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Leave classroom behind
to teach language

Henry Titus struggled for
two years to fteach Ruby
school children his — and their
~ Athabascan language but he
quil in frustration when he de-
cided they had learned no-
thing,

“l emjoyed working with
kids . . . but as far as teaching
the kids in Ruby, the Athabas-
can language was laboo. After
Iw0 - years not even one Ol
them knew a single word of
what | had been teaching them.

*They poked fun at me and
talked dirty.”

Titus wants the language 10
be passed on, “but | don’t
know how to do it if the kids
don't want 1o learn.”

Only one of the 11 dialects
of the Alaskan Athabascan lan-
guage is still spoken by Atha-
bascan children. If nothing
happens to change this sorry
statistic, the language will be
extinct in Alaska in another
15 to 75 years, according to
University of Alaska, Fair-
banks linguist Jim Kari.

Kari and Titus  spoke to
elders gathered in Minto. These
elders, who traditionally are
responsible for passing on their
heritage, were not happy. They
decided that they need 10 fight

¥ for their language but how.

Eliza Jones, a specialist in
the Koyukun language at the
UAF Alaska Native Language
Center, recommended that the
Tanana Chiefs Conference es-

~ tablish a special language com-
mission.

Jones, an Athabascan, said
that most school districts agree

that teaching the language is
good but it often takes much
time to go through all the pa-
perwork and school board ap-
proval to get the classes set up.

Paul George of Nenana found
that evem if the class 15 estab-
lished - in . the schoolhouse,
better learning comes from
outside the school walls

“I found out kids could not
learn (10 speak their language)
in & white man's school!”
George told the group he had
worked with students for up 1o
three }-:nrs with no results.

Finally, “l opened my house
to them, Kids came over every
day. You know what? They
really could leamn!™ In the
informal home atmo e,
George first 1aught his eager
followers rhythm, song, and
dance, and the rest fell into
place,

Hannah Solomon agreed that
the home is a good place 1o
teach Native language. “My
kids all talk Indian,” she
stressed. “They didn’t pick it
up by written language, but
by speaking'!” Solomon sug-
pested that the schools could
have more success if speaking
instead of the written language
was stressed.

“If you want to learn the
language, into the
wilderness!™ advised David
Solomon, who helped translate
the Bible into his Native




