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Considerable pedagogic and linguistic energy is devoted to
vibrant, living, “global” languages such as English and Chinese, but what
of languages in peril, used so seldom amongst dwindling numbers of
native speakers? UNESCO estimates that 50 percent of the 6,000 lan-
guages throughout the world are endangered or moribund, and 96 per-
cent of those languages are spoken by only four percent of the population.
According to Ethnologue, 66 of roughly 517 of the world’s ‘nearly extinct’
languages are Native American. At the Tulalip Tribes in Western
Washington, the tribal language department is working to revive the
Lushootseed language, a member of the Southern Coast Salish family.
Lushootseed has a northern and southern dialect, and the Tulalip Tribes
focuses on a blend of the two, with a tendency towards Northern
Lushootseed. On the Tulalip Reservation, there are less than 20 intermedi-
ate and advanced speakers, and there are a few elders who remember
the language heard in their childhood. Though preservation efforts began
as early as the 1950s, the Lushootseed Language Department in its cur-
rent form was founded in 1994. The department employs eight full-time
language teachers, a manager, a master teacher, and a program develop-
er. The language teachers, who keenly feel the burden of passing on the
language to the tribe’s youth and community, spend 20-40 minutes per
day in 14 classrooms at Tulalip Montessori, which is 100 percent tribal and
tribally governed, and Tulalip Elementary School, a public K-5 school
which is part of the Marysville School District. 

Although tribes in general enjoy positive relationships with the urban
communities they border, forging a strong partnership between the school
districts and the tribal language/culture programs has been more of a
challenge. Tribal language departments throughout the region are concen-
trating their efforts on establishing Memoranda of Understanding (MOUs)
with their respective school districts. MOUs, while not necessarily legally

binding, typically outline a good-faith relationship between tribal language
and culture programs, and school districts. Some tribes have been suc-
cessful in building good relationships — the Lower Ehlwa Klallam Tribe has
a cordial relationship with North Kitsap County School Board, and they sit
down regularly to discuss curricular issues, including the language and
culture program. The Tulalip Tribes is one of several tribes undergoing cur-
riculum renewal programs which involve aligning their curricula with the
state’s standards — a positive step towards mutual cooperation and, ulti-
mately, a service to students, who will benefit from a more streamlined
curriculum. This article reviews the issues involved in building relationships
between tribal language/culture programs and school districts with
schools on tribal land, and further explains this tribe’s process of shaping
their curriculum and aligning it with Washington’s state standards. 

Forging relationships through MOUs
A public school on tribal land is not unusual. Currently 34 school

districts in the state of Washington have schools within tribe bound-
aries. Most tribes, regardless of dialect and level of language endan-
germent, have a tribal language and/or culture program which reaches
out to their tribe’s youngest members through the public school dis-
tricts. The tribes of the region are close, and meet frequently to share
knowledge and successes/challenges with their respective school dis-
tricts, and to lobby for legislative changes. On an aggregate level,
MOUs exist between tribes and universities, tribal organizations and
boards of education, and tribes and state interior departments. MOUs
are legal gray areas, and entering into such an agreement should not
be taken lightly. Both tribal language programs and school districts are
right to hesitate if they do not agree on the terms. 

The Tulalip Tribes Lushootseed Language Program’s MOU, drafted in

Aligning Native Language 
to State Standards
Amy Fenning describes how the Tulalip
Tribes of Washington is striving to save
the Lushootseed language by aligning
its instruction with state standards


