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August 18, 2014 
 

The President 
The White House 
1600 Pennsylvania Avenue 
Washington, DC 20500 
 

Dear Mr. President, 
 

I am writing on behalf of the Linguistic Society of America and its Committee on Endangered Languages 
and their Preservation to thank you for your recent remarks regarding the vital importance of Native 
American languages and cultures to the well-being of the communities that bear them. 
 

We know that in these complicated times, supporting efforts to develop, preserve, and revitalize highly 
endangered and vulnerable languages can appear to benefit only a small portion of the population. 
Many of us, however, whether we are a part of one of these communities or frequent visitors whose 
work is aimed at assisting with such efforts, see firsthand the precious gifts these languages represent 
for members of indigenous communities and for our common humanity. We are witnessing an 
unprecedented loss of these gifts, as nearly half of the languages indigenous to the United States now 
have only a handful of native, elderly speakers. 
 

The urgency of the need to provide support for these languages cannot be overstated. 
 

Native American communities around the country are striving to preserve this essential piece of their 
heritage, their connection to culture, and their identity. As you pointed out at a recent town hall 
meeting, the loss of that connection can make people feel adrift. You also pointed out that maintaining 
one’s connection to tradition does not stand in contrast to becoming a full participant in the broader 
culture. In fact, research tells us that knowing more than one language helps a child’s cognitive 
development and bolsters academic success. Further, learning the language that connects that child to 
her culture will make it far more likely that she stays in school to experience that success. 
 

Two important pieces of legislation that you may be aware of, the Native American Languages 
Reauthorization Act of 2014 (S. 2299) and the Native Language Immersion Student Achievement Act (S. 
1948), are soon to be brought to the floor of the Senate for discussion and, we hope, a vote. Passage of 
these bills can strengthen the foundation of support for Native American language preservation and 
revitalization that is so desperately needed. 
 

Thank you again for the vision and clarity of your remarks in support of Native American languages. The 
United States of America has every reason to be proud of its linguistic and cultural diversity. We have an 
opportunity to demonstrate leadership in the protection and enhancement of endangered languages 
through education and through the promotion of cultural diversity and individual pride.  
 

We urge you to continue to make visible the individual and collective efforts being taken on behalf of 
the indigenous languages of this great country in order to ensure that they are not lost to posterity. 
 
Most respectfully, 
 

 
 

Tim Thornes, Chair 
Committee on Endangered Languages and their Preservation 


