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OMANA LANGUAGE PRESERVATION IN THE MACY, NEBRASKA PUBLIC scHooL®
Catherine Rudin
Wayne State College of Nebraska

Umghg (Omaha) is a dying language. Like many other Native American

longuages, including several of its Siouan relatives, Omaha {8 in oll 1ikelthood just
one generation avay from extinction. A dramatic decline in number of speakers
aond contexts of use has occurred in just the past tvo or three gensrations. While
exact figures are not ovailable, there appear to be about 100 fluent speakers on
the Omaha Reservation, i northeastern Nebraska, and a few more scattered in
Omaha, Lincoln, and other citiea. All of the fluent speakers ars elderly. Many
middle-cged Omaha Tribe members knov a few vords of Omaha, but younger adults
generally do not, and tests of kindergardeners entering school in Macy, Nebraska,
the most solidly Omaha town on the Omcha reservation, | indicate virtually no
knowledge of the language among young children. The wvoman | sat next to at a
Senior Center lunch in Macy a few days ago told a typical story. Her parents spoke
atmost no Englioh, and she hersslf “couldn’t even say yes or no” until she was sent
to school at the age of eight. She is fluent in English but prefers Omaha. Her
daughter underatands and can speak Omahe, but is more comfortable in English.
Her grandchildren, who are in thefr thirties, know no Omaha. Fourteen years ago
Wallace Chafe reported that Omaha had “a thousand or more speakers, some of
vhom may atill be children” {1976:28), but even at that time this figure must have
included a large number of non-flusnt or semi-fluent speakers.

Howvever, although most tribe members do not speak Omaho fluently, the
language remains important to tribal consciousnass and is used ceremonially in
speeches on public accasions such gs feasts, funerals, Native American Church
services, and the annual Powwow. Omaha is not obligatory on these occasions;
some speeches are made in English, ond often there i3 at least ¢ summary or
preview or both in English for the benefit of those who do not understand Omaa.
Sometimes a speaker who is fluent in both Omaha and English will even repeat o
vhole speech in both languages. But Omaha is felt to be most appropriate 1f the
speaker is able to use it. Knowledge of traditional nomes, kinship terms, and
other vocabulary items {8 considered a crucial key to retention of culturatl
identity. Because of its cultural importance, some elders ond others have become
concerned enough gbout the impending loas of the language to institute an Omaha
language renewval program in the Macy public school. This paoper describes and
evaluates the school's language preservation efforts, including both oral language
classes and written projecta.
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1. Oral language classes

An Omaha language and culture program for slementary school children was
bsgun in 1970, and some sort of instruction n spoken Omaha has besn available in
the school during most of the nearly tventy ysars since then. Howvever, the
progrem has suffersd from o lack of consistency, with frequent changes in
personnel, funding, and curriculum. In particular the degree of emphasis on
longuage as opposed to gensral tribal culture has varted videly. At one point in
the mid ‘80’ an immeraion approach to language instruction was briefly tried (the
first fifteen or tventy minutes of each day vas to be conducted totally in Omaha };
this fafled due to the inability of almost all of the teachers at the school to speak
Omaha themselves. At most times language instruction appears to have bean
Timited to fsolated nouns and routintzed activities such as counting and gresting.
Protests administered at the baginning of the 1987-88 school year indicated that
most students could count to ten in Omaha but very few of them could say the wvord
for "ssven™ without counting up to t.

Ouring the past two years, the only period | have personally observed, the
program wvas funded by Title IV and coordinated by Mr. John Mangan, a teacher ond
director of the school’s printshop. This fall Mr. Mangan was returned to full-time
classroom teaching. %o new director had been selected as of the end of
September, leading the program in limbe, in apite of continued federal funding.
However, the teachers, after o month of uncertainty, have returned to the
classroom on their own, so closses are continuing.

Four tribal eldera, Clifford Wolfe, Bertha Wolfe, Coolidge Stabler, and Mary
Clay, are employed aa teachers at the elementary school, and two others,
Valentine and Winifred Parker, teach at the junior high. The elders conduct daily
tventy-minute seasions with small groups of students, the men meeting with
groups of boys, ond the vomen vith groups of girls. These "c:'lture classes” are
obligatory for all students from first graode on, and include some instruction in
traditional skills and storfes as well as language.

Language lessons tend to emphasize memorization of words and phrases, and
the teaching method is translation ("who remembers hov to say *...'?"). However,
some effort is made to drill simple sentence formation as well. On March 7, 1989,
for instance, the 1esson consisted of ten lexical {tems: eyes, nose, mouth,
{human)} ears, (animal) ears, hair, shirt, pants, shoes, and socks; and sentences

using these vords with the verd M ‘I have’ and some previously learned numbers

and colors: pgxfde ngbae abd{ ‘I have twvo ears’, 18t4 ndba ab¥f ‘I have two eyes’,
nofhg sébe abB1 1 have black hair’, piduse Z{de abB( ‘1 have red pants'. The next

day’s lesson included counting to 100 by tens and simple noun phrases with wiw{tia
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‘my’ and J18ft1a ‘your: s{nude wiwftta ‘my dog’, $8ge Bi3ftla ‘your horse'.

The classes are conducted almost entirely orally, although some written
materials are used from time to time. No textbook of Omaha exists. A phrase
book with exerciaes (Marshall 1978(7)), a brief Omaha-English dictionery
(Swetiand 1977) and an even briefer illustrated vordbook {Cook 1982) are
gvailable, and the achool itself has produced ¢ large number of bilingual readers
(see belov for discussion of thess). Howsver, most of the elders ore themselves
not comfortable vith reading and writing Omaha, and make only occasfonal use of
vritten moterials.

The success of thess classes is mixed. The good nevs is that they seem to
generate considerable enthusiasm, particularly among the youngest children. The
firat graders in groups | have observed are very attentive, volunteer to talk, and
eagerly participate in group recitations. Among the older children such overt
enthusiasm for a school subject is not “cool” -- hovever, even many sixth gradsrs
do ssem to enjoy the language lessons. Parents and grandparents glso derive
sctisfaction from the oral language classes; the teachers recetve freguent positive
comments from family members whose children have brought home Omaha vords
from school.

The bad news is the araount of actual Omaha fluency achieved by the children.
Some vocabulary is 1earned, but very littie grammar, ond none of the children |
have observed have the ability to carry on a conversation in Omahe. There are
several 1ikely reasons for the failure to achieve proficiency. Omaha language and
culture s studied only 15 or 20 minutes a day, and is not integrated into other
areas of the curriculum. Neither the teachers {(elders) nor the coordinator have
any background in linguistics or language pedagogy. Together with the lack of
textbooks, this resuits in grammatical astructures not being taught in any
organized fashion. Perhaps most importantly, there is no follow-up on vheat is
learned from ane yeor to the next. As mentioned above, the program has
previously suffered from c lack of continuity. At present, the elderas prepare just
one slementary school Jesson each day and use it with all grades, so there is little
incentive for older children to move on to more sophisticated 1anguage.
Observation of clasaes indicates sixth graders do not knov much more Omaha than
first graders. The junior high instructors wvork indespendently and do use other
materials, but they too seem to start virtuelly from scratch each year.

Nonetheiess, the cinsses do provide some exposure to the sounds and patterns
of tne language, as well as positive contoct betveen elders and children, ond may
serve to enhance self concept and overall achool performance; | return to this
point in more detall in the next twvo sections.



2. Translated stories

in addition to oral languace classes, the school has encouraged Omaha
language learning through o series of printed projects. Most of these are stories
written in English by elementary schac! pupils,? transiated into Omaha by the
elders, ond published by the achool’s printshop as {llustrated booklets vith Omiaha
and English texts on facing pagss. A typical page is shown in Figure 1.
ilusirations are done efther by students or Dy a local artist, Mr. Thurman Cook.
The student authores’ names - usually both their English and their Omaho names —-
appear on the bookiet's cover, and the stories are videotaped vith the young
cuthors reading their own storiss in both English and Omaha. Packets of booklets
are distributed to all teachers at the school for classroom use; ths extent to vhich
they actually are used variss from one teacher to another. The videos are used in
the cliassroom and also broadcast over the school’s cable television channel. This
last practice has elicited an snthusfastic response from the children’s fomiiies,
vho somsetimes request that the video broadcast be repeated several {imes.

The transicted storfes, in both their printed and videotaped forms, have
obvious value in encouraging student writing. The children write the stories
voluntarily and are proud of the public recognition they receive. Each story that is
published results in more stories being submitted; acbout o dozen transiated
stories have been published to date, and the printshop has a backlog of another
dozen stories at various stages in the process of being translated, iliustrated, and
printed. As someane who has struggled vith teaching composition at .2 college
tevel, | can attest that simply getting students to write on their own is a major
achievemsnt. Teachers have commented that students who have written stories
seem to have an improved attitude towvard school in general.

In addition, aithough most of the stories are not about traditional Omaha
culture, they do foster a sense of tribal identity. The atories provide some
exposure to the languagse, and give some prestige to the Omaha-speaking elders
vho do the transiations. The student guthors get practice pronouncing spoken
Omaha in making the videotapes. And the non-traditional nature of the stories
itself reinforces the idea that Omaha is a rec! language, capable of being used for
purposes other than formal speeches in specified contexts. In at legst one case ¢
story booklet hod a very direct effect on the retention of “indian ways" by the child
vho wrote #t. The author of "Cartos in the Printshop” had not yet been givenan -
indian name at the time when nis story was published. Discussion of the fact that
he had no Indian name to put on the title page 1ed his family to formally give him his
Indian name juet a few veeks later.

Thus, the stories clearly play a useful role in the education of Macy's
children, both in terms of attitudes toward school and academic skills, and tn
terme of Omaha cultural awvareness. Hovever, their usefulness in helping the
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Blackie likes to chew bones. Cabeaka wahi thaxthixtada.
FIGURE 1




children achieve Omaiia language proficiency 18 iess clear. The stories do have ths
advantage (unlike most of the material presented in culture classes ) of exposing
the student to connected discourse, including full sentances vith conjugated verbs
and other grammatical forms. They are potentialiy very good teaching tnols, {f
used as the basts for discusston by o notive-speaka teacher.

But thers are a numbei* of shortcomings which make it very difficult to learn
much Omaha by studying th= bilingual texts alone. Virst, and perhaps most
important, the translations tend to be quite inexaci. In some cases the Omaha
transliation includes vords or ideas that are not 1iterolly present in the English

veraion. For instance, in (1) most students would krow that {nghs means ‘my

mom’, but might well be baffled by the meaning of the sther words. How could
three words mean ‘[ help'?

1. i"o™ha wathitn”® ueka tamike (Suait . p. 7)3
inghe wodfthg uékke-tta-mikhe
my mother work | help her with it-will-| si:ting

literal translation: ‘| will heip my mother with her work.’
booklet translation: ‘I help my mom.’

in other cases the reverae is true; an example in which the Omaha transiation
includes 1ess information than the English original is given in (2). Here a student
would look in vain for a word for ‘homework'.

2. Ebthishtofki ... {Susie, p. 17)
E  bBfsty-kki

that | finish it-when

ifteral transiation: ‘When | finish that ...’
booklet translation: ‘After | do my homework..."

The above examples are given in two orthographies: the first 1ine in each case
is the apelling given in the booklet Suaie, from vhich both (1) and (2) are taken,
and the second line is a phonemic transcription. The spelling system of the
booklets is that used by Fletcher and LaFiesche in their 1911 ethnography, IThe
Omaha Tribe. This alphabet has the advantage of being somevhat more familiar to
community members than the other orthographies that have besn used to write
Omaha; it 1a used in some signs in public buildings in Macy, for instance, the sign

Umahd Topycka over the front entrance of the school building. However, 1t {s not an
ideal alphabet for Omaha. It does not distinguish [s) from {z] (both spelled ¢), Ix]
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from [7] (both spslied x), or espirated stops [th, pM, kP, c™ from geminate stops
[tt, pp, kk, &&] (apelledy, p, k, ch); in addition, ft does not write glottal stop;

and spells nasal [a] as either g, 4", or g.4 Stress is not marked. Thess are not

major barriers to reading the language (after all, psople do manage to read
English, with a much less transparent orthography!). But they do make it difficult
for non-Omaha spscking students to learn pronunciation from the booklets.

Another difference between the first two lines of examples (1) and (2) is in
division of words. The booklets tend to spell enclitics and particies as part of the
some vord as their phonological hosts, but sometimes seporate them. The same g
“that’ which {s written as part of the word in (2) is ssparated from fts host with a

hyphen in the phrase o-ggingxe tamike (6 agfpoaye-tta-mikhe) ‘that 1 will do my
ovn', on the preceding page of the sams booklet. The phaonemic transcription used
hers writes enclitics with a hyphen and all other elements as separate vords.
Again, such inconsistencies would not be a problem for native speaker reqders,
but they do make the system unnecessarily opaque for non-native learners.

The booklets contain no gloasary or other notes to aid in deciphering the
lexical, morphological, or syntactic structure of the Omaha sentences. A simple
glossary of the vords used in esch atory (even without morphological divisions or
uninflected forms of the words ! would greatly enhance the ability of the books to be
used vithout a native speake: clways being present -~ for instance, for students to
reviev the booklets at home after going through them in class. it vould likely
make even claasroom use vith native speaker teachers easier. The elders with
whom | have vorked often have great difficulty explaining what a particular word in
a sentence means.

The producers of these materiagls realize that they are not likely to create any
true speakers of Omaha. In the introduction to one of the most recent booklets,
"Mother Doe and Baby Fawn™ (April 1989), John Mangan vrites: “We do not expect
the children of the Omaha tribe to be able fo learn to speak their language fluently
from reading this series of books, but in working with them they will get the feel
for the vocabulary and make-up of the language, and realize that their 1an uage 18
@ living concept that can be used in everyday situctions.” In other contexts® he has
expressed the reglistic goal of the books as "Omaha literacy, not Omaha fluency”.

3. Untranslated stories

The most recent of the printshop's projects is a aeries of several booklets of
stories written in English, but incorporating Omaha words and cultura! themes.
The storfes wvere written as a culture-closs project; both the stories and some of

)
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the booklets’ titles (“Stories from our Youth™, “More Storiee from our Youth") are
modeled on an earlier collection, "Stories from our Elders”, which vae used in the
culture cigsses.

| will examine tn detafl one bookiet of seventh graders’ stories, "More Storfes
from our Youth®. Figure 2 is a reproduction of o page from the bookiet. Like the
transiated stories, this booklet is clearly valuable as a means of encouraging
students to write and take pride in their writing, ond as a vay of giving prestige end
visibility to the Omahe language and culture. However, it olso stands o8 a
monument to the very small amount of Omoha these adolescent trihe members
ectually know after six years or more of study. The glossary of the booklet
consists of only fifteen words —— of which eight are animols and five are used only
as peraonal ngmes in the texts. Although students were encouraged to use Omaha
vords or phrases, six of the sixtesn stories use no Omaha at all, and many of the
others use only one or two Omaho words. The total usoge of Omaha in the 20-page
booklet, including words used in the titles of stories, 1s as follovs:5

3. yord gloss number of tokens
UmoMho" Omaha 14 (4 stories)
shaflge horse 11 (3 stories)
IshtiMthiNke Trickster/Monkey 9 (2 stories)
Mgthulga cat 8
xithaska white eagle 6
pacon bald eagle 6
wakoda God 5
xitha eagle 3
izhazhe name 2 (2 stories)
mixazhiPga duck 1
¢cicika turkey f
wazhiga chicken !
vivitate my 1
ti house 1
cabe plack |

The form yiyitg ‘my is given in the booklet's glossary alongside yiyitgte,
gloased ‘my wvhen used in a sentence’. | omit it here, as it does not appear in the

text of the booklet. Wiwitate ts simply wiw{tta ‘my’ plus the articie te (the ).
Both wiwf{tta and wiwftta-the can be used in sentences.

Wwith one exception, the syntax of these stories is entirely English. The single
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Ishti"thi®ke Proves Himself
By Bruce Drapeau

Once upon & time there lived a little boy named Ishti"thi™ke.
l1e always stole from his friends and relatives and always told
lies about the tribe. 1l had a sho™ge and its izhazhe was Luke.
Every day he took his sho™ge to a river near the tipi. He
always liked to fish for the fun of it. He didn't even ki!l food
for the tribe.

When it was his first buffalo hunt he carried a staff for the
hunters. When he went he brought four buffaloes back and the
tribe was proud of him for bringing the food to the tribe.

Then he married the chiefs daughter and had a good
wedding. And the tribe trusted and cared for Ishti™thi™ke.
Whatever happened to him they would all cry for him.

One day a ceremony was held in a tent. They all wanted
Ishti"thi"’ke to come. In this way he could cam his first feather

for bravery and trusting to the (ribe.
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Omaha syntactic construction is the sentence in (4), which vas undoubtedly
memorized as a "chunk”, All of the children have learned and practiced saying "my
namsis __".

4. |zhazhe vivitote Jamis (1282¢ wiwitts the Jamie)
name my-the
‘my name {9 Jamie’

in all other coses, Omaha wvords are fitted into English canstructions vith
English wvord order and no morphological complexity. Since neorly all of the
Omaha words in the text are noune, the constructions in question are NPs. Inan
Omaha noun phrase, determiners and all other non-sententiol modifiers foilov the
head N; E(nq;'ish of course {s just the reverse. This leads to constructions ke
those in (52

5.a. det-N:
a/his/the shoNge cf: sho'ge aka (sdge akhé)
horse the
‘the horse’
b. number-N:
two mixazhiga cf: mixazhiga no™a (mixe 2198 nébe)
duck two
'two ducks’
c. (det)-adj-N:
a black ifgthulga cf: ifgthuga cabe (igBgga sébe)
cat fs~black

‘(a) black cat

A particularly interesting example is (6), in which both the ~oun and the
modifier gre Omaha, but they nonetheless appeor in the English order.

6. Quinrea’s gcabe iPgthulga
is- black cat
‘Quinrea’s black cat’ (cf. (S5c))

These junior high students are writing pidgin Omaha, at best. It 1s
particulerly noteworthy that no Omaha verbs appear in the stories -- with the

exception of §8be ‘black’, a stative verb which translates as an adjective. Verbal

morphology is quite complex in Omaha, as in mony other Native American
languages. [t is easy to plug an uninflected noun into an otherwise English
sentence, but virtually impossibie to do so with a verb. To use a verb you nead to



conjugate it, with appropriate subject and object markers, and often one or more
modal, auxiliary, or instrumental porticles or other incorporated elements. The
Omaha verb contains much of the informatfcn in the sentence -~ indsed, it con be
the sentence, all by itself. it ts impossibls to speak even rudimentary Omaha
vithout knoving verd morphalogy. But ft ts prectssly this kind of grommatical
knovledge that the Macy sciwool students are not 1earning.

The storfes in More Stories from our Youth and the other stmilar booklets,
vith their traditional themes bosed on tales recounted by the slders, are excellent
as an exercise in culture avarensass. Their role in helping students to becomse
better writers ond take more interest in schoo! is certuinly valid and valuable. But
their contribution to Omaha language retention or revival is minimal.

4. Conclusion

The effectiveness of all of ths Macy school's efforts to revive or preserve the
Omaha language is mixed. If the aim is to keep Omaha alive as a viable spoken
language, widely used for everyday communication by tribe members, the prograom
seems doomed to foil. Lack of attention to syntax, morphology, and
conversational competence make ft highly unitkely that the present “cutture class”
methods will produce any fluent speakers of Omaha. Inexact translations and
other problems make the bilingual story booklets less useful as language learning
tools than they might be. The language is not being passed on at home, or only in
very few cases. | knov of one child, a seventh grader, wvho apparently did learn
Omaha as his first language and speaks it well -- but only one. For the other
children the school program is their major source of knowledge of the Omaha
language, and what they learn there is not sufficient to enagble them to carry ono
conversation.

Howvever, if the aim is to use the language as o symbolic step toward tribal
solidarity and pride in the indian heritage, the program has a good chance of
success. Both the classes and the printed stories do provide some exposure to the
language. Nearly every child in the Omaha tribe at Ieast knovs some Omaha words
ond phrases. In addition, the classes and stories are @ cource of sotisfoction and
improved self-concept for both the children and the siders, as well as porents and
other tribe members. Although hard evidence is not gvailable, even teachers not
directly involved with the language program have commented that success in the
Omaha language activities and the resulting positive feedback from parents and
peers has led to better attitudes ond academic performance in other areas, at
least for some students. Even if the program does not succeed in revitalizing the
language, it may well enhance Omaha cultural survival, and enrich the educational
experience of the children in the process.

. 14
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Adult interest in language revival sesms to be increasing as well. An Omaha
language class offered at the Net:raska indian Community College attracted a dozen
students this year. Unfortunately, the adult education class suffers from the some
problems as the elementary program: linguistically natve teachers and lack of
appropriate written materials, leading tc smphasis on isolated .iouns, aimost tota)
dieregard of grammar {(morphology and ayntax), and o very low level of
proficiency achievement. Considerable time is spent on such things as memorizing
the names of the clans, and virtually none on the skills needed to actuclly
communicate using the language. But this class too does provide a seense of
identity; a feeling that the traditional 1anguage is worth knowing, even if
tmperfectly, and respect for the elders vho apeak it vell.

My comments on the elementary schoo! language program hove been quite
critical, but | do not mean to give a negative averall impression of it. In fact, the
program has had a positive impact on the level of Omaha proficiency of the young
people: some is better than none. The volume of bookiets and other materials
created by the school's print shop is impressive, porticularly when one realizes
that they vere produced essentially in a void: there were almost ne Omahe
teaching materials at ol before this program began, and nov we have a series of
attractive booklets that children enjoy using. The program has received some
national attention, being one of ten longuage programs recognized at the U.S.
Department of Education’s Indian Education Conference last year,

It is to be hoped that the current organizational problems will be overcome
very quickly and a qualified d'~ector hired, so that the program can continue,
improve, and perhaps even expand: & high schoo! program would be a welcome
addition.

NOTES

*1 would 1ike to thank John Mangan for providing me with much of the materials
and information on which this report is based. Thanks also o Bertha Wolfe,
Clifford Wolfe, Mary Clay, Coolidge Stabler, and the administration of the Macy
school for allowing me to observe their culture classes, and to the students and
staff of the Nebraska Indian Community College. This material is based upon work
supported by the National Science Soundation under Grant Number BNS-890%283.

"The towns of Walthill, Winnebago, and Psnder, while larger, have a much
higher percentage of non-indian and non-Omaha (especial'y Winnebago )

inhabitants; Macy is the site of the tribal povwow and other cultural events and the
centsr of Omaha tribal government.

z'l’he quthors of the booklets have mostly been in 6th grade, but incliude one
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high school student and ¢ fewv a8 young G8 2nd grade.
3exampies (1) ond (2) are adapted from Koontz 1988.

4A much more detailed discussion of this and other orthographies for Omaha
can be found #n Koontz 1984 end 1988.

SFor inatance, in a recent presentation to the Omaha Historical Reseorch
Project group.

Sspelled as given in More Stories from Qur Youth. See discussion of
orthography chove.
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