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Abstract

Indigenous peoples in Canada maintain beautiful and diverse languages and cultures. De-
spite the devastating impact of colonization, Indigenous people continue to value their con-
nection to their respective languages and cultures. Due to colonial influences, there are sig-
nificant numbers of Indigenous people living in urban areas across Canada. Many have relo-
cated from their ancestral communities to pursue education, career, and other opportunities
not found within the homelands. This paper explores the challenges, but also the positives
and possibilities for the future of urban language learning. It also investigates the restorative
possibilities of language learning for the mind, body, and spirit of urban Indigenous language
learners, with a particular focus on the Kwakwaka'wakw or Kwakwala speaking peoples of
BC. The following questions guide this paper: Is it possible to learn Kwakwala and truly un-
derstand Kwakwaka'wakw perspective while living outside of Kwakwaka'wakw territory?
[s it possible for language learning to have psychosomatic, physiological, and possibly super-
natural responses, thus “feeling your language”? Through an examination of relevant litera-
ture and personal experiences, I explore these related possibilities. An exploration of the in-
fluences of language learning on the mind, body, and spirit and have shown that language
learning, in at least a few cases, is showing promise to have transformative properties em-
powering a learner to “feel the language.”
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Willie
Introduction
Indigenous peoples in Canada maintain beautiful and diverse languages and cultures. De-
spite the devastating impact of colonization, Indigenous people continue to value their con-
nection to their respective languages and cultures. Due to colonial influences, there are sig-
nificant numbers of Indigenous people living in urban areas across Canada. Many have relo-
cated from their ancestral communities to pursue education, career, and other opportunities
not found within the homelands. Indigenous language initiatives such as introductory lan-
guage classes are occurring in many of these urban centres. This paper explores the chal-
lenges, but also the positives and possibilities for the future of urban language learning. It
will also investigate the restorative possibilities of language learning for the mind, body, and
spirit of urban Indigenous language learners, with a particular focus on the Kwakwaka'wakw
or Kwakwala speaking peoples of BC. To guide this paper, the following questions will be
explored: Is it possible to learn Kwakwala and truly understand Kwakwaka'wakw perspec-
tive while living outside of Kwakwaka'wakw territory? Is it possible for language learning to
have a psychosomatic, physiological, and possibly supernatural effect, thus “feeling your lan-
guage”? | will examine relevant literature and draw on personal experience to explore these

related possibilities.

Background
Urban Indigenous Populations
In Canada, just over 50 percent of band registered Indians are living off reserve in urban and

other rural areas, and this does not include non-status Indians, Métis, and Inuit urban popu-
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lations (Statistics Canada, 2016). This shift of Indigenous peoples from their ancestral terri-
tories to other locations is largely due to colonial influence, and further reasons for this
movement include forced relocation, education and career pursuits, economic prosperity,
and adequate housing. The impacts of colonization are felt strongly within Indigenous com-
munities and many have left their respective ancestral lands in pursuit of a better life for

themselves and their families.

The traditional territory of the Kwakwaka'wakw (the Kwakwala speaking people) encom-
passes the area around the northern tip of Vancouver Island and the surrounding mainland
along the coast of BC. There are currently 14 to 16 tribes belonging to the Kwakwaka'wakw
Nation, and only a few of these tribes remain in their original villages. Many of the
Kwakwaka'wakw ancestral sites have been abandoned, and tribe members have relocated
to nearby locations. It is my understanding, as a Kwakwaka'wakw member, that the majority

of our population are now living in urban environments.

The Dzawada'enuxw, one of the Kwakwaka'wakw tribes, are one of the few remaining within
their original territory. The Dzawada'enuxw band membership totals 600 approximately
with only 60 remaining in the village of Ukwanalis (Kingcome Inlet) meaning 90 percent are
living outside of the community and many in urban centres. Of the 60 members living in
Ukwanalis, there are only one or two first-language Kwakwala speakers remaining. These
speakers are elderly and unable to consistently teach or share their language knowledge

within the village.
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Kwakwala Language Loss

The Kwakwaka'wakw presently have a 2.2 percent population of first-language proficient
Kwakwala speakers (Dunlop et al., 2018). The majority of these speakers are elderly, and to
my knowledge, none of our Kwakwaka'wakw children can speak the language proficiently.
The term Kwakwaka'wakw refers to the Kwakwala speaking peoples and this is how our
people define themselves as a Nation. So then, what happens when all the speakers are gone?
This could foreseeably happen within the next decade or even within the next five years in
some communities such as my ancestral village of Ukwanalis (Kingcome Inlet) or the
Kwagu't village of Tsaxis (Fort Rupert). I keep wondering, will our people still refer to them-
selves as the Kwakwaka'wakw? Or like the pop star Prince, will they become known as “the
people formerly known as the Kwakwaka'wakw” and like Prince choose an identifying sym-

bol instead?

Kwakwala Language Renewal

The following describes the state of the Kwakwala language:
Over the last two decades there have been occasional outbreaks of enthusiasm and
opportunity in the form of Kwakwala teacher training, curriculum development and
funding for additional positions and new technologies. But, in truth, and it’s a time for
truth, the history of Kwakwala renewal has largely been an account of teacher burn-
out, student stagnation, and community disillusion in which everybody just gave the
whole responsibility for language maintenance to the schools. And school programs
have been unsuccessful in teaching the students to speak Kwakwala fluently; and the

fluent speakers have grown older and fewer; and there is now little incentive to learn
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the language because it is seldom used outside the gukwdzi (‘bighouse’). (Anthony et

al,, 2003, p. 3)

This description still stands as a fairly accurate account of the current Kwakwala language
situation in 2021. My recent experience of living in the Kwagu’t community of Tsaxis, partic-
ipating in Kwakwala language learning groups, and working in numerous schools in the sur-
rounding area as a counsellor for five years has provided me with insight into the current
language situation. Kwakwala continuity is largely a community expectation of the elemen-
tary schools within the Kwakwaka'wakw communities. The schools each have one or two
language and culture teachers who typically spend no more than one hour per day with stu-
dents. During this time, the teachers are expected to facilitate both language and culture pro-
grams (an entire potlatch program of traditional songs and dances). It seems these teachers
are often stretched to capacity, with minimal support and insufficient resources or curricu-
lum to follow. These “language exposure” programs offered through the schools have yet to
produce any proficient speakers. Kwakwala is seldom spoken outside of the gukwdzi (big-
house, where potlatches and other traditional ceremonies take place) and even then, less
and less Kwakwala is spoken in the gukwdzi during potlatches and other cultural events as
many of the newer gigame’ (chiefs, cultural leaders who are the main speakers during pot-

latches and other cultural ceremonies) are not able to speak Kwakwala.

Importance of Language Connection and Honouring the Language of the Land
There is much evidence to suggest that many Indigenous peoples value their mother tongue
and believe language continuity is important (FPCC, 2016; NAFC, 2018; OFIFC, 2015). Lan-

guage connection can be especially important to urban Indigenous populations as it links
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them to their homelands, communities, families, and cultural practices. Ancestral language
learning can also offer an opportunity for healing and connection to land. Wildcat et al.
(2014) argue that land-based education is essential to decolonization and that “decoloniza-
tion must involve forms of education that reconnect Indigenous peoples to land, the social
relations, knowledges and languages that arise from the land” (p.1). In a similar article, the
authors express the importance of land-based learning involving Indigenous worldview and
educational practices that encompass traditional ecological knowledge and encourage re-

sponsible care for the land (Bang et al., 2014).

Urban concepts of Indigenous identity are also significant as individuals encounter differing
cultures and perspectives in city centres. Indigenous urban identity may be a different expe-
rience from those who remain within the homelands surrounded by family and community.
No matter the location, having a strong sense of identity helps one move along confidently in
life’s journey and a connection to ancestral language supports this (Child, 2016; Erasmus,

2019; Hallet et al., 2007; Thompson, 2012).

Also, of importance is an honouring of the language of the land you are located on. In her
article titled “We Can’t Feel our Language,” Natalie Baloy discusses the importance of making
space for language learning in the city as well as the concept of “placing language,” which
involves an honouring of the local languages. As Baloy suggests, this is an important part of

urban language learning; however, establishing a protocol with the language keepers of the
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land and requesting guidance is also imperative. I believe the likelihood of a genuine lan-
guage learning experience is greater if this acknowledgement and some learning of the land’s

ancestral language takes place.

As a Kwakwaka'wakw member living in the territory of the Snuneymuxw (city of Nanaimo),
[ am aware of the protocols involved when conducting cultural work in another Nation’s ter-
ritory. It is customary on Vancouver Island to acknowledge the traditional territory and peo-
ple of the land before conducting any cultural practices, and I believe language work is in-
cluded in this protocol. As our family moves forward in our language-learning journey in
Snuneymuxw territory, [ believe it is important to follow protocol and acknowledge the Na-
tion and territory as well as the Hul'q'umin'um' language (ancestral language of the Snuney-
muxw land and people). I also maintain it is important to reach out to those involved in
Hul'q'umin'um' language revitalization for mutual support and guidance, especially if want-
ing to incorporate land-based learning. Doing so will help provide a language-learning expe-
rience that encourages an understanding of not only Kwakwaka'wakw, but also Snuney-

muxw perspective and Indigenous worldview.

As part of a land-inspired Facebook project I am facilitating, I have reached out to a local
Hul'q'umin'um' language teacher in Snuneymuxw to join the initiative. [ have invited her to
share with us the Hul'q'umin'um' words for what we are sharing out and the place names for
the various locations we are sharing out images and videos from in Hul'q'umin'um’. It seems
we are in the beginning stages of this work together, and I appreciate this connection and

look forward to potential future collaborations. It does not feel like this effort to honour the
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ancestral language of the land takes away from my Kwakwala work, but rather adds to it.
Honouring the Hul'q'umin'um' language and the lands of Snuneymuxw [ am living and learn-

ing on has enlightened my Kwakwala learning journey greatly.

Challenges for Urban Language Learning
The complexities of learning an Indigenous language, especially one that is endangered, are
obvious to me as I attempt to learn my ancestral Kwakwala language in Snuneymuxw terri-

tory and it seems many of these challenges are found across urban and non-urban contexts.

Minimal access to speakers is a major obstacle for urban language learning (while acknowl-
edging this can also be an issue for non-urban contexts). The Kwagu't community of Tsaxis
(Fort Rupert) has at least five proficient Kwakwala speakers engaged in language work, but
in comparison, the Dzawada'enuxw community of Ukwanalis (Kingcome Inlet) has none. Our
Kwakwala language learning community group in Snuneymuxw, until recently, had one first-
language Kwakwala speaker consistently supporting the weekly sessions over the past year.
At our last session before the last holiday break, a special event celebrating our language
work, a total of five speakers attended and indicated they would like to support our group in
the New Year. It was exciting to have these speakers on board and our community group was
gaining momentum until the onset of Covid-19, and since then we have not been able to meet,

and our group learning is at a standstill.

The majority of Kwakwala first-language speakers living in urban areas have been away for

alengthy amount of time and have not had the opportunity to speak their language on a daily
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basis. This is the case for the five Kwakwala speakers involved in our language work in Snun-
eymuxw. Thus, urban first-language speakers may require time to reawaken their language
speaking ability in order to best support second-language learners. In a recent personal com-
munication, Thi'linuxw, Sara Child of the Kwagu't (one of the Kwakwaka'wakw tribes) com-
munity of Tsaxis (Fort Rupert), revealed the speakers she has been working with are “still
remembering words from when they were children,” and are thus still in the process of re-
awakening the language even after 10 years of engagement in Kwakwala language revitali-

zation work.

Many urban Indigenous populations are keen to learn their language but unable to attend
classes due to poverty issues. The Ontario report on Language Transfer Practices in Urban
Indigenous Communities highlight how urban community language classes are inconsist-
ently attended and this is correlated with the general impoverished state of participants
(OFIFC, 2015). These challenges include issues such as transportation, as many Indigenous
families living in the city do not own their own vehicle and rely on public transportation. This
was apparent during my time at an Indigenous community services organization in Victoria,
where I worked with Indigenous families for five years. This is also a recent occurrence for
families who are struggling to attend our Kwakwala learning group in Snuneymuxw. Busing
across the city with children in the evening (a typical time for urban community classes) can
be difficult. This prevents many urban Indigenous families from attending urban community

events and programs, such as language classes.
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Until recently, there were no funding sources available specifically for urban language-learn-
ing initiatives in BC. The First Peoples’ Cultural Council (FPCC) addresses this in their report,
which states “there is often no particular funding pot to enable Indigenous language acqui-
sition and maintenance in urban settings” (2016, p. 29). Community groups in urban settings
have typically come together with little or no funding. While there seems to be an under-
standing that everyone wants to learn and share for the sake of the language, it is difficult to
do so without funds to pay for space, transportation, and nourishment. It is also difficult for
first-language speakers and facilitators to make a commitment without some sort of com-
pensation. This is due to the reality of westernized living, where we are required to earn an

income to pay for the high costs of our livelihood in the city.

The FPCC also states “other challenges include addressing the needs of language groups who
are some distance from their homeland” (2016, p. 30) as an issue for Indigenous urban lan-
guage learning. It seems the further the distance, the greater the challenge in finding first-
language speakers to support language learning, at least this has been the case for the
Kwakwala groups I have participated in. Also, if located outside of ancestral homelands and
in the territory of a different Nation, protocols may need to be considered in acknowledging
the Indigenous peoples of the land and their respective language. I discuss this concept of

“placing language” put forward by Natalie Baloy earlier in this paper.

Dialect differences can be problematic for urban groups whose members are from varying
dialects within a language group (again acknowledging that this also occurs in communities;

however, it is often a factor in urban contexts). Also, older and newer versions of particular
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words and phrases may arise, and these differences can also be tricky to navigate for learning
groups (OFIFC, 2015). At times, even within the same dialect there can be vast differences.
As an example, our group in Snuneymuxw was recently searching for the Kwakwala word
for scarf. I found T%a_u_(u' on the First Voices website, which was obtained from 'Yalis (Alert
Bay, one of the Kwakwaka'wakw communities) and likely from a 'Namgis (one of the
Kwakwaka'wakw tribes whose current village is located in Alert Bay) speaker. One speaker
of the Dzawada'enuxw (another Kwakwaka'wakw tribe) dialect was not familiar with Ttaxu'
and put forward Sabaxtte for scarf (also commenting that First Voices is often “wrong”). In
the same session, another speaker of Dzawada'enuxw dialect shared privately with me that
Sabaxtle refers to a scarf or kerchief worn over the head and instead gave the word
Kan'xawe' for a scarf worn around the neck. Later when Kan'xawe' was put forward to the
group, the first Dzawada'enuxw speaker disagreed and indicated Kan'xawe' is not a scarf but
a tie worn around neck. This scenario is not an uncommon experience in language learning

across, or even within, dialects.

Alack of adequate language learning resources can be an issue for language-learning groups
in both urban locations and in the homelands. Space issues can also be of concern, particu-
larly to urban groups who do not have rent-free access to community buildings as they might
in their home communities. While there are many obstacles to overcome in urban Indige-
nous language learning, there are also some optimistic components and current strategies

that are working well in the field.

WINHEC: International Journal of Indigenous Education Scholarship 220



Willie

Positives and Current Strategies in Urban Language Learning

Introductory language-learning groups can provide opportunity for those who have never
heard or had any previous access to learning the language (FPCC, 2016). These urban lan-
guage initiatives can also connect learners with others of the same ancestry, and this can be
meaningful for those who have never been to their home community, as well as those who
are living away. This connection to identity can be valuable for Indigenous urbanites and
“sometimes can provide a more supportive environment than in a reserve community”

(FPCC, 2016, p. 29).

Another strategy in urban language learning is the Mentor-Apprentice Program (MAP)
which requires only two people, and is not bound by residence (Hinton, 2001), thus provid-
ing an opportunity for individuals to learn their language in urban centres. This report by
FPCC also highlights a MAP team as a “success” where an urban community group formed
around a Mentor-Apprentice pair (FPCC, 2016). In a Kwakwala language group I attended
from 2012 to 2013 in Victoria, a MAP team was the driving force of our group. Recently, my
mentor and I, as a MAP team, have been a crucial part of our Kwakwala learning group in
Snuneymuxw. A former MAP team is also currently integral to the Kwakwala course cur-
rently offered through North Island College in Courtney, BC. Thus, MAP teams can strengthen

other urban community programs.

As arecent response to Covid-19, language groups are taking advantage of Facebook to sup-
port community learning at a distance, which provides an additional opportunity for urban

learners. Previously, Facebook was mainly utilized by various Indigenous language-learning
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groups to coordinate activities (FPCC, 2016). Facebook is also used to share resources, post

forums for language discussions, and share popular memes.

Memes are humorous images, videos, or pieces of text that are copied (often with slight var-
iations) and spread rapidly by Internet users. Recently a Mohawk language learner and
teacher, Tehakanere John Henhawk, was recognized for his efforts in creating and sharing
Mohawk memes on social media. Henhawk says, "Everyone knows what memes are. We
want the language to be seen, heard and to be used.” He goes further to say, "you never know
how that's going to affect somebody. Sometimes the smallest thing can inspire someone to
at least look into the state of Kanyen'kéha and then maybe develop interest into helping

make it stronger” (Deer, 2019, p. 1).

Facebook is used by several Kwakwala learning groups to coordinate activities, share re-
sources, and discuss Kwakwala-related topics. Facebook memes have also become a fun way
to share the Kwakwala language and are regularly posted and quickly shared by numerous
Kwakwaka'wakw members. Facebook has also become better utilized by various Kwakwala
communities to support learning at a distance (with the current Covid-19 situation). All of
these uses of Facebook, ranging from coordinating activities to learning at a distance, are

beneficial strategies for urban language learning.

First Voices and YouTube (live action/animated videos in language) are also popular re-
sources for urban language learners. In addition, FaceTime and Skype are useful for connect-

ing with mentors (first-language speakers) and “itis important to remember that a telephone
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can enable a conversation in the language” (FPCC, 2016, p. 30). Along with these positive
aspects of Indigenous urban language revitalization, there are also promising approaches for

the future, including social media platforms.

Future Strategies in Urban Language Learning

A valuable concept uncovered in this exploration was that of equal opportunities for urban
Indigenous peoples to learn their language (FPCC, 2016). In order for this to happen, con-
sistent and adequate funding sources need to be available and equally support both urban

and non-urban language-learning initiatives.

The National Association of Friendship Centres (NAFC) refers to the importance of “safe
spaces where people are not afraid to fail or speak without being judged” (2018, p. 15). Safe
learning spaces are crucial to all learning, including urban and non-urban Indigenous lan-
guage learning. Creating and encouraging safe spaces for Kwakwala learning is essential to
my language-learning journey both as a teacher and learner. As an Indigenous counsellor
working within the school system in both urban and non-urban settings, I came to under-
stand the fundamental importance of a safe environment for genuine learning. The Indige-
nous children and youth I worked with required safe environments where their socio-emo-
tional needs were cared for in order for them to meaningfully engage in their learning at

school. I believe it is the same for all learners no matter the age or context.

The potential for new digital technologies and online platforms to support urban language

learning is promising (Carpenter et al., 2017; Galla, 2016). Indigenous radio also has great
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potential for supporting Indigenous language revitalization movements in urban and non-
urban contexts (UNESCO, 2019). As an example, the Homalco First Nation (currently located
in Campbell River, BC) recently launched a radio station with the intent to provide language-
learning opportunities for their membership. Darren Blaney, an elected councillor for the
Nation, is hopeful “that six hours a week of K'omoks-language programming will help re-
verse the decline of the indigenous language and introduce it to a new generation” (Wilson,
2016, p. 1). Technology can also provide “a less intimidating venue for the learner” (Galla,
2016, p. 1144) or an alternative method for practicing pronunciation without fear of critical
feedback. Lastly, creating new words for urban and modern living would also be beneficial

for the forward movement of Indigenous urban language learning.

As an urban language learner, I have found there are areas where no Kwakwala exists, such
as vehicles, city housing, and food groups found at the grocery store. The only reference for
vehicle is the word for tires, and this limits our ability to talk about the diversity of current
vehicles, especially in the city. There seem to be few words available to refer to the different
types of modern housing, such as apartments and the high rises found in the downtown core.
There are minimal words to talk about the wide range of foods in the grocery store and on
our dinner tables. For example, Kwakwala has few words referring to fruits and vegetables,
and so the general words used refer only to “something sweet to eat” and “something that
grows from the ground.” There are some Kwakwala-ized (as I call them) versions of English
words available for fruits and vegetables, such as payas for pears or con for corn. However,

I personally would prefer a Kwakwala word that describes the food item as is the way of our

WINHEC: International Journal of Indigenous Education Scholarship 224



Willie

language (descriptive). Creating new words for modern day use, in my experience, is imper-
ative to language continuity for both urban and non-urban learners but may be of greater
importance for those in the city. Regardless of the ongoing challenges to language learning
for Indigenous learners in both urban and non-urban areas, there are numerous possibilities
to support future learning. This discussion of future strategies leads to the concept of land-
based learning and its importance to Indigenous language revitalization but also the chal-

lenges particular to urban learners.

Land-Based Language Learning

Land-based learning is a concept that often surfaces in the current field of Indigenous lan-
guage revitalization and is significant for urban language learning endeavours. Many Indig-
enous language warriors and teachers maintain land-based learning is integral to the resur-
gence of their respective language. Many believe language is connected to their lands, and
for language learning to be authentic, opportunities for learning language out on their ances-
tral territories should be provided (Child, 2016; Erasmus, 2019; Kahtehron:ni, 2019; Rorick,
2019; Rosborough & Rorick, 2017). In her thesis, Awi’nakola: We are one with the land and
sea (Igniting the fire within: Youth leadership camp framework), Child emphasizes the im-
portance of language learning on the land. Child believes a restoration of Indigenous well-
ness is possible but, “only if it occurs within our traditional territories because this is where
our wellness springs from; this is where our ancestors come from; this is where our language
shaped our worldview through relationships with the land, sea, and our ancestors” (Child,
2016, p. 52). In connection to this, Kahtehron:ni suggests a kincentric approach to commu-

nity language planning and future language revitalization efforts in her thesis (Kahtehron:ni,
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2016). This concept of self and nature as part of an extended ecological family that shares
ancestry and origins also refers to the important connection between Indigenous language
learning and ancestral territory. Kahtehron:ni says an intergenerational community ap-
proach to language revitalization “creates a path to healing by reclaiming, rebuilding, and
recovering what we were once denied” (Kahtehron:ni, 2016, p. 66). In her thesis, Erasmus
(2019) also puts forward the need for immersive language learning to take place on the land

in order for learning to be authentic.

Land-based language learning is something aspired to by Indigenous language learners and
teachers; however, it can be a challenging task especially for urban members living away
from the lands of their ancestral language. Many urban Indigenous members are consumed
by their day-to-day requirements of providing a home, food, and clothing for their families
as well as working through the residual effects of the colonial system. Therefore, the ability
to travel back to their home communities for language learning opportunities on their an-

cestral lands is compromised.

[tis my impression many language champions envision land-based language learning as pro-
gramming that involves bringing participants out on the land to origin sites, to traditional
food harvesting locations, and incorporates traditional harvesting practices and so on. This
type of teaching and learning is difficult for those in urban areas away from their ancestral
lands to carry out as they do not have the rights to visit these locations or for harvesting in
their lived area. As these sites may not be a part of an urban learner’s ancestral history, learn-

ing about them may also be irrelevant.
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Also, bringing Elder first-language speakers out on the land is not a possibility for many due
to age, limited mobility, and health issues. So, land-based learning initiatives may need to
take place without first-language speakers who are usually the best resources for language
learning, and there may not be many Elder first-language speakers available in the first place

in an urban setting.

Although difficult, land-based learning can offer many positives to language learners. In my
recent experience as an urban learner and as a response to Covid-19, [ have initiated a land-
inspired project with a couple members of our Kwakwala learning group in Snuneymuxw
(Nanaimo). Each of us share out at least two posts per week on Facebook related to land-
based learning. These posts can be a video or image with audio, including the Kwakwala
word for the plant, animal, or outdoor life and also include an acknowledgement to the an-
cestral lands where the learning took place (or where the photo/video was taken). This land-
inspired project has been a meaningful learning experience for all involved. Not only are we
learning the Kwakwala words as individuals and as a small group, but we are also sharing
these out to encourage others to learn. It has been a way for us to learn Kwakwala and con-

nect with the ancestral lands of the Snuneymuxw we are living on.

Another example is the calendar project I am facilitating on Facebook (also in response to
Covid-19). This Kwakwala project involves a daily calendar share from one of the seven par-
ticipating families including the date (day of the week, month, and date). Kwakwala months
were named in relation to what was growing or available for harvesting on the lands and

waters in our territory at the time. For example, August is Xamsxamsdi and refers to the
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emptying of fish storage boxes. The three months previous are related to the berries that
would have been growing or the time we would have been picking these berries.
KamKamdzakwanx (salmon berry time) is how we refer to May, (_}wang_ifan)g (red huckle-
berry time) for June, and Ninakwanx (salal berry time) for July. Due to this project, I am now
paying attention to and teaching my children about what is growing around us or what we
would have been harvesting if living in the homelands. This calendar project encourages all
participants to tune into the plant life around them and thus supports a connection to the
land even though most are in urban locations. This calendar project also includes a word of
the day component where each family chooses their own word and some families are choos-
ing to do their videos outdoors with words related to the natural world. One family in par-
ticular has gone out searching in their urban area for such things as clams, starfish, and black-

berries for their word of the day and to record their video from that location.

The last Facebook initiative [ have been overseeing is a weather project involving a few
households from within our family. In this activity, parents record short conversations with
their children about the weather. I have also been sharing photos with accompanying
phrases to do with the weather. This project encourages everyone involved to get outside to
best learn about the weather and supports a connection to mother nature. It is exciting for

our household when the weather changes, as we then have new stimulus for our learning!

All of these projects have been incredibly helpful to my personal language-learning journey

and an unexpected but great way to conduct land-based learning in an urban setting. [ have
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been taking photos and videos practicing my Kwakwala learning while out running in vari-
ous locations in Snuneymuxw. I share many of these photos and videos out on Facebook as
part of our projects. It has become a highly enjoyable time for me to get out for some alone
time, exercise, fresh air, and to capture the plant and animal life and weather occurrences I
am encountering. It encourages me to get out for exercise more often and also has me paying
attention to what is growing in these locations. [ am learning about plant life in a way I have
never learned before. I do not know the names of many of these plants in English, and so it
is exciting to learn them in Kwakwala first! I am also appreciating the creatures I cross paths
with, such as deer, turtles, centipedes, worms, and even slugs are now exciting! These pro-
jects encourage a connection to the natural world in general but also support all aspects of
my being and have been a surprisingly effective way to carry out holistic land-based learning

in an urban setting.

The obstacles to land-based learning are numerous and more so for urban language learners.
However, if these difficulties can be overcome, the benefits would be vast. Traditional eco-
logical knowledge could be gained as part of language learning on the land. Also learning
about the traditional place names and origin stories of first ancestors would be significant.
This type of language learning opportunity could support a connection to ancestral lands in
a way that holistically engages the mind, body, and spirit of those involved. It is my opinion
much learning could be gained not only in terms of language acquisition but also worldview
perspective and a strengthening of identity, thus providing a genuine language-learning ex-

perience.
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Restoration of Kwakwaka’'wakw Perspective and Falling in Love with the Language

In her Master’s thesis, Tti'linuxw, Sara Child (2016) suggests the restoration of
Kwakwaka'wakw perspective is possible through the understanding of Kwakwaka'wakw
concepts and land-based learning. Tti'linuxw says, “our distinct language feeds our view of
the world and our way of being, it is interwoven with culture, is vital to our personal and
collective wellness and is integral to who we are as Kwakwaka'wakw” (p. 1). Tti'linuxw be-
lieves language learning on the ancestral lands of the learner will have restorative benefits
for the mind, body, and spirit and will further lead to an authentic understanding of
Kwakwaka'wakw perspective. She describes six Kwakwaka'wakw concepts (2016), Sanala
(to be whole), Maya'xala laxus bakwine' (respect for self), Mu’lanokw (we are grateful),
Awi’'nakola (we are one with the land and the sea), Maya'xalapa (respect for each other), and
O’man’s ‘nam’a (we are one), to be used as the basis for Kwakwala learning and leading to a
restoration of a Kwakwaka'wakw way of seeing the world. These Kwakwaka'wakw concepts
are examples of the beauty found in the Kwakwala language and exemplify the

Kwakwaka'wakw worldview.

In her work, the late Ttattakut, Dr. Trish Rosborough (2019), Kwagu't (Kwakwaka'wakw)
member and Kwakwala language warrior, also explores the beauty of the Kwakwala lan-
guage and the deeper meaning of words. Ttattakut shares, "speaking Kwak'wala is not just
about having translations of things I want to say in English but that I can understand the
Kwakwaka'wakw way of seeing the world” (p. 1), thus, speaking to the importance of gaining
an understanding of worldview as part of language learning. In my Kwakwala journey,  have

deeply appreciated the broadening of perspective and a beginning to seeing the world as my
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ancestors did. The Kwakwala language vastly differs from that of English (my first language)
and examples of this include the following: our general reference for cousins is the same as
for brothers and sisters (and this aligns with our Kwakwaka'wakw teachings that our first
cousins are our brothers and sisters), and there is no way to say “I am sorry,” but there is a
word for “I am regretful.” A point of significance in my learning journey was the realization
that the way we ask someone “how is your day?” is the same as how we ask about the
weather. This I learned as part of the weather project I am facilitating over Facebook. It is
only from this Kwakwala learning that I came to understand how the weather of the day
directly impacts how I am feeling. The Kwakwala language reflects and teaches us about this

connection between our well-being and the natural world in a way that English does not.

In her doctoral dissertation, Ttattakut states, “working to recover Kwak’'wala in my own life
involves deep personal, interpersonal, and social processes and an untangling of messages
carried at a profound level” (2012, p. 14). I believe what Ttattakut alludes to is the deeper
experiences of learning an ancestral language and the psychosomatic, physiological, and
spiritual responses that are possible. I recently had an overwhelming experience as part of
my language-learning journey. As I was lying in bed with Kwakwala words running through
my mind, [ could simultaneously feel my heart beating to the words and other physical re-
sponses happening in various parts of my body. To me, it felt as though [ was integrating
these Kwakwala words into my mind and body, and I also sensed a spiritual awakening, I
thought to myself, “I'm feeling my language,” and for me this was a profound and similar

experience to that of falling in love.
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My Kwakwala language-learning journey began long ago, but it is more recent that I have
been actively learning and also teaching my family daily. I am definitely “feeling my lan-
guage,” and I am deeply engaged with Kwakwala. As in any meaningful relationship, there
are times when I am overjoyed and other times where I am frustrated or things feel stagnant.
My language learning aspirations require a long-term, steady commitment with lots of pa-
tience, nurturing, and tender loving care towards myself and the language. It is a journey that
encompasses every aspect of my being, and I am grateful I have been able to find ways of
engaging in language learning that are holistic, broaden my perspective of Kwakwaka'wakw

worldview, and connect me to the natural world despite living away from the homelands.

Conclusion

This paper explored urban Indigenous language-learning with a particular focus on the
Kwakwaka'wakw Nation and Kwakwala language. As many Indigenous people are residing
in cities and other urban locations across Canada, urban language initiatives offer Indigenous
peoples the opportunity to learn language, connect with others, and strengthen their iden-
tity. There are many challenges for urban language learners but also positive influences,
strategies working well, and possibilities for the future. Some of the leading strategies at pre-
sent are the combined efforts of the Mentor-Apprentice program with other community pro-

gramming initiatives and the use of social media platforms such as Facebook.

Indigenous language revitalization seemingly contributes to the restoration of Indigenous
ways of being, and land-based learning offers a possibility for this. [ have questioned whether

authentic land-based learning can occur and if an understanding of worldview is possible if
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learning language occurs outside one’s ancestral lands. [ have come to believe this learning
and understanding is more likely if you are engaging with the ancestral language of the land
you are on. | also explored the influences of language learning on the mind, body, and spirit
and have found that language learning, in at least a few cases, is showing promise to have

transformative properties empowering a learner to “feel the language.”
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Glossary
Awi’'nakola ~ we are one with the land and the sea.

Dzawada'enuxw ~ person or people from Ukwanalis (Kingcome Inlet), one of the tribes of
the Kwakwaka'wakw.

Gigame' (chief) ~ traditional leader
Gukwdzi (bighouse) ~ where cultural ceremonies take place.
Gwagwafan)g (red huckleberry time) ~ June

Hailzaqv ~ the Haitzaqvla speaking people of Waglisla (Bella Bella) on the northwest coast
of North America just above the Kwakwaka'wakw.

Hul'q'umin'um' ~ the ancestral language of the Snuneymuxw.
KamKamdzakwanx (salmon berry tome) ~ May
Kwagu't ~ person or people from Fort Rupert, one of the Kwakwaka'wakw tribes.

Kwakwaka'wakw ~ the Kwakwala-speaking people on the northeast coast of Vancouver
Island and the adjacent mainland coast of British Columbia.

Kwakwala ~ the ancestral language of the Kwakwaka'wakw.

Maya'xala laxus bakwine' ~ respect for your self

Maya'xalapa ~ respect for each other

Mu’lanokw ~ we are grateful

‘Namgis ~ person or people from Alert Bay, one of the Kwakwaka'wakw tribes.
Ninakwanx (salalberry time) ~ July

O'man's 'nam'a ~ we are one

Sabaxtte' ~ kerchief

Sanala ~ to be whole

Snuneymuxw (Nanaimo) ~ refers to the great people.

Ttattakut (Trish Rosborough) ~ Kwakwala name
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Traxu' ~ scarf

TH'linuxw Sara Child) ~ Kwakwala name

Tsaxis (Fort Rupert) ~ the village of the Kwagu't.

Ukwanalis (Kingcome Inlet) ~ the village of the Dzawada'enuxw.
Xamsxamsdi (time of empty fish storage boxes) ~ August
Kan'xawe' ~ neck ring

'Yalis (Alert Bay) ~ the village of the 'Namgis

About the Author

Nugwa’am Yola...KaKuttan xan KwaKwale’ - I am Yola. .. I am learning Kwakwala. I am also
a mother of three, partner to a fellow Kwakwaka'wakw, and we are learning our ancestral
language of Kwakwala as a family. I am a doctoral student in the field of Indigenous language
revitalization with the University of Victoria. | came into this program with intention to cre-
ate space for learning my language and to explore the connection between language learning
and healing. My family and I are currently living and learning on the ancestral lands of the
Hul’q'umi’num’ language and the Snuneymuxw people.
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