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Introduction

Young people play pivotal roles in shaping the most dramatic sociolinguistic
phenomena of our times, including the global consumption and employment
of new technologies (Sefton-Green, 2009), the negotiation of language prac-
tices in immigration (Dorner et al., 2008; Mendoza-Denton, 2008) and the
spread of new cultural forms such as Hip Hop (Alim et al., 2009). In this
book, we will consider young people’s roles in yet another key worldwide
sociolinguistic phenomenon: the increasing endangerment of the large bulk
of the world’s languages. Scholars predict that 50-90% of the world’s lan-
guages will no longer be spoken by the end of this century (UNESCO, 2003)
and recent decades have seen an upsurge of scholarly concern and discussion
over what to make of the phenomenon. Many books and articles discuss the
loss of global linguistic diversity and the trend toward language shift and
endangerment in specific communities. Researchers are also describing
efforts to document, teach and reclaim languages on the brink of disappear-
ing (for recent examples, see Harrison, 2007; Hornberger, 2008). College-level
courses, international conferences and websites devoted to related topics,
such as the documentation of Indigenous ecological knowledge, have multi-
plied in recent years. In the burgeoning field, academics have now begun to
analyze the very discourses of language endangerment and accompanying
arguments for linguistic rights (see, for instance, Duchéne & Heller, 2007;
Hill, 2002; May, 2005).

Few studies to date, however, have investigated how youth broker
language maintenance, shift, endangerment and/or language revitalization.
Unless young people learn heritage languages and grow up to raise new
speakers, language shift can progress rapidly within the course of a
generation (Fishman, 1991, 2001). Scholars note that young people’s
individual and collective language decisions can ‘ripple through societies
to create a tidal wave’ of sociolinguistic change (Harrison, 2007: 9), and are
beginning to attend to the ways in which youth act as ‘everyday language
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policymakers’, in endangered language communities (McCarty et al.,
2009). Still, we have much to learn about how such ‘tidal waves’ happen,
and how young people navigate and transform the sociolinguistic worlds
around them.

Once youth under a certain age have uniformly stopped speaking their
heritage language, collective changes in patterns of language use may appear
to evidence a concise ‘choice’ on the part of a particular generation to aban-
don a heritage language. If we see youth speaking mostly English, for
instance, we may assume that their parents chose not to pass on a heritage
language at home. On the other hand, if we see young people wearing clothes
or singing lyrics related to global media flows, we may also — based on the
most superficial observations — assume that youth themselves have been
lured away from marginalized communities and linguistic practices by the
promise or imagination of a flashier, more privileged life elsewhere. Yet these
assumptions are problematic. Adding a second language to a community
does not mean that a community or even a subgroup of a community will
inevitably stop speaking their heritage language. A growing body of research
further demonstrates that many Indigenous youth in rapidly shifting com-
munities are not simply abandoning their heritage languages by ‘choice’, but
rather express powerful yearnings to become confident heritage language
speakers (discussed in McCarty & Wyman, 2009). As we will see in this
book, youth may value and actively attempt to maintain heritage languages
with one another, even as their own changing peer practices drive processes
of language shift and endangerment. Further, as this book demonstrates,
vicious cycles of reduced resources for and increasing doubts about bilingualism
can emerge quickly and become the force behind the ‘tidal wave’ of change
described above in spite of young people’s, as well as adults’, efforts to main-
tain heritage languages.

To understand how youth, families and communities move along trajec-
tories of language endangerment in such settings, we must examine how
language learning and beliefs about languages change over time within com-
plex linguistic ecologies — social networks of language use that root within, and
extend beyond specific communities and geographical places (Hornberger,
2002; Kramsch, 2002). We must additionally consider how educators and
community members look to youth to gauge the prospects for the future of
heritage languages, and consciously and subconsciously tailor their practices
over time accordingly. Importantly, we must further recognize how youth
themselves negotiate challenging positions vis-a-vis their heritage languages,
demonstrating what I will call /inguistic survivance — the use of languaging
and/or translanguaging to creatively express, adapt and maintain identities
under difficult or hostile circumstances — as they (1) grow up in rapidly
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changing sociolinguistic environments and (2) are educated in schools under
pressure.

Overview of the Study

Central Alaskan Yup’ik Eskimo, commonly referred to as Yup’ik, was
one of only two out of 20 Alaska Native languages still spoken by children
in 1980 (Krauss, 1980). Between 1980 and 1995, the number of Yup’ik
speakers dropped from 13,000 to 10,000, indicating that Yup’ik was rapidly
disappearing. In 1995, children spoke Yup’ik comfortably in only 14 out of
64 Yup'ik villages (Iutzi-Mitchell, 1992; Krauss, 1997). By 2007, veteran
Yup'ik educators reported that increasing numbers of children in some of
these villages, as well, were beginning to speak mostly English (Wyman
et al., 2010a, 2010Db).

This book examines a decade in the life of Piniq (pseudonym), a remote
Yup'ik village with less than 700 residents located roughly 500 miles off the
road system in southwestern Alaska near the Bering Sea. Portrayed within
is a community in a rapidly evolving, yet early and uneven stage of language
shift. Told here is also the story of two cohorts of youth in Piniq. Youth in
the older group spoke mostly Yup’ik with one another in the mid-1990s, and
were later described by local Yup'ik teachers as ‘the last real speakers’ of
Yup’ik. The majority of youth in the younger group, in contrast, spoke
mostly English with peers only five years later in 2000 and 2001, even as they
used bilingualism to ‘get by’, as community members put it, with adults and
one another.

Over the course of the book, we will follow individuals and groups in
Piniq, witnessing how young people used language as they participated in
schooling, moved in and out of village and urban spaces, interacted with
teachers, peers and family members, attended church, consumed global
forms of media, interpreted village political struggles, took their first jobs
and learned gendered subsistence practices. Additionally, we will consider
how youth in Piniq responded to strong local messages about the importance
of speaking Yup’ik as their own heritage language skills diverged and eroded
in a context of ongoing language shift. Examining the changing contours and
internal complexities of bilingual peer culture over the course of a decade, we
will explore the ways Piniq youth navigated the interstices of global, State,
school, community, family and peer practices, brokering both linguistic con-
tinuities and language endangerment. Importantly, we will also see how
adults and youth used language to mediate broader societal changes, as local
youth culture emerged as a driving force of language shift.



