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 I was very honored to have been invited to speak at this conference, especially 
since nearly everyone at the conference has done more for stabilizing languages than I 
have.  In fact, I have to confess that I have very mixed feelings about my role in 
stabilizing Navajo. So I’d like to talk about my experience as an outsider and a linguist, 
to share some of what I tell my own students and to air the issues that come up when 
linguists want to help with language revitalization efforts. I suspect that the conference 
organizers were hoping that I would share some wisdom about how important linguists 
are for language revitalization efforts, but I’m afraid I will have to disappoint them: I don’t 
believe that language revitalization efforts need linguists. I can only echo what Mr. Kipp 
said so clearly yesterday:  For language revitalization you need a room and some adults 
speaking the language to some kids.  Nobody needs to have grammar lessons to learn 
their first language, and nobody needs special training to talk to their own children.  
 
 Linguists have a very specialized training in the analysis of language and are 
generally fascinated by languages, but it is not clear that their skills are the skills that a 
community needs for revitalizing a language.  Linguists are interested in what all 
languages have in common and in what the properties of language can tell us about 
how the human brain works.  Linguists are often very good at taking language apart and 
putting it back together, but just as you can be an excellent driver without knowing how 
your car’s engine works, you can be an excellent language teacher without knowing 
how to do a linguistic analysis.   
 
 This point is important because people often worry that they ought to work with 
linguists, despite finding linguistics arcane or incomprehensible. In fact, asking a linguist 
to help you write develop a language program is a bit like asking a mechanic to teach 
you how to drive, asking a gastroenterologist to help you write a cookbook, asking a 
geologist to help you build a stone wall or asking a gynecologist how to meet women.  
Most linguists are trained as cognitive scientists, and are more skilled at mechanics 
than driving. Only speakers of a language know best how to speak it.  
 
 My mentor Dr. Ken Hale spent his life training speakers of indigenous languages 
to be linguists.  He didn’t think you had to be a linguist to pass on your language.  He 
just found that there are people in every community who are interested in linguistics, 
and he believed that the knowledge he had shouldn’t be held as esoteric knowledge 
that only Anglos can have.  In fact, the first Navajo people that I knew were linguists:  
one of my first teachers at the University of Arizona was Dr. Ellavina Perkins, and while 
I was in my doctoral program at MIT I met a number of Navajo linguists who had worked 
with Ken over the years.  Sometimes my students ask me whether the linguist’s way of 



looking at language is part of a Western viewpoint, incompatible with the world view of 
people from non-Western cultures.  I tell them I have known people from numerous 
different cultures who were interested in linguistic analysis, and also most people in 
Western culture aren’t inherently interested in linguistic analysis, as I am reminded 
every fall when I teach Linguistics 101. The average University of Massachusetts 
undergraduate does not find it natural to pull languages apart.  I find that in any group 
there will be some people who become fascinated with linguistics, and others who don’t.   
 
 Ken Hale taught all of his students that languages belong to those who speak 
them, not to those who study them as outsiders.  He taught us that if people in a given 
community who are willing to work with us on the linguistics projects that are important 
to us, we must be sure that we also contribute something that is useful to their 
community.  Most linguists are eager to be helpful to the communities whose languages 
they study.   
 
 Eager outsiders are usually aware of the shameful history of people like us 
coming in to be “helpful,” but we tend to assume that we are simply more enlightened 
than the missionaries, teachers, administrators and soldiers of the past.  Anyone who 
considers themselves enlightened about a community that they do not know has 
learned the wrong lesson from history.  Some of our ancestors were greedy, ignorant or 
self-serving, but many of them were eager to be helpful and were certain that they were 
enlightened about what Indians needed:  They wanted to “help” by cutting children’s hair 
and taking away their traditional clothing, so they would look more “civilized”, by trying 
to exorcise the “demon” cultural customs, by teaching the “truth” about their religion, by 
training children’s tongues away from their “savage” languages.  Many of our helpful 
ancestors worked long and hard to figure out what was best for Indian people and then 
try to get them to do it.  There is just one way in which our ancestors rarely tried to be 
helpful:  by listening to what Indian people said they wanted and then supporting these 
goals.  I’m afraid that this is still the rarest form of outsider’s help.  In what follows I will 
discuss my experience as an eager outsider and will suggest ways that others like me 
might best contribute to efforts to stabilize languages that are not ours.   
 
 To begin the discussion, we can look at the report from the first Symposium for 
Stabilizing Indigenous Languages, held in 1995.  (see Cantoni 1995)  I assume that this 
symposium was quite productive and successful, judging by the impressive attendance 
and many interesting talks at this year’s SIL conference, some 13 years later.  But the 
report illustrates some attitudes that are often held by well-meaning linguists.  In 
particular, linguists are generally dedicated to trying to clear up “misconceptions” that 
the public has about how language works.   
 
The1994-1995 NAU Center for Excellence  

In Education’s Symposia for Stabilizing Indigenous Languages: 
  
discussed barriers to language maintenance 
indentified misconceptions about bilingualism 
agreed on general outlook and strategies 



drew up a set of recommendations   
                  (see Cantoni 1995) 
 

Barriers to language revitalization (from summary of 1994 SIL conference): 
legacy of previous harmful policies 
People think schools can teach language better than families 
People think writing a language is what keeps it alive. 
People think teaching language = the teaching of isolated vocabulary items 
 Issues that the outsider linguists still deal with 
We aren’t fluent in Navajo. 

We are taught to spout off and act authoritative even with people who obviously 
know more than we do. 
We find grammar exciting and fascinating 
We don’t do all we could to overcome power imbalances. 
 

 
On “speaking correctly” 
Linguists study the way people actually speak. 

The rules we learn in school for “correct grammar” are artificial conventions. 
People who think that their language is “deteriorating” are wrong. 
 
 
Recent graduates, including those with university degrees, seem to have no 
mastery of the language at all. They cannot construct a simple declarative 
sentence, either orally or in writing. They cannot spell common, everyday words. 
Punctuation is apparently no longer taught. Grammar is a complete mystery to 
almost all recent graduates 
 
 
From every college in the country goes up the cry, "Our freshmen can't spell, can't 
punctuate." Every high school is in disrepair because its pupils are so ignorant of 
the merest rudiments. 
      
 
“The greatest improprieties…are to be found among people of fashion; many 
pronunciations, which thirty or forty years ago were confined to the vulgar, are gradually 
gaining ground; and if something [is] not done to stop this growing evil…English is likely 
to become a mere jargon.” 
 
 
“Practically everyone…in those days spoke correctly.  But the lapse of time has certainly 
had a deteriorating effect in this respect.” 
 
 The earliest language "crisis" ... that I have been able to discover occurred in 
ancient Sumeria .... It seems that among the first of the clay tablets discovered and 
deciphered by modern scholars was one which recorded the agonized complaints 



of a Sumerian teacher about the sudden drop-off in students' writing ability. 
 
Daniels, p. 33, citing Richard Lloyd-Jones, "Is Writing Worse Nowadays?" 
University of Iowa Spectator, April 1976. 
 
A living language is always changing. 
 
Young people are NOT less articulate now than in previous generations. 
 
As long as there are children learning the language at home as their 1st language, 
the language is not “deteriorating.” 
 
 

Hey, fellow outsiders: 
Are we so sure that saying things you aren’t sure of is the best way to communicate? 

People railing about how English is deteriorating have not caused English to 
become an endangered language. 
We all know and use the “silly, arbitrary” conventions of “correct” English.  Why 
shouldn’t bilingual teenagers be taught the modes of speech that elders consider 
“correct”?  

On not giving up your language 
Bilingual 1st graders have larger vocabulary than monolingual 1st graders 

 
University of Miami Study  
of Spanish-English bilinguals  
(Pearson 2008) 
 
By 5th grade, bilinguals’ English reading test scores were no different from 
monolinguals. 
Bilingual children are better than monolinguals at tasks involving metalinguistic 
awareness, divergent thinking and selective attention. 
There are no studies in which bilinguals do worse than monolinguals on any 
nonlinguistic cognitive task. 
 
 
As long as schools ignore home language vocabulary and test only in English, my 
child will be treated as having a “deficit”, and teachers will underestimate her 
abilities. 
 
Children’s attitudes toward their own abilities are formed well before 5th grade.  My 
child could be treated as “deficient” based on her 1st grade scores, and this could 
have an irreversible effect 

Hey, helpful outsider linguists: 
Parents are not deluded to worry about the effects of bringing their child up bilingual. 

 
To help with “someone else’s language” it may be more useful to help the 



someone than the language. 
 

Outsider linguists are in a good position to 
work for changes in the role of testing in schools. 
seek outside resources for community members 
share knowledge of linguistics with interested community members 
take on projects that community members want but don’t have time or resources to do 
 
 
 
Navajo Language Academy 
Goals of the NLA 
Demystify linguistics so that Navajo teachers can interpret outsider-created information 

Give teachers a working knowledge of Navajo grammar 
Support Navajo speakers who want to do research on Navajo 
Provide resources for teachers to create materials 

NLA workshop class on the Alaskan Athabaskan language Tanana 
co-taught by Tanana speaker and Anglo linguist 
Peggy learns how to talk about making a peanut butter and jelly sandwich 
Research at the NLA 
We encourage participants to discuss things in Navajo without having to translate for 

outsiders 
We try to have teachers of one class be students in other classes 
Classes cannot be used for free data gathering for linguistic research projects. 
If linguistics research seminars result in publications, all who participated are equal 
co-authors.  
Any other research by outsiders must be conducted with paid consultants and 
researchers also contribute money to the NLA.  

Successes 
Navajo teachers who attend our workshops report that they are interesting and useful 

A number of participants have returned for a number of years 
Grant funding for  
           workshops  
           a Navajo-authored Navajo Grammar 
           pay for Navajo elders to edit Navajo textbook  
           project recording Navajo conversation 

My role: 
Remove as much linguistics as possible 

Explain important grammar concepts in a way that is accessible to high school or 
college students 
Act as go-between with editor 
Help with continuity  (which terms have we covered, have we covered a wide 
range of verbs, etc.)  
 
 
 



“In our desire to get at the heart of the country we seek out whatever it may be that is most 
unlike what we are used to and declare this to be the very essence.” -Virginia Woolf, ‘The 
Moment’ In The Moment and other Essays 269  ed by Leonard Woolf, published 1948  
(Speaking about the British view of American Literature) 
 
 
 
 

I try to tell my linguistics students 
to help with language projects if that’s what people want, but to look beyond linguistics 

for ways to contribute to the community 
that just because they’re sure they know how language works doesn’t mean that 
they are the best qualified to say what gets done with someone else’s language. 
 
 
  

 
 
 

Thank you to all of you who are working to pass on your own language to future 
generations, and who have found creative ways to partner with those who want to 

help with Someone Else’s Language. 
 


