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Mohawk Tribe Stresses Language Preservation 

Language and Culture Go Hand-in-Hand 
            Akwesasne Territory  –  Many tribes struggle with preserving traditional culture, values and 
language.  In the past, school and church officials prohibited students from speaking their Native 
languages and oftentimes punished students for speaking their own languages.  These steps negatively 
affected cultural and language preservation, making tribes and traditional communities feel under a 
cultural siege.  “The effect of removing traditional Native language from its users was a step in 
dismantling Indian culture,” said Carole Ross, Mohawk language instructor at the St. Regis Mohawk 
Reservation.  “Language is a direct reflection of cultural values and tradition.  Once the language 
disappears, or begins to disappear, efforts to maintain a culture, and its associated values, become 
threatened.” 
            The St. Regis Mohawk Tribe has been taking some affirmative steps to re-establishing 
language within its population.  In addition to the Akwesasne Freedom School, which features 
traditional Mohawk language in its curriculum, the tribe has established a language learning center in 
its Tribal Community Building.  “We understand the importance of language and cultural 
preservation,” noted Tribal Chief Monica Jacobs.  “In many ways, those are what make us 
Mohawks.” 
            The St. Regis Mohawk Tribe’s language center was recently moved to the main floor of the 
Community Tribal Building to give it more visibility and provide easier access to students.  “If you 
think about the length of time the Mohawk Tribe has had contact with Europeans, from colonial 
times, it’s amazing that we still have anybody who is fluent in Mohawk language,” said Tribal Chief 
Mark Garrow.  “The fact that our language exists is a testament of our proud heritage and our ability 
to overcome systemic attempts at assimilation of our culture.”  
                The Mohawk language center has the easy-to-use Can 8® computerized language system.  
Students can enjoy a combination of computer training after a short introduction, classroom 
instruction and one-on-one tutoring from Carole.  “I’m here to assist students in whatever way I can 
and answer questions,” said Ross.  “I think it’s important to try and reach students when they are as 
young as possible.  That’s when most language acquisition occurs in real life.  It’s too bad that the 
mainstream educational system tends to introduce foreign languages when students are in high 
school.” 
 
 
 



            Carole’s first language was Mohawk.  Her extensive research and language acquisition 
confirms that languages are best learned from birth.  She earned her B.A. in English Literature and a 
Master of Science and Teaching at SUNY Potsdam.  Her capstone project for her master’s degree was 
to develop and teach the first college course for Mohawk language. 
            “Carole is a real asset to this tribe because of her background and ability to pass on the 
language to others,” stated Tribal Chief Randy Hart.  “The other factor for success is the family.  The 
best chance for learning and retention is when the language is spoken at home by loving parents and 
grandparents.  The tribe and the school system serve to reinforce the process.”  Not only is Ross an 
experienced teacher of the Mohawk language, she studied Latin for three years, which strengthens her 
teaching ability and understanding of how people acquire other languages. 
            “We really don’t want to refer to Mohawk as a foreign language,” she laughed.  “After all, it 
was here before people started speaking English, Dutch, Spanish and French here in the Americas.  
I’ve heard some stories of Mohawk people being asked if they spoke any foreign languages and they 
would reply, ‘Yes – English!’  So we try and refer to learning Native languages as an ‘other 
language.’” 
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