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 They say when the fish go up the river their great-grandmother is at the head 
RI�WKH�FUHHN��$QG�WKDW¶V�ZK\�WKH\ go up to visit the great-great grandmother, 
that fish. They come back to the same place. (Cruikshank 1991:77) 
 

Introduction  

While researching language maintenance and language practices among speakers of 

Southern Tutchone, or GlQ�N¶q1, I came across the above words. They were spoken by 

Angela Sidney, a Tagish/Tlingit Elder2 from the southern Yukon Territory, Canada, to 

anthropologist Julie Cruikshank. Angela was expressing the critical and enduring 

relationship between grandchildren and grandmothers among all First Nations people in 

the area. Threading a story of upriver migration together with ancestral connections, 

6LGQH\¶V�ZRUGV�VWUXFN�PH�DV�D�EHDXWLIXO�DQG�ILWWLQJ�LPDJH�WR�GHVFULEH�WZR�NH\�SURFHVVHV�

that I was noticing among GlQ�N¶q speakers: their close relationships with their 

grandmothers, which often involved the learning and sharing of traditional language; and 

the persistence of the flow of GlQ�N¶q between generations, even as many families were 

H[SHULHQFLQJ�D�µJDS�JHQHUDWLRQ¶�between contemporary children and their grandparents. 

The image of fish returning upstream evoked the reconnection of young people with their 

Elders and ancestors, and I was reminded of how language²or communicative 
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practice²is manifestly an act of connection. In the course of each communicative 

interaction that helps them acquire competence with the norms of their speech 

community (Schieffelin and Ochs 1984, 1996), children are being socialized by and 

through language.  

 In this paper I situate the critical role that GlQ�N¶q-speaking grandmothers are 

playing in the revitalization and maintenance of the Southern Tutchone language, by 

reflecting on some of the language-learning experiences among younger adults, with brief 

reference to the kinship and clan structures present in southern Yukon. An examination of 

'XQqQD�'lQ�.¶q�.jQLGlQ�ODQJXDJH�QHVW�DFWLYLWLHV�UXQ�E\�WKH�&KDPSDJQH-Aishihik First 

Nation in the community of Haines Junction, two hours west of Whitehorse, Yukon, as 

well as the evening GlQ�N¶q languagH�OHVVRQV�DW�WKH�7D¶DQ�.ZlFK¶lQ�&RXQFLO�LQ�

Whitehorse in 2007 and 2008, reveals the importance of connections between Elders 

(especially grandmothers) and their grandchildren in language socialization. It has been 

acknowledged that the mother-child dyad is the critical universal relationship in language 

DFTXLVLWLRQ��DQG�WKXV�µPRWKHULQJ¶�EHKDYLRXUV�DQG�ODQJXDJH�VRFLDOL]DWLRQ�DUH�LQWLPDWHO\�

linked (see Schieffelin and Ochs 1986). It is, however, apparent from the examples 

discussed in this paper, that grandmothers also participate in this mothering to a 

significant extent.  

 For speakers of GlQ�N¶q� as for many aboriginal Canadians, language revitalization 

is currently a crucial issue. As Crago et al. note:  

Parents in communities where there is rapid language and culture change face 
particular discourse issues as they construct the language and culture of their 
homes. Among such issues are decisions about who will speak in what language 
to whom, as well as decisions about what patterns of language socialization will 
be adhered to in the home. (1998: 79) 
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3DUHQWV¶�DWWLWXGHV�DQG�SUDFWLFHV�UHJDUGLQJ�WKH�KRPH�ODQJXDJH�DUH�VLJQLILFDQW�IDFWRUV�LQ�

language maintenance, but in this chapter, I show that it is not only mothers or fathers, 

but also grandparents and the children themselves who shape language usage in homes 

and communities (see Luykx 2003). Thus, understanding these patterns of language 

choice can help to trace the flows of language, and to develop an understanding of how 

and why languages are maintained. 

 

Speaking like a Person 

Southern Tutchone, or GlQ�N¶q��NZlQMq� µ�VSHDNLQJ��OLNH�D�SHUVRQ¶��LV�DQ�$WKDSDVNDQ�

language traditionally spoken throughout a south-western part of the Yukon Territory and 

adjacent areas of Alaska and British Columbia by members of the Kwanlin Dün First 

1DWLRQ��.')1���7D¶DQ�.ZlFK¶lQ�&RXQFLO��7.&���&KDPSDJQH-Aishihik First Nation 

(CAFN); and the Kluane First Nation (KFN). For at least the past half-century, there has 

been increased concern from both linguists and First Nations Elders that fewer members 

of the younger (under-50 )generations are learning their vernacular as their mother tongue 

or using them as home or community languages (Norris 1996). There is no consensus on 

how many speakers of Southern Tutchone there currently are, due to different methods of 

assessing fluency; according to a recent comprehensive fluency assessment, about 40% of 

the respondents replied that they can speak or understand GlQ�N¶q. Despite this, well over 

half (935) of the 1580 people surveyed who identified as Southern Tutchone do not speak 

the language at all (Yukon Executive Council Office 2004:85). A positive trend, though, 

has emerged in recent statistics, which show that although there has been a decline in 

mother tongue speakers of Canadian indigenous languages overall, this is being partially 



pp. 115-132 in An Anthropology of Mothering (2011). Walks, Michelle, and Naomi McPherson 

(eds). Bradford, ON: Demeter Press  

offset by more people learning these languages as a second language. Norris reports that 

³LQ�������PRUH�SHRSOH�FRXOG�VSHDN�DQ�$ERULJLQDO�ODQJXDJH�WKDQ�KDG�DQ�$ERULJLQDO�

PRWKHU�WRQJXH�>��������YHUVXV��������@�«��,t appears that this is especially the case for 

\RXQJ�SHRSOH´�������������$IWHU�D�EULHI�LQWURGXFWLRQ�WR�ODQJXDJH�VRFLDOL]DWLRQ�UHVHDUFK��,�

focus in on the importance of grandparents, especially grandmothers, in the transmission 

of GlQ�N¶q as a second language.  

 

Language Socialization and Language Shift 

The vast majority of studies on how children acquire language and are socialized through 

language usage focus on the relationship between mothers and their infants.  As Ochs 

(1983) stressed, the ways in which mothers speak to children are not a universal of 

mother-child interaction, but are culturally specific; language use among children is thus 

XQGHUVWRRG�³LQ�OLJKW�RI�WKH�VRFLRFXOWXUDO�FRQWH[W´��&UDJR�DQG�3HVFR����8; Schieffelin and 

Ochs 1996). Schieffelin and Ochs (1984, 1986), Ochs (1988), and Schieffelin (1990) 

contributed to both the theory and the foundational methodology of language 

socialization. Numerous studies following these methods have been conducted over the 

past 25 years in many areas of the world; the understanding of minority language 

socialization in bi- or multilingual settings has been, and continues to be particularly 

critical, as it helps provide an understanding of which factors shape the language 

practices leading to the maintenance of these languages (Garrett and Baquedano-Lopez 

2002; Schecter and Bayley 2004). It is also important to keep in mind that language 

socialization research may be conducted in situations of relative language vitality, but 

also during processes of language shift (see Fishman 1971) or revitalization (Crago and 
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Pesco 2008:281). In these cases it becomes especially significant, as Crago et al. remind 

XV��LW�³LV�QRW�ZKR�can speak the language, but rather who does, to whom, and in what 

ZD\V´������������In the case of GlQ�N¶q�in Whitehorse and Haines Junction, there is a 

µJDS¶�JHQHUDWLRQ�DPRQJ�\RXQJHU�SDUHQWV��JHQHUDOO\�WKRVH�EHWZHHQ�WKH�DJHV�RI���-44; 

these mothers and fathers are socializing their children primarily in the majority language 

(English).   

In 2007-2008, I spent 4 months in the city of Whitehorse, with visits to the nearby 

town of Haines Junction in order to conduct anthropological research for my Masters 

degree. Employing a blend of participant observation (acting as a volunteer teaching 

assistant in an elementary school and a participant in GlQ�N¶q�language classes) and casual 

conversation alongside semi-structured interviews and paper-based surveys, I was able to 

collect a variety of different kinds of data about language practices and ideologies.  Based 

on first-hand observations and analyses of interviews and stories collected during my 

research in the Yukon, I comment in the next sections on the language socialization and 

maintenance practices of GlQ�N¶q�speakers, and how speakers are attempting to counteract 

processes of language shift. 

 

Tracing the flows of language and bridging the gaps  

In tracing the flow of language between generations, the tendency for researchers has 

often been to centre on the mother-child dyad (see Scheiffelin 1990; Ochs 1988; and 

Schieffelin and Ochs 1986 & 1984). According to studies by Okita (2002) and others, in 

bilingual families, it is often the mother, as primary caregiver, who makes initial 

decisions about child-rearing and language, and can have the most effect on the 
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preservation of a minority language within the family. Fishman (1991, 2000) has also 

long considered intergenerational mother tongue transmission as the most important 

factor in language maintenance, specifically focusing on the mother-child dyad at home. 

%XUWRQ�FRQFXUV��QRWLQJ�WKDW�³LW�DSSHDUV�WKDW�>LQ�PDQ\�FDVHV@�ZRPHQ�PD\�EH�UHJDUGHG�DV�

WKH�µJXDUGLDQV¶�RI�D�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJH�DQG��E\�LPSOLFDWLRQ��RI�HWKQLF�LGHQWLW\´�������������

This connection of women to the transmission and maintenance of language and other 

expressions of cultural identity is echoed by other authors in this volume; especially: 

MacDonald (Chapter 5), writing about the Stó:lô, another Canadian First Nations group; 

MacDonald and Boulton (Chapter 7), discussing the Aboriginal peoples of Kimberly, 

Western Australia; and Stone (Chapter 11), describing the mother-centred worldview 

among the Quechua and Aymara of the Andes. Sentiments concerning women, especially 

mothers, as language teachers were also echoed by the Southern Tutchone people whom I 

interviewed. This statement came from a young man in his late twenties: 

Women carry so muFK��,W¶V�WKHLU�UROH�WR�SDVV�LW�RQ��/RRN�DW�ZKDW�>D�ZHOO-known 
WUDSSHU�LQ�WKH�FRPPXQLW\@�LV�GRLQJ��ZKDW�KH¶V�SDVVLQJ�RQ�WR�KLV�VRQ��,W¶V�PRUH�
physical. (Ferguson 2009: 70)  
 

The view among Southern Tutchone that women are responsible for language 

transmission is unsurprising, as traditionally, southern Yukon society has been both 

PDWULOLQHDO�DQG�PDWULORFDO��:LWK�WKH�PDWULORFDO�SDWWHUQ�RI�UHVLGHQFH��³WKH�HIIHFW�RI�VXFK�D�

pattern could not only be that the women residing together would usually be mothers, 

daughters, and sisters. The children in such a residential cluster²siblings and matrilateral 

parallel cousins²ZRXOG�EH�WLHG�WR�RQH�DQRWKHU�WKURXJK�ZRPHQ´��3HUU\�����������

&KLOGUHQ�ZRXOG�KDYH�WUDGLWLRQDOO\�EHHQ�UDLVHG�DPRQJ�WKHLU�PRWKHU¶V�UHODWLYHV�DQG�ZRXOG�

most likely have acquired the language of her family first. Though matrilocality is not 

Lisa Dixon
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strictly followed in contemporary times, the clan/moiety system is still of foremost 

importance to Southern Tutchone and other First Nations people in the southern Yukon; 

PDWULOLQHDO�FRQQHFWLRQV�DUH�VWLOO�FHQWUDO�WR�D�FRPPXQLW\¶V�FROOHFWLYH�XQGHUVWDQGLQJ�RI�

kinship, as with a number of other Canadian First Nations (also noted by MacDonald 

[Chapter 5]) . When I asked another speaker during an interview if she thought the high 

number of older women involved in language was due to traditional dän gender roles and 

the matrilineal clan connections, she responded affirmatively:  

[Women are] the traditional teachers. I think probably, for this type of thing, it 
was probably the moWKHUV«�DQG�WKH�DXQWLHV��>ZKR@�ZRXOG�WHDFK�ODQJXDJH��PD\EH�
KRZ�WR�FRPPXQLFDWH�«��$QG�WKHQ�LW�ZDV�WKH�IDWKHUV�WKDW�ZRXOG�GR�WKH�KXQWLQJ��
DQG�\HDK«�/RRNLQJ�DIWHU�WKH�IDPLOLHV��)HUJXVRQ��������-71). 
 

 ,�GR�QRW�ZLVK�WR�UHIXWH�WKH�LPSRUWDQFH�RI�WKH�PRWKHU¶V�ODQJuage usage as a crucial factor 

for maintaining and revitalizing languages; however, what I witnessed among GlQ�N¶q�

speakers is that the mother-child pair is simply too narrow a focus. Because of the 

DIRUHPHQWLRQHG�µJDS¶�JHQHUDWLRQ�LQ�6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH�VSHDkers, many children are 

currently not learning GlQ�N¶q as a first language from their mothers or fathers; most are 

introduced through the school system, and if they are learning at home it is from an older 

relative or Elder.  

 

Following Grandmother Salmon 

The close, loving relationships between grandmothers and grandchildren, frequently 

highlighted in both traditional narratives and life stories told by women in the Southern 

Yukon (Cruikshank 1991), are playing a central role in GlQ�N¶q language maintenance 

DQG�DWWHPSWV�WR�UHYHUVH�ODQJXDJH�VKLIW��$V�0F&OHOODQ�UHPDUNV��³WKH�7XWFKRQH�ERQG�

between grandparent and grandchild is warm, especially when the grandchild is young. 
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Pride, indulgence, and a marked degree of reciprocal emotional dependence all 

characterizH�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS´�������������LW�LV�QRW�RQO\�WKH�PRWKHUV��EXW�WKH�JUDQGPRWKHUV�

who fill a prominent role in raising and caring for children. Again, though matrilocality is 

not strictly practiced any longer, grandparents are still very much involved in the lives of 

their grandchildren. In twelve in-depth interviews conducted with young adult novice 

speakers, I found that nearly all of my research participants in their twenties and early 

thirties had been introduced to GlQ�N¶q by their grandparents and, by far, most often by 

their grandmothers. One young man in his late twenties discussed his childhood summers 

spent with his great-JUDQGPRWKHU��KLV�PDWHUQDO�JUDQGPRWKHU¶V�PRWKHU��DW�.OXDQH�/DNH��

Ben told me: 

«�P\�JUHDW-grandma would say words to me, and stuff like that, but after she 
SDVVHG�RQ��,�GLGQ¶W�KDYH�DQ\ERG\�WR�OHDUQ�6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH�IURP��WKDW�ZDV�FORVH�
WR�PH��VR«��)HUJXVRQ��������-38) 
 

Mary Jane, a young woman in her early twenties, gave a similar account of how her 

grandmother spoke to her: 

She spokH�(QJOLVK�WRR��DV�ZHOO�DV�7OLQJLW��6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH�DQG�+lQ�«��:KHQ�LW�
ZDV�MXVW�KHU�DQG�,��WKDW¶V�ZKHQ�VKH�ZRXOG�VSHDN�6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH��)HUJXVRQ�
2009:38). 
 

In both of these cases, the language was not taught to the parents of these individuals by 

their own mothers or fathers, who in many cases had lost their desire to 

speak GlQ�N¶q due to mission schools3 they attended; others whose parents experienced 

the prohibitive attitudes of these schools had never been taught the language. The 

grandmothers of these young adults, who did not pass on the language to their own 

children, have taken it upon themselves to pass on the language to their grandchildren. 
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Millie, currently in her mid-thirties, explained to me how she was exposed to the 

language in her early childhood: 

>%\@�P\�PRP¶V�SDUHQWV�«�,�UHPHPEHU�P\�JUDQGPD�ZRXOG�VD\�OLNH��µ*UDQGFKLOG��
go get me some more VXJDU�IRU�P\�WHD¶�DQG�,¶G�MXVW�JR�DQG�GR�LW��RU�µ7XUQ�WKDW�
OLJKW�RII¶�,W¶V�OLWWOH�WKLQJV�OLNH�WKDW�,�UHPHPEHU�MXVW�GRLQJ��%XW�P\�PRP�GLGQ¶W�
VSHDN�>RXU�ODQJXDJH@�WR�XV�EHFDXVH�WKH\�ZHUH�WDXJKW�QRW�WR��6R�WKDW¶V�ZKHUH�WKH�
break was, she did go to mission schRRO«�)HUJXVRQ��������-39). 
 

In the late 1970s, however, the sparks of the Yukon First Nations language revitalization 

movement were starting to catch. As the land claims process gained momentum, the 

socio-political climate was also beginning to shift. Mission schools, a major reason for 

the drastic decline in the usage of First Nations languages, were no longer in operation; 

with the support of the newly-created Yukon Native Language Centre, Southern 

Tutchone and the other Yukon First Nations languages were reintroduced as classroom 

subjects within the public schools. Attitudes among the older generations were also 

changing. Adults, who were approaching Elder-hood at the time, had been taught not to 

socialize their children in these languages; however, they started to reclaim both their 

ODQJXDJHV�DQG�WKHLU�UROHV�DV�WHDFKHUV��)RU�H[DPSOH��0LOOLH¶V�PRWKHU��ZKR�GLG�QRW�VSHDN�WR�

her daughter in the language when she was a young child, is now a grandmother herself, 

as well as a language teacher at the local school and an enthusiastic mentor to her 

GDXJKWHU¶V��DQG�JUDQGVRQ¶V��PDVWHU\�RI�WKH�ODQJXDJH��7KRXJK�FHUWDLQO\�QRW�DOO�(OGHUV�DQG�

older adults have re-embraced languages to the same degree, there seems to be a general 

movement towards actively teaching the language to the younger generations: perhaps 

not always to their now-grown children, but certainly to their (great)-grandchildren.  

 7KH�UROH�RI�³JUDQGPRWKHULQJ´�KDV�UHFHQWO\�GLVFXVVHG�E\�1RWHUPDQV��������IURP�D�

sociocultural perspective and by Jamison et al. (2002) from a physical anthropological 
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standpoint, as well as by researchers in sociolinguistics and language maintenance. For 

example, Ishizawa (2004) discussed the role of live-in non-English-speaking 

grandparents in relation to minority language maintenance among their grandchildren. 

American Census data indicate that the presence of grandparents who do not speak 

(QJOLVK�GRHV�SRVLWLYHO\�LQIOXHQFH�D�JUDQGFKLOG¶V�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJH�XVH�LQ�D�KRXVHKROG�RI�

multiple generations; in particular, Ishizawa found that non-English speaking 

JUDQGPRWKHUV�KDYH�D�VWURQJHU�HIIHFW�RQ�JUDQGFKLOGUHQ¶V�PLQRULW\�ODQJXDJH�XVH�WKDQ�GRHV�

WKH�SUHVHQFH�RI�JUDQGIDWKHUV��7KLV�JUHDWHU�LQIOXHQFH�RI�WKH�JUDQGPRWKHU�³PD\�EH�

explained by the fact that women are more likely to be caregivers and involved in 

JUDQGSDUHQWKRRG´��,VKL]DZD������������,Q�WKH�QH[W�VHFWLRQV��,�ZLOO�GHVFULEH�WZR�

situations that bring grandmothers and grandchildren together to speak and learn GlQ�N¶q, 

and conclude by discussing how the actions of both demographics influence the overall 

maintenance of the language. 

 

/HVVRQV�ZLWK�WKH�7D¶DQ�.ZlFK¶lQ��/HDUQLQJ�WRJHWKHU 

Not all contemporary Southern Tutchone Elders are fluent speakers of the language. 

People of the 7D¶DQ�.ZlFK¶lQ�&RXQFLO��HVpecially women, have been intermarrying for a 

longer time with non-Natives than people in other Southern Tutchone communities, due 

to the proximity of their traditional territory to Whitehorse, where the majority of non-

Native people settled from the Gold Rush days onward. Despite the matrilineal kinship 

system, the pressure to speak English within the family coupled with the prohibitive 

tendencies of residential schools deterred many from passing on the language. Similar 

tendencies of oppression and assimilation have been seen in many colonial societies, and 
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have affected the transmission of languages, beliefs and practices; parenting became 

³FRORQL]HG´��DOVR�QRWHG�LQ�0DF'RQDOG�DQG�%RXOWRQ�>&KDSWHU��@���6RSKLH�0LOOHU��DQ�(OGHU��

stated at a Southern Tutchone ODQJXDJH�FRQIHUHQFH�VRPH�\HDUV�DJR��³7KH�UHDVRQ�ZK\�,�GR�

not speak in my own language is that I lived with a white man all of my life, and 

therefore my children do not speak and understand Indian. You do not speak Indian to a 

ZKLWH�PDQ�«´��$ERULJLQDO�/DQJuage Services 1996:2). There was great pressure for 

children of these mixed marriages to try to assimilate into non-Native society. Thus, 

many mothers may not have always taught their children a First Nations language, 

especially when their non-Native partners showed no interest in learning, or even 

prohibited the language outright. Colleen, in her late thirties, told me about her 

JUDQGPRWKHU¶V�VLWXDWLRQ�� 

0\�JUDQGPRWKHU�«�PDUULHG�P\�>6FRWWLVK@�JUDQGIDWKHU�DQG�KH�ZDV�YHU\�RSSRVHG�
WR�KDYLQJ�WKH�*ZLFK¶LQ�ODQJXDJH�VSRNHQ�DW�KRPH�DQG�KH�GLGQ¶W�ZDQW�WKH�NLGV�
OHDUQLQJ�LW��+H�GLGQ¶W�ZDQW�KHU�VSHDNLQJ�LW��DQG�KH�ZDV�NLQG�RI�WKH�UXOHU�RI�WKH�
[house] (Ferguson 2009:41). 
 

Coupled with the colonial policies present in the wider community that denigrated First 

Nations laQJXDJHV��WKHVH�FLUFXPVWDQFHV�RIWHQ�PHDQW�WKDW�LW�ZDV�QR�XVH�WR�µVSHDN�,QGLDQ�WR�

D�ZKLWH�PDQ¶��1RZ��KRZHYHU��PDQ\�(OGHUV�DUH�DWWHQGLQJ�OHVVRQV�DORQJ�ZLWK�WKHLU�

grandchildren to improve their language skills. 7KLV�LV�HVSHFLDOO\�WKH�FDVH�DW�WKH�7D¶DQ�

.ZlFK¶lQ &RXQFLO¶V�ODQJXDJH�OHVVRQV��KHOG�ZHHNO\�DW�WKHLU�RIILFH�LQ�:KLWHKRUVH��As one 

7D¶DQ�JUDQGPRWKHU�WROG�PH�YHU\�VLPSO\��³,�VSHDN�ZLWK�P\�JUDQGFKLOGUHQ�DQG�RWKHU�

PHPEHUV�RI�P\�IDPLO\��,�ZDQW�P\�JUDQGFKLOGUHQ�WR�NQRZ�WKHLU�RZQ�ODQJXDJH´��At the 

lessons I attended, there were 18 learners, plus the language instructor, her own 

grandchildren, and her elderly mother who was her language mentor. The learners 

included five Elders who were grandmothers and great-grandmothers to many of the nine 
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children who attended, along with two young adults in their early twenties, and one 

middle-aged woman. Nearly all of the elementary and high school children had taken 

some GlQ�N¶q at school, and had been encouraged by their grandmothers to come to the 

evening lessons; these evenings were a mix of structured language lessons and a sewing 

hour, in which grouse feathers, moose hide, beaver fur and beads were pulled out and the 

instructor facilitated further conversation in GlQ�N¶q� ,QWHUHVWLQJO\��WKH�FKLOGUHQ¶V�SDUHQWV�

did not attend, though they often appeared toward the end of the lessons to drive the 

children and Elders home. These language evenings seemed to be an activity that female 

Elders and older adults enjoyed with their grandkids; learners reported that few older men 

had ever invested time in the lessons in the last few years, and I never met a man older 

than thirty at any of the lessons I attended. Thus, in the case of GlQ�N¶q�speakers, even 

though there are no monolingual speakers left, and even Elders show a range of speaking 

abilities, Elder grandmothers are still central figures in the attempts to transmit the 

language to their grandchildren.  

 

/DQJXDJH�1HVWV�DQG�FKLOGUHQ¶V�ODQJXDJH�XVDJH 

Another significant venue for grandmother and child interaction in language learning is 

WKH�ODQJXDJH�QHVW�SURJUDP��'XQqQD�'lQ�.¶q�.jQLGlQ��HVWDEOLVKHG�LQ�+DLQHV�-XQFWLRQ�E\�

the Champagne-Aishihik First Nation. This institution, in providing a rich environment 

for young children to be exposed to GlQ�N¶q language and knowledge, is showing promise 

in motivating increased GlQ�N¶q usage in the community. It also provides an institution 

for intergenerational collaboration among members of the community; as MacDonald 

(Chapter 5) also notes, these types of connections are highly valued by mothers in the 
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VXSSRUW�WKH\�SURYLGH�LQ�KHOSLQJ�WR�QXUWXUH�WKH�FRPPXQLW\¶V�FKLOGUHQ��'XQqQD�'lQ�.¶q�

.jQLGlQ��RU�µ&KLOGUHQ�DUH�OHDUQLQJ�WKH�1DWLYH�ZD\��RI�VSHDNLQJ�¶��LV�PRGHOOHG�DIWHU�WKH�7H�

.RKDQJD�5HR��RU�µODQJXDJH�QHVWV¶��RI�1HZ�=HDODQG��0DRUL�QHVWV�ZHUH�ILUVW created in the 

early 1980s in response to growing concerns by speakers that the language was being 

used only in the restricted domains of the ceremonial meeting places and church (King 

2001:121). A typical morning at the nest, located at the CAFN daycare centre, would 

involve small groups of four or five children being given a structured language lesson by 

a female Elder, using the curriculum and vocabulary being taught in the school program. 

Playtime is spent in the company of the participating Elders, who speak GlQ�N¶q with the 

FKLOGUHQ��7KLV�SOD\WLPH�KHOSV�LQFUHDVH�WKH�FKLOGUHQ¶V�UHFHSWLYH�IOXHQF\��$FFRUGLQJ�WR�WKH�

CAFN language coordinator: 

,�WU\�WR�JHW�DW�OHDVW�WZR�(OGHUV�LQ�DW�WKH�ODQJXDJH�QHVW�EHFDXVH�WKDW¶V�ZKDW�WKH\¶OO�
GR��VR�ZKLOH�WKH\¶UH�SOD\LQJ�WKH\�FDQ�KHDU�LW�«�WKHUH�ZDV�D�OLWWOH���\HDU�ROG�«�
[one of the Elders] asked the little girl to go get her plate and put bannock on it 
and she said it all in the language and that little [girl] went over and came back 
DQG�JDYH�LW�WR�KHU�«�>WKDW�(OGHU@�LV�Ueally good because she incorporates it into 
WKHLU�SOD\LQJ«��)HUJXVRQ���������� 
 

Perhaps what is most significant about the language nest is not only the ways children are 

using the language within the nest with the female Elders, but how they are speaking dän 

N¶q� to others, outside of the nest environment ± especially with their non-fluent parents. 

A few adult women I interviewed (teachers at the school in Haines Junction as well as the 

mother of one of the children in the language nest) shared stories with me about the 

success of the children in picking up the language from the Elders as well as attempting 

to use the language with others. Though the language coordinator and the teachers 

FRPPHQWHG�WKDW�FKLOGUHQ�ZHUHQ¶W�RIWHQ�KHDUG�VSHDNLQJ�WKH�ODQJXDJH�ZLWK their peers, 

many were responding to adults both verbally and non-verbally and attempting to use the 
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language with their parents. From what I was told, the children were using a lot of basic 

vocabulary to greet and interact with parents, describe things they saw happening, and 

express wishes and desires. The CAFN language coordinator shared the following story 

with me: 

0\�FRXVLQ�>WROG�PH�WKDW@�µ>0\�VRQ@�NHSW�JRLQJ�WR�WKH�ZLQGRZ�ODVW�QLJKW�DQG�KH�
ZDV�VD\LQJ�³<lZ�QtNK\l̖Z��\lZ�QtNK\l̖w´��DQG�VKH�VDLG�µ2K�\HDK��\HDK��\HDK¶�DQG�
VKH�NHSW�VKXWWLQJ�WKH�FXUWDLQ��,�WROG�KHU��µ+H�ZDV�WHOOLQJ�\RX�LW�ZDV�VQRZLQJ�
RXWVLGH¶�DQG�VKH�ZDV�OLNH�µ:KDW"�¶�DQG�,�VDLG��µ+H�ZDV�WHOOLQJ�\RX�LW�ZDV�VQRZLQJ�
outside, \lZ�QtNK\l̖w LV�VQRZLQJ¶�DQG�«�VKH�FRXOGQ¶W�believe that her little guy 
who was just learning how to speak [in English], she thought he was just 
PXPEOLQJ��EXW�KH�ZDV�DFWXDOO\�WHOOLQJ�KHU�LW¶V�VQRZLQJ�RXWVLGH�� 
 

The little boy is just one of many children who have been trying to speak GlQ�N¶q with 

their non-fluent parents. I remember a little girl leaving the classroom at lunchtime with 

KHU�PRWKHU�VD\LQJ��µ6�JQqQ�FK¶��\H�WDGKlO�\DQuáL�¶��µ,�ZDQW�EDQQRFN�DQG�VRXS�¶���+HU�

mother praised her speech, though she could not converse with her daughter beyond 

UHSO\LQJ�µAghay¶��µ<HV¶���2WKHU�FDVHV�KDYH�EHHQ�GRFXPHQWHG�ZKHUHLQ�FKLOGUHQ�KDYH�

inspired their parents to learn heritage languages; for example, Watahomigie and 

McCarty present the response of a mother whose child was learning Hualapai, an 

indigenous lDQJXDJH�RI�$UL]RQD��³�WKDW�WXUQHG�PH�DURXQG�DJDLQ��6R�,�UHDOO\�JRW�LQWR�LW��DQG�

LW�ZDV�LQWHUHVWLQJ�WR�NQRZ�P\�RZQ�ODQJXDJH��KRZ�WR�ZULWH�LW�DQG�VSHDN�LW´��������������

The children, as semi-speakers themselves, do not provide the required linguistic input or 

communicative environment necessary for adults to fully learn a language, and so this 

PD\�QRW�EH�FRQVLGHUHG�µWUXH¶�ODQJXDJH�WUDQVPLVVLRQ��0RUHRYHU��GHVSLWH�WKH�IDFW�WKDW�

mothers and other adults will not acquire language from their children per se, the 

cKLOGUHQ¶V�LQVWLJDWLRQ�RI�WKHVH�FRPPXQLFDWLYH�LQWHUDFWLRQV�LV�VRFLDOL]LQJ��DQG�H[WUHPHO\�
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important for the motivation they provide for parents to take action in learning and using 

other languages in their daily lives. 

Settings such as the language nest are another way to unite grandmothers and 

grandchildren, and provide another venue and context for the transmission of a minority 

language. The language nest, as with the Head Start programs involving grandparents 

offered in the Stó:lô First Nations community (also noted in MacDonald [Chapter 5]), 

help to create new spaces for Elders to pass on their knowledge. The success of the nest, 

in that it is helping to catalyze instances of child language usage outside of the nest, is 

also an especially potent reminder that language socialization between generations does 

not flow exclusively from the Elders down. With GlQ�N¶q speakers, the language has been 

flowing from the oldest generation to the children thanks to the practices of Elders, 

especially grandmothers; but now some of these children are making attempts to 

influence the language behaviours of their non-fluent parents. The actions of these 

children have captured not only the attention of parents²especially mothers²but also 

language teachers and planners, who are working to try to reach out to the gap generation 

and help divert some of the language flow to them.  

 

Conclusion 

Indigenous minority groups in Canada and elsewhere have faced similar pressures of 

linguistic assimilation through educational systems and other government policies and 

institutions, and negotiate similar issues, such as generational gaps in transmission and a 

lack of fluent Elder speakers. Language socialization is a mutually negotiated form of 

connection, and language transmission can follow many different streams. These 
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processes are shaped not only by mothers, but by Elders and child learners, and by the 

relationships these three generations have with each other. As MacDonald and Boulton 

(Chapter 7) point out, understanding mothering means not only to understand the 

PRWKHU¶V�DFWLRQV��EXW�DOVR�WKH�UROH�RI�WKH�FKLOG�RU�LQIDQW�LQ�WKH�UHODWLRQVKLS��DQG�DOVR�WKH�

multiple people who may also provide care for the child. 

$�µJDS¶�JHQHUDWLRQ�RI�VSHDNHUV�KDV�RIWHQ�EHHQ�VHHQ�DV�D�EURNHQ�OLQN�DQG�D�WKUHat to 

the continued maintenance of a minority language (see Fishman 1991). At the same time, 

the strong connections between grandmothers and grandchildren as language users are 

currently very much at the forefront of GlQ�N¶q revitalization and maintenance efforts. 

Moreover, it is the strength of the connections between these dedicated grandmother 

salmon and their grandchildren swimming back upriver spreading the language that is 

bolstering the efforts and hopes of many GlQ�N¶q speakers, enabling them to address what 

0F&DUW\�DQG�:DWDKRPLJLH�GHHP�³WKH�FKDOOHQJH�«�WR�H[SDQG�>ODQJXDJH�SURPRWLRQ@�

efforts to touch even more widely and directly the home language policies of speakers 

DQG�WKHLU�IDPLOLHV´�������������6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH�ODQJXDJH�SODQQHUV�DUH�SD\LQJ�DWWHntion 

to these lessons as they attempt to reach out to potential speakers in all generations so that 

WKHLU�ODQJXDJH�ZLOO�UHDFK�D�FULWLFDO�PDVV��3DUHQWV�ZKR�DUH�SDUW�RI�WKH�µJDS¶�JHQHUDWLRQ�

GLGQ¶W�FRPPHQW�H[WHQVLYHO\�RQ�WKHVH�HIIRUWV��RWKHU�WKDQ�WKH\�PHQWLRned that they thought 

it was really positive what their mothers ± WKH�FKLOGUHQ¶V�JUDQGPRWKHUV�± were doing, and 

that their children were learning (with their Elders) did inspire them to seek out more 

opportunities to learn, so that they in turn could (grand)mother others, in time.  

As the case of GlQ�N¶q  reminds us, language socialization processes are adaptable 

and dynamic, and will shift to allow language to flow around obstacles to its 
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WUDQVPLVVLRQ��,Q�RWKHU�ZRUGV��³PRWKHULQJ´�EHKDYLRXUV�DVVRFLDWHG�ZLWK language 

socialization are not limited to those who are either biological mothers or adoptive 

FDUHJLYHUV�RI�WKH�PRWKHU¶V�JHQHUDWLRQ��7KH�IRFXV�RQ�RQO\�WKH�PRWKHU-child dyad is not 

sufficient, as it is critical, as MacDonald and Boulton (Chapter 7) note, that all 

generations be considered; it is also important that the active nurturing behaviours among 

all community members be recognized (also noted in Stone, Chapter 11). Grandmothers 

DUH�SOD\LQJ�D�³PRWKHULQJ´�UROH��DQG�HQJDJLQJ�LQ�³PRWKHULQJ´�E\�LQWHUDFWLQg with young 

VSHDNHUV�RI�WKHLU�JUDQGFKLOGUHQ¶V�JHQHUDWLRQ�LQ�RUGHU�WR�HQVXUH�WKDW�WKH�\RXQJHU�

community members have opportunity to learn GlQ�N¶q. As well, the efforts of the 

children to spread their newly acquired language knowledge by using it with their µJDS�

JHQHUDWLRQ¶�SDUHQWV�LV�LQVSLULQJ�WKRVH�LQGLYLGXDOV�WR�WDNH�PRUH�LQWHUHVW�LQ�OHDUQLQJ�GlQ�N¶q 

for themselves, so that perhaps they too can engage in a linguistic (grand)mothering role, 

in time. 
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Endnotes 

 1. Throughout this paper, I use the terms GlQ�N¶q and Southern Tutchone 

interchangeably; GlQ�N¶q refers to the Southern Tutchone language, except in direct 
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TXRWHV�RU�H[FHUSWV�WKDW�XVH�µ6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH¶��µ6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH¶�DOZD\V�UHIHUV�WR�

the people whose language is GlQ�N¶q. 

 2. In Canadian aboriginal communities, the term Elder simply refers to an older 

person; however, some definitions also refer to the individuals spiritual and cultural 

leadership and knowledge (see Stiegelbauer 1996). 

 3. See Haig-Brown (1988), Miller (1996), Milloy (1999) for a discussion of the 

history and impact of residential schools in Canada. Residential schools are often referred 

WR�DV�µPLVVLRQ�VFKRROV¶��HVSHFLDOO\�LQ�WKH�<XNRQ��DV�WKH\�ZHUH�UXQ�E\�$QJOLFDQ��&DWKROLF�± 

and, in the case of the Whitehorse school ± Baptist missionaries. The last mission school 

in the Yukon, the Baptist Indian residential school, closed in 1968. Until its closure in 

1975, however many Yukon students were sent to the Lower Post Residential School 

located in Lower Post, northern British Columbia. 

 

References Cited 

Aboriginal Language Services 
 1996 6RXWKHUQ�7XWFKRQH�/DQJXDJH�&RQIHUHQFH��.jNZlGGKLQ��µ0DUNLQJ�WKH� 
  7UDLOV¶��0DUFK���-15. Whitehorse: Yukon Territorial Government. 
 
Bayley, R. & S.R. Schecter 
 2003 Introduction: Towards a dynamic model of language socialization. In  
  Language socialization in bilingual and multilingual societies. R. Bayley  
  & S.R. Schecter (Editors). Pp.1-6. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 
 
Burton, P. 
 1994 Women and Second-Language Use. In Bilingual Women: Anthropological 
  Approaches to Second Language Use. P. Burton, K.K. Dyson & S.   
  Ardener, eds. Pp.1-29. Oxford: Berg Publishers. 
 
Crago, M.B., C. Chen, F. Genesee & S.E.M. Allen 
 1998 Power and deference: Bilingual decision making in Inuit homes.   
  Journal of Just and Caring Education 4(1):78-95. 
 



pp. 115-132 in An Anthropology of Mothering (2011). Walks, Michelle, and Naomi McPherson 

(eds). Bradford, ON: Demeter Press  

Crago, M.B. & D. Pesco. 
 2008 Language socialization in Canadian aboriginal communities. In   
  Encyclopaedia of language and education. 2nd Edition. P.A. Duff &  
  N.H. Hornberger, eds. Pp.273-285. New York: Kluwer Academic. 
 
Cruikshank, J, 
 1990 Life lived like a story: Life stories of three native Yukon elders.   
   Vancouver: University of British Columbia Press. 
 
Ferguson, J. 
 2009 Manufacturing linguistic communities: 'lQ�.¶q language transmission  
   and maintenance practices. Master of Arts thesis. Department of   
   Anthropology. University of Alberta. 
 
Fishman, J. 
 2000 Can Threatened Languages Be Saved? Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 
 1991 Reversing Language Shift: Theory and Practice of Assistance to   

  Threatened Languages. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 
 1971 The relationship between micro- and mascrosociolinguistics in the study  

  of who speaks what language to whom and when. In Bilingualism in the  
  barrio. J. Fishman, R.L. Copper & R. Ma (Editors). Pp.583-604.   
  Indianapolis: Mouton. 

 
Garrett, P.B. and P. Baquedano-Lopez 
 2002 Language Socialization: Reproduction and Continuity, Transformation  

  and Change. Annual Review of Anthropology 31:339-361. 
 
Haig-Brown, C. 
 1988 Resistance and Renewel: Surviving the Indian Residential School.   

  Vancouver: Arsenal Pulp Press. 
 
Ishizawa, H. 
 2004 Minority language use among grandchildren in multigenerational   

  households. Sociological Perspectives 47(4):465-483. 
 
Jamison, Cheryl Sorenson, Laurel L. Cornell, Paul L. Jamison & Hideki Nakazato 
 2002 Are All Grandmothers Equal? A Review and a Preliminary Test of the  
  ³*UDQGPRWKHU�+\SRWKHVLV´�LQ�7RNXJDZD�-DSDQ��$PHULFDQ�-RXUQDO of  
  Physical Anthropology 119:67-76. 
 
King, J. 
 2001 Te kohanga reo: Maori language revitalization. In The green book of  

  language revitalization in practice. L. Hinton & K. Hale, eds. Pp. 119-128. 
  San Diego: Academic Press. 

 
Luykx, A. 



pp. 115-132 in An Anthropology of Mothering (2011). Walks, Michelle, and Naomi McPherson 

(eds). Bradford, ON: Demeter Press  

 2003 Weaving languages together: Family language policy and gendered  
  language socialization in Aymara households. In Language  socialization  
  in bilingual and multilingual societies. R. Bayley & S.R. Schecter, eds.  
  Pp.25-43. Clevedon: Multilingual Matters. 

 
McCarty, T. and L.J. Watabomigie 

 1998 Indigenous Community-based Language Education in the USA.   
  Language, Culture, and Curriculum 11(3):309-324. 

 
McClellan, C 
 1975 My old people say: An ethnographic survey of southern Yukon   

  Territory. Ottawa: National Museum of Man/National Museums of  
  Canada. 

 
Miller, J.R. 
 1996 6KLQJZDXN¶V�9LVLRQ��$�+LVWRU\�RI�1DWLYH�5HVLGHQWLDO�6FKRROV��  

  Toronto: University of Toronto Press. 
 
Milloy, J. 
 1999 A National Crime: The Canadian Government and the Residential   

  School System ± 1879 to 1986. Winnipeg: University of Manitoba   
  Press. 

 
Norris, M.J. 
 2007 Aboriginal languages in Canada: Emerging trends and perspectives on  

  second language acquisition. Canadian Social Trends. Summer 2007.  
  Statistics Canada ± Catalogue No.11-008. 

 1998 &DQDGD¶V�$ERULJLQDO�/DQJXDJHV��&DQDGLDQ�6RFLDO�7UHQGV��:LQWHU�  
  1998. Statistics Canada ± Catalogue No.11-008. 

 
Notermans, Catrien 
 2004 Sharing Home, Food, and Bed: Paths of Grandmotherhood in East   

  Cameroon. African 74(1):6-27. 
Ochs, E. 
 1988 Culture and language development: Language acquisition and language  

  socialization in a Samoan villiage. New York: Cambridge University  
  Press. 

 1983 Cultural dimensions of language acquisition. In Acquiring conversational  
  competence. E. Ochs & B. Schieffelin (Editors). Pp.185-191. London:  
  Routledge and Keegan Paul. 

 
Ochs, E. & B. Schieffelin 
 2008 Language socialization: An historical overview. In Encyclopaedia of  

  language and education. Second Edition. P.A. Duff & N.H. Hornberger  
  (Editors). Pp.3-15. New York: Springer. 



pp. 115-132 in An Anthropology of Mothering (2011). Walks, Michelle, and Naomi McPherson 

(eds). Bradford, ON: Demeter Press  

 1984 Language acquisition and socialization. In Culture theory: Essays on  
  mind, self, and emotion. R.A. Schweder & R.A. Levine, eds. Pp.276-320.  
  Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

 
Okita, T. 
 2002 Invisible Work: Bilingualism, language choice and childrearing in   

  intermarried families. Studies in Language and Society 12.    
  Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 

 
Perry, R. 
 1989 Matrilineal Descent in a Hunting Context: The Athapaskan Case.   

  Ethnology 28(1):33-51. 
 
Schecter, S.R. & R. Bayley 
 2004 Languauge socialization in theory and practice. International Journal of  

  Qualitative Studies in Education 17(5):605-625. 
 
Schieffelin, Bambi 

1990 The give and take of everyday life: Language socialization of Kaluli 
children. New York: Cambridge University Press. 

 
Schieffelin, B. & E. Ochs 
 1996 The microgenesis of comptence: Methodology in language socialization.  

  In Social interaction, social context and language: Essays in honor of  
  S.E. Tripp. D.I. Slobin, J. Gerhardt, A. Kyratzis & J. Guo, eds. Pp.251- 
  263. Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum and Associates. 

 
Stiegelbauer, S.M. 
 1996 What is Elder? What do Elders do? First Nations Elders as Teachers in 

             Culture-based Urban Organizations. The Canadian Journal of Native 
              Studies 16(1):37-66. 

 
Watahomigie, Lucille J. & Teresa L. McCarty 
 1997 Literacy for what? Hualapai literacy and language maintenance. In   

  Indigenous Literacies in the Americas: Language Planning from the  
  Bottom Up. N. Homberger (Editor). Pp.95-113. Berlin: Mouton de   
  Gruyter. 

 
Yukon Executive Council Office 
 2004 We Are Our Language ± Sharing the Gift of Language: Profile of Yukon  

  First Nations Languages. Whitehorse: Government of Yukon Executive  
  Council Office ± Aboriginal Language Services. 

 


