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1
Introduction: Can Schools Save
Indigenous Languages? Policy and
Practice on Four Continents
Nancy H. Hornberger

The precarious circumstances of the world’s Indigenous languages are by
now well known: of 6800 languages currently spoken in the world, not
only are more than half at risk of extinction by the end of this century
(Romaine 2006: 441), but approximately 95 per cent are spoken by less
than five per cent of the world’s population (May 2001: 2), mainly
Indigenous languages and speakers. Meanwhile, more than half of the
world’s states are officially monolingual, and less than 500 languages are
used and taught in schools. Not only the survival of Indigenous lan-
guages is precarious, but also especially the survival and economic via-
bility of their speakers in national contexts where educational systems
massively fail Indigenous people, closing them out and leaving them
illiterate and oppressed in their own land (Kamwangamalu 2005).

This volume offers a close look at Indigenous language revitalization
efforts in schools, on four continents, to compare and draw out suc-
cesses and challenges in this work, both in the schools and in the wider
societies in which the schools are situated. We start from the premise
that Indigenous language revitalization is worth doing, both for the sake
of the speakers of the languages and for the ways of knowing and being
that their languages encode and express. Our focus here is on how to
achieve Indigenous language revitalization, and in particular, the role of
schools in that endeavor.

We recognize that schools alone are not enough to do the job.
Indigenous language revitalization always occurs within an ecology of
languages, in a context of other local and global languages with their rel-
ative statuses and uses in domains and social fields such as employment,
religion, government, cultural life, media, and others. Indigenous lan-
guage revitalization is subject to the vagaries of policy, politics, and
power; and it is subject to the economics of the linguistic marketplace.
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2 Can Schools Save Indigenous Languages?

Nevertheless, schools do have an inevitable and important role to play
and it is this role that we explore here.

By the same token, we recognize that Indigenous language revitaliza-
tion is never only about language, but also about the identities and
experiences of speakers and communities. Nor is Indigenousness found
only in rural, traditional communities and territories, but increasingly
also in urban contexts, in a world in which by 2025, two-thirds of the
world’s population will live in urban areas. Nor, finally, is revitalization
about bringing a language back, but rather bringing it forward (Hornberger
and King 1996). All these realities infuse and inform the chapters herein.

The volume is comprised of this introduction and eight chapters
organized into two parts: four chapters in Part I, describing and analyz-
ing particular cases of school-based Indigenous language revitalization
on four continents, and four chapters in Part II, discussing, reviewing,
and commenting on the cases, while also incorporating insights from
still other cases. In both parts, the combined perspectives of recognized,
senior scholars and on-the-ground innovators provide both in-depth
coverage of the cases and a critical perspective on them.

The cases taken up here are the Māori of Aotearoa/New Zealand and
the Sámi of the Nordic countries, the Hñähñö of Mexico, and Quechua
and other Indigenous languages of Latin America. Māori and Sámi are
cases of remarkable successes in Indigenous language revitalization over
the last quarter century, while the Mexican case considered here is in an
initial stage and the other Latin American cases cover a spectrum of
experience. Yet all the cases face similar questions and issues.

With regard to Indigenous languages in schools:

• Is the Indigenous language (IL) taught to all students or only to Indige-
nous students (and if the latter, how are they identified or defined)?

• Is the IL taught as medium, first language (L1), second language (L2),
subject?

• Is the IL taught in a monolingual immersion or bilingual/biliterate
program structure?

• What is the role of codeswitching in IL instruction?
• What is the role of writing in IL instruction? And what of the visual,

audio, spatial, artistic, electronic, and other modes?
• Is the IL taught as many varieties or only one?
• Who are the teachers? Are they speakers of IL? Literate in IL? How

were they trained – where, by whom, in what language? Are teachers
Indigenous-minded or ‘West-minded’?
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• Is the Indigenous curricular content transformative – or additive – in
relation to the official curriculum? And how so?

With regard to the role of schools in Indigenous language revitalization:

• How can we develop a broader array of functional uses in society for
threatened Indigenous languages?

• What do we understand by the term bilingual program in an Indige-
nous language context?

• Is the role of teacher as cultural mediator effective for Indigenous lan-
guage and culture maintenance and revitalization?

• How can we go about incorporating Indigenous values and knowledge
in school curriculum, pedagogy, and assessment?

In all, we pay particular attention to how, on the one hand, ideological
spaces opened up by policies or discourses may carve out implementa-
tional spaces; and on the other, implementational spaces at classroom,
school, and community levels may serve as wedges to pry open ideolog-
ical spaces that are closed or closing (Hornberger 2002, 2006a).

In Chapter 2, ‘“Out on the fells, I feel like a Sámi”: Is There Linguistic
and Cultural Equality in the Sámi School?’, Vuokko Hirvonen of Sámi
University College in Guovdageaidnu, Norway, and author of the first
doctoral thesis written in Sámi (Hirvonen 1999), reports on her evalua-
tion study of Sámi teachers’ views on the possibilities of implementing
Norway’s Reform O97 Sámi (O97S) in practice, on the local level. The
adoption of the O97S Sámi curriculum marks, in her words, ‘the biggest
step ever taken in Sámi educational matters … the first time that the Sámi
got a separate curriculum which has an equal status with the national
curriculum’. To put the O97S reform and her evaluation study in con-
text, she provides an overview of the historical development of Sámi
schools in Norway since 1967, as well as statistical information on their
current coverage and enrollments – some 3000 students in Norway
being taught in Sámi, in close to 30 schools (in the 2004–05 school year).

Hirvonen discusses the O97S Sámi curriculum and Sámi language
instruction provisions in detail, evaluating them as strong, weak, or
non-forms of bilingual education (following Baker 2001 and Skutnabb-
Kangas 2000), and concludes that there are three main forms of language
programs in use with Sámi: mainstream with foreign language teaching,
late-exit transitional, and maintenance or heritage, of which only the
last can be considered a strong form of bilingual education. Drawing on
teacher narratives from the evaluation study, Hirvonen provides examples
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of innovative pedagogy in the teaching of Sámi language and culture,
while also identifying a series of challenges yet to be met, among them
the need for schools to give systematic priority to hiring bilingual per-
sonnel and to teaching not only Sámi language but other subjects in
Sámi as well.

In Chapter 3, ‘Top-down and Bottom-up: Counterpoised Visions of
Bilingual Intercultural Education in Latin America’, Luis Enrique López
of PROEIB Andes at the University of San Simón in Cochabamba, Bolivia,
reviews challenges and initiatives arising from the direct involvement of
diverse Indigenous communities and organizations of Latin America in
determining their own education from the bottom-up. The analysis
seeks to establish to what degree these challenges and initiatives 
coincide with top-down governmental designs for bilingual intercultural
education (EIB), a widespread educational model in Latin America (com-
pare López 2005, 2006) – where overall more than 40 million people
claim Indigenous identity or speak an Indigenous language and no less
than 400 different Indigenous languages are in active use. His focus is on
experiences directed toward the revitalization of Indigenous languages
in national contexts where, despite increased national and international
attention to the Indigenous question, heritage Indigenous knowledges
and the languages which convey them are threatened by the ever greater
advance of Western traditions and a hegemonic way of life – creole by
nature in Latin America and expressed through the Spanish language.

In particular, López draws our attention to key issues raised by con-
temporary Latin American Indigenous leaders, intellectuals, and organi-
zations, including demands for expansion of EIB to all rural Indigenous
communities as well as to urban areas, where Indigenous populations
are increasingly present; the need to extend EIB to hegemonic Spanish-
speaking populations and not just to the Indigenous; the urgency of
modifying the official curriculum to acknowledge Indigenous socio-
cultural practices and ways of life as integral to an alternative knowledge
system; and the obligation to take action toward the rescue and revital-
ization of endangered and vulnerable Indigenous languages. He outlines
a series of ideological/epistemological tensions that will have to be
resolved if EIB is to contribute effectively to Indigenous language 
revitalization in the Latin American context, namely counterpoised top-
down governmental and bottom-up Indigenous visions of inclusion ver-
sus exclusion, pedagogy versus ethnic reaffirmation and epistemology,
and economy versus identity in relation to literacy.

Chapter 4, ‘Māori-medium Education: Current Issues and Challenges’,
by Stephen May and Richard Hill of the University of Waikato in

4 Can Schools Save Indigenous Languages?
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Hamilton, New Zealand, summarizes key issues and challenges arising
after more than 25 years of Māori-medium education in Aotearoa/New
Zealand, drawing from international and historical perspectives on
Indigenous education and language minority rights (compare May
1999, 2001, 2004). From the establishment of the first Kōhanga Reo (pre-
school ‘language nest’) in 1982, Māori-medium education has been
predicated upon the principle of He kōrero Māori (‘speaking in Māori’)
and the practice of full immersion, as distinct from bilingual education
involving use of both Māori and English. Whereas in the international
literature on bilingual education, immersion is seen as a form of bilingual
education, in the Māori experience the two are sharply distinguished.
The aims of Māori-medium education have been first and foremost the
revitalization of the language, at which considerable success has been
achieved; more recently, a complementary focus on the educational effec-
tiveness of Māori-medium education has begun to emerge. May and Hill
explore the negotiation of, and occasional tensions between, the wider
goals of Indigenous Māori language revitalization and the successful
achievement of bilingualism and biliteracy for Māori learners in Māori-
medium educational contexts. They draw particular attention to the
reality that most students currently in Māori-medium education are L1
speakers of English and L2 speakers of Māori, as are many of their teach-
ers, and point to the implications of this not only for Māori programs
but also for Indigenous heritage language education programs situated
in similar language shift ecologies elsewhere in the world.

After reviewing key evaluations of Māori programs undertaken over
the past 20 years, including those by the government’s Education Review
Office and the National Education Monitoring Project, the authors
highlight two indicators of good practice for further development of
Māori-medium education: one relating to levels of immersion and the
other to the Māori L2 language base of the majority of students.
Specifically, they call for a reconsideration of the full immersion-only
philosophy in light of research evidence around the world that partial
immersion programs can be effective as additive bilingual programs as
well; they simultaneously caution that partial immersion programs that
have less than 50 per cent instruction in the target language should be
redesignated as Māori language support programs rather than bilingual
or Māori-medium. With regard to the Māori L2 language base of the stu-
dents and teachers, May and Hill warn that many programs are not
teaching sufficiently through Māori for the students to achieve bilin-
gualism and biliteracy, and that consideration needs to be given both to
teacher professional development in Māori academic language and
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Māori-medium pedagogy, and to providing students adequate time and
exposure to Māori to enable their acquisition and development of Māori
academic language proficiency in addition to the Māori conversational
competence already being achieved.

Chapter 5, ‘Learning with Differences: Strengthening Hñähñö and
Bilingual Teaching in an Elementary School in Mexico City’, by Nicanor
Rebolledo Recendiz of the National Pedagogical University in Mexico City,
Mexico, centers around the difficult schooling through which Indige-
nous Hñähñö residents of Mexico City pass, focusing on the case of the
Alberto Correa Elementary School and in particular the objectives and
initial year of an experience in bilingual education set in motion in the
school. There have been strong waves of Indigenous migration to large
cities in Mexico over the last half-century, mainly to Mexico City (Federal
District) where despite their growing numbers, discrimination is a daily
lived reality for the Indigenous migrants. Hñähñö, who number close to
300,000 and constitute Mexico’s sixth largest Indian group, began to arrive
in Mexico City in the 1940s, most coming from Santiago Mezquititlán in
Querétaro and maintaining ties with their community up to the present.

Although Mexico’s national curriculum has long been a monolingual
Spanish one, the government has recently undertaken reforms empha-
sizing educational attention for the Indian population in the Federal
District and including the introduction of intercultural bilingual educa-
tion (EIB) in some schools (compare Rebolledo 2002). Currently, an esti-
mated 10,000 students of Indian origin attend schools in Mexico City,
and the Secretary of Public Education identifies approximately 200 pub-
lic schools in the Federal District with Indigenous enrollments. Alberto
Correa School, unlike many of the others, serves a majority Indigenous
student population: 80 per cent of the students are bilingual Hñähñö-
Spanish speakers. With the school facing a situation of high absen-
teeism, low academic performance, as well as problems of drug addiction
among the students and a school climate of discrimination against all
things Indian and against Hñähñö as a language, the author, himself a
Hñähñö speaker, has undertaken with colleagues a series of activities to
establish a policy of Hñähñö revitalization and a model of bilingual
Hñähñö-Spanish teaching at the school. Among the challenges the team
has tackled, in ongoing and at times frustrating negotiation with the
school staff, are fitting Hñähñö into the existing curriculum and schedule,
locating qualified Hñähñö teachers, and designing the actual Hñähñö-
Spanish bilingual curriculum.

Part II turns to perspectives and commentaries on the above cases, by
four authors with distinguished research records in the field of Indigenous
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language revitalization, who bring to their commentaries both their spe-
cialist experience in particular cases and their international perspective
on a wide range of cases.

In Chapter 6, ‘Revitalization through Indigenous Education: a Forlorn
Hope?’, Leena Huss of Uppsala University in Sweden, considers the
problem of what to do about the shortcomings of Indigenous education.
She takes a clear-eyed look at the disappointments in what has been
accomplished in Sámi-medium education, as documented in Hirvonen’s
chapter and enriched by her own work on minority languages and
Indigenous language revitalization in Scandinavia and Europe (Huss 1999):
despite the strong political position of Sámi in the Nordic countries, too
few children take part in Sámi-medium education, and in many schools
with only a few non-Sámi pupils, Norwegian nevertheless tends to dom-
inate in practice. She points out that the minor and most endangered
Sámi languages are in an especially precarious state.

Huss notes various discouraging parallels with the other cases herein:
that many Sámi pupils, like the Māori pupils May and Hill describe, are
second language learners of Sámi, which the schools inadequately rec-
ognize and plan for; that many young Sámi, like the Hñähñö Rebolledo
works with or the Latin American Indigenous groups more generally
that López describes, leave the traditional areas in search of work or fur-
ther education and ‘end up far from local Indigenous communities and
language and culture competent elders, overwhelmed by a strong major-
ity culture’. Withal, Huss ends with an affirmation that an additive
approach is indeed possible for Sámi and for other Indigenous languages
worldwide – an approach combining Indigenous education based on
Indigenous language and Indigenous knowledge with bilingualism and
equal opportunity in the wider society. Far from being a forlorn hope,
she reminds us that this ‘struggle without end’ can be as ‘healing and
empowering’ as it is ‘onerous and frustrating’.

Chapter 7, ‘Commentary from an African and International Perspective’,
by Nkonko Kamwangamalu of Howard University in Washington DC,
USA, takes up the question of how society can ensure that Indigenous
languages and Indigenous knowledges continue into future generations,
and the role mother tongue education might play in that purpose, com-
paring and contrasting the cases in Part I with efforts to revitalize Indige-
nous languages through schooling in Africa and globally. In Africa, he
points out, discussions about mother tongue education from the colo-
nial era to the present have been informed by competing ideologies of
development and of (mental) decolonization, with the former implying
use of colonial languages in education in order to provide the African
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child access to processes of development, and the latter calling for
replacing ex-colonial languages with Indigenous languages as media of
instruction in order to counteract the effects of colonialism in stripping
the African child of his/her cultural heritage.

Kamwangamalu traces renewed interest in mother tongue education
in post-colonial nations of Africa and around the world to theoretical
developments around language ecology and the valuing of local lan-
guages, to unrealized expectations of national unity via use of a national
(ex-colonial) language in the post-colonies, and to widening gaps
between elites educated in the colonial language and masses foreclosed
from access to it. Yet he cautions that mother tongue education has the
potential to disempower Indigenous peoples if it is used to marginalize,
segregate and discriminate against them, perhaps especially the case in
Africa, as compared to other parts of the world.

Taking note that mother tongue education is not always welcomed in
Indigenous communities, Kamwangamalu summarizes questions and
suspicions raised by parents and communities as recounted in the Sámi,
Māori, Hñähñö, or Latin American cases in Part I, adding others from
the situations of Tamil in Singapore (Gupta 1997), aboriginal languages in
Taiwan (Li 2003), and Black communities in South Africa (Kamwangamalu
1997). He concludes that unless and until wider societal factors such as
‘political will, economic returns, grassroots support, involvement of
non-governmental organizations, availability and allocation of human
and material resources’ are set to support the use of Indigenous lan-
guages alongside the schools, speakers of those languages are likely to
continue to choose the ‘breadwinner’ ex-colonial language, thereby
feeding into the ‘main conduit for language shift and loss in many Indige-
nous communities around the world, and in Africa in particular’.

In Chapter 8, ‘Riding the Tiger’, Bernard Spolsky of Bar-Ilan University
in Jerusalem, Israel, poses the volume’s question in terms of whether
schools can preserve rather than weaken the heritage language of
Indigenous peoples, that is, whether those who wish to preserve their
heritage language and culture can ride the educational tiger that seems
intent on consuming it? He begins by clarifying what he understands by
‘saving a language’ – alternatively revernacularization, revitalization, or
regeneration, depending on particular situations and goals; and by
‘Indigenous’ – which he takes to mean ‘a usually self-identified minority
whose earlier rule of the territory is meant to give them a stronger claim
to recognition than other more recent immigrants’.

Commenting on the four cases in Part I, and drawing also on perspec-
tives from his own work on Māori, Navajo, and Hebrew (Spolsky 2002,
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2003; Spolsky and Shohamy 2001), Spolsky concludes that the cases
document that, with commitment and with help from majority govern-
ments or international bodies, it is indeed possible for Indigenous
minorities to ‘ride the tiger by harnessing the proven language shifting
function of school systems in the direction of language maintenance’,
and that schools can thus help in the pursuit of saving the Indigenous
language, though, with other authors herein, he acknowledges that
schools alone are not enough. Failing full-fledged language revitalization,
two more restricted potential successes Spolsky draws from these cases
are the role of language education policy as a focus for mobilization of
an ethnic movement, and the value of even a passive knowledge of the
heritage L2, as a contribution to ethnic identity and to a linguistic reser-
voir available for potential future use. These two results, he says, permit
a modestly positive answer to our question.

The volume concludes with Chapter 9, ‘Schools as Strategic Tools for
Indigenous Language Revitalization: Lessons from Native America’, in
which Teresa McCarty of Arizona State University in Phoenix, USA, tak-
ing as premise the caveat that schools cannot achieve the goal of saving
Indigenous languages on their own, argues that this begs the question of
just what ‘schools might do to promote, maintain, and revitalize Indigenous
languages’. Drawing on the cases in Part I and her own work with Native
American communities and schools in the USA (McCarty 2002; McCarty
and Zepeda 2006), she begins with evidence that, even in the face of the
historical oppression of Indigenous peoples around the world, strong
Indigenous bilingual/immersion/intercultural education (IBIIE) pro-
grams can do much to stabilize and strengthen Indigenous language
proficiency and use and enhance educational opportunities and out-
comes among the younger generations. In addition to recalling Sámi
maintenance, Māori full immersion, and Latin American Indigenous
bilingual intercultural education (EIB) programs highlighted in Part I,
she provides examples from US Hawaiian and Navajo immersion 
that point to the effectiveness of sustained and academically rigorous
Indigenous-language immersion programs as an ‘alternative to English-
only schooling, even for students with limited proficiency in the Indige-
nous language’.

Beyond these evidences of IBIIE’s effectiveness in strengthening Indige-
nous languages and Indigenous education, McCarty tackles the question
of IBIIE’s role in advancing ‘a larger decolonizing and democratizing
project’. All the cases in Part I contain elements of an intercultural
approach that extends two-way IBIIE to dominant sectors of society, with
the goal and potential of combating societal racism and discrimination.
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In the Sámi, Māori, Hñähñö, and other Latin American cases, recent
government and educational policy initiatives give strong support to
Indigenous languages and multilingualism; McCarty provides examples
of courageous school-based Native American educational efforts in New
Mexico, Hawai’i, Alaska, and Arizona that wedge open implementa-
tional spaces for Indigenous languages and multilingualism in the face
of ideological closing-down in the current US context of dominant
monolingualism and pervasive English-only educational policy (com-
pare Hornberger 2006a).

McCarty recalls Hawaiian activist Sam L. No’eau Warner’s admonition
that language issues are always people issues, and affirms that when we
ask whether schools can save Indigenous languages, we are really asking
about the fundamental right of choice of the Indigenous people who
speak those languages to make their own decisions about the content
and medium of their children’s education. It’s not about saving a ‘disem-
bodied’ language but about achieving social justice for a people, and in
this project, ‘schools alone cannot do the job, but in tandem with other
social institutions, they can be (and have been) a strategic resource for
exerting Indigenous language and education rights’.

Whether the answer to our volume’s question – Can Schools Save
Indigenous Languages? – is a modest, nuanced, or enthusiastic affirmative,
or simply a courageous stance in the face of discouragement over the
many challenges remaining ahead even after so many have been over-
come, we are above all conscious of the necessity for Indigenous peoples
to take the lead in these matters. We advocate for the rights of Indige-
nous peoples to exercise both voice and choice in determining their own
Indigenous language revitalization and education processes (Hornberger
2006b; McCarty 2006). Activation of Indigenous voice(s) through use of
the Indigenous language in school can be a powerful force for enhancing
Indigenous children’s learning and promoting the maintenance and revi-
talization of their languages (Hornberger 2006b: 290). Equally important
is Indigenous choice, entailing ‘the right to linguistic and cultural distinc-
tiveness and to self-education according to local languages and norms’
(McCarty 2006: 313, citing Lomawaima and McCarty 2006). Choice and
voice together open up new possibilities for Indigenous language revital-
ization and for empowering educational alternatives (McCarty 2006: 313).

By whatever name we refer to the school’s teaching and use of Indige-
nous languages – whether Indigenous language-medium education,
bilingual intercultural education, intercultural bilingual education,
Indigenous education, mother tongue education, IBIIE, or heritage lan-
guage education – we are convinced that schools have a powerful role to

10 Can Schools Save Indigenous Languages?
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play in Indigenous language revitalization and the empowerment of
Indigenous communities. Too often, though, school-based efforts ‘miss
the mark’ for having failed to ‘include the Indigenous understanding,
goals, purpose, and voice’ (Romero-Little 2006: 400). A theme resound-
ing in these pages is that of Indigenous peoples reclaiming ideological
and implementational spaces ‘articulating and constructing their own
distinct paradigms based on Indigenous epistemologies and rooted in
self-determination and social justice’ (Romero-Little 2006: 399). We hope
that this volume contributes a step along that way.

Note

Here and throughout, we capitalize Indigenous when it refers to peo-
ple(s), in keeping with the practice of Indigenous organizations such as
the Indigenous Language Institute of Santa Fe, New Mexico, USA, or the
American Indian Language Development Institute at the University of
Arizona, USA.
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Te Kōhanga Reo see Kōhanga Reo
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