (pre-K-12); Timber 

Lake School District, Timber Lake; and Dupree School District, Dupree are public 

schools; Cheyenne River-Eagle Butte Schools, a unique arrangement with elements of 

both public and Bureau of Indian Education (BIE); Tiospaye Topa School System, 

Ridgeview is BIE; and Takini School, Howes is a tribal grant school; and Cherry Creek 

Christian school, Cherry Creek, and Windswept Academy, Eagle Butte are both Christian 

schools (South Dakota Department of Education, 2010). Three administrators from 

Cheyenne River-Eagle Butte Schools (Linda Lawrence), Tiospaye Topa (Don Farley), 

and Takini School (Larry Mendoza) developed the Cheyenne River Resource Consortium 

on behalf of LL and school support, which created infrastructure, curriculum, teacher 

training, student support, cultural activities, and teacher certification from pre-K to 

bachelor’s degree, spanning fourteen years of education and curriculum development. 

Three grants were approved through their efforts, resulting in the next three reviewed 

programs: Waonspekiye Oyasin, Youwanca, and Cinca Wakpa Waste. Through each 

grant, administrators coordinated resources to implement a summer camp for cultural and 

LL immersion. All grants started in 2001, two of the three grants lasted three years, while 

Waonspekiye Oyasin continued for five years, ending in 2005. 

Cinca Wakpa Waste, primarily geared towards LL acquisition, provided free 

teacher training, teaching materials, and other support services for schools and students 
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K-12. Cinca Wakpa Waste and Youwanca both had bilingual programs, the first for K-12 

and the other for Head Start through 2nd grade. I was interested in their curriculum and 

the rigor of their teaching methodologies. There was very little documentation about 

these programs, so I wanted a basic understanding of their function and goals. 

The Waonspekiye Oyasin LL teacher certification program was a coordinated 

effort to fulfill aspects of Cheyenne River’s Ordinance 66. It involved CRST, South 

Dakota, the tribal K-12 Takini School in Howes, and the tribal college, Si Tanka, in 

Eagle Butte, and two satellite schools, developing college courses to implement state and 

reservation standards (personal communication, Antoine, 2013; personal communication, 

Roach, 2013). Waonspekiye Oyasin enrolled over one hundred local LL speakers of 

various fluency and education into the Learner Facilitator Program. Eighteen to twenty-

four months were required for baseline students to achieve an associate’s degree in 

Native American Studies or Early Childhood Education. Waonspekiye Oyasin also 

provided stipends and laptops to keep students in constant communication with any 

online coursework, including the coordination of the summer immersion camp. Their 

initial goal was to meet state standards for language teaching certification and later to 

implement cultural regulations for comprehensive tribal standards. Since Lakota language 

had not yet been developed into a bachelor’s degree at Si Tanka, administers encouraged 

Waonspekiye Oyasin students to major in English as they developed a minor in Lakota 

language. Considering the monumental potential of the program and the facilitators, the 

economic and technological stimulus across the community, and the higher education 

available to CRST citizens, if institutionalized, Waonspekiye Oyasin would have 
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continued to raise LL retention, which is the primary goal of Ordinance 66. However, the 

program was discontinued in spite of its promising initial direction. 

The Waonspekiye Oyasin Immersion Camp was developed by professionals and 

academics who organized Waonspekiye Oyasin, the CRST LL teacher certification. It 

was also coordinated with the Cinca Wakpa Waste and Youwanca programs (Antoine, 

personal communication, 2013; Red Bear, personal communication, 2013; Roach, 

personal communication, 2013). Students of Waonspekiye Oyasin received college 

credits for their participation in the week-long summer camp. On the first day of the 

immersion camp, all participants underwent a commitment ceremony, pledging to remain 

at the site, greet the sun each morning, and speak LL at their personal maximum capacity. 

Immersion curriculum and activities were divided into three proficiency levels; novice, 

intermediate, and advanced. Each participant, including the college students, were 

assessed before and after the three-week camp through audio recordings and notes, with 

notable improvement on completion. Red Bear reported some participants’ proficiency 

improved by two levels. Although the coordinators intended to maximize exposure to LL 

throughout each day, immersion was primarily conducted in daily block schedules 

involving food, star knowledge, song and dances, storytelling, and guest speakers, etc. 

Again I ask, for what reasons was the program discontinued? 

 

Historical Trauma & Historical Trauma Response 

 RLS and RLS related research among Indigenous communities invites emotional 

discourse and trauma. Brave Heart (2003), another Lakota scholar, defines Indigenous 

Historical Trauma as “cumulative emotional and psychological wounding over the 
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lifespan and across generations, emanating from massive group trauma experiences.” 

Such intergenerational grief is compounded through ongoing discrimination, racism, and 

oppression (Brave Heart, et al., 2011). Historical Trauma Response (HTR) often includes 

low self-esteem, anxiety, depression, anger, and difficulty recognizing and expressing 

emotions, etc. (Brave Heart, 2003). Through personal experience with RLS and candid 

admissions from participants, it became apparent that a psychological lens would be 

appropriate for this study and any Indigenous language planner’s professional 

development. 

 

Introspective Insider 

By interviewing the people involved in these programs I was able to gain a 

fundamental understanding of the RLS programs and each of their goals. By 

documenting the most essential information of each of these programs I was able to hone 

in on reasons why the programs were discontinued. I was thus able to understand why 

RLS efforts seem to be susceptible to a short lifespan. Through the reflexive interviews, 

participants volunteered peripheral information that I did not anticipate. The interviews 

also gave me ideas for future research to provide more sustainability to RLS programs. 

Themes of trauma surfaced during the interviews, making evident that there are 

painful sacrifices made by language planners on behalf of their nation. Issues of 

authenticity and competing social, cultural, and symbolic credentials undermined the 

CRST RLS projects (Bourdieu, 1986, 1991). The language planners made serious 

personal sacrifices while communities benefited from their actions (Brayboy, 2005). 

When preparing to protect their self-determination against enemies who threatened their 
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health and safety, ancestral Lakota mothers and warriors made painful sacrifices through 

sacred ceremonies. Today’s mothers and warriors continue the tradition,  

to restore and empower Indigenous Peoples, to reclaim our traditional 
selves, our traditional knowledge, and our right to be who we are and 
should be as healthy, vital, and vibrant communities, unencumbered by 
depression, overwhelming grief, substance abuse, and traumatic responses. 
In essence, we strive to transcend our collective traumatic past. (Brave 
Heart, et al., 2011, p. 288) 
 
Many have sacrificed on behalf of CRST RLS. It is my intention to respectfully 

acknowledge and critique the language planners of our reservation before a public 

audience. Their stories are not popularly known or celebrated; yet their actions continue 

to impact CRST RLS, and this document would not exist without their warrior spirits. 

Wilson (2008) argues that research is ceremony, and relationships are developed between 

the researcher, participants, and the reader. Research is ceremony because it requires 

personal relationships, experiences, and reflection for countless hours isolated in deep 

thought, gaining the medicine needed to heal social ills and complete the sacred hoop 

(Black Elk, & Neihardt, 2008). Research is ceremony because it requires discipline, 

loyalty to sovereign and academic standards and safeguarding sensitive data from 

outsiders, while being objective, constructive, compassionate, and in solidarity with the 

communities and individuals being examined (Brayboy & Dehyl, 2000). Through a 

paradox of sacrifice and healing I seek to fulfill a vision of reciprocation, and to 

contribute to an Indigenous research paradigm in accordance with the immeasurable 

virtues of Očhéti Šakówiŋ: respect, generosity, compassion, integrity, patience, honesty, 

humility, wisdom, bravery, and fortitude (Marshall, 2002). 

In the spirit of decolonization, we must acknowledge the role of the continued 

oppression of Indigenous Peoples as the institutionalized source of trauma-related 
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behavior exhibited in the following analysis, and weigh the oppression against the 

potential for a more just future for all peoples (Hornberger, 2009). 

 

Themes of Authenticity 

 Three of the four LL programs in Cheyenne River existed for the length of their 

first grant (Circle Eagle, personal communication, 2013; BlueArm, personal 

communication, 2013; LeBeau, personal communication, 2013). The three programs that 

were discontinued were confirmed as having varying degrees of conflicts among the 

program’s participants and employees, centered on cultural and linguistic issues of 

authenticity. If internal conflict is a cause of past language planning being unsustainable, 

then it must be addressed for sustainability to be realized in future endeavors.  

However, Historical Trauma, such as residues from The Wounded Knee 

Massacre, cultural, psychological, and sexual abuse endured at Indian boarding schools 

(Smith, 2004), and suppression of religion was ongoing until Religious Freedom Acts 

were enacted in 1978 and another in 1993, providing colonial contexts for internal 

conflicts and ridged standards of authenticity. Brave Heart et al. (2011) reminds us that 

“The Lakota, for instance, share the challenges of mourning mass graves, of the lack of 

proper burials, of massive collective traumatic losses, and of ongoing oppression and 

discrimination” (p. 287). Official recognition of genocide is an important part of the 

healing process. The United States was the last member of the United Nations to 

acknowledge human rights violations by signing to UN Declaration on the Rights of 

Indigenous Peoples (adopted in 2007). 
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On the surface, internal conflicts may seem to have simple solutions. However, 

the debate over authenticity is contemporary, and as Wong (1999) has stated regarding 

similar issues in Hawaii, 

It is perhaps because of this relatively weak status that authenticity 
becomes an issue. Were Hawaiian to enjoy a position of stability in the 
community and were speakers confident that such stability would transfer 
to subsequent generations, authenticity might become a nonissue, or one 
that is discussed solely as an academic exercise. (p. 112) 

 
Colonially imposed notions of authenticity are internalized and surface in the 

contemporary context of reclaiming culture and language. Although traditional 

Indigenous cultural practices are a path to healing and recovery (Brave Heart, et al., 

2011), limited resources available to language planners revitalizing a target language 

means they will inevitably face additional struggles for authenticity until the status of the 

language and culture is restored. This is not to dismiss the damaging impact of conflicts 

over authenticity, but rather to acknowledge these contemporary issues and understand 

them as the result of traumatic and violent colonization. 

 In the case of the week-long Lakota Total Immersion Camp, a great deal of 

responsibility was placed on administrators, educators, and community members to 

maintain a traditional community environment conducive to acquiring a target language. 

Responsibilities included basic duties such as waking early, chopping wood, preparing 

meals, participating, engaging others in Lakota, etc. It is the duty of an eyapaha, the 

council crier, to ensure the camp is run efficiently (Ullrich, 2008). This duty was 

accepted by Emmanuel Red Bear at the Lakota Total Immersion Camp in Cherry Creek 

in 2005. Red Bear (personal communication, 2013), a LL educator, reflected on the 

conflict he encountered while trying to enforce tradition, responsibility and efficiency. 
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There were some people getting upset because there weren’t people doing 
their share. As the eyapaha, I was telling people, “You need to do this, we 
got to get going, we need to do this and this.” Some of them were older 
than me. They weren’t feeling respected. They said, “I don’t want no 
younger person telling me what to do.” 

 
Red Bear had the traditional responsibility of the eyapaha, yet his elders, whose 

traditional expectation was to be listened to first and spoken to in complete respect, were 

challenged by his traditional role. Conflicts like these may seem superficial, but their 

accumulation in the community can be disastrous to the program at hand, and limit 

participation by conflicting parties in future events. 

 A lack of shared responsibility was not only attributed to age factors. There was a 

far more complicated conflict centered on cultural expectations and cultural 

vulnerabilities. Red Bear (personal communication, 2013) described his conflict with 

individuals’ notions of being exempt from an equal share in responsibility due to their 

linguistic expertise. “Everyone has an equal share of work to do, but sometimes that 

wasn’t happening. I think there was a lot of, ‘I’m fluent. You’re not fluent. I’m more 

Lakota than you. I could probably speak more than you.’ That still goes on today.” 

Perhaps they did not feel as if they were acknowledged by staff for their linguistic 

contributions, which led them to insist on second language learners doing more of the 

physical tasks. 

 In this example, two parties claimed traditional roles that were in conflict. Both of 

these parties had their own valid roles as authentic experts in the Lakota immersion 

camp, yet they could not negotiate these roles to ensure the success of the event. Wong 

(1999) sees these kinds of issues as a result of low language status and limited resources, 

It is inevitable in efforts to recover and maintain a language in a 
community in which few competent speakers (experts) remain that 
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competing opinions will arise as to the direction such efforts should take, 
each professing to be better informed than the other and each pointing to 
its link to traditional forms as verification of its authenticity. (p. 94) 

 
 Paula Antoine (personal communication, 2013), director of Waonspekiye Oyasin, 

suggested that many proclaiming to be an authority in the culture and language were 

actually masking their own insecurities. She observed power dynamics between fluent 

and beginning speakers. “They make them feel like they’re never going to be a good 

Lakota. They’re done. Their life is over before it even began.” One fluent student 

declared, “They’ll never be able to think like a real Lakota because their first language 

isn’t Lakota.” But after identifying an absence of culturally specific vocabulary in some 

participants publicizing their fluency, Antoine noticed, “I think a lot of them were 

embarrassed that they proclaimed to be fluent speakers when they weren’t fluent. They 

were fluent speakers, but they were scared to show people what they didn’t know.” After 

fluent participants showed their vulnerability, Antoine thought, “It hit home with a lot of 

people, because it was all they had. They didn’t have a college education. They only had 

fluency in their life. I think that’s why they tried to make other people feel so inadequate 

about not being fluent.” Since many fluent speakers lacked college experience, prolonged 

counseling and student retention may have been necessary. Intense struggles for 

authenticity do not have to result in one party claiming superiority over the other; they 

can simply negotiate their traditional perspectives with the intent to elevate the status of 

their language. Such struggles must be anticipated and resolved through culturally 

appropriate measures. In Hawaiian language planning, the same kinds of conflicts occur: 

Education in language revitalization is the principal forum for promoting 
and negotiating linguistic and cultural authenticity. It is here perhaps that 
the most intense struggle takes place for the right to determine and 
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disseminate "authentic" Hawaiian language and culture to the wider 
community. (Wong, 1999, p. 96) 

  
 Authenticity is a complicated issue for the Očhéti Šakówiŋ because much of the 

pre-contact culture, ceremonies, and virtues are not as accessible as could be wished, and 

therefore authenticity is not always apparent. Henze and Davis (1999) discuss the issue of 

authenticity: “In indigenous efforts to recapture a language and culture that has almost 

been lost, educators grapple with an added layer of complexity, in that the reference point 

for the minority language and culture no longer exists” (p. 8). If aspects of traditional 

culture and language are not prevalent and standardized, arguments over authenticity will 

likely be inconclusive.  

As the director of Waonspekiye Oyasin, Antoine was responsible for developing 

curriculum and college credit standards to produce accredited LL instructors at Cheyenne 

River’s Tribal College, Si Tanka University. She observed the insecurity of many fluent 

Lakota speakers. The identity they shaped from their speaking expertise had become their 

primary source of power. Other than this precious gift, they may have felt threatened by 

the achievements of their colleagues. Thus, the struggle over authenticity and adequacy 

may involve a struggle for social status as well. Although fluent Lakota speakers are 

valuable, they may not feel as valued as someone like a program director with a college 

degree, professional experience, and perhaps even higher social status. Many fluent 

speakers may not have experienced the same upward mobility or access to multiple 

status-altering achievements as those individuals who may have a perceived cultural 

deficiency, but have more education and experience outside the culture. 

 LeBeau’s RLS project with CRST Higher Education Center in 1973 identified a 

core lexicon particular to CRST dialect and domains. LeBeau (personal communication, 
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2013) was challenged by other Lakota reservation citizens to incorporate their dialects. 

However, the resources available and the target speakers identified limited the immediate 

scope of the study. In the RLS struggle for dwindling resources, there is a greater 

emphasis on building communities as opposed to cooperative and broad research projects 

(Henze & Davis, 1999). As reservations compete for resources they construct splintered 

notions of authenticity, which results in colonially imposed isolation. 

LeBeau’s 1982 CRST Community College project to implement intensive team-

teaching methods among 15 communities lacked female LL speakers. By his accounts, 

LeBeau (personal communication, 2013) was terminated as president of the CRST 

Community College because of divisions between “full-bloods” on Tribal Council and 

“half-breeds” at the college, as well as the education differentials between Dr LeBeau and 

administrators who lacked formal higher education. LeBeau (personal communication, 

2013) accounted for ideological differences between him and the tribal council as a 

struggle to define core lexical and methodological standards, adding, “They couldn’t 

keep a leash on me. I was out of their control.” In the end, LeBeau felt administrators 

falsely discredited him due to their personal notions of authenticity resulting in his 

squandered momentum and potential to RLS. 

 

Lakota Languages Require Cultural Artifacts 

 The teacher-training program, Waonspekiye Oyasin, certified most of the current 

LL instructors at CRST (Circle Eagle, personal communication, 2013; Antoine, personal 

communication, 2013). Director Paula Antoine provided fluent LL speakers with the 

fundamental skills required to begin a bilingual Lakota-English classroom environment. 
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However, Antoine repeated her concerns about many of the LL teachers having no 

integral connection to Lakota culture. She proposed teachers participate in or witness 

local Lakota ceremonies and traditions to build a cultural bridge of linguistic context 

among educators. Some of the Christian teachers in question, who all survived 

assimilationist boarding schools, were so strongly opposed to Lakota culture that they 

refused to participate in any Lakota ceremony, including the inipi (sweat lodge) (Roach, 

personal communication, 2013). This is a concern for language planners who want the 

target language to fully express and embody their cultural origin. Not only is the inipi one 

of the few remaining domains of LL, it retains its own cultural context with its own 

language lessons, unknown by even the most fluent speakers who have avoided 

participation. Lakota language without cultural infusion provides only a hollow and 

superficial model for children.  

Essentially, Antoine was encouraging cultural agents to retain and transmit the LL 

with its respective cultural artifacts. Transmitting heritage languages while obstructing 

access to cultural artifacts (signs, knowledge systems) sets a dangerous precedent for LL 

speakers and language planners. If concepts and cultural meanings are transmitted by 

previous generations who reject Lakota ceremonies and philosophies while embracing 

colonial deities and a culture of Indigenous oppression, future generations may also craft 

their cultural understandings based on the legacy of the boarding school experience. 

When given the opportunity to integrate traditional Lakota cultural artifacts into 

the week-long Lakota Language and Culture Immersion Camp, people had various or 

conflicting ideas of what were or were not appropriate Lakota roles or behaviors. After 

living most of their lives surrounded by the residues of the intergenerational colonization 
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of spirit and philosophy, it seemed that the language planners and the summer camp 

participants lacked a coordinated agreement of cultural norms and social conduct. These 

unresolved tensions ultimately led to the discontinuation of the most effective model of 

RLS ever to be employed by CRST language planners.  

Further research is required to present comprehensive suggestions for avoiding 

future misunderstandings, but certainly an open dialogue mediated by a neutral party 

would help to alleviate internal conflicts for the purposes of reestablishing future Lakota 

languages and culture camps. Unfortunately, a few critical language planners of CRST 

have since moved away from the reservation; still, the emerging generation of language 

planners may be able to compensate for the absence of experienced elders and 

professionals, as long as they respect the leaders who still remain on the reservation. 

 

Essentialism 

With time, cultural artifacts continuously change for all ethnicities, and certainly 

in times of a globalized world-system. However, in the case of Indigenous peoples, the 

social and psychological planes of cultural development are disrupted through occupation 

and colonization. Foreign cultural impositions interrupt the transmission of cultural 

artifacts, cultural scripts (Vygotsky, 1978), and all forms of capital and symbolic power 

(Bourdieu, 1986; Bourdieu, 1991). This results in dramatic shifts of cultural integrity. 

Such devastating effects of colonization cause additional criticism by colonizers, who, 

showered with relics of pre-colonized subjects whose land they occupy, view disrupted 

Indigenous cultural transmissions as inauthentic.  
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Idealized constructs of “Indianness” and authenticity are entangled within the 

colonial experience of Indigenous leadership, leaving Indigenous researchers to be 

measured against their pre-Columbian ancestors. Smith (1999) critiques the authentic 

self, framed in a politicized lens that has simultaneous meanings for the colonizer and 

colonized, where the colonized are stagnant in an idealized and romanticized pre-

colonized past according to uninterrupted culture and language, harmonious land 

relationships and ownership, and our abilities to create and control life and death. 

Colonial constructs of biological and racial ‘essentialism’ are transmitted into Indigenous 

psyche’s through powerful academic and social outlets that prevent Indigenous cultures 

from recreating themselves while preserving indigeneity. Essentialism prevents 

complications, contradictions, and diversity that are only allowed among European 

colonizers. The Indigenous burden of pre-colonized comparisons often causes 

disappointment for both colonizer and colonized, when Indigenous research cannot 

sufficiently compare to racist notions of idealized authenticity. Such confining and 

unattainable goals present paradoxical obstacles that no Indigenous researcher, educator 

or leader can overcome academically under colonial occupation. 

Internalized essentialism prevents cultural variation and social change from 

accompanying traditions. But shifting authenticating perceptions from a “genuine” 

central into an “ambiguous” peripheral perspective offers a new “emerging” 

authentication (Pietikainen, 2013; Bakhtin, 1981). Monolithic criteria for authentication 

must be reexamined and broadened to stimulate Indigenous identification in multitudes of 

new cultural contexts. Centre-periphery dynamics and cultural erosion are common 

among colonized nations, yet struggles for authenticity tend to exacerbate community 
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tensions, and offer little aid in achieving collective satisfaction. What a fluent and 

“genuine” LL speaker considers an “emerging” LL speaker in terms of authenticity does 

much to determine the effectiveness and sustainability of the cultural transmission. Once 

“emerging” LL speakers believe they cannot achieve authenticity, regardless of their 

determination, why should either party trouble with second language acquisition?  

 

Plan for Immersion 

  If immersion is not possible immediately, CRST needs to build incrementally 

toward that goal. By enforcing Ordinance 66 and hiring an internal compliance officer, 

CRST can work toward heritage language immersion and RLS. Vine Deloria Jr. (1982), 

Lakota scholar and educator, proposes a need to develop, “an educational program which 

enables Indians to understand fully their own cultural roots and to have increasing 

reliance on the usefulness and rationality of tribal customs” (p. 61). An environment that 

will improve children’s self-esteem has to excel at a challenging, yet achievable pace. 

Although schools play an important role in RLS, Fishman (1991) reminds us of a greater 

pivotal stage—intergenerational transmission of the heritage language in the home and 

community: “If this stage is not satisfied, all else can amount to little more than biding 

time, at best generation to generation” (p. 399). 

 

Sustainable Communities 

The dangerous message Indigenous children receive from participatory English 

inclusion and domination in classroom and community, is: abandon Lakota for English. 

Continuing to treat Indigenous language instruction as what Wilson (2008) calls “Indian 
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hour” and expecting to produce fluent speakers is unreasonable (p. 16). Krauss (1988) 

encourages heritage languages to be transmitted in the home or in “language nests,” such 

as the Waonspekiye Oyasin summer camp, by employing total immersion (p. 18). He 

makes a pointed observation on the irony of classroom language instruction:  

Quite often, we see the bilingual Native language teacher, of parental or 
grandparental generation, trained and teaching in school her or his 
ancestral language in the classroom, writing it with chalk on a blackboard, 
teaching colors, numbers, names of animals, maybe even verbs or 
sentence structure, to children who receive an hour a week or an hour a 
day of the language in that way, for a few years on and off. Meanwhile, 
that very same teacher, like everyone else, is speaking English to children 
or grandchildren in the home. (p. 17) 

 
Krauss (1988) warns nations attempting to revitalize their heritage languages not to place 

the burden on administrators and their staff. The survival of Indigenous languages 

ultimately depends on parents and grandparents transmitting their heritage language to 

generational offspring. 

 

Reinstate Waonspekiye Oyasin Immersion Camp 

 A starting point in intensive language recovery could be the Waonspekiye Oyasin 

immersion camp, documented as being a successful effort worth reestablishing (see 

Figure 2). One of the main sponsors for the event, Si Tanka University, has changed 

management, becoming Oglala Lakota College-Cheyenne River (OLC). OLC could 

employ previous curriculum materials and meeting notes to re-launch this week-long 

immersion experience. Aggressive campaigns to collect donations and raise funds, along 

with cutting costs and volunteerism, may be temporary solutions for scarce funding. 

Little Wounded Rave (personal communication, 2013) confirmed that the materials 
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remain in their respective sites, including OLC, Cheyenne River-Eagle Buttes Schools, 

and each respective LL teacher. 

 

 
Figure 2. Očhéti Šakówiŋ children enjoy Waonspekiye Oyasin, a week-long cultural 
immersion camp near Cherry Creek, CRST. Photo courtesy of Douglas C. Peterson and 
Meadowlark Ranch Photography, 2005. 
 
Institutionalize Cultural Programming 

Ultimate success in establishing the resources necessary for LL immersion will 

not be as a result of initiatives by the federal government, but securing federal support is 

very important (Wilson, 2008). Congress has acknowledged its moral and legal 

obligation, through treaties and law, to support Indigenous RLS efforts, yet the amount 

Congress and BIA contribute to these projects cannot sustain them (Wilson, 2008). Vine 

Deloria (1974) has said, “The shape of the Indian future cannot be imported, either from 

Washington or from other struggles for social change” (p. 15). Deloria and Lytle (1983) 

were also critical of federal assistance writing, 

The Indian relationship to the federal government changed significantly as 
[federal] programs increased. Access to the federal government was 
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restricted by the vision of professional Indians and their conception of 
what was programmatically possible to obtain… Indian leadership was 
inclined to take programs that could be easily funded rather than programs 
where the needs were the greatest. (p. 125) 

 
CRST can no longer maintain volatile relationships with short-term grants when 

sustainable solutions are warranted. The highest goals need to be transparent, and each 

must be institutionalized in a reasonable timeframe. Generally, sovereign nations that are 

economically sustainable, Očhéti Šakówiŋ, although divided onto reservations/reserves, 

can initiate sovereign economic policies pertaining to RLS. 

Michel and Taylor (2012) discuss reasons why grant reliance can result in 

unpredictable human resources, and their inability to effectively manage stable 

infrastructure. When key administrators conclude their grant, many transfer to another 

grant project or organization, leaving a vacuum. New leadership and grants surface, often 

recreating similar fluctuating cycles. High levels of turnover contribute to volatile grant 

dependency. Generally, high-population communities like Eagle Butte have jurisdiction 

over culturally vibrant rural communities creating further financial dependency and 

additional threatened cultural domains.  

Carole Little Wounded Rave (personal communication, 2013), president of Si 

Tanka College and director of Waonspekiye Oyasin, believes it is vital for future RLS 

efforts to institutionalize grant projects prior to the end of the grant cycle. Little Wounded 

Rave says in retrospect, “CRST should’ve been approached to continue this wonderful 

experience and institutionalize it for the future of all CRST youth.” It is in the interest of 

RLS to sustain resources that produce competent LL instructors, resulting in increased 

social status and capital accredited to LL speakers and educators. 
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Economic Sustainability 

 Language planners are often inadequately compensated, diminishing their 

motivation. A Chinuk Wawa language teacher recounts; “It cost me $20 bucks every time 

class happened, so I didn’t make any money, so I was just sort of like, ‘Well, you guys 

take over’” (Pecore, 2012). Kipp (2000) suggests charging fees to parents, but informing 

them that the institute will assist them in their hardships, and their child will never be 

turned down for a lack of funds. If families want to work off their debt, they can work 

around the building. An exchange of revenue and service also brings dignity to the 

program and the family. Fundraisers are another method of raising revenue; bills will be 

paid more quickly when those involved think strategically about what will make the most 

profit. 

All of these methods for raising revenue will continue to burden staff and distract 

them from focusing on the heritage language; therefore, financial sustainability should 

not be abandoned and must continue as a peripheral concern (Kipp, 2000). Ultimately, 

every immersion school needs an endowment. Staff must be willing to endure the 

hardships of financial burden in the field of Indigenous RLS. They must be willing to do 

the work regardless of their wages, or whether they get paid at all.  

Many Indigenous case studies that mentioned their finances cited federal grants as 

their source of income (Arviso & Holm, 2001; Hermes, 2007; Holm, Silentman, & 

Wallace, 2003; Johnston, 2002; Johnston & Greco, 2003; McLaughlin, 1995; Sims, 2001; 

Watahomigie & McCarty, 1994; McCarty, 2013). Funding, in many cases, determines if 

RLS will be taken seriously among severely impoverished communities. Some highly 

qualified administrators self-imposed salary reductions in order to elevate the status of 
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fluent language speakers and provide the best learning environment for the children 

(McLaughlin, 1995). Others negotiated their curriculum to meet state and federal 

standards to continue receiving funding (Arviso & Holm, 2001; Hermes, 2007; Holm, 

Silentman, & Wallace, 2003; Johnston, 2002; Johnston & Greco, 2003; McLaughlin, 

1995; Sims, 2001; Watahomigie & McCarty, 1994). In any case, language planners must 

not rely on schools and federal funding to RLS. Language, at its core, is transmitted 

among a family and requires strict determination to RLS from home. Nevertheless, such 

examples existing among Indigenous communities have yet to make a significant 

presence in publication. Indigenous language planners need case studies of how low-cost 

methods for RLS or securing sustainable funding can be achieved to wrestle away 

repressive standards that oppose culturally relevant Indigenous immersion programs. 

 

Sustained Research & Action 

Decolonizing research must be an ongoing process until decolonization is 

achieved. As Hill and May (2013) argue, relationships among participants and the 

community have to be nurtured in order to build trust and cooperation. Ethnographic 

research from Indigenous citizens has to extend into the future, by authors and those who 

share the same space and interests. RLS, like decolonization, is a process that is long-

term and aims to minimize, if not eliminate cultural threats, while examining 

authenticating centre-periphery dynamics, and asserting cultural integrity and vitality 

(Pietikainen, 2013). Therefore, we must continue to think critically about altering 

language planning strategies, the multi-faceted internals and external elements that 

present obstacles, and propose solutions for action toward the ultimate goal of 
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intergenerational transmission of the heritage language in the home and community 

(Fishman, 1991). As these cases suggest, action is incomplete when sustainability is not 

institutionalized, and action without incorporating the lessons of previous efforts results 

in cyclical failure to heal historical trauma through the continuous medicine of culture 

and language.  

 

Cyclical Continuity & Completing the Sacred Hoop 

Healing from Historical Trauma and decolonizing occupied Indigenous nations 

requires sustained what we might call cyclical continuity—or financially sustainable and 

institutionalized independence, and intergenerational cultural transmission (Brave Heart, 

2003; Brave Heart, et al., 2011; Gambrel & Fritz, 2012, Fishman, 1991). As stated in 

Ordinance 66, “our future self-sufficiency are [sic] directly related to, and dependent on, 

the vitality of our Lakota language and culture” (CRST, 1994, Section 2-12; emphasis 

added). Cyclical continuity requires the coupling of self-sufficient vitality of culture and 

institutionalized self-sufficiency of resources. The Očhéti Šakówiŋ medicine person, 

Black Elk, shared his vision of a “mighty flowering tree to shelter all the children of one 

mother and one father,” declaring  “. . . all our power came to us from the sacred hoop of 

the nation, and so long as the hoop was unbroken the people flourished” (Black Elk, N. & 

Neihardt, 2008). Fostering cyclical continuity requires a thriving and self-sufficient 

transmission of culture allowing healing from Historical Trauma, resulting in shifting 

centre-periphery authentication and decolonization. 
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MANUSCRIPT 2: SEMASIOGRAPHIC ICONICITY AND MULTIMODAL 
COMMUNICATION: MAPPING DIALECT CHAINS OF NORTH AMERICAN 

HAND TALK 

 

MAKHA BLU WAKPA 

The University of Arizona 

 

Much attention has been given to spoken lingua francas, but less has been 
given to signed lingua francas. The purpose of this research is to map 
distinct boundaries of Indigenous North America’s signed lingua franca, 
emphasizing national boundaries and culture areas. Other goals include 
redirecting anthro-linguistic attention to the historically widespread eight 
dialects of Hand Talk and encouraging their hereditary signers to 
revitalize these and related pictographic integral and symbolic aspects of 
their respective cultures. [sign language, lingua franca, indigenous 
mapping, multimodal communication, cartography] 

 

Mapping a Lingua Franca 

Many maps depict Indigenous North American cultural boundaries related to 

spoken language families. However, there are few maps illustrating signed languages. All 

varieties of American Indian Sign Language (AISL), or North American Hand Talk 

(NAHT), are currently endangered. However, prior to the cultural disruption caused by 

European colonization, it was commonly used across a large swath of North America, 

from the Gulf of Mexico to Calgary, Alberta, an area of over 1 and a half million square 

miles (4.3 million square kilometers) (Davis, 2010, p. 8). Dialects of NAHT with 

significant mutual intelligibility encompassed several major cultural areas in North 

America, where it was used as a lingua franca between Indigenous nations speaking at 

least forty (40) different languages. It was also used within Native communities as an 

alternative to their spoken languages and as a primary language for deaf people in those 
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communities (Davis, 2010). The magnitude of NAHT was so widespread that only a map 

could adequately convey its power to network a continent. 

Lingua francas are international languages that exhibit cross-generational, cross-

linguistic, and cross-cultural qualities (Taylor 1975, 1996, Goddard 1996a). They can 

borrow from competing languages to form a creole, pidgin, or jargon language; they can 

displace neighboring languages with little incorporation of outside languages; and sign 

languages can develop in isolation as homesign (Schuit, 2012; Brentari, et al., 2012; 

Kegl, Senghas, and Coppola, 1999; Hunsicker & Goldin-Meadow, 2012; DeGraff, 1999). 

Most lingua francas have a strong relationship to power, whether economic, social, or 

political, and their elevated status becomes en vogue—resulting in their further 

expansion. However, most lingua francas have strong connections to a particular nation, 

whereas NAHT was a multi-national collaboration with expanding boundaries and 

multicultural additions to its lexicon.  

Multilingualism and regional lingua francas were common in North America. In 

the Southeast culture area, Muskogean languages displaced and absorbed those of 

neighboring nations (Goddard, 1996b, p. 10; Culture area, 2013). Another lingua franca, 

Chinook Jargon, which also employed NAHT in its bimodal repertoire, had become 

widespread in the Plateau and Northwest coast culture areas by about 1840 (Teit, 1928, p. 

261). Nahuatl stretched across most of Mesoamerica and served as an economic lingua 

franca for many pochteca (luxury traders) and tlameme (human carriers) in the Southwest 

culture area (Hodge & Minc, 1990; Peregrine, Feinman, & Chase-Dunn, 1996). 

Nonetheless, the mutual intelligibility of Hand Talk among North America’s Indigenous 

nations surpassed that of any spoken lingua franca, including Muskogean languages, 
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Chinook Jargon (which incorporated signs), and Nahuatl, conceivably in terms of 

antiquity. It was certainly so among the forty (40) distinct spoken linguistic domains, 

geographic distance, and seven (7) culture areas within which the language could be 

transmitted. 

 

Consensus Language 

North American Hand Talk (NAHT) has been adequately substantiated as having 

existed in the Plains, ranging from The Gulf of Mexico to the south to mid-Alberta and 

Saskatchewan to the north. Because NAHT was a well-documented signed lingua franca 

within the Plains culture area, it is primarily associated with Plains Indians; thus it has 

been popularly dubbed “Plains Indian Sign Language (PISL)” (Boas, 1890/1978; Ljung, 

1965; Tomkins, 1926; Samarin, 1987; McKay-Cody, 1997; Kelley & McGregor, 2003; 

Davis, 2010) or “Plains Indian Sign Talk (PST)” (Farnell, 2009). Other academic terms 

used to describe NAHT are Indian Sign Language (ISL) (Clark, 1885; Kroeber, 1958; 

Stokoe, 1960), American Indian Sign Language (AISL) (Harrington, 1938; Duncan & 

Silverman, 1977), and Amerind Sign Language (Gates & Edwards, 1989). Some writers 

avoid any phrased terms or acronyms (Voegel, 1958; Bonvillian, Ingram, & McCleary, 

2009) and others use a broader language appropriate to their comprehensive research; 

The Sign Language of North American Indians (SLNAI) (Mallery, 1880a; Mallery, 

1880b), and North American Indian Sign Language (NAISL); (Wurtzburg & Campbell, 

1995).  Fox Tree (2009), on the other hand, offers yet another option, the Mayan phrase 

that describes all indigenous sign languages: Meemul Tziij (mute 

word(s)/language(s)/truth). Although the Mayan term for sign language is expressed in 
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their spoken language, its loose translation, “Silent Truth” is an Indigenous concept like 

“Hand Talk” which can be adopted by scholars and other Indigenous nations. 

 

Sign Dialects or Sign Languages? 

Academic and inconsistent terminologies over the last century are the result of 

several factors, yet one point seems most apparent. Scholars are conflicted about 

Mallery’s (1880a) pioneering research and a suggested portrayal of Hand Talk as a 

“Universal Language” common among all Indigenous Peoples of North America. 

However, Mallery distinguished NAHT from “the Sign Language of Deaf Mutes” (now 

an archaic term, widely used before to mean those who do not speak). Although Mallery 

acknowledged dialect differences expressed through larger or smaller sweeping motions, 

or regional vocabularies, he maintained that a mutually intelligible core of vocabulary 

was shared throughout North America. Since some scholars find his evidence 

inconclusive, they have opted to focus their attentions on the Plains culture area, as the 

most data, both historical and contemporary, is available among those nations. 

Sign languages develop dialects from differences in race, ethnicity, nationality, 

regions, social class, age, etc. (Wolfram & Schilling-Estes, 2006; Woll, Sutton-Spence, & 

Elton, 2001). Frishberg (1975) found elements of iconicity in American Sign Language 

(ASL) gradually morphed over 150 years into more abstract symbols since ASLs origin 

in 1816 when Thomas Gallaudet founded the American Asylum in Hartford, Connecticut. 

Perhaps similar morphology occurred among regional Indigenous practitioners of NAHT. 

Maclean (1896) proposes that different regional dialects across North America did not 

share “Universal” signs, whereas Mallery (1880a) implies a singular origin for each 
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region. Mallery (1880a) and Fox Tree (2009) also suggest that the ancient predecessor of 

NAHT informed the hieroglyphs of Mesoamerica in the first millennium with the 

Cascajal Block, the earliest known writing system of the Americas. Mayberry (1989) also 

found that the longer a practitioner applies sign language, the more adept they become at 

decoding signs. Since many Indigenous peoples of North America first acquired sign 

language at adolescence, it is possible that regional morphologies did not disrupt 

communication like mutually unintelligible languages.  

Plenty of evidence exists for expanding these NAHT boundaries to culture areas 

that share boundaries with the Plains, including the Northeast, Plateau, Great Basin, and 

Southwest culture areas. There is less conclusive evidence of mutually intelligible PISL 

existing in the Subarctic, Arctic, Northwest Coast, California, and Southeast culture 

areas. Although the certainty of mutual intelligibility may be inconclusive in those latter 

culture areas, there is clear evidence of interactions between culture groups that have 

been adequately documented as possessing a dialect of NAHT and those that have not. 

Additionally, it must be acknowledged that the origins of the sign language are uncertain, 

and that people have migrated in all directions across the entire Western Hemisphere 

from time immemorial. 

Mallery (1880a) believed his informant, Col. Richard Dodge, US Army 1848–

1891, was an authority on the oral history of Indigenous nations because of the many 

years he lived among them. Dodge reported to Mallery (1880a) on two occasions that 

Plains nations credited the Kiowa as being the originators of NAHT. Another trusted 

source for Mallery (1880a) reported that the Kiowa had acquired NAHT from the 

Comanche, who acquired it in Mexico (pp. 317-318). Another significant addition to the 
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record is the fact that both the Kiowa and Comanche entered the Southern Plains of 

Texas by migration from the north (Plateau culture area; Idaho and Montana), yet the 

Comanche descend from the Shoshone who originally migrated north from what was 

once Mexican territory (Great Basin & California culture areas) and the Kiowa descend 

from the Hopi of the Four Corners area (Southwest culture area) (Levi, 2001). Finally, 

the Kiowa had alliances with the Comanche and Crow, and those three tribes were 

considered to be the most proficient signers. In other words, both the Kiowa and 

Comanche have ancient roots in Mexico and both migrated through multiple culture areas 

prior to entering the Southern Plains. It is certainly possible that NAHT originated with 

the Kiowa; however, the time during which the language was developed is also 

undetermined. It is possible that NAHT predates the modern Kiowa identity. 

 

Iconicity as Mutual Intelligibility 

North American Hand Talk (NAHT) was not founded on any particular spoken 

language; on the contrary, NAHT was developed on onomatopoeic morphemes or 

iconicity. Most iconic lexical items are found in sign symbols, however there are a few 

examples in spoken languages too. Onomatopoeic and motivated sound images represent 

an association between form and meaning (Voegel, 1958; Taub, 2001; Hinton, Nichols, 

& Ohala, 1994; Gasser, 2005; Catācivam, 1966). Iconicity is a foundation to early 

childhood cognitive development and its manifestations are integral in adolescent 

interactions (Vygotsky, 1978). For example, children’s songs like “Old MacDonald” 

mediate iconic cultural artifacts in terms of animal behavior. Other examples of 

motivated sound images include: “bow wow,” “bang,” or “cock-a-doodle-doo” and  the 
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Spanish word, “quiquiriqui” for roosters, or in Japanese “dokidoki” for heartbeat (Hung, 

2001; Van Rossum, 2006). Such iconic words are conventional elements of the respective 

lexicon and vary among different languages (Sandler, 2006, p. 199). Sound images are 

only one example of iconicity, but conventional sound images in spoken languages are 

far less utilized than sign languages or pictographic writing. 

Spoken language is full of arbitrary words that cannot effectively communicate 

messages to an interlocutor unfamiliar with the language, dialect, and sometimes even the 

particular accent; the Indigenous nations of North America, however, developed a visual 

lingua franca that neurologically enhanced their capacity for visual recognition (Sacks, 

1989; Bellugi, et al., 1989; Neville and Bellugi, 1978; Kosslyn, 1987).  In order to 

understand foreign spoken languages, interlocutors would primarily base their 

interpretation on physical cues and context rather than decoding sounds as universal 

perceptions (Hinde, 1972). Voegel (1958) describes the theoretic characteristics of a 

completely iconic spoken language, its decodable features, and the challenges of 

deciphering unknown spoken languages: 

Upon hearing this unknown imaginary language for the first time—with its 
barking, booming and thumping sounds—one might be tempted to decode right 
off: to say that dogs and horses were running away because it was thundering; or 
were running toward game while hunters were shooting. Since spoken languages, 
as we know them, include a negligible fraction of onomatopoeic morphemes, we 
have no clues to go by upon first hearing an unknown language, unless we 
analogize something about its contour spans to some association we have about 
the production of contour spans in our own language, and say the speaker of 
Navajo [sic] seems to be querying or the speaker of Arapaho seems to be 
querulous, or the like; but this kind of overall impression is not really a guess at 
decoding. (pp. 71-72) 

 
Since mutually unintelligible languages present barriers to communication, there 

is little or no attempt to decipher the sound-message. On the other hand, even the most 
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casual observers cannot resist interpreting iconic sign language. For beginners, the urge 

to decode iconic symbols is so irresistible that it feels more like a game of charades than 

a linguistic analysis. In fact, emergent sign languages can develop in communities and 

homes (Goldin-Meadow, 2012; Kegl, Senghas, & Copolla, 1999). For masters, the ability 

to decode iconic symbols was elementary, and newly introduced sign symbols were far 

easier for them to decode than many linguists might anticipate. The power of iconic sign 

language extended a remarkable enhancement of perception and visual intelligence 

among its users (Sacks, 1989; Bellugi et al., 1989; Kosslyn, 1987), amplified by high 

levels of kinesics and multimodal nativization through shared intergenerational 

transmission and socialization (Kisch, 2008; Birdwhistell, 1962; Efron, 1972), allowing 

them to overcome accents, dialects, and languages commonly experienced in an 

internationally overlapped and saturated multimodal environment (Hymes, 1974; 

Kosslyn, 1987; Sacks, 1989; Bellugi, et al., 1989; Johnson, 2013). 

Speech often incorporates casual iconic gestures to enhance clear communication. 

Although gestures frequently accompany speech, many speakers may not realize they 

have already acquired aspects of universal sign language. For example, Seton, Scott, and 

Powers (1918) observed 150 manual-visual signals used in a school and noted at least 50 

more that were probably employed but not observed, “such as book, telephone, ring the 

bell, etc., which, if allowed, would bring the number up to nearly 200” (Seton, Scott, & 

Powers, 1918, p. xxiv-xxv). Gestures that accompany spoken language correspond with 

the grammar of the spoken language. However, the onomatopoeic, polymorphemic rich 

language of NAHT offers a unique system of communication without initial grammar or 
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order (Voegel, 1958, p. 72). These and other unique properties among signed languages 

continue to marvel modern linguists (Sandler & Lilo-Martin, 2001; Taub, 2001). 

Iconicity and metaphoric extensions involved in creating motivated signs may be 

universal, especially among bimodal nations familiar with NAHT (Taub, 2001). For 

example, a bird is represented in American Sign Language (ASL) with a hooked index 

over the nose to represent a beak, while NAHT symbolizes bird by using arms and hands 

to mimic wings (Sandler, 2006). Indigenous peoples developed a system that was 

extremely iconic. Familiarity from constant exposure to onomatopoeic morphemes like 

these resulted in their keen ability to spontaneously modify or create new iconic signs 

among nations unfamiliar with their own. NAHT’s basis in onomatopoeic morphemes is 

the key to its multinational popularity and an antiquity many believe predates speech 

(Johnson, 2013, Balter, 2010, Vauclair & Imbault, 2009, Mallery, 1880, Sayce, 1880, 

Seton, Scott, & Powers, 1918). 

 

Fragmented Documentation 

Although sign language was the preferred mode for an international lingua franca 

prior to the invasion of European languages, the practice of Indigenous sign was 

gradually interrupted as European colonization marched west into the Great Plains, 

arguably the epicenter of NAHT’s origins and mastery. Alarmed by the rapid disruption 

of cultures in the Northeast and Southeast, and in response to a greater appreciation and 

exotification of The Great Plains culture area to the west, trained European ethnologists, 

interested in properly documenting an already-compromised system of communication, 

set forth to preserve what was believed to be the last breath of the Red race. The efforts 
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of these early scholars documented an already interrupted and compromised NAHT 

system with the imposed foreign lingua franca rivals: English, Spanish, and French. 

Although there is late documentation of NAHT spreading westward, intensive studies 

into NAHT began perhaps a hundred years past its pinnacle as the largest international 

lingua franca of North America.  

It remains uncertain whether or not there were distinct NAHT languages (not 

mutually intelligible) or a universal base language with dialects, accents, and varying 

degrees of mutual intelligibility.  This paper argues that the iconic nature of NAHT 

suggests mutually intelligibility was the norm, and that there were not separate NAHT 

languages, but rather a number of dialects. Although no absolute conclusion can be made 

in either direction, substantial data is presented in this study and the data is represented in 

the accompanying map. The map also acknowledges uncertainties resulting from a lack 

of data; therefore additional research is necessary to obtain more conclusive boundaries 

and to establish degrees of mutually intelligible sign language. 

Inquiries into NAHT’s possible status as a universal language among North 

American Indians have historically been met with limited data, as many nations that had 

undergone occupation by the original 13 colonies of the United Sates as well as Quebec 

and Ontario in Canada (i.e., the Northeast and Southeast culture areas) had already been 

culturally interrupted for generations, leaving records insufficient for extensive 

classification (Maclean, 1896, p. 491). Nonetheless, Mallery (1880a) managed to compile 

a list of Indigenous nations he had documented as using sign language. Mallery’s list is 

fairly comprehensive, although the level of detail in the data available to him varies. 

However, his work is still regarded as the earliest authoritative evidence we have with 
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which to begin mapping a territory and boundaries for NAHT. Davis (2010) has added to 

Mallery’s (1880a) corpus of documented NAHT nations, bringing the total to at least 

forty (40) different Red nations with their own spoken languages and one dozen (12) 

distinct Indigenous North American spoken language families. Although documentation 

of widespread sign language across North America exists, additional spoken languages 

may be added to this corpus in the future as new studies surface. The sources of historical 

and current documentation of NAHT are presented in Figure 5 (adapted from Davis, 

2010, p. 6). 

 At the same time that signed language was becoming dormant in the East (1700-

1800) (Mallery, 1880a; Maclean, 1896), a simultaneous expansion into the West occurred 

(1800-1900) (Boas, 1890/1978, Teit, 1930, Scott, 1898), partly due to fur traders who 

acquired the signed lingua franca from Plains Indians, the Crow in particular (Teit, 1928, 

p. 261, p. 373). Teit (1928) compared Salish NAHT vocabularies from the Puget Sound 

area to those of their neighbors and discovered, “some of the signs in both types were the 

same or only slightly different; others were quite distinct” (p.261). Although the Salish 

nations of the Plateau and Northwest Coast cultures rapidly acquired and infused their 

grammars and some sign symbols into NAHT, they were less adept in their vocabularies 

due to NAHT’s relatively recent arrival, which did not allow for a thorough adaptation 

into their cultures as was documented in the Plains (Teit, 1928, p. 261). Moreover, the 

Flathead Salish, being on the furthest eastern interior within the Salishan cultural 

boundaries (near Flathead Lake in western Montana), had more interaction with expert 

signers from Blackfeet and Crow nations; hence, probably as a result of this, the Flathead 

were documented as being more adept at NAHT than their coastal neighbors and signed 



	

	

93	

extensively with strangers (p. 261; see Figure 1). 

 
Figure 1. Proposed pidgin dialect between Basin-Plateau (BP) and Arctic-Subarctic (AS). 
 

Linguistic descriptions of NAHT in North America had been compiled in the 

United States as early as 1801 by William Dunbar; however, some earlier Spanish 

explorers also documented sign languages. The difference between these early encounters 

was the attention to detail, as would-be ethnographers assumed radically difference 

audiences, and some may have never been intended for outside readership. Much of the 

early information regarding NAHT comes from the journals, reports, and letters written 

by the colonizers, who described a practical utility of gestures and manual signs they 

were able to learn to use to exploit their own self-interests (Bonvillian, Ingram, 

McCleary, 2009, p. 134). Conquistadors like Álvar Núñez Cabeza de Vaca and Bernal 

Díaz del Castillo, monks and priests like Fray Juan de Torquemada, exploiters of 

unrelinquished resources like Kit Carson, profit-seeking capitalists like The Hudson Bay 

Company and their European employees, and government agents like Lewis and Clark 
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and their Shawnee interpreter/signer George Drouillard, all took notice of Indigenous 

gestures (Skarsten, 2005). Some became proficient or expert at this form of 

communication, yet they may not have credited the gestures as actual signed language; 

thus very few details were documented regarding the signs’ placement, movement, and 

shapes, much less corresponding translations. Until relatively recently, little was known 

about the structure of manual signs (Stokoe 1960) and how information was conveyed in 

a visual-gestural-spatial (VGS) language used by deaf persons (Wilbur 1987) or by 

Indigenous nations (Farnell 1995) (see Bonvillian, Ingram, McCleary, 2009, p. 134).  

To aid in our understanding of fragmented documentation and its usefulness for 

mapping NAHT boundaries and dialects, let us compare two examples of NAHT 

observed by Europeans. Humfreville (1899), after living among Plains and Plateau 

nations for twenty years, wrote a book on his experiences and dedicated a chapter to 

NAHT (pp. 106-112). In one passage he relays his experience with the Ute nation who 

were entering a contested hunting area between the Ute, Cheyenne, and Arapaho in the 

South Park basin of central Colorado. Humfreville (1899) made an attempt to document 

the NAHT he struggled to acquire from the Plateau nations he lived among: 

One of the most difficult sign sentences that I ever tried to comprehend was in 
conversation with some Indians in the South Park. We were expecting to go into 
battle the next day, and the night before one of our Indian allies came to me and 
talked in the sign language. The first sign given was one sleep, after which the 
right hand was passed rapidly under the left, both palms being opened 
downward, which meant “going in.” The next sign was opening and shutting 
the fingers of each hand toward each other rapidly, which meant to fight, 
then a downward catch of the forefinger, which meant good or true; and last, 
the most incomprehensible of all, the making of the figure 0 with the index 
finger and thumb of the right hand, turning the hand over as though 
emptying a bottle. After repeated efforts to interpret the last sign I gave it up in 
despair, but finally learned the translation of it. It meant to pour something out. 
The whole sentence translated verbatim was, “Tomorrow I will go in and fight 
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good, if I pour my life out.” Such was the brief but graphic description of his 
intentions as expressed by the sign language [emphasis added]. (pp. 110-111) 

 
Here, Humfreville (1899) describes the elements and interpretations of the signs he 

observed with adequate detail. Although he was not a trained sign language linguist, 

Humfreville understood the importance of vivid description to an audience who would 

value his knowledge and experience. There are abundant examples in the literature like 

this – showing that NAHT was very abstract and idiomatic. On the other hand, most 

Europeans would not have made such efforts to document perhaps the most significant 

invention of Indigenous North America—the monumental achievement of a highly iconic 

manual lingua franca.  

 There are several early Spanish accounts of NAHT, but the testimony of Álvar 

Núñez Cabeza de Vaca exemplifies the cultural clash between Indigenous peoples and 

European foreigners, as well as some of their underlying motives for documenting signed 

symbols. After eight years of exposure to at least 550 languages (Farb, 1968) and perhaps 

hundreds more (Silver and Miller, 1997), with the number of language families ranging 

from 58 (Powell, 1891) to 69 (Nichols, 1990), Cabeza de Vaca had ample time and 

exposure to spoken linguistic diversity to acquire a gestured lingua franca for his own 

survival. A large part of Cabeza de Vaca’s ability to survive among Indigenous nations of 

the Southeast and Southwest culture areas was his ability to grasp NAHT in a saturated 

and nativized multimodal environment (Kisch, 2008). Cabeza de Vaca reflects on his 

eight years of multicultural immersion among over five hundred nations who 

communicated through signs. He writes: 

We passed through a large number of diverse languages; with all of them God our 
Lord favored us, because always they understood us and we understood them; and 
thus, we asked (went along asking) and they responded by signs, as if they 
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spoke our language and we theirs; because, although we knew six languages, 
we were not able to take advantage of them because we found more than a 
thousand differences... we told them, by the signs by which they understood us, 
that in heaven there was a man whom we called God, who had created Heaven 
and Earth, and that it was he whom we adored and held as Lord, and that we did 
what he commanded us, and that if they would do likewise, it would go very well 
for them; and such great disposition we found in them, that if there had been a 
language with which we could understand each other, we would have left them all 
Christians [emphasis added]. (Wurtzburg & Campbell, 1995, p. 155) 

 
Here, Cabeza de Vaca distinguishes NAHT as multicultural, "as if they spoke our 

language and we theirs," and claims that it was sufficient for proselytizing over a large 

swath of linguistically diverse nations (Wurtzburg & Campbell, 1995, p. 155). In this 

passage, and throughout his journal, it seems as though Cabeza de Vaca is pulled between 

his enthusiasm for his enculturation and his Christian duties. Because he anticipated a 

royal audience would critique his journal, the tone of his religious rhetoric and enhanced 

detail of the “savage Indians’” customs may have been purposely enhanced. 

Transcribing gestures they may have viewed as primitive and barbaric was of 

little interest to the above-listed European colonizers’ mission and readership at that time. 

Since NAHT was not considered a language until 1880, when Garrick Mallery gave it 

that designation, many before him assumed NAHT to be pantomime or ad hoc gestures 

rather than an established system of linguistic symbols. Therefore, the early Spanish 

colonizers, with their non-academic motives, had little interest in documenting the sign 

symbols they witnessed. This is unfortunate, since from an ethno-historical perspective, 

the earliest explanations or illustrations of a sign can be used to make linguistic 

comparisons to quantify mutual intelligibility. The records of NAHT lack data in areas 

where colonization first occurred, yet enough documentation may be available to measure 

NAHT’s mutual intelligibility in all North American culture areas by approaching it 
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through several academic lenses and disciplines. Although the boundaries between 

separate languages, dialects, and accents are fluid, utilizing all symbolic/iconic signs 

from across North America may allow establishment of dialect boundaries of distinct sign 

languages or a singular and/or significantly mutually intelligible sign language dialect 

continuum or chain. 

 

Converging Archeology & Linguistics 

It has been well noted by other scholars that NAHT adapts to the grammar and 

concepts of a particular spoken language according to many factors such as culturally 

dictated conventions, ecology, and other complex circumstances unique to various culture 

areas (Taylor, 1996, p. 278; Harrington, 1938, p. 28). As is the case for all signed 

languages, the highly iconic nature of NAHT-signed symbols may qualify them as having 

a large degree of universal semiosis; grammar and dialect differences may cause 

temporary confusion to onlookers who do not share all of the same signs or rules of 

grammar (Sandler & Lilo-Martin, 2001; West, 1960, Harrington, 1938, p. 28; Seton, 

Scott, & Powers, 1918; Sandler, 2006; Taub, 2001; Voegel, 1958). In addition to 

symbolic overlap, a symbol system shared between two nationalities may contain a few 

different signed symbols that may or may not be understood at first, but may be acquired 

in context or upon explanation. These differences could range from minor, somewhat like 

a slight accent or regional “slang,” to more substantial, like the differences between 

modern English and Middle English, with either one requiring context, explanation, or a 

slower rhythm to aid intelligibility.  
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Signers of mutually unintelligible languages may adopt or develop a simpler 

vocabulary and syntax through a pidgin, later forming a creole or third language (Schuit, 

2012; Aronoff, Meir, & Sandler, 2005; Kisch, 2008). The problem is to identify separate 

sign language boundaries and make comprehensive comparisons between these separate 

languages while also identifying international language borrowing. Searching for a 

degree of mutual intelligibility over time and space, Davis (2007) conducted a linguistic 

comparison between the filmed stories of Weatherwax (2002) and Sanderville (1934), 

both of the Blackfeet nation, and the Tomkins (1926) dictionary. He found 80% 

similarity in the lexicon between the film of Weatherwax and the Tompkins dictionary, 

and 92% similarity between the NAHT films of Sanderville and of Weatherwax. Davis 

(2007) concluded a strong retention of the lingua franca as described in the earliest 

records. Although Davis’s study reassures us that, in this particular dialect comparison, 

NAHT has retained its linguistic integrity over eighty years, his study must be duplicated 

outside the Plains cultural area, particularly in California and the Southeast (see Figure 

6), if we are to better identify the historical range and intelligibility of NAHT. 

Although many traditional signing nations have survived genocide and endured 

prolonged colonization, their signed lingua francas have been disrupted by European 

spoken languages and, to a lesser extent, Quebec Sign Language, Mexican Sign 

Language, and American Sign Language have also become high status signed languages 

among Deaf Peoples. Solely relying on nations whose NAHT traditions have been 

dormant for generations will not expedite the process of mapping the magnitude of the 

pre-Columbian lingua franca nor its dialects and/or non-mutually intelligible sign 

languages.  
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Considering that colonization has interrupted the transmission of NAHT, 

identifying clear boundaries of dialect chains and mutual intelligibility also requires new 

and creative approaches. Identifying spoken words that refer to hand movements can also 

be a source of dialect. There is one example of NAHT influencing spoken language and 

more examples are likely to be found among other Indigenous nations. For example, the 

Lakota word for one hundred (100), opawinge, roughly interprets as "around the hand." 

The Lakota sign the NAHT Northern Plains (NP) dialect, which signs one hundred by 

facing both palms forward, extended outward from the chest, fingers spread, making one 

circle around where the hands were originally shown. In other words, the speech for one 

hundred (100) describes the gesture for one hundred (100). Examples where signs 

influence speech might be identified among under documented NAHT spoken languages.  

The archeological field of Indigenous world-systems offers another theoretical 

method for establishing NAHT boundaries and dialects. By focusing on international 

trade hubs that involved the northward transmission of NAHT, timelines can be 

established for approximate origins and dissemination of NAHT throughout an 

international information net (Hall & Chase-Dunn, 1996). Nahuatl was perhaps the 

largest spoken lingua franca in North America; however, it did not work alone. 

According to Birdwhistell (1972), “probably no more than 30 to 35 percent of the social 

meaning of a conversation or an interaction is carried by the words,” whereas the 

remaining 65 to 70 percent of communication is largely due to gesture and 

multimodalism (p. 158). McNeil (1985) also corroborates this sentiment by arguing that 

the removal of gestures can destroy communication. International trade frequently 

transmitted new technologies, concepts, and lingua francas. 
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Chase-Dunn and Hall (1998) also developed world-system maps illustrating 

complex macrosystems in the California Gulf (CG), Basin-Plateau (BP), Mesoamerica 

(MA), and Southwest Plains (SP) dialect areas. Studies on exchange links can inform us 

about possible NAHT dialect links, as sign language served as a lingua franca for many 

purposes, including diplomacy, economic development, and world-systems. Linguistics 

and archeology are disciplines that need to be incorporated into Indigenous sign language 

studies, particularly among the periphery of NAHT boundaries in California and the 

Southeast. 

 

Literacy & Writing 

Another discipline that has gone underrepresented in the collection of NAHT data 

shows promise of expanding our understanding. Mallery (1880a) and Tomkins (1926) 

observed linguistic relationships between signs and symbols found on hide paintings, 

petroglyphs, geoglyphs, pictographs, petroforms, and hieroglyphs which may increase 

our knowledge of linguistic continuity or clear boundaries of NAHT dialect chains. The 

heart of the Plains Indians’ territory was documented as a place where sign language and 

ideographic writings (winter counts) were widely used for recounting historical events, 

battles, and hunts, and for negotiating treaties, etc. (Warkentin, 1999; Johnson, 2013). 

Symbolic written representations of NAHT were also used for documenting events or 

warnings, internally or externally. Historians of writing, divide sign systems into 

semasiographic (i.e., pictographic, sign language based) and phonographic (spoken 

language-based). In the latter are included graphic (sign = word), syllabic (sign = 

syllable), and alphabetic systems (Warkentin, 1999, p. 3).  
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North American Hand Talk (NAHT), by its iconic nature, is a semasiographic 

language. The same pictographic qualities are observed among indigenous writings. Just 

as a spoken language informs a syllabic writing system, a sign language informs a 

logographic writing system. Each writing system has its strengths and weaknesses, but 

neither is superior to the other. However, logographic writing systems among Indigenous 

North Americans have experienced similar dismissals by Eurocentric academics, as has 

the status of sign language. Archeologists have thoroughly documented artifacts that can 

be informative in developing boundaries for NAHT and its dialects. Wakentin (2002) 

argues that print-oriented scholars have discredited indigenous symbolic writing and that 

of new scholars such as herself and Petrucci (1993). By debunking Eurocentric value 

systems that discredit logographic Indigenous communication systems, we can begin to 

appreciate the correlation between pictographic systems of communication. 

Mallery (1880a) provides compelling examples of a similar iconicity between 

signed symbols of NAHT and written ideographic Chinese symbols. They share the 

virtues of iconicity in that their symbols are mutually intelligible to nations with different 

spoken languages. Unlike sign languages based on speech, such as American Sign 

Language (ASL), or writing systems based on a particular language, logographs are 

understood across time and space as spoken languages diverge and new nations emerge 

(Gaur, 1992). Mallery (1880a; 1881; 1880b) originally documented NAHT’s mutual 

intelligibility among twenty-eight (28) distinctly different spoken languages. This quality 

of being a lingua franca also characterizes standardized Chinese symbols among a broad 

divergence of spoken dialects and languages throughout China, Taiwan, and Japan. For 

example, the same Chinese newspaper can be read by speakers of over eighteen Chinese 
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Sino-Tibetan languages and dialects which have different oral expression. Comparisons 

between iconic signed and written symbols should be extended to North American 

indigenous writing systems to further illustrate the mutual intelligibility of ideographic 

systems outside of the Plains, Plateau, and Great Basin culture areas. 

Building a comprehensive written iconography, along with a catalogue of nations 

known or suspected of using NAHT, can build a stronger case for establishing certain 

boundaries for mapping the extent of signed dialects and signed languages. Symbols that 

appear in sign language and written scripts have been shown to inspire one another. For 

example, “hunger” is symbolized as a cutting pain across the abdomen in both NAHT 

and Indigenous writing systems found in the Plains. The written "X" is an iconic symbol 

for trade or exchange and it is also symbolized through sign language by pointing each 

index finger up and crossing them vertically in front of the torso. The sign for rain is 

made by holding both hands in front of the shoulders, the fingers hanging down to 

represent the drops (p. 491-492), while in the writing systems identified among nations in 

several North American culture areas, the logographic signs are similar—a cloud with 

vertical lines below. Another example is the iconic difference between tipi and house: 

when the tips of the index fingers are not crossed, house is represented, indicating a 

merging roof top; when the tips of the index fingers are crossed, tipi is represented, 

indicating the tipi poles crossing at the top. Here, in sign language and ideographic 

writing, a subtle difference changes the meaning, and these same subtleties are also 

shown in Chinese writing (Harrington, 1938, p. 28). 

Although a direct sign-to-sign comparison among various cultural groups may 

show some differences, these fundamental components and general concepts of NAHT 
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may be universal among all Indigenous nations outside of the Plains culture area to which 

Harrington (1938) refers. According to Harrington (1938), Plains NAHT has twenty 

elements that fall under two fundamental components: 1.) indication by gesturing at, or 

painting, and 2.) representation by substitution or by mimicking the action or state of that 

which is designated (pp. 29-32). Of the two fundamental components, the fundamental 

component of “painting” signs lends itself to the argument that there is a correlation 

between NAHT and painted symbols. 

The painting component of NAHT is when the interlocutor outlines the object’s 

figure by tracing it with the hand or hands in mid-air. Harrington (1938) provides several 

examples of signs that portray painting behaviors (p. 31). A clear example of universal 

iconicity observed in sign and writing is the symbol for a wheel or vehicle, made by 

painting a vertical circle with the index finger. Modifications to the traced circles may 

indicate several vehicles and their directions of movement. Similar iconic parallels are 

observed with the symbols for time of day or night and general passage of time by 

holding a spread thumb and index down toward left and painting an arch moving toward 

the right, first up and then down as the sun and moon arch across the sky. The symbol to 

indicate a corral or strategic enclosure is made by bringing both open handed fingertips 

together abruptly as they extend from the abdomen, like the initial motion of raking a 

large stack of poker chips from a table. The fundamental components of NAHT exhibit 

the same hand motions of an artist with a paintbrush. Although sign language and 

ideographic writing is certainly an art, they are also an interdependent bimodal exhibition 

of language. Just as the ear informs the tongue, the eye informs the hand. However, in the 

case of paralleled visual-gestural iconic systems, the ideographic hand “paints” for the 



	

	

104	

logographic eye, and their coupling transcends cultural and political boundaries that the 

alphabetic hand, ear, and tongue cannot.  

 

Tecumseh’s Diplomacy & Elegant Gestures 

Thriving trade relationships and political alliances could also provide evidence for 

lingua franca continuity, just as economic sanctions and political feuds might suggest a 

linguistic split in dialects and boundaries. Anthropological and oral historical records 

illustrate continuous human migrations, particularly among nomadic nations, for a variety 

of reasons (see Waldman & Braun, 2009). Migratory patterns could have resulted in 

NAHT’s introduction into new culture areas and vice versa. A factor in symbolic 

differences may be driven by the influence of a political power within a certain culture 

area. Some nations straddled two or more culture areas and they may have experienced 

intensive multicultural exposure that resulted in intensive external influence. Finally, 

geographical locations of nations and culture areas have distinct features and norms that 

would also influence symbols. Accurately determining the boundaries of NAHT requires 

the use of multi-disciplinary perspectives. 

One noteworthy case of international communication between the Northeast, 

Plains, and Southeast culture areas involved the diplomatic actions of Tecumseh, the 

Shawnee warrior who was recognized for his oratory skills and his theatrical, 

impassioned, and elegant gestures (Laxer, 2012, p. 90; Sugden, 1999, p. 6; Eggleston & 

Seelye, 1878, p. 131). The Shawnee employed NAHT and Tecumseh likely gained fame 

for his oratory skills at least partly as a result of his upbringing in a bimodal system of 

communication (Burton, 1862; Harrington, 1938; Gunn, 2012). Tecumseh’s epic tours of 
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diplomacy, including his six-month tour of Indian country between August 1811 and 

January 1812, remains a late and outstanding example of Indigenous ability to 

communicate without European language across 3 culture areas, 3 language families, and 

21 nations. Tecumseh may also have visited bands belonging to other nations (Sugden, 

1986; Edmunds, 1984). Figure 2 and Figure 3 illustrate the wealth of multimodalism and 

cross-linguistic ability:  

 
Tecumseh’s Diplomatic Tour of North America 
Culture 
Areas 

Spoken Language 
Families 

Nations 

Northeast 
 
 
 
Plains 

Northeast 
 
Southeast 

(12) Algonquian 
 
 
 
(4) Siouan-Catawban 

(2) Iroquoian 
 
(3) Muskogean 

Shawnee, Sauk, Fox, Kickapoo, Iroquois, Lenape 
(Delaware), Ojibway (Chippewa) & Ottawa, Miami, 
Mingo (Western Iroquois Confederacy: Cayuga, 
Seneca), Mascouten, Potawatomi 

Sioux, Osage, Chiwere (Iowa), Ho-Chunk 
(Winnebago) 
Huron (Wyandot), Chickamauga Cherokee (Lower 
Cherokee) 
Chickasaw, Choctaw, Muscogee (Creek) 

Figure 2. Tecumseh’s diplomatic tour of North America. 

An interpreter aided Tecumseh as he gestured and spoke his Algonquin language 

(Whicker, 1922, p. 319; Sugden, 1986, pp. 273-274). NAHT or its varieties may well 

have been among the diplomatic languages employed by Tecumseh as he sought Red 

racial unity and an international confederacy from Canada to Mexico to end European 

encroachment and eventually undo foreign colonization. The suggestion here is that 

Tecumseh used NAHT to transmit his political message to various nations who spoke 

different languages and lived in different culture areas. The nations and cultures 

Tecumseh encountered exhibit scant evidence of NAHT use or particular signs, most 

likely because these nations and culture areas experienced the initial disruption of their 
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cultures, including the ancient practice of NAHT. However, the absence of evidence is 

not evidence of absence; other means of association between fringe culture groups must 

be considered in order to arrive at a greater understanding and appreciation of the 

magnitude of NAHT.  

 
Figure 3. Tecumseh’s documented tour of diplomacy, 1811-1822. 

 

Expanding NAHT Boundaries 

Categorizing NAHT as a Plains sign language is misleading and dismissive of the 

legacy, heritage, and achievements of the lingua franca’s historic developers and 

practitioners. Descendants of ancient NAHT signers should not have any of their cultural 

inheritance stripped from them because they live outside of a dominant or highly 

researched culture area. It may seem bold to propose expanding the boundaries of a 

NAHT chain based on restricted historical sources supplied by the agents of European 
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colonization. However, sufficient evidence exists to reveal that such an expansion of the 

boundaries of NAHT is overdue. In fact, spoken language families often straddle culture 

areas and certain languages are spoken by distinctly different nations who have little or 

no interaction with other members of their language family. An example of a 

multicultural spoken language family is Athabaskan, which encompasses six (6) culture 

areas, like NAHT, including the Subarctic, Northwest Coast, Plateau, Great Plains, 

Southwest, and California (Campbell, 2000). Although most Athabaskan languages 

appear in the Subarctic, it would be too restrictive to label Athabaskan languages as 

“Subarctic Athabaskan languages,” as it would overlook speakers in various other culture 

areas, such as the Navajo and Apache peoples of the Southwest. 

In the multi-disciplinary process of establishing the boundaries of NAHT by 

gathering evidence and presenting facts, linguists must also agree to a more 

comprehensive way to refer to NAHT. Linguists must understand that Indigenous peoples 

did not designate their lingua franca as a “sign language,” nor did they exclude other 

culture groups who practiced this manual language of communication by labeling the 

language as “Plains Indian.” Just as colonizers and academics imposed inaccurate and 

often derogatory names on Indigenous nations, resulting in the perpetuation of false 

identities for those nations, there has also been a movement among these nations to 

reclaim their sovereignty and their original and appropriate identities (Bernholz, 2010). It 

is only appropriate for heritage signers to reclaim their original title for their lingua franca 

by shedding the academic term “sign language” for the Indigenous title of “Hand Talk.” 

Finally, NAHT is not limited to the Plains culture area, and therefore “Plains” should also 

be struck from that title; a more holistic designation of “North American” would reflect 
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the lingua franca’s substantial magnitude and inter-cultural communication qualities and 

boundaries. Thus, “Plains Indian Sign Language (PISL)” should be recognized as “North 

American Hand Talk (NAHT).” 

 

About the Map 

 Many compromises are included in the map; thus, it is not intended to represent 

the exact boundaries of Indigenous nations, but rather to provide a reasonable allocation 

of spatial territories based on the earliest information available. The national boundaries 

depicted in the map were established by Goddard (1996a; 1996b) through a process of 

consensus classification at the approximate time of first European contact. Since 

Europeans invaded various national territories across the continent in different time 

periods, a snapshot of Indigenous boundaries is virtually impossible to create, therefore 

the map incorporates chronological skewing from various time periods as data became 

available. Due to outbreaks of European diseases, many nations were annihilated prior to 

any European interaction. Most Indigenous nations of North America continuously 

migrated over time, sometimes displacing other nations before or after initial European 

contact (see Waldman & Braun, 2009). For these reasons, skewing is unavoidable if the 

classification is to be projected on a single map. The map represents time periods ranging 

from the mid-sixteenth century to the nineteenth century, and in some instances to the 

twentieth century.  
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Dialect Boundaries 

The primary source for the map is Maclean (1896) who proposed five groupings 

of NAHT throughout most of North America (p. 490). These classifications were 

overlapped with various data sources to determine which Indigenous nations had 

adequate or superficial documentation of sign language. After transferring the data into 

the map, it became apparent that many Indigenous nations did not have adequate 

documentation, while many others lacked any known documentation (see Figure 5). 

Therefore the map portrays three degrees of certainty; 1.) adequate documentation, 2.) 

superficial documentation, 3.) proposed area. Missing data is largely due to a lack of 

documentation by colonial forces, displacement, assimilation, and annihilation. 

Nevertheless, many colonizers mention gesture-rich nations at first contact, such as Álvar 

Núñez Cabeza de Vaca in the Southeast (Wurtzburg & Campbell, 1995). However, since 

Maclean (1896) did not determine the Southeast an area applying sign language, this is a 

newly proposed grouping founded on the accounts of Cabeza de Vaca (Wurtzburg and 

Campbell, 1995), Tecumseh’s diplomacy in the Southeast (see Figure 3), culture area 

boundaries, trade, war, and weapons (Pritzker, 2000). 

More research needs to be conducted throughout North America. This is the case 

among California nations, although the periphery of California has various degrees of 

sign language documentation. Although evidence among Indigenous nations in particular 

areas is scant, more groupings and distinctions can be expected as data surfaces. The 

Northwest Coast has a notable overlap in dialect due to evidence of trade and political 

alliances across Maclean’s boundaries, enough so that a proposed pidgin of two NAHT 

dialects may have been the result. Such pidgin’s may have been much more prevalent 
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along the periphery of Maclean’s boundaries. Another possibility of a pidgin is among 

the Iowa, Illinois, and Missouri nations (see Figure 6). However, enough conflicts existed 

between those nations that a pidgin likely had not developed. Mallery (1880a) considers 

Mesoamerica the source of NAHT, which is corroborated by Fox Tree (2009). 

Mesoamerica was not part of Maclean’s groupings, so this too is a new proposal (see 

Figure 4). 

Sign language group Indigenous nations 
1. Northern Plains Arikara, Dakota [Iowa are Siouan of Ho Chunk lineage], 

Mandan, Gros Ventre or Hidatsa, Blackfeet, Crow 
2. Southern Plains & 
Southwest 

Arapaho, Cheyenne, Pawnee, Kiowa, Caddo [Caddoan 
includes Wichita, Kitsai, Yatasi], Wichita, Kiowa-Apache, 
Apache, Hopi, Pueblo, Navajo 

3. Great Basin, Plateau, & 
California foothills 

Shoshone, Bannock, Paiute, Nez Perce, Coeur d’Alene, 
Kalispel, Kootenai, Okanagan, Nicola, Thompson, Lillooet, 
Shuswap, Waka, Nootka, Nitinaht, Spokane, Columbian, 
Chinook, Molala, Kalapuyan, Klamath, Modoc, Achomawi, 
Atsugewi, Mountain Maidu, Washoe, Palaihnihan (Pit River 
[Mallery, 1880a]), Mono [Mallery, 1880a]  

4. Southern California & 
California Gulf 

Piman (Tohono O’odham), Yuman (Cochimi-Yuman), 
Maricopa, Walapai, & nations of Southern California 
(Cupeno, Cahuilla, Luiseno, Juaneno, Cupeno, Gabriellino, 
Serrano, Chumash [Kroeber, 1947]) 

5. Arctic & Subarctic Kenai, Athabascan, Yakutat, Yupik, Tlingit, Koma Kulshan, 
Lummi, Coast Salish, Cayuse 

6. Great Lakes (proposed) Cree, Sauk, Fox, Kickapoo, Shawnee, Huron-Wyandot 
7. Southeast (proposed) Atakapa, Adai, Chitimacha, Natchez, Tunica, Muskogean, 

Yuchi, Cherokee, Timucuan, Calusa, Siouan-Catawba 
8. Mesoamerica 
 (proposed) 

Maya, Nahuatl, Zapotec, Mije, Huave, Chontal [Fox Tree, 
2009] 

Figure 4. Maclean’s (1896) NAHT groupings with new developments and propositions. 
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Discussion 

 North America has abundantly rich Indigenous multimodal communications, 

including sign language. NAHT has come in many names by scholars, but it is important 

to distinguish Indigenous sign language in terms suited to Indigenous knowledge for the 

purposes of Indigenous ownership, identity, reclamation, and scholarly consistency. 

NAHT is proposed as a term to draw attention to Indigenous naming and solidarity.  

Although no one individual can name a lingua franca that incorporated areas who did not 

have the same name, the name is proposed by an Indigenous scholar nonetheless. 

However, the Maya, who are credited as the birthers of at least five Indigenous North 

American sign language dialects, including, Mesoamerica (MA), Southwest Plains (SP), 

Northern Plains (NP), California Gulf (CG), and Basin-Plateau (BP) coined the name, 

Meemul Tziij (mute word(s)/language(s)/truth) (Fox Tree, 2009). Considering the Maya 

are the originators, the loose interpretation, “Silent Truth” may also be another logical 

choice. Perhaps a call for dialect names are in order, yet an overarching identity, one that 

Tecumseh proposed through eloquent gestures to twenty-one (21) nations is still needed 

for self-determined and holistic Indigenous scholarship. 

 The degree to which spoken mutual intelligibility is gridlocked has been 

measured across North Americas Indigenous spoken languages. However, the specific 

ethnic gestures and expressions inherent in each Indigenous nation is largely a mystery. 

Multimodalism is a powerful explanation for how Indigenous nations were able to 

communicate where a shared spoken language did not exist. A growing interest in visual-

gestural-spatial (VGS) communication will surely inform our understanding of 
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Indigenous sign languages resulting in a more comprehensive and accurate representation 

of NAHT and multimodal cartography. 

 The map presented is a starting point for critique and to encourage more 

multidisciplinary scholarship in the area of linguistics, multimodalism, literacy, 

archeology, world-systems, history, sociology, etc. Scholars from various disciplines and 

lenses can uncover data for the benefit of holistic Indigenous identity and self-

determination. Challenging questions about dialect chains, homesign, pidgin language 

development, and possible creole language development, archeological world-systems, 

writing and literacy, colonial history, and pan-Indigenous history are but a few sources 

through which multidisciplinary research can reveal the truth and reshape how we think 

about Indigenous intelligence and culture; the way we work, play, make love, and defend 

ourselves (Hall, 1977, p. 42). 
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Dialects Culture area Language phyla and group Published sources 
  I. ALGIC = ALGONQUIAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 153), Mithun 

(1999/2001, p. 327), Davis (2005a, 
2006a, 2007) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Plains 1. Arapaho = Atsina Clark (1885), Maclean (1896), Mallery 
(1880a, 1991), Scott (1934) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 2. Blackfoot = Blood = Piegan Maclean (1896), Mallery (1880a, 1881), 
Sanderville (1934), Scott (1934), 
Weatherwax (2002) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Plains 3. Cheyenne Burton (1862), Maclean (1896), 
Mallery (1880a, 1881), McKay-Cody 
(1997), Scott (1934), Seton, Scott, & 
Powers (1918) 

Great Lakes Subarctic 4. Cree Long (1823), Mallery (1880a, 1881), 
Seton, Scott, & Powers (1918) 

Great Lakes Northeast 5. Fox = Sauk-Kickapoo Long (1823), Mallery (1880a, 1881) 
Great Lakes Northeast-

Subarctic 
6. Ojibwa = Ojibwe = Chippeway Hofsinde (1956), Long (1823), Mallery 

(1880a, 1881) 
Great Lakes Northeast 7. Shawnee Hofsinde (1956), Long (1823), Mallery 

(1880a, 1881) 
Burton (1862), Harrington (1938) 

  II. ATHABASKAN-TLINGIT FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 111), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 346) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Southeast 8. Navajo = Dine Davis & Supalla (1995) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Plains 9. Plains Apache = Kiowa-Apache Fronval & Dubois (1985), Hadley 
(1891), Harrington (1938), Mallery 
(1880a, 1881), Scott (1934) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Southwest-
Plains 

10. Apachean Mallery (1881) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Southwest 11. Chiricahua-Mescalero Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 12. Sarcee = Sarsi = Tsuu T'ina Scott (1934) 

  III. SIOUAN-CATAWBAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 140), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 501) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 13. Crow Burton (1862), Maclean (1896), 
Mallery (1880a, 1881), Scott (1934) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 14. Hidatsa = Gros Ventre Mallery (1880a, 1881), Maclean (1896), 
Scott (1934) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 15. Mandan Maclean (1896), Scott (1934) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains-
Northeast 

16. Dakotan = Sioux = Ochethi Sakowin Burton (1862), Farnell (1995), Long 
(1823), Mallery (1880a, 1881), Seton, 
Scott, & Powers (1918), Tomkins 
(1926), Maclean (1896) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 17. Assiniboine = Stoney = Alberta Farnell (1995), Mallery (1880a, 1881), 
Scott (1934) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 18. Omaha-Ponca Long (1823), Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

Southwest 
Plains 

Plains 19. Osage = Kansa Harrington (1938), Long (1823) 

Southwest 
Plains 

Plains 20. Oto = Missouri = Iowa Long (1823), Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

  IV. CADDOAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 142), Maclean 
(1896), Mithun (1999/2001, p. 369) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Southeast-
Plains 

21. Caddo Harrington (1938) 
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Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Plains-
Southeast 

22. Wichita Harrington (1938), Mallery (1880a, 
1881) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Plains 23. Pawnee Burton (1862), Harrington (1938), 
Maclean (1896),  Mallery (1880a, 
1881), Long (1823) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 24. Arikara = Ree Maclean (1896), Mallery (1880a, 1881), 
Scott (1934) 

  V. KIOWAN-TANOAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 138), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 441) 

Northern 
Plains 

Plains 25. Kiowa Maclean (1896), Fronval & Dubois 
(1985), Hadley (1891), Harrington 
(1938), Mallery (1880a, 1881), Scott 
(1934) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Plains 26. Tonoan = Tewa = Hopi-Tewa = Tano Goddard (1979), Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

  VI. UTO-AZTECAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 134), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 539) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Great Basin-
Plains 

27. Shoshone = Shoshoni Burton (1862), Mallery (1880a, 1881), 
Scott (1934) 

 Plains 28. Comanche Harrington (1938), Mallery (1880a, 
1881) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Great Basin-
Plains 

29. Ute = Southern Paiute Burton (1862), Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Great Basin-
Plateau 

30. Northern Paiute = Bannock = Banak Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

  VII. SAHAPTIAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 120), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 485) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Plateau 31. Nez Perce = Nimipu = Chopunnish Scott (1934) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Plateau 32. Sahaptian Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

  VIII. SALISHAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 120), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 477) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Plateau 33. Coeur d’Alene Teit (1930) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Plateau 34. Flathead = Spokane = Kalispel = Selis Davis (2005a, 2006a, 2007), Scott 
(1934) 

Great Basin 
& Plateau 

Plateau-
Subarctic 

35. Shuswap, British Columbia Boas (1890/1978) 

  IX. ESKIMO-ALEUT FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 108), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 400) 

Arc-
Subarctic 

Arctic 36. Inuit = Inupiaq-Inuktitut Hoffman (1895), Schuit & Baker (2011) 

  X. IROQUOIAN FAMILY Campbell (2000, p. 151), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 418) 

Great Lakes Northeast 37. Huron-Wyandot Mallery (1880a, 1881) 
Great Lakes Northeast 38. Iroquis Mallery (1880) 
  XI. ZUNI (language isolate) Campbell (2000, p. 139), Mithun 

(1999/2001, p. 583) 
Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Southwest 38. Zuni = Zuni Mallery (1880a, 1881) 

  XII. KERESAN = KERES Campbell (2000, p. 138), Mithun 
(1999/2001, p. 438) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Southwest 39. Laguna Pueblo Goldfrank (1923) 

Southern 
Plains & 
Southwest 

Southwest 40. Keresan Pueblo Kelly & McGregor (2003) 

Figure 5. Historic and current NAHT use among Indigenous North American cultures 
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Figure 6. North American Hand Talk: The Indigenous sign languages of North America. 
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MANUSCRIPT 3: INDIGENOUS MULTIMODAL LANGUAGE PLANNING: 
NORTH AMERICAN HAND TALK COORDINATES MOVEMENT 

 
Makha Blu Wakpa 

The University of Arizona 
 

Spoken language immersion is an effective method for reversing language 
shift (RLS) that usually incorporates multimodal instructional scaffolding 
through total physical response (TPR), and common gestures to mediate 
target language acquisition. However, spoken language immersion often 
overlooks the instructional scaffolding available in sign language and its 
motor for ethnic gestures that can profoundly expand on TPR’s role to 
orchestrate holistic multimodal communication. North American Hand 
Talk (NAHT) is a sign language indigenous to the majority of North 
American Indigenous nations who are also attempting RLS among their 
spoken languages. Making NAHT the standard for multimodal RLS 
applications could increase target spoken language retention while 
redeveloping an Indigenous multimodal culture in North America. 

 

Keywords: multimodal, instructional scaffolding, total physical response, sign language, 

Indigenous education, language planning 

 

Introduction 

There are many reasons to reverse cultural assimilation among Indigenous 

nations, but there are few examples of successfully reversing language shift in the context 

of globalization. A popular form of instructional scaffolding employed in language 

acquisition is total physical response (TPR). TPR is a physically equivalent pantomime or 

charade of words modeled by the behavior seen in children acquiring their first 

language(s) (Asher, 1969; 1972). However, most employing TPR are limited in their 

ability to scaffold language acquisition much further than the initial stages and have not 

yet incorporated signed languages. Although TPR is encouraged by many endangered 
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language advocates, their method has stopped short of an opportunity to scaffold spoken 

heritage languages with an Indigenous signed language.  

Developing a partnership among multiple modes of communication in language 

planning can provide an effective model for a global Indigenous language resurgence, as 

signed languages exist in all over the earth, and they deserve to be incorporated, if not 

equally partnered, with future language planning campaigns. In this essay, I will argue for 

North American Hand Talk (NAHT), an Indigenous North American lingua franca sign 

language that spanned several culture areas, to be used in concert with spoken language 

in efforts to reverse language shift (RLS) in two modes of endangered heritage languages. 

The proposed bimodal coupling will benefit the successful revitalization both of 

endangered spoken languages and sign language among traditionally bimodal Indigenous 

North American nations. Moreover, the two modes of speech and sign language will also 

stimulate a resurgence of culturally appropriate and holistic multimodal communication. 

Finally, an example of a modern spoken language instruction method that incorporates 

sign language named, “Where Are Your Keys?” (WAYK) will be investigated and 

critiqued. 

 

The Movement Movement 

In the late 1930s, a student of Franz Boas, David Efron (1972) used film to 

compare gestures between “traditional” and “assimilated” New York City Italians in 

Little Italy and Jews in the Lower East Side Jewish neighborhoods. After observing first 

and second-generation immigrants, Efron concluded the ethnic groups were rapidly 

losing their parents’ gesture styles while in the United States.  
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As film first became more accessible to consumers in the 1960s, careful study of 

body communication and human interactions was more feasible. “Kinesics,” the study of 

body motion patterns in communication, was coined by anthropologist Ray L. 

Birdwhistell (Davis, 2001). Birdwhistell (1962) challenged popularized sentiments 

opposing communicative “redundancy” as “unnecessary, superfluous, extravagant, 

emptily repetitive or non-functioning signals.” He argued, rather, that “redundancy” 

focuses attention on the richness of the communication process. He also called for 

abandoning hierarchical constructs of so-called willfully primary (speech) and laterally 

imperfect (gesture) modes of communication.  

These are important studies to consider as we transition into arguments for 

reinstating ancestral gesture styles through an Indigenous bimodal RLS approach like 

WAYK. Recognizing the high status of NAHT among its heritage signers, Sayce (1880) 

writes, “North America has always been the country where a language of signs was pre-

eminently in vogue.” Notions of communicative “redundancy,” hierarchy modes, and the 

interruption of inter-generational gestural transmission were virtually non-existent prior 

to European colonization. 

 

Computational Speech & Gesture Production 

 Gesture styles, facial expressions, posture, lip pointing, whistles, breathe, etc., are 

inherently linked to particular cultures, spoken languages, and socioeconomic status 

(SES), making them a complete and dynamic multimodal communication system (Kirch, 

1979; Wilken, 1979; Voorhis, 1971; Sherzer, 1973; McNeil, 1985; Rialland, 2005). 

According to Birdwhistell (1972), “probably no more than 30 to 35 percent of the social 
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meaning of a conversation or an interaction is carried by the words” (p. 158). RLS among 

a specific heritage language requires the incorporation of layered communication, 

because speech cannot adequately express itself when segregated from its holistic 

multimodal communication system. Since communication relies on multimodalism, 

oftentimes the exclusion of gestures can destroy communication (McNeil, 1985).  

   

Variable Knowledge Systems 

 Familial emphasis on nonverbal communication has many variables, including 

culture and SES (Rogoff et al., 1993). Generally, communities that employ Europeanized 

schooling place less emphasis on nonverbal cues. However, this practice was largely not 

the case for North American Indigenous nations prior to European colonization (Maclean, 

1896). Variable emphasis on nonverbal communication, such as NAHT, gesture style, 

facial expression, and posture changes, existed among widespread pre-colonial cultures, 

nations, and families. Some were virtually the same or slightly different; others were 

quite distinct (Maclean, 1896; Teit, 1928; Wurtzburg & Campbell, 1995; Davis, 2010). 

Indigenous peoples assimilated many of the social cues institutionalized in the colonial 

education system, resulting in ongoing shifts among Indigenous knowledge systems. All 

communities have various cultural and SES factors informing their ways of knowing, and 

many Indigenous nations are engaging in efforts to determine and retain their unique 

traditional, pre-colonial knowledge systems (Gutierrez & Rogoff, 2007; Barman, 2012; 

Ashlers, 2006; Hornberger & McCarty, 2012; Kelly-Holmes, 2013; Leonard, 2011).  

Barnhardt and Kawagley (2005) argue that the process of overcoming the 

intergenerational estrangement between Indigenous communities and the external 



	

	

129	

institutions impacting their lives can inform and benefit all. Collaborative RLS endeavors 

such as those between WAYK and Indigenous nations require mutual respect to 

overcome the repression of Indigenous knowledge systems. In efforts to shift Indigenous 

nations and citizens away from a passive role in their education, Indigenous citizens 

providing primary direction in construction and implementation can bolster their self-

determination and shared value in the project (Harrison, 2001). 

  

Total Physical Response (TPR) 

Total physical response (TPR), the coordination of language production with 

physical movement, was developed by James J. Asher, professor emeritus of psychology 

at San Jose State University, to help educators assist their second language learners in 

achieving spoken language fluency. TPR is the physical coordination of language and is 

carried out through the student mimicking or physically reenacting spoken commands 

from a language teacher (Asher, 1969). Asher (1972) supports his argument for TPR by 

recreating the methods by which children acquire their first language. Many educators 

require students to acquire listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills with three to 

five hours of class work per week. Asher (1969) argues against this traditional and hasty 

approach as over-ambitious and unrealistic (p. 3). He argues instead for a prioritized 

sequence of four language skills that children follow naturally: listening, speaking, 

reading, and finally writing skills (Asher, 1969). Therefore, Asher suggests increased 

speech and sign comprehension before speech and sign replication and so forth. 

Of the four language skills, children first acquire an observation skill, usually 

listening and looking. In order to achieve fluency and retention among second language 
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learners, observation skills must not be underestimated. Linguists and psycholinguists 

have studied children’s language development by focusing on the period in which they 

begin to say words, but many have overlooked the silent period in which children observe 

(Asher, 1981, p. 5). The critical period of language development is from birth to speech. 

This also means that the most promising time during which to acquire multiple languages 

is the period prior to speech, the silent period. Listening comprehension maps the 

blueprint for the future acquisition of speaking. There is evidence that listening 

comprehension has high positive transfer, especially in acquiring languages with little 

phonological relation to a person’s first language (Asher, 1969, p4). Although adults may 

acquire additional languages within their L1 language family (e.g. English, Scots, Frisian, 

Yola), toddlers have yet to finalize sound discrimination, giving them the opportunity to 

communicate like a native speaker in multiple language families.  

TPR is limited, however, in its ability to scaffold abstract communications beyond 

concrete command language. It has an emphasis on the silent period, the period where 

language learners are novice and still require more input before language output should 

be expected. TPR offers less to the three other language skills (speaking, reading, 

writing); however, its scaffolding can extend beyond the silent period. Nevertheless, a 

more sophisticated physical symbol-system is needed to express adequately all 

communications beyond commands and leave room for dialogue among several 

interlocutors across space and time. 
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Merging TPR & NAHT for Immersion 

The popular retention technique of total physical response (TPR) is employed in 

immersion curricula to avoid using English while also developing multiple pathways 

(physical and auditory) for spoken language acquisition (Easterbrooks & Baker, 2002). 

However, while TPR has a central role in immersion, especially during early language 

acquisition, the option of adopting NAHT’s potential as a powerful scaffolding resource 

has not yet been considered. Nevertheless, the few cases in which sustainability and 

heritage language retention show promise have independently developed a non-verbal 

equivalent for each spoken word, resulting in a lack of uniform non-verbal vocabulary 

(Schneider, 1984; Davidheiser, 2002; Ray & Seely, 1998). This results in individualized, 

non-uniform, ad hoc symbology to scaffold spoken language development. Would it not 

be useful instead to adopt as a lexicon an established visual language to serve as a TPR 

resource? I argue that it would be useful, and that the best candidate for such a lexicon is 

the Indigenous lingua franca NAHT, which is recognized beyond the confines of an 

individual or localized symbolic system as found in the classroom. Unfortunately, most 

educators do not even realize that acquiring a spoken language while employing TPR 

presents the opportunity to also acquire a sign language. RLS would greatly benefit from 

the advantages of bimodalism, as well as NAHT’s iconic qualities and already 

established vocabulary (Johnson, 2013).  

 

NAHT Remedies TPR’s Lack of an Established Language 

 TPR requires language teachers and learners to mimic or physically express 

spoken words, often a noun or verb (Asher, 1969). Although pantomime allows for 
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creative expression, a sophisticated process for physical expression was already 

developed over hundreds or thousands of years across North America in the form of 

NAHT (Mallery, 1880). If the non-verbal expressions employed by spoken heritage 

language learners have no lexicon, the ad hoc symbols developed in their classrooms can 

be misinterpreted because they often lack agreed symbols, especially across cultures, 

languages, and SES. On the other hand, were educators to adopt NAHT and ethnically-

specific gestures for all non-verbal symbols, the result can be the creation of more 

uniform curricula, a culturally informed and holistic multimodal language environment, a 

higher rate of Indigenous language and culture exposure, and perhaps higher spoken 

language retention equipped with dynamic abilities to express culturally appropriate and 

abstract thoughts much sooner. 

 

“Where Are Your Keys?” (WAYK) 

“Where Are Your Keys?” (WAYK, pronounced “wake”) is a bimodal game for 

rapid language acquisition incorporating visual, auditory, and kinesthetic learning styles 

for enhanced memory recall (Young, 2013; Pecore, 2012). “Pattern language” called 

“techniques” were developed by WAYK founder Evan Gardner in Oregon to acquire 

simultaneously both the target language and the skills to teach others the game 

(Alexander, Ishikawa, & Silverstein, 1977). Evan Gardner has worked extensively in 

education at all levels, from early childhood to university. He has teaching experiences 

working for the Oregon School for the Deaf, domestic public schools, and the 

International Red Cross, and has taught English as a second language throughout Central 

and South America. He has been teaching languages and language revitalization to 
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teachers and students using his WAYK fluency game since 1992, facilitating workshops 

internationally. He has taught Chinuk Wawa (Chinook Jargon) in Oregon since 2002, as 

well as Chinuk Wawa teacher development for the Confederated Tribes of Grand Ronde 

and Chinuk Nation. His greatest passion is supporting and strengthening endangered 

languages by creating professional youth teachers who enter college already having years 

of teaching experience. 

“Where Are Your Keys?” (WAYK) is a collection of techniques and games used 

for rapidly reaching language proficiency. Each “player” is simultaneously a student and 

a teacher, and the more experienced in WAYK players become, the more capable they 

are at introducing the games elsewhere. WAYK has players across the world, and 

Indigenous nations have also incorporated the WAYK methodology including: Alutiiq 

Villages (Kodiak Island, Old Harbor, and Port Lions); The Confederated Tribes of Grand 

Ronde Squamish (Tribes: Umpqua, Molalla, Rogue River, Kalapuya, Chasta; Language: 

Chinuk Wawa); Enterprise Rancheria & Berry Creek Rancheria & Mooretown Rancheria 

of Maidu Indians (Konkow-Maidu); Flathead Reservation (Salish and Kootenai), Lummi 

Nation (Salish and Unangax languages), Makah, Northern Paiute (Numu); The Port 

Gamble S’Klallam Tribe, Warm Springs & The Big Pine Band of Owens Valley Paiute, 

Latin and others. WAYK utilizes American Sign Language (ASL), Signed Exact English 

(SEE), and ad hoc signs to represent certain techniques or instructions that might 

otherwise have been expressed in English by the players. There are hundreds of signs 

used to communicate each technique needed to accelerate language proficiency, and the 

techniques are continuously growing. For example, if someone in the group is falling 

behind in their pronunciation, they are signed to “tune-up” their accent through a sign of 



	

	

134	

a closed fist and pointed index near the voice box while a screwing motion in the lower 

arm signifies “tuning-up” speech output. Sign language gives players the ability to 

communicate their needs without players resorting to English or note taking. ASL is used 

throughout the WAYK game in a bimodal capacity. Players speak and sign 

simultaneously in order to stimulate target spoken language acquisition and to extend the 

spoken language immersion experience as long as possible. The goals of the game are to 

build fluency in the target language, build sign fluency, provide specific pedagogical 

instruction to young emerging teachers, collaboratively and gradually prolong the 

immersion environment each round, and to disseminate the WAYK techniques to all 

players so they can duplicate the capacity building teacher training process.  

WAYK and its incorporation of hand signs are growing in popularity among 

Indigenous communities.  It is now time to recognize the potential for combining NAHT 

and WAYK’s contributions in creating innovative and Indigenous language planning. 

Interviews with WAYK participants can help language planners consider practical 

applications of bimodal RLS initiatives, speed of sign acquisition, bimodal challenges 

among older L2 learners, and sign adaptations for cultures and ages. 

 

Research Design & Data Collection 

The following interviews are with WAYK players, some of whom are advanced 

or master players, and one who is a novice, as determined by each participant’s self-

reporting. Interviews with the participants were conducted by telephone and email, and in 

person; all conversations were recorded. Each participant was asked a set of questions in 
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a semi-structured format. Participants who were interviewed orally had their words 

transcribed for closer analysis. The interview questions included these: 

How effective are the manual signs incorporated into WAYK? 
Why should language planners try WAYK? 
What critical feedback has the community provided you after their participation? 

 
I interviewed the director of the program, Evan Gardner, as well as three players 

of WAYK, Sky Hopinka, Adrienne Tsikewa, and Paul Cason. Sky Hopinka (Hochunk 

Nation and Pechanga Band of Luiseño Indians) has been an intern with Gardner and 

WAYK since February, 2011, and has acquired Chinuk Wawa (Chinook Jargon), which 

he will apply to the Portland State University’s foreign language requirement. He has also 

had an internship with the WAYK Summer Institute of Play through the Indigenous 

Nations Studies department at PSU. After graduation, Hopinka aims to acquire Hochunk 

and Luiseño languages through the WAYK methodology. 

 Adrienne Tsikewa (Zuni) is the graduate assistant for The University of Arizona’s 

American Indian Language Development Institute (AILDI) during the 2012-2013 

program year. A graduate of the Native American Linguistics (NAMA) Masters degree 

program, Tsikewa has also served as a teaching assistant for AILDI. She holds a BA in 

Spanish from Colorado College, and continues to work in the Adult Education field. 

 Paul Cason specializes in the WAYK method of teacher training, providing 

effective language instruction in California’s Maidu language. Carson has worked as a 

language program consultant and coordinator for Mooretown Rancheria Tribe of 

Concow-Maidu Indians for over ten years. His dedication to language revitalization has 

been both personal and professional. 
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WAYK Capacity for Sign Language 

The themes observed from the WAYK player interviews were: 1. the 

effectiveness of bimodal immersion and its ability to stimulate intensive language 

interaction that leads to strong language retention; 2. the urgency for RLS of the ability 

for sign language to be quickly acquired to scaffold spoken language acquisition; 3. 

WAYK’s adaptability and its ability to incorporate diverse cultures through aspects of its 

techniques, including sign language; 4. the issue of bimodal barriers among older players; 

5. sign agreement throughout stages of maturity. Each of these five themes will be 

explored in this section. 

The basic strategy of the game, as all participants in the study agreed, is that 

players in the game generally retain the sign for a word before they retain the spoken 

word of the target language. When a player cannot recall the spoken word, they use a sign 

alone and other players provide them the verbalization to copy. Tsikewa (2013) was a 

participant of WAYK in an intensive 2-day workshop in 2012. A year later, she could 

recall one three-word speech chain, but recalled many more individual ASL signs and ad 

hoc signs created to symbolize several WAYK techniques. Cason (2013) attributed the 

speed in which sign language is acquired in comparison with speech to signing’s ability 

to incorporate aspects of TPR, resulting in the muscle memory aiding sign language 

acquisition. 

Gardner (2013) first stumbled on the idea of incorporating TPR and gestures into 

his classroom’s Spanish language instruction after noticing minor errors made by his 

students that caused confusion in his ability to assess where the student was making an 

error. He then made an agreement with his class, asking them to point at the person they 



	

	

137	

were addressing. Gardner explains how small errors could cause embarrassment among 

his students, and his use of a different modality for clarification, while not taking over the 

target—speech. 

When people wanted to say something, they wanted to be right and successful. If 
a teacher has a confused look on their face, then the student will think they’ve 
done everything wrong. In fact, language learners usually only make minor 
mistakes, but their error made it where I couldn’t understand what they were 
saying. If I had another form to figure out what was going on I could jump in and 
help them. I could jump into their brain before they made the mistake. If I could 
do that, students would feel more confident every time they left my class and 
therefore want to come back. 
 

Gestures became the form with which to decipher the intended message of the language 

learner. Through the success of simple gestures, Gardner became increasingly confident 

in the prospect of incorporating a complete gesture system.  

Gardner (2013) considered the success he found in gestures and began to explore 

the idea of adopting ASL. After participating in a TPR demonstration, Gardner became 

more convinced that a holistic system could resolve several delays he identified among 

his students in second language acquisition. Gardner observed a TPR activity and he 

considered it an excellent, yet limited method because of its emphasis on pantomime 

rather than a uniform sign language, 

Teachers employing TPR get stuck in command language. “Sit, drink, come, go.” 
You can’t do anything more intricate; interactions like, “I want your money.” 
TPR lacks the kind of interaction that gives students what they want through the 
use of sign language.  
 

Although Gardner (2013) seemed impressed with the strengths of integrating TPR in 

language immersion, he also recognized shortcomings in its gesture system. Pantomime, 

often practiced in TPR, cannot communicate sophisticated messages inherent with sign 

languages because TPR emphasizes listening comprehension. Language learners are 
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often spoken to in command language and they are not expected to communicate in 

return, but rather fulfill the command. Although TPR coordinates spoken language and 

physical movement, it is primarily used to develop the listener’s ability to discriminate 

sounds rather than developing their projected communication.  

 In the experience of the interviewed WAYK players, sign language is much faster 

to acquire than spoken language. Since most Indigenous languages are experiencing rapid 

endangerment, what would be helpful would be a way to help scaffold their language 

acquisition. For Gardner sign language became the clear solution for stabilizing the 

intensive immersion experience necessary for RLS. Gardner (2013) emphasized sign 

language’s capacities of rapid acquisition and of being able to cross multiple spoken 

languages: “sign language is a fast language and once you have it, you can use it on 

whichever spoken language your playing with.” Sign language serves as a scaffolding to 

prevent any breaks in the immersion experience, but it also is a valuable method that can 

be adapted by potential educators who acquire its mode of communication. 

 For sign language and gesture to become an aid for WAYK players, uniform ad 

hoc signs were developed for both teachers and students to communicate information 

needed to expedite language acquisition without the use of English. During the 

developmental stages of WAYK, Gardner (2013) was teaching an expert in ASL his 

methodology in exchange for ASL lessons. While both players of WAYK had every 

intention to maintain immersion, they experienced obstructions in their learning because 

of inadequate nonverbal signals for the developing game and methodologies. During 

these obstacles, either player could request a break in the game to express their concerns. 

Obstructions inherent in the game’s prototype caused interruptions to the immersion of 
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the target language, but instead of breaking the game for instructional communication, 

they added uniform gestures to express each player’s specific needs.  

Even a master of ASL did not have singular signs that could express the hundreds 

of techniques involved in WAYK. Many signs were created specifically for the game,  

and the signs might have various intelligibility among ASL signers who have never 

played the game. However, the ad hoc gestures do have iconic qualities that can be 

quickly acquired by WAYK players. 

 The key capacity for sign language in WAYK is its ability to scaffold immersion, 

and for players to acquire the teaching methods of the game. However, the ultimate goal 

of WAYK is for its players to acquire a spoken language. When players become more 

advanced in the target spoken language, sign language gradually becomes unnecessary 

for proficient speakers. Although the advanced players have an advanced level of ASL, 

they feel less compelled to communicate bimodally, and require fewer scaffolding 

techniques in their spoken heritage language. Thus, while useful in the spoken language 

acquisition process, ASL, in both its scaffolding capacity and its long-term use in 

WAYK, becomes limited and even cumbersome (Gardner, 2013). On the other hand, 

bimodal communication is a tradition among most Indigenous nations of North America. 

If NAHT replaced ASL and players were better informed of their bimodal ancestral 

cultures, they might feel more inclined to continue its usage into the advanced learning 

stages. However, Gardner (2013) suggests a gradual split between sign and spoken 

language in advanced stages to bolster their unique qualities.  
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WAYK & Ongoing Adaptations 

 Refinement and adaptation have been an ongoing process for the WAYK system. 

Efficiency in language acquisition is essential when partnering with endangered 

languages and their communities. After WAYK gameplay, there is an opportunity for the 

participants to provide critical feedback to each other in order to contract new techniques 

and improve the learning process (Hopinka, 2013). Indigenous language communities 

have diverse cultures that could introduce opportunities for further adaptation. 

 Tsikewa (2013) had an opportunity to learn the introductory WAYK game from 

Gardner, Hopinka, and Cason in a two-day workshop hosted by the American Indian 

Language Development Institute (AILDI), sponsored by The University of Arizona’s 

Department of Education. Tsikewa is a graduate alumni of Native American Linguistics, 

and now graduate assistant of AILDI. AILDI’s hallmarks are language immersion, TPR, 

and microteachings: a small interactive language lesson (McCarty, et al. 2001; Ozbolt, 

2010). Tsikewa is familiar with RLS systems and their various techniques. Participants 

from many Indigenous nations throughout AILDI’s thirty-five years of microteachings 

have adopted or developed thousands of common and ad hoc pantomime/gestures for 

their language lessons. Tsikewa summarizes aspects of TPR she developed for her own 

microteaching:  

You needed to add symbols and gestures that demonstrate what you are saying 
even if you are just pointing to yourself when you say “I” or mimic spoon-feeding 
yourself when you say “eat.” You have to do something that mimics the action or 
the object. For stew, we would cup our hands together like a bowl. You can make 
yourself understood with your own hand signals. Obviously there are universal 
signs too, like no [shakes head] or yes [nods head], or good job [thumbs up]. 
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Proposing gestures, ad hoc or popular, is so intuitive that they can become refined and 

adapted to multiple or individual cultures. However, new symbols will continue to be 

introduced if a gesture or sign lacks community consensus. 

 One technique of WAYK is called the “Lunatic Fringe,” referring to people on the 

outer circle of game play who are either new to the game and just watching, or 

experienced players who exited the inner circle to serve as a mentor for core players 

(Hopinka, 2013). Gardner (2013) recounts a time when the citizens of Alutiiq of Kodiak 

Island did not accept the name of an appropriate technique, 

We call them lunatics on the Lunatic Fringe. It comes from that 80s Red Riders 
song, “Lunatic Fringe are you out there? Are you out there?” The elders took 
offense to the name. They thought it was insulting. “We don’t want to call people 
lunatics.” It was a very awkward moment. We said, “Come back and think on it 
and figure out if you can think of a better way of saying that.” The next day, one 
of the elders came back and said, “We would like to propose to call it the Alupiiq 
Fringe.” We said, “Fantastic.” They even made a hand sign for it, which is in the 
shape of their Alupiiq hunting hats—a really long billed hunting hat. You make 
an “A” [in ASL] and swoop it down across your forehead in the shape of a bill the 
size of a baseball cap or hunting hat. So now they have the “Alupiiq Fringe.” 
 

This is an excellent example of how WAYK adapted or contracted the name and sign of 

an otherwise appropriate technique. The community determined a name and sign for a 

WAYK technique, and the symbols were both culturally relevant and related to their 

symbology. Techniques are informed by cultures and expressed through appropriate and 

agreed upon signs. 

 As WAYK is introduced into new language communities, ongoing cultural 

adaptation is necessary for cultural adoption of the WAYK game. However, culture is not 

the only adaptation that must be made when introducing titles and symbols of required 

techniques. The ages of the participants is another factor, especially in terms of each 

player’s cognitive ability to quickly acquire the prerequisites of standard gestures and 
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elementary sign language. Elders introduced to WAYK are sometimes proficient 

speakers of the spoken target language. Tsikewa (2013) recounted a group of Gilla River 

and Pe-Posh elders who begrudgingly cooperated with the techniques and word signs.  

I talked with them individually and asked if this would be an effective system to 
teach their language. They only have a handful of speakers left. No, they didn’t 
think it was effective for them. They didn’t want to take the time to learn a whole 
new language [ASL] to teach their heritage language. They said it was something 
the younger people could do, if they want to. In terms of a master-apprentice 
relationship, many elders don’t want to learn a whole new language [ASL] to 
teach. These are elders who already know their language and are ready to pass it 
on, but they don’t necessarily want to learn all those signs to be able to teach their 
language. 

 
The elders are valuable in their capacity to become language teachers, but WAYK’s 

system requires all players to acquire the technique symbols prior to intensive gameplay. 

Even if the elders cannot speak their heritage language, many find the incorporation of 

sign language and bimodal communication to be daunting (Gardner, 2013).  

There may be many reasons why elders could have a negative experience with 

bimodal communication. One possibility might be limited cognitive abilities for elders to 

acquire an additional language. Gardner (2013) suggests elders may also have a certain 

social status in their community, and their frustration with bimodal communication might 

cause them to feel vulnerable or to lose face.  

An additional reason why elders and older players of WAYK may be hesitant to 

adopt certain signs is a discomfort caused by conflicting notions of age-appropriateness. 

Tsikewa (2013) continued to reflect on the Gilla River elders and even her adult peers. 

She focused on the technique signs in terms of social acceptance: 

Many of the WAYK signs seem to be more appropriate for kids. If you’re 
working to revitalize your language among all-ages, not all ages will find those 
signs appealing. As a community, come together and decide the rules and what to 
contribute. If techniques are only signed one way, some might be thought of as 
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silly and no one is going to want to do it. So we need to ask, do we want to use 
this? Teens and adults might need to decide whatever signs they choose to use. 
But unless everyone agrees on those signs, not everyone is going to understand. 
Some signs are clearer than others. 
 

Tsikewa makes an interesting point about ad hoc signs. She notices that most of the 

technique signs are created by one person from one cultural identity. She also considers 

the game to be geared for young Euro-American players. Gardner (2013) welcomes 

dialogue in cultural adaptation, such as the Alupiiq Fringe example. However, Gardner 

also emphasizes that although adaptation is necessary, he wants communities to retain the 

general structure and techniques involved in the game because of their effectiveness.  

 In order to adapt WAYK for Indigenous nations, the ASL system could be 

replaced with NAHT. Changing such an elaborate system as that found in WAYK is a 

challenging proposition, and could be considered by veterans of the game to be too 

troublesome. However, if new players and Indigenous communities were given the 

option to acquire either ASL or NAHT, they would likely choose the Indigenous lingua 

franca. Cason (2013), who has mastered the game, was highly interested in NAHT and 

stated that he would have preferred to acquire an Indigenous sign language, but it was not 

accessible when he began learning WAYK methodologies. After considering the 

adaptability inherent in WAYK, a demonstration of WAYK’s exchange for NAHT could 

satisfy WAYK critics while maintaining the integrity of the game. 

 

Bimodal Crossroads 

If bimodal communication becomes cumbersome during advanced proficiency, as 

Gardner and Hopinka clearly state, and the sign language is abandoned as a result, clearly 

the sign language had served its purpose as a scaffolding technique. However, if 
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advanced bimodal proficiency and holistic cultural multimodalism are the goals of 

traditionally bimodal Indigenous nations, the framing of sign language as only a 

scaffolding mechanism must be reconsidered. Gardner thinks a separation between the 

two modes during later stages of WAYK would promote their individual strengths and 

result in an overall robust bimodal fluency. However, if the two modes are separated and 

rejoined at another time, or developed incrementally, constantly shifting between various 

modes, how will students negotiate the transitions? How will the transition affect, 

advance, or disrupt their bimodal relationships to abstract thinking and communication? 

  These are all questions that need to be considered carefully by Indigenous nations 

in order to build mutual respect between WAYK and estranged communities who need to 

assert their educational self-determination (Barnhardt, Kawagley, 2005; Harrison, 2001). 

Each Indigenous nation will have to account for their unique multimodal attributes and 

overall priorities. However, many Indigenous nations do not remember their NAHT 

heritage and, like most people, they too consider communicative “redundancy” as 

“unnecessary,” rather than rich in layers of cultural expression (Davis, 2001).  

Endangered language communities are often focused on spoken language RLS so 

intensely that they disregard perhaps an even greater threat to their culture of 

communication. Non-spoken cues are 65 to 70 percent of their cultural communicative 

expression, yet European colonization and Europeanized school systems generally 

deemphasize this entirely, resulting in further repression of Indigenous expression 

(Rogoff, et al., 1993; Efron, 1972; Birdwhistell, 1962). In the crossroads of bimodalism, 

Indigenous nations must be informed of their communication system in its entirety before 
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abandoning NAHT or compartmentalizing non-spoken communication. As McNeil 

(1985) asserts, removing gestures can destroy communication. 

 

Conclusion 

 TPR offers a simulation of the multimodal L1 acquisition process. However, ad 

hoc gestures and pantomime can be subjective, thus inadequate to communicate 

culturally appropriate abstract thoughts, particularly after traditional gesture styles have 

been intergenerationally suppressed. New symbols are always proposed, but some 

cultures or ages will consider aspects of TPR to be inappropriate. ASL complements TPR 

because the signs are uniform, capable of complex communication, and symbols are 

shared outside of the WAYK environment. However, ASL is based on European 

languages and it has no cultural relationship with Indigenous language communities in 

North America. Although ASL is not an endangered language, making it more accessible 

for WAYK’s expansion abroad, it is generally viewed and treated by Indigenous peoples 

as a burdensome prerequisite for acquiring their target spoken language. In other words, 

ASL becomes limited in its communal application and domain when used temporarily 

and transitionally as a “tool” for endangered spoken languages, and then discarded (Ruiz, 

1984). 

 On the other hand, NAHT is culturally appropriate all over Indigenous North 

America (Maclean, 1896; Davis, 2010). Unlike ASL, NAHT has already undergone a 

development process spanning hundreds or thousands of years (Mallery, 1880; Davis, 

2010); therefore cultural adaptations and age-appropriate signs have yet to be a cause for 

concern. Although NAHT can be a scaffolding technique for spoken heritage languages, 



	

	

146	

it is also an endangered language that is equally important for Indigenous peoples to 

reclaim and remember. Gestures and non-spoken multimodal expressions collaborate 

specifically with all spoken languages. North America, however, is home to the most en 

vogue and widespread application of sign language ever documented. Therefore, NAHT 

is a source of rich multimodal applications for virtually all spoken Indigenous languages 

in North America (Maclean, 1896). Even when target spoken languages are achieved by 

heritage speakers, they will feel more ownership of NAHT compared to ASL, and are 

more likely to continue to sign and revitalize a holistic multimodal culture. Ultimately, 

NAHT belongs in the RLS movement, and language advocates need to consider its 

importance in multimodal communication. 
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DISSERTATION CONCLUSION: MACRO RLS 
 

 Languages represent an extension of ancestral antiquity and aspects of cultures 

that took up to hundreds or thousands of years to develop as they were transmitted to 

each new generation along with other distinct cultural norms. Although languages can be 

studied, the perspectives and world-views offered by global cultures and languages 

cannot be comprehensively measured. The resources of each endangered culture are even 

more abstract because of their isolation and repression. Most people cannot appreciate 

cultures they have never experienced, so most people would not notice these particular 

cultures becoming dormant. In North America, most members of the colonial culture are 

unaware of the traditional indigenous cultures they occupy and interrupt. Many argue that 

it is the responsibility of the colonizers to acknowledge their unjust policies and make 

significant changes to relieve invasive colonial pressure to assimilate. However, the 

consequences of failure to protect Indigenous cultures are not apparently suffered by the 

colonizer, therefore the responsibility to transmit culture ultimately lies with each 

Indigenous nation. 

 Developing culturally appropriate, effective, and sustainable conditions for RLS 

has been a painful process for Indigenous peoples; yet it must progress, because nobody 

else can be expected to have the same commitment and integrity as the heritage group. 

North America has hundreds of endangered Indigenous languages, yet they all have 

various commitments and resources devoted to them within the nations in which they 

occur. Although networking for RLS among Indigenous nations is growing through 

research, publications, and conferences, etc., there must also be a collective 

accountability among all the nations; as it stands now, Indigenous nations are mostly 
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working in isolation and relearning the same, often painful, lessons that other Indigenous 

nations have already learned. No one RLS solution can address the cultural diversity 

across North America; however, lessons learned must not be stranded and isolated within 

the nations. When one nation fails to protect the integrity of its culture, other nations in 

proximity may follow down that road to dissolution. On the other hand, when Indigenous 

nations commit to RLS, other nations in proximity take notice. Essentially, the success or 

failure to protect individual endangered languages impacts all the world’s Indigenous 

peoples, especially within a particular language family. 

 Perhaps a more collective and cooperative attitude among language planners 

would develop if more attention were provided to entire language families and lingua 

francas. Although each language and nation must adhere to the needs of the community, 

we must also face our collective responsibility. By expanding into “macro RLS,” 

language planners can impact change among several nations in a culture area, language 

family, or lingua franca. For instance, there are many RLS conferences in the US, yet 

their diverse participants are primarily locals from the state or culture area. National 

conferences can accomplish many goals, but many lack a linguistic continuity. In 

contrast, imagine a conference for a language family that was subsidized by each of its 

respective nations. Pressure among an entire language family to match funds and provide 

training to languages that share common origins may be a solution for the as yet 

disjointed LP efforts. 

 Language families have a vested interest in language revitalization and in lingua 

francas. Unfortunately for NAHT, most heritage signers, and probably some heritage 

nations, are not aware of their bimodal past. Language families are popularly understood, 



	

	

152	

and such pan-Indigenous macro RLS could be attempted within a relatively short time 

frame. Nevertheless, while NAHT requires further education campaigns among its 

heritage signers, it might ultimately have a better chance at success. These education 

campaigns are likely to come in the form of bimodal RLS methods like the WAYK 

method. By popularizing NAHT through RLS methods, a natural interest in Indigenous 

sign language could develop. Dispelling one dangerous myth about sign language and its 

exclusive use among Deaf peoples can be accomplished from simple exposure to sign 

languages and Deaf communities, such as at the Plains Indian Sign Language 

Conference, whose attendees span the range from significantly deaf to hearing, yet are 

more familiar with Deaf culture than most hearing peoples. 

 Expanding the boundaries of NAHT is not only an historical undertaking; 

accomplishing such a goal could help make restoration of endangered Indigenous 

languages not only possible, but routine. Unlike national languages, lingua francas can 

continue to expand and redefine what we consider to be heritage signers/speakers. 

Indigenous peoples are not bound to history or to where the colonizer interrupted our 

cultural transmission. We may determine for ourselves to whose heritage NAHT belongs, 

and we may also chose new lingua francas from other endangered North American 

languages. This is the power of self-determination in the form of LP and RLS. Bimodal 

communication is part of our past, and if we determine it is worthy of our protection, we 

can determine that bimodal communication is the vehicle of our language future.  
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