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Aboriginal languages in 
Canada: Emerging trends 
and perspectives on second 
language acquisition
by Mary Jane Norris

Canada enjoys a rich diversity of 
peoples, cultures and languages. 
I n  a d d i t i o n  t o  F r e n c h  a n d 

English, the country’s two official 
languages, and numerous immigrant 
languages, there are many languages 
indigenous to Canada itself. Indeed, 
across Canada there are some 50 or 
more individual languages belonging 
to 11 Aboriginal language families. 
These languages reflect distinctive 
histories, cultures and identities 
linked to family, community, the land 
and traditional knowledge. For many 
First Nation, Inuit and Métis people, 
these languages are at the very core 
of their identity.

Aboriginal peoples, though, are 
confronted with the fact that many 
of their languages are disappearing, 
an issue which may have profound 
impl icat ions.  Over the past 100 
years or more, at least ten once-
flourishing languages have become 
extinct. However, declining trends in 
the intergenerational transmission of 
Aboriginal mother tongues are being 
offset to a degree by the fact that 
Aboriginal languages are also being 
learned as second languages.

Only one in four Aboriginal 
people speaks an Aboriginal 
language
Currently, only a minority of the 
Aboriginal population in Canada 
is able to speak or understand an 
Aboriginal language. According to 
2001 Census data, of the 976,300 
people who identified themselves as 
Aboriginal, 235,000 (or 24%) reported 
that  they were able to conduct 
a conversat ion in an Aborig inal 
language.1

This represents a sharp drop from 
29% in 1996,2 and appears to confirm 
most research which suggests that 
there has been substantial erosion 
in the use of Aboriginal languages 
in recent decades. Another definite 
ind icator  o f  the  e ros ion  i s  the 
declining percentage of the Aboriginal 
population whose mother tongue 
is  Aborig inal .  In 2001,  just  21% 
of Aboriginals in Canada had an 
Aboriginal mother tongue, down from 
26% in 1996. 

However, the decline in mother 
tongue population has been offset 
to some degree by the fact that 
many Aboriginal people have learned 
an Aboriginal language as a second 
language. In 2001, more people 
could speak an Aboriginal language 
than had an Abor ig ina l  mother 

tongue (239,600 versus 203,300). 
This suggests that some speakers 
must have learned their Aboriginal 
language as a second language. It 
appears that this is especially the 
case for young people. 

Learning an Aboriginal language 
as a second language cannot be 
considered a substitute for learning 
it as a first language.3 Nevertheless, 
increasing the number of second 
language speakers is part of the 
process of language revitalization, 
and  may  go  some way  towards 
preventing, or at least slowing, the 
rapid erosion and possible extinction 
of endangered languages. Indeed, the 
acquisition of an Aboriginal language 
as a second language may be the only 
option available to many Aboriginal 
communities if transmission from 
parent to child is no longer viable.

As well, in gaining the ability to 
speak the language of their parents 
or grandparents, young Aboriginal 
people will be able to communicate 
with their older family members in 
their traditional language. It is also 
thought that the process itself of 
learning an Aboriginal language may 
contribute to increased self-esteem 
and community well-being, as well as 
cultural continuity.4
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A crucial element affecting the long-term viability of a 

language is simply how many people speak it at home. The 

language that is most often spoken within the home is more 

likely to become the mother tongue of the next generation; 

if not, the transmission from one generation to the next will 

likely be broken. Indeed, as the 1996 Report of the Royal 

Commission on Aboriginal Peoples concluded, the viability 

or continuity of a language is dependent on it being used on 

a daily basis, ideally as the primary home language.

Long-term declines in language continuity translate into 

decreasing shares of children acquiring an Aboriginal mother 

tongue, and increasingly older mother tongue populations. 

Erosion of home language use has seen the proportion of 

children (ages 0 to 19 years) in the Aboriginal mother tongue 

population fall from 41% in 1986 to just 32% in 2001, while 

the percentage of adults aged 55 and over increased from 

12% to 17% 

These trends indicate that many Aboriginal languages 

– even larger ones – will be confronted with the challenges of 

continuity for the next generation.  In 2001, just 13% of the 

Aboriginal population reported that they spoke an Aboriginal 

language most often in the home, while an additional 5% 

reported using one regularly. This proportion is lower than the 

rates for people who can converse in an Aboriginal language 

as well as those for mother tongue speakers (24% and 21%, 

respectively). For example, even though Ojibway has the third 

largest mother tongue population in Canada, its use as the 

major home language is diminishing.

The prospects of transmitting a language as a mother 

tongue can be assessed using an index of continuity, which 

measures the number of people who speak the language at 

home for every 100 persons who speak it as their mother 

tongue. Over the period 1981 to 2001, the index of continuity 

decreased from about 76 to 61. Both men and women in 

practically all age groups experienced a decline in language 

continuity as their home language use shifted from Aboriginal 

to non-Aboriginal languages. The trend was most pronounced 

for women, especially those in the child-bearing and working-

age years. 

However, information on languages spoken “regularly” at 

home (as distinct from “most often”) began to be collected 

with the 2001 Census. In 2001, while the number of people 

speaking an Aboriginal language most often in the home was 

129,300, just over 50,000 additional people were speaking 

one at home on a “regular” basis. This information could be 

particularly relevant to endangered languages, which tend 

to be spoken “regularly” at home but not “most often.” 

For example, only 10% of persons reporting Haida as a 

home language speak it “most often”, while 90% speak it 

“regularly.” In contrast, the majority of viable languages tend 

to be spoken in the home on a “most often” rather than on 

a “regular” basis, for example Inuktitut (82%), Cree (69%) 

and Ojibway (56%).1

1. Norris, M.J. and L. Jantzen. 2003. “Aboriginal Languages in 
Canada’s Urban Areas: Characteristics, Considerations and 
Implications.” In Not Strangers in These Parts: Urban Aboriginal 
Peoples. Eds. David Newhouse and Evelyn Peters.  Ottawa: Privy 
Council Office.

Home language of today, mother tongue of tomorrowCST

Aboriginal second language 
speakers
According to the 2001 Census, 20% 
of the total population who could 
speak an Aboriginal language – over 
47,100 people – had learned it as 
a second language. And it appears 
that second language learning has 
been on the rise. The index of second 
l anguage  acqu is i t ion  ind ica tes 
that for every 100 people with an 
Abor i g ina l  mothe r  tongue ,  the 
number of people able to speak an 
Aboriginal language increased from 
117 to about 120 speakers between 

1996 and 2001 (Table 1). It appears 
that growing numbers of second 
language speakers may increasingly 
be offsetting the declining size of 
mother tongue populations. 

W h a t  i s  p e r h a p s  e v e n  m o r e 
significant to their long-term viability 
is the fact that second language 
speakers tend to be considerably 
younger than people who learned an 
Aboriginal language as their mother 
tongue. In 2001, for example, about 
45% of second language speakers 
were under age 25, compared to 
38% of mother tongue speakers 
(Chart 1). 

Second language learners 
impact endangered Aboriginal 
languages
O v e r  t h e  2 0 - y e a r  p e r i o d  f r o m 
1981  to  2001 ,  most  Abor ig ina l 
languages, whether considered viable 
or endangered, experienced long-term 
declines in their continuity (see “What 
you should know about this study” for 
definitions). And not surprisingly, the 
endangered ones suffered the most. 
Among endangered British Columbia 
languages like Haida and Tlingit, for 
example, continuity levels declined 
to practically nil by 2001; indeed, 
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   % of all speakers who are
 Total population in 2001 with…  second language speakers
   
   Index of second All  Under Age Age Age
 Ability to speak Second language language acquisition1 ages 25 25-44 45-64 65+

Total Aboriginal languages 239,620 47,155 120 20 23 20 16 12

Algonquian Family
 Cree 97,230 20,160 121 21 25 20 16 14
 Ojibway 30,505 7,960 130 26 40 27 18 11
 Montagnais-Naskapi 10,470 605 106 6 5 6 6 3
 Micmac 8,955 1,740 117 19 26 19 10 9
 Oji-Cree 10,475 680 106 6 9 5 2 2
 Attikamekw 4,955 210 105 4 6 3 1 0
 Blackfoot 4,495 1,600 149 36 74 38 17 8
 Algonquin 2,425 585 130 24 31 22 18 10
 Malecite 1,095 415 133 38 46 53 25 13
 Algonquian n.i.e. (includes Michif) 995 415 154 42 70 48 35 22
Inuktitut 32,775 3,445 110 11 11 10 11 9
Athapaskan Family
 Dene 10,585 985 110 9 11 8 7 4
 South Slave 2,205 695 151 32 54 31 19 10
 Dogrib 2,285 355 119 16 23 9 11 6
 Carrier 2,055 750 142 36 68 49 21 13
 Chipewyan 940 270 144 29 64 29 19 17
 Athapaskan, n.i.e. 1,690 615 140 36 58 41 25 13
 Chilcotin 1,145 220 113 19 42 16 7 0
 Kutchin-Gwich’in (Loucheux) 500 180 137 36 73 53 24 21
 North Slave (Hare) 1,030 165 119 16 27 17 6 8
Dakota/Sioux Family 4,955 815 115 16 20 16 14 8
Salish Family
 Salish, n.i.e. 3,020 1,565 157 52 83 65 30 22
 Shuswap 1,255 590 154 47 71 59 24 23
 Thompson(Ntlakapamux) 720 315 152 44 85 61 30 16
Tsimshian Family
 Gitksan 1,320 370 132 28 77 33 14 10
 Nishga 915 430 153 47 86 70 35 4
 Tsimshian 505 160 117 32 0 46 38 20
Wakashanf Family
 Wakashan, n.i.e. 1,270 450 130 35 80 48 26 13
 Nootka 505 160 109 32 79 64 13 13
Iroquoian Family
 Mohawk 755 405 178 54 80 48 38 18
 Iroquoian, n.i.e. 250 105 102 42 50 40 40 25
Haida Isolate 270 145 164 54 78 71 38 29
Kutenai Isolate 220 90 129 41 67 55 7 29
Tlingit Isolate 230 130 219 57 83 77 42 11
Aboriginal languages, n.i.e. 1,400 740 159 53 61 61 51 31

Table 1  Young Aboriginal language speakers are increasingly likely to acquire their
              language as a second language rather than as a mother tongueCST

1. See “What you should know about this study” for concepts and definitions.
n.i.e. Not included elsewhere.
Notes: For total Aboriginal languages combined, Index of Second Language Acquistion is based on total number of responses, since some respondents are able to speak more than 

one Aboriginal language. Due to incomplete enumeration of reserves, special caution should be exercised when using data for the Iroquoian family of languages.
Source: Statistics Canada, 1996 and 2001 Censuses of Population.
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This pattern also applies to a 
number of viable languages in which 
second language speakers appear 
to be adding to the total number of 
speakers. Languages experiencing 
these growth patterns between 1996 
and 2001 include Attikamek, with a 
21% increase in population able to 
speak the language compared to a 
19% growth in its mother tongue 
population. Similarly, the number 
o f  p e o p l e  a b l e  t o  s p e a k  D e n e 
increased 11%, while its mother 
tongue population increased only 7%. 
Other languages with higher gains in 
ability to speak compared to gains 
as a mother tongue include Micmac, 
Dakota/Sioux, Montagnais/Naskapi, 
and Inuktitut.

In fact, among some of the most 
endangered  languages ,  second 
language speakers account for over 
half of the speaking population. In 
2001, for example, 57% of those 
who spoke Tlingit as well as 54% of 
those who spoke Haida and 52% who 
spoke some of the smaller Salish 
languages were second language 
learners. Similarly, among practically 
all of the endangered languages, as 
well as many languages considered 
to be “not quite viable, approaching 
endange red”  o r  “unce r ta in ” ,  a 
minimum of a third of all speakers 
are second language speakers. These 
inc luded the smal ler  A lgonquin 
languages,  Malec i te ,  B lackfoot , 
Carrier, Tsimshian, Kutenai, Nishga, 
and Shuswap. 

It also appears that young people 
make up a  substant ia l  share  of 
Aboriginal second language speakers 
among endangered languages. In 
2001, for example, among children 
under age 15 who could speak an 
endangered language, 71% learned it 
as a second language (Chart 2). 

In contrast, the prevalence of 
second language speakers declines 
with increasing age among both 
endangered and viable-language 
speakers ,  a  pattern  that  i s  not 
surprising since older generations of 
Aboriginal peoples are more likely to 
have an Aboriginal mother tongue. 
Among speakers aged 65 years and 

Chart 1  Second language learners tend to be much
             younger than the people who learned an
             Aboriginal language as their mother tongue

CST

each of these languages currently 
has fewer than 200 first language 
speakers. At the same time, while the 
more viable languages like Inuktitut 
have retained their linguistic vitality, 
several larger viable languages like 
Cree and Ojibway saw steady long-
term declines in continuity over the 
two decades. 

Depending  on the  s tate  o f  a 
given language – that is, whether it 
is viable or endangered – a number 
of different growth patterns were 
observed between 1996 and 2001. 
In particular, younger generations 
of Aboriginal  language speakers 
are increasingly l ikely to acquire 
their language, especially if  it  is 
endangered, as a second language 
rather than as a mother tongue. For 
example, the Tlingit language family 
has one of the oldest mother tongue 
populations, but the index of second 
language acquisition and average 
age of speakers indicates that two 
people (usually younger) speak the 
language to every one person with 
a mother tongue. These indicators 

suggest that younger generations 
are more likely to learn Tlingit as a 
second language. 

Generally, among most endangered 
languages, there is an overall decline 
in the ability to speak the language 
because any gains in second language 
speakers are not sufficiently large 
enough to offset the losses of mother 
tongue speakers.  However, for some 
endangered Aboriginal languages, it 
appears that the speaker population 
may be growing due to a concerted 
effort to learn them as a second 
language.  

This appears to be the case of 
the smaller Salish languages, which 
experienced a 5% drop in mother 
tongue population from 1996 to 
2001, while simultaneously posting 
an impressive 17% increase in total 
number of speakers. At the same 
time, the average age of all Salish 
speakers was notably younger at 
42 years of age, compared to 50 years 
for the mother tongue population. 
(Table 2)
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 % change 1996 to 2001 for
 languages with over 2,000 speakers
 
  Continuity Ability   Viability status1

 Mother Tongue Index1 Index1 Mother tongue Ability in 1996 and 2001

Total Aboriginal languages 203,300 64 120 -3.3 -0.6
Algonquian Family 142,090 62 120   mostly viable
 Cree 80,075 62 121 -6.2 -3.1 viable large
 Ojibway 23,520 45 130 -10.1 -6.0 viable large
 Montagnais-Naskapi 9,890 91 106 8.0 10.2 viable small
 Micmac 7,650 65 117 2.3 8.2 viable small
 Oji-Cree 9,875 73 106 4.1 2.4 viable small
 Attikamek 4,725 95 105 18.6 21.1 viable small
 Blackfoot 3,025 56 149 -27.1 -20.2 viable small /uncertain
 Algonquin 1,860 30 130 -12.6 -8.4 viable small / uncertain
 Malecite 825 33 133   viable small / uncertain
 Algonquian, n.i.e. (includes Michif) 645 19 154   uncertain
Inuktitut 29,695 82 110 7.5 8.7 viable large
Athapaskan Family 18,530 63 121   mostly viable
 Dene 9,595 81 110 6.8 10.8 viable small
 South Slave 1,460 39 151   viable small/ uncertain
 Dogrib 1,925 70 119 -7.7 -6.8 viable small
 Carrier 1,445 34 142 -34.8 -29.3 viable small / uncertain
 Chipewyan 655 27 144   viable small / uncertain
 Athapaskan, n.i.e. 1,210 22 140   uncertain
 Chilcotin 1,010 53 113   viable small
 Kutchin-Gwich’in (Loucheux) 365 15 137   endangered
 North Slave (Hare) 865 55 119   endangered
(Dakota)Siouan Family 4,310 66 115 0.2 3.5 viable small
Salish Family 3,210 20 156   endangered
 Salish, n.i.e. 1,920 21 157 -5.2 17.1 endangered
 Shuswap 815 19 154   endangered
 Thompson 475 18 151   endangered
Tsimshian Family 2,030 26 135   mostly endangered
 Gitksan 1,000 31 132   viable small / uncertain
 Nishga 600 23 153   endangered
 Tsimshian 430 21 117   endangered
Wakashan Family 1,445 14 123   endangered
 Wakashan 980 18 130   endangered
 Nootka 465 6 109   endangered
Iroquoian Family 670 8 150   uncertain
 Mohawk 425 8 178   uncertain
 Iroquoian, n.i.e. 245 8 102   uncertain
Haida Isolate 165 6 164   endangered
Kutenai Isolate 170 29 129   endangered
Tlingit Isolate 105 5 219   endangered
Aboriginal languages, n.i.e. 880 24 159   endangered

Table 2  For some Aboriginal languages, gains in second language speakers may be 
             offsetting the decline in mother tongue populationsCST

1. See “What you should know about this study” for concepts and definitions.
n.i.e. Not included elsewhere.
Notes: The indices are based on combined single and multiple responses for mother tongue and home language. Due to incomplete enumeration of reserves, special caution 

should be exercised when using data for the Iroquoian family of languages. Changes in coding procedures between 1996 and 2001 means that counts for North Slave and 
South Slave (Athapaskan family) are not comparable between censuses. Percentage changes calculated using data adjusted for differences in enumeration and reporting 
patterns in 1996 and 2001, particularly affecting Crre, Ojibway and Oji-Cree.

Source: Statistics Canada, 1996 and 2001 Censuses of Population. Catalogue 9660030XIE2001007, and Norris, “Aboriginal Languages in Canada,” Canadian Social Trends No. 51 
(Winter 1998).
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older, the share of second language 
speakers drops to just 17% of those 
speaking an endangered language, 
and 11% of those speaking a viable 
language.

However, for some of the most 
endangered languages, high shares 
of second language speakers do not 
always imply younger speakers. In 
fact, populations of second language 
speakers are also aging along with 
mother tongue populations. For 
example, in 2001 virtually none of 
the 500 people who could speak 
Tsimshian were under the age of 
25, even though 32% were second 
language speakers. 

Both on- and off-reserve, 
second language learners are 
making gains
Interestingly, it also appears that 
younger  generat ions  l i v ing  o f f-
reserve, and especially those in urban 
areas, are increasingly likely to learn 
an Aboriginal language as a second 
language rather than as a mother 
tongue. Among Registered Indians 

Chart 2  In younger age groups, second language 
              learners make up the majority of people
              speaking endangered Aboriginal languages

CST

off reserve, 165 children aged 10 to 
14 are able to speak a First Nation 
language for every 100 children with 
a First Nation mother tongue.5 This 
suggests that a substantial number 
of children learn their traditional 
language as a second language.

Of course, the issue is even more 
salient in Aboriginal communities 
(that is, reserves, Inuit communities 
and settlements). In 1996, about two-
thirds of comparable communities 
r epo r ted  tha t  mos t  Abor i g ina l 
speakers had learned the language 
as their mother tongue; by 2001, 
the proportion had dropped to less 
than half. In contrast, the number of 
communities where many speakers 
had acquired i t  as their  second 
language doubled from 8.5% to 17%. 
All told, about 33% of communities 
e n u m e r a t e d  i n  2 0 0 1  c o u l d  b e 
classified as being in transition from a 
mother tongue to a second language 
population.6

Natural ly,  famil ies impact the 
t r a n s m i s s i o n  o f  a n  A b o r i g i n a l 
l anguage  f rom parent  to  ch i ld , 

be it as a mother tongue or as a 
second language. The vast majority 
of Aboriginal children aged 5 to 14 
(over 90%) can converse in their 
parent’s or parents’ language, with 
many having learned it as a second 
language. Children most likely to learn 
an Aboriginal language as a second 
language are f rom l inguist ica l ly 
mixed families, live in urban areas, 
or speak an endangered language.7 
For example, while 70% of children 
with Salish language parentage could 
speak their parent(s)’ language, only 
about 10 percent had acquired it as 
a mother tongue.8

Learning Aboriginal language is 
important to most parents
Recent trends in the acquisit ion 
of Aboriginal languages as second 
languages point to an increased 
r e c o g n i t i o n  t h a t  s p e a k i n g  a n 
Aboriginal language is important. 
According to the 2001 Aboriginal 
Peoples Survey, parents of 60% of 
Aboriginal children in non-reserve 
areas believed it was very important 
or somewhat important for their 
children to speak and understand an 
Aboriginal language. 

Parents are not alone in thinking 
that learning an Aboriginal language 
is important. Both Aboriginal adults 
a n d  y o u t h ,  i n c l u d i n g  t h o s e  i n 
non-reserve areas, share the same 
opinion. For example, among the off-
reserve population in Saskatchewan, 
65% of Aboriginal adults and 63% 
of Aboriginal youth aged 15 to 24 
thought that learning, relearning, 
or maintaining their language was 
“somewhat  important”  or  “very 
important”. Similarly, in the Yukon, 
language learning was considered 
important by even higher proportions 
of Aboriginal adults and youth (78% 
and 76%, respectively).9

The attitudes of youth are critical 
to the future of languages, particularly 
as parents of the next generation. 
Furthermore, unlike older generations, 
Abor ig ina l  youth today have to 
contend with the prevailing influence 
of English and French through the 
mass media, popular culture, and 
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This study is based mainly on 1996 and 2001 Census 

of Population data. The study population covers those 

individuals who self-identified as Aboriginal on the census. 

Some caution is required in comparing Aboriginal populations 

between censuses, due to ethnic mobility and fluidity in self-

identity among the Aboriginal population. Also, intercensal 

comparisons of Aboriginal language data can be affected by 

differentials in coverage, incomplete enumeration, reporting, 

content and questions, which have been controlled for where 

feasible. 

Aboriginal language speaker: The ability to speak and 

to converse in an Aboriginal language. Although respondents 

were instructed to report only those languages in which they 

can carry on a conversation of some length on various topics, 

ability is based on the respondent’s own assessment. Since 

varying degrees of fluency may be represented in the data, it is 

suggested that some caution be exercised in considering the 

implications of second language acquisition for transmission 

and continuity.

Mother tongue/first language speaker: Mother tongue 

refers to the first language learned at home in childhood and 

still understood by the individual. First language speakers 

are those persons with an Aboriginal mother tongue who 

report the ability to speak an Aboriginal language. In a small 

percentage of cases (5%, or 11,000, in 2001), respondents 

with an Aboriginal mother tongue did not report that they 

could speak an Aboriginal language. Although the Aboriginal 

mother tongue population and first language speakers are 

not strictly equivalent concepts, the two terms are used 

interchangeably in this article.

Second language speakers: For purposes of this study, 

these individuals are defined as persons who report the ability 

to speak an Aboriginal language, but who do not have an 

Aboriginal mother tongue. 

Home language: In this study, home language refers to 

the language spoken most often at home by the individual. 

In the 2001 Census, a new section on languages spoken on 

a regular basis at home was added. (Because of changes in 

the question, the 2001 “spoken most often” measure may 

not be directly comparable to previous censuses.)

Index of ability/Index of second language acquisition: 

compares the number of people who report being able to 

speak the language with the number who have that Aboriginal 

language as a mother tongue. If, for every 100 people with a 

specific Aboriginal mother tongue, more than 100 persons in 

the overall population have the ability to speak that language, 

then some have learned it as a second language.

N.B.: As indirect estimates of second language acquisition, 

the index of second language acquisition and the estimated 

intercensal growth in the numbers of second language 

speakers assume that all persons with an Aboriginal mother 

tongue also reported the ability to speak an Aboriginal 

language. As such they serve only as indicators, not as 

precise measures.

Index of continuity:  measures the number of people 

who speak the language at home for every 100 persons who 

speak it as their mother tongue.

Viability of Aboriginal languages

Aboriginal languages differ significantly in their state, and in 

their trends and outlook, and as such they can be classified 

accordingly. On the basis of a classification by Kinkade,1 

they can be divided into five groupings: already extinct; near 

extinction; endangered; viable but with a small population 

base; and viable with a large population. 

Near extinction: These languages may be beyond the 

possibility of revival.  As only a few elderly people speak 

them, there may only be enough time to record and archive 

them. 

Endangered: These languages are spoken by enough 

people to make survival a possibil ity, given sufficient 

community interest and concerted educational programs.  

They tend to have small populations, older speakers, and 

lower rates of language transmission. Many of the smaller 

languages, often with far fewer than 1,000 persons, have very 

low prospects for on-going transmission across generations.  

This is particularly relevant to the situation in British Columbia 

where many of the languages found there have very low 

prospects for continuity and are either endangered (e.g. 

Nishga, Haida) or near extinction. 

Viable but small: These languages have generally more 

than 1,000 speakers and are spoken in isolated or well-

organized communities with strong self-awareness.  In these 

communities, language is considered one of the important 

marks of identity. They can be considered viable if their 

continuity is high and they have relatively young speakers, 

for example, Attikamek and Dene. 

What you should know about this studyCST
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other aspects of their daily l ives 
such as education and work. At the 
same time, their traditional language 
can serve a different role than that 
of mainstream languages: it can be 
a means to “...express the identity 
of the speakers of a community ... 
fostering family ties, maintaining 
socia l  re lat ionships,  preserv ing 
historical l inks.. .”10 An in-depth 
study about the values and attitudes 
of Inuit youth concerning Inuktitut 
and English found that most young 
Inuit, even those who thought that 
they were “good” or “excel lent” 
at speaking Inuktitut,  expressed 
concern that as they use and hear 
English more frequently, they are 
losing their ability to speak Inuktitut 
well.11  Many also report speaking 
English more than when they were 
children. At the same time, many 
youth associate Inuktitut with their 
identity, traditional knowledge, and 
culture; for some, losing Inuktitut 
can affect their sense of belonging, 
leading to feelings of marginalization 
and exclusion. While youth are making 
a concerted effort to use Inuktitut 
in daily activities, they also identify 
a need for support through family, 
community and educat ion,  with 
opportunities to learn, hear and 
use it.

Summary
Although most Aboriginal language 
speakers learned their  language 
as a mother tongue, many factors 
c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  e r o s i o n  o f 
intergenerational transmission of 
Abor ig ina l  languages,  inc luding 
i n c r e a s i n g  m i g r a t i o n  b e t w e e n 
Aboriginal communities and cities, 
and to and from reserves; linguistic 
intermarriage; the prevailing influence 
of English and French in daily life; 
and the legacy of the residential 
s choo l  s ys tem. 12 Fu r the rmore , 
for most Aboriginal children, the 
“ideal” conditions for acquiring an 
Aboriginal mother tongue – with 
both parents having an Aboriginal 
mother tongue, and residing in an 
Aboriginal  community – are not 
always feasible. 

These pressures and demographics 
i n c r e a s e  t h e  l i ke l i h o o d  t h a t  a 
s i g n i f i c a n t  s h a r e  o f  t h e  n e x t 
generation of Aboriginal language 
speakers will be second language 
learners. Most importantly, though, 
it will be the desire and interest in 
learning Aboriginal languages today 
that will help shape the growth of 
future generations of Aboriginal 
language speakers, both first and 
second language learners.  

Mary Jane Norris is a senior 
research manager with the Research 
and Analysis Directorate, Indian and 
Northern Affairs Canada. 

What you should know about this study (continued)CST
Viable large: These languages have a large enough 

population base that long-term survival is likely assured. 

Cree, Inuktitut and Ojibway are the only viable languages 

with large population bases. Large or small, viable languages 

tend to have relatively young speakers, compared to 

endangered languages. Census data are available for viable 

and endangered languages but are not available separately 

for languages near extinction owing to their small numbers 

of speakers.
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