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Native American languages are a varied collection spread across North, Central and South America. Please note that these are not dialects or versions, but distinct languages. According to Mithun (2011), from the first contacts with Europeans, there were about 300 languages spoken in North America, 350 languages in Central America, and almost 1,500 in South America. The focus of this project is narrowed to the Great Plains area of North America, which includes Nebraska, Kansas, and Iowa. There are seven Tribes and Nations that will be discussed: The Iowa Tribe of Kansas and Nebraska, or the Ioway; The Sac and Fox Tribe of the Mississippi in Iowa, or the Meskwaki; The Omaha Tribe of Nebraska; The Ponca Tribe of Nebraska; The Santee Sioux Tribe of Nebraska; The Winnebago/Ho-Chunk Tribe of Nebraska; and The Sac and Fox Nation of the Missouri in Kansas and Nebraska. The overlying concept is to not lose the voices and languages of those that once lived here in Nebraska. The results I hope to achieve are two separate projects: one, a database of all the languages to be studied, combined with language information, such as workbooks and videos; and two, a portal that contains a site for each community, with information such as creation stories, legends, recipe/cooking videos, arts, or whatever they choose to share.
Many linguists have stated that we are losing the war, if not the battle, against language loss (Perley, 2021; Maxwell 2016; Mithun, 2013; Hill, 2002; Nettle, 2000). For myself, I see it in news articles featuring three of the communities I hope to work with (Trudell, 2024). In this work, I will compare the different linguistic families, sentence structures and phonetic alphabets. I will also discuss work being completed in regard to my dissertation, including working with the seven communities to bring together their languages and cultures into a portal that will be useful to students from K-12 and the college level, and independent scholars. How I see that working is: for K-12, I would plan on having workshops in the summer on the different languages, with instructors from the communities. I plan on corroborating with community members to create workbooks that could be accessed through the portal for K-12 use. As for college level, I hope to have in-person, basic language classes, with a co-teacher who is a member of the specific community. Over time, we would collaborate on a workbook for these in-person classes. The co- teacher then has weekly one-on-one time with the students. This is how I was taught, and hope to continue the tradition (Maxwell, 2010). The portal would then be a resource for practicing and learning new terms, maybe even allowing for input. As for independent scholars, I would hope they would refer to the information that is available, and will be encouraged to ask specific questions or for references for more information. By using a portal format, rather than just a website, it will allow for the exchange of information.
In order to reach its intended audience, first, it will be online, backed by Microsoft Azure. As an experienced database user, I have taken lessons on Azure that assure me it will be able to handle this project. Material will be created to advertise the workshops and distributed to the Lincoln Public School system. The impacts of this research will be many: knowing more about the Native Americans who lived on the land before and understanding that they are still active today; learning a new language is always interesting but learning it from those who speak it is even better. The tones and emphases that native speakers put on their own language comes across and is understood much better than being spoken by one who is not a native speaker. As for the field of linguistics, I can only say I am emulating those who I learned from, and the methods they used, as well as ideas of mine own to further understanding and learning of those languages that are part of the world but may not be found in a classroom. Mithun (2015) described Krauss’ (1992) prediction that fifty percent of all languages were doomed to die (14). I believe that any attempt to keep any language from extinction would be of interest.
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