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May 14, 2009
In general, one rarely thinks about his or her language as something uniquely special because it is one of those things that everyone possesses as a natural gift – maybe not so much a ‘gift’ but merely  an easily acquired means of communicating , no matter what language it is or whatever the race of people the language belongs to.
At some point in my teaching, I used to tell students that I was teaching that for nearly all of my life ‘I took my language for granted’.  Before I started teaching I never bothered to make an attempt to insure its survival.  I spoke it to my children, but I did not insist that they spoke it back to me.  It was okay if they answered me in English.  My family was involved at Native American centers where Indian people gather to participate in cultural events and socialize with each other.  I, as one of the people who speak the language, was asked to teach it to some interested community members.  From week to week there were different people and I found it difficult to teach anyone, but still there were a dedicated few who would attend every class.  Years went by and it occurred to me that I needed to do much more than just teach vocabulary.  It was not fair to new learners to know only words in the way that I knew my English words. My whole life I never had to translate what I said to other speakers, because they already knew what I was saying. So I started to listen to myself and really began to hear those words that I had spoken my whole life and began to hear every sound that I uttered as something very descriptive.  This is not the way most people use English.  Each word has a definition and some words that sound similar have come from very separate sources and have totally different meanings.

 I realized that within the sounds of the words and the way Ojibwe is spoken, that a different way of looking at the world and the culture of our ancestors is revealed.  This is the true legacy we have been given and what my grandmother was referring to when I was being taken to residential school as a child a year after my mother died giving birth. At that time my grandmother told me “Don’t let anybody take what’s yours.”  I didn’t know what she was talking about.  All I had was a paper bag with a few pieces of clothing.  I said “I won’t let anybody take anything that’s mine.”  I really did not understand what she meant until my adult years when I started hearing all the stories about the injustices that were done at the schools.  We were not allowed to speak the only language that we knew, and English was heavily forced on us.  When no teachers were present we continued speaking the only language we knew.  When we were caught, we were severely punished.  The Fear of God was put upon us.  We would go to Hell if we disobeyed.  As a child, I just thought that this is what was done there, and did not understand the harm being done to us.  I was fortunate though, because when I walked out of the school and returned home, my father had remarried, and I returned to a community where my first language was all that was spoken.  Some of the other students weren’t so fortunate.  Some never returned home, some never survived the injustices perpetrated upon them, and some were adopted by non-native families and lost their language completely.

With these realizations in mind, I have focused my life in finding ways to help revitalize the language I was given.  I eventually was hired by Michigan State University, which has, in my opinion, the best Least Commonly Taught Languages program in existence.  I have had students that have come from as far away as Japan to learn Ojibwe.  I have benefited in my study of my own language by the excellent quality of questions and observations of highly motivated linguistic doctoral students, as well as many native students who attend the university.  As this language was passed on only orally, it was not taught in a classroom setting.  It has not yet been sufficiently analyzed and documented to assure its survival.  This is what I am now working towards as I am now writing grammar books and a morpheme study text to break down the constituent parts of the language and define them.
I am also involved in a pet project, translating and singing popular English language songs, creating language learning resources, and performing at numerous colleges and native community celebrations and gatherings.  The students already know the meanings of the songs, and are now hearing them sung in the language they are learning.  At some of these performances, elders and fluent speakers have been moved to tears of joy in hearing those powerful words.  I know this is something I will continue to do.
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