Introduction.

Adult acquisition of a new language is difficult, and the results of language classes are often disappointing.  Some people believe that the very mental abilities to truly learn a language disappear after about age five.

This may be true, yet it is hard to think of a fair test for older people.  The problem is that people older than about age five never go through the nursery stage of learning their second language.  Instead, the language materials they use are pitched to their own level: college courses emphasize the lives of university students, while materials for the middle-aged tend to be all about travel arrangements, monetary issues and health concerns.

Something very important is lost in this sort of curriculum.  While I could tell a fellow student that I was attending the Einführung in der Filosofie im Vorlesungsraum – the Introduction to Philosophy class in the lecture hall – by about lesson 2 or 3 in my college German, I would be hard put to this day to tell someone to take this peg and stick it in that hole over there.  German is my best language aside from English, and I have a pretty good reading knowledge of it.  After 28 years of study and familiarity with the language, I cannot easily formulate a reasonable request that would be trivial to any German child of five.  I feel I am missing the very core of the language.

We have several standard techniques for teaching languages to adults, all of them problematic.  First, we teach them grammatical rules so that they understand intellectually how the language is supposed to behave.  This is good in itself, but one cannot remember rules fast enough to be able to use language by intellectual knowledge alone.  Imagine a class on how to ride a bicycle, taught on a blackboard by a physics professor.

Another approach supposes that the secret lies in hearing the language from a native speaker.  Since there is usually a local shortage of native speakers, we turn to mass production of their voices.  Tape recordings are made, and students are encouraged to spend many hours at the language lab listening to these, to memorize every glitch and beep in the tape along with the muffled foreign patter that they can’t quite make out.

Then there is rote drill, the torture chamber of Grammar.  The instructor offers an example sentence followed by a series of single-element substitutions.  The student must regurgitate the same sentence over and over again with all necessary modifications for the substituted element, an exercise that can only be described as mind numbing.

In an attempt to add some humanity back to the language, the instructor may ask one student to just say something to the next one.  This can be the most horrible experience of all.  Having nothing much to say to his neighbor in English, imagine the student’s distress at having to translate this vacuity into Omaha!

Perhaps the best idea is language immersion.  The idea here is to have the student speak and hear nothing but the target language all the time; it is the sink-or-swim approach to language acquisition.  The difficulty is in making it work.  There are two possible scenarios to this technique.  In the first, the students are all gathered together into some kind of language camp, where they will keep quiet when the counselors are near, and revert to the tongue they all understand whenever they have anything serious to say to each other.  The second scenario involves dropping a single student into a society that speaks only the target language.  In this case, the student will rapidly find his niche in that society as an adult of sub-normal mental abilities who isn’t worth talking to.

In short, almost every approach to adult language learning is stacked against the student.  What the adult language student really needs, to compete on even grounds with an infant, is to be isolated from all people who speak his native language, temporarily crippled, and brought slowly back to strength again over a period of years by doting nurses of the target language community who will feed him, potty-train him, play with him and treat him like a baby.  Once he has learned to negotiate his basic needs with his nurses, he can go on to more advanced vocabulary.  Unfortunately, this approach will probably never be popular.  Can we do better than this?

An approach pioneered by Mark Awakuni-Swetland in his first semester Omaha class struck me as promising.  He designed a set of cards with pictures on them and set us to playing “Go Fish” in Omaha.  The native speakers he worked with helped him come up with the expressions necessary for playing the game, and a lexical vocabulary was developed to identify the pictures on the cards.  Students were to play the game entirely in Omaha.  Thus, the students were all involved in negotiating with each other in the target language over a limited field that they could handle, for reasons that were meaningful.

This game worked pretty well for a while, but we played it into the ground without ever really expanding on it.  A “Matching Domains” game was also tried, but this didn’t add much either to our vocabulary or to the interest of the game.  In the second semester, we also tried “Dominoes”, using Omaha verbs and the make-up-a-sentence technique, but didn’t develop this too far.

Manifesto.

· Language is a motor skill, not a body of intellectual knowledge.  While grammatical rules are useful for initially grasping it, the student should learn it mainly through practice.
· Language is motivated.  It is a tool for conveying one person’s thoughts to another.  Language without thought is vacuous, and will not be remembered.  Rote drills, language tapes and even make-up-a-sentence exercises all lack the crucial pedagogical element of communicating something meaningful.  Motivation should be generated by the exercise.

· To learn a second language, we must somehow close off the channel of the first.  This is difficult, but it must be done; otherwise the student will always use his native language whenever he has something meaningful to say.

· Every student should be involved at a comfortable level.  There should be an incentive to speak, but not a requirement.

· Use of the second language for meaningful communication must be challenging and interesting, to prevent the student from dropping the study through boredom.  This means that language exercises should be constantly changed and expanded upon.  The student should be having fun.

· At the same time, it must never be impossible or overly intimidating, to prevent the student from dropping out due to frustration or embarrassment.  This means that the student should always have an “out” if he cannot think of the necessary words within the target language.  The domain of motivation should be calibrated to match the student’s abilities.

· The most common words and the most basic functions of life should be emphasized over specialized jargon that is thought relevant to the student’s presumed lifestyle as a student.

Tígaxe.

The following lessons are designed to satisfy the criteria described in the above manifesto.  Each lesson involves two modes.  The first mode is open communication, in which we may speak either English or Omaha.  This is the mode in which the class begins.  The instructor explains the new material and the students ask questions as needed.  The students take notes, and we may do a limited amount of drill to get ourselves used to the new vocabulary and grammar.

The other mode is what I am calling tígaxe.  The word tígaxe means “play”, as in what you tell the kids to go out and do.  Literally, it seems to mean “make house”.  We might think of it as the activity of role playing games in which children practice the skills they will need for real life.

For our purposes, tígaxe means two things.  First, it means that we are playing a game designed to give us a motivation for using the vocabulary and grammar we learned in the lesson.  Second, it means that we must speak only Omaha.

This second point is a strict rule, and it requires the full cooperation of the entire class.  The purpose of the exercise is to build our Omaha mental muscles by relying on Omaha as our only speech tool.  If one person breaks into English, s/he will ruin the experience for everyone else, and will cause other people to defect as well.  Hence, we must be very clear about whether we are in tígaxe mode or not, and we must enforce this rule.

Tígaxe should be established formally.  The instructor should explain the rules of the game for the current lesson in English and make sure everyone understands them.  All papers, notes and books should be put away.  Making sure he has everyone’s attention, he should ask if anyone has anything more they need to say in English.  If not, he should slowly count from one to four in Omaha, and then pronounce the formula:

Tígaxe ongáthe ta í!

Let’s go play!
Every player should know how to call a time-out in case they have an overpowering need to speak English.  This formula is:


Tígaxe shón paxe!

I put an end to the play!

This is the only way tígaxe should ever be ended.  If any person should start speaking English in the middle of tígaxe, the instructor or the person nearest them should call the time-out for them.  When the miscreant has gotten his English fix and is satisfied, the instructor can restart the game.

Alternatively, if a player simply blurts something out in English without thinking, any other player may take one point from the offender by tagging them quickly with a hand, a stick, or a foam rubber missile and calling out


Wibthíze!


I take you!
In this case, tígaxe continues without stopping.
The instructor should have a sense of the class’ mood, and should be prepared to terminate tígaxe anytime it seems that people are beginning to chafe under the restrictions.  Especially early on, he should call time-out for an English break fairly frequently, perhaps once after each person’s turn.  At this time, the class can discuss what they didn’t understand, and what they wished they could have said.

While a person should never speak English when the class is in tígaxe mode, it is not necessary that he know the Omaha.  Grunts and gestures also work.  If you are on the spot and can’t think of the words you want, think up a more primitive way of getting your message across.  If you can’t count in Omaha, use your fingers.  If someone is speaking to you, and you don’t understand, then shrug, look dumb, and wait for him to try a different way of saying it.  Just don’t use English.

Perfect grammar is not always to be expected either.  If someone is clearly butchering the Omaha language, then correct him in Omaha as you would a small child in English, or wait for the next time-out and discuss it with him then.  If he is clearly struggling with a lot of things, then let him muddle his way through it as best he can.

Each lesson should be handed out to the students the class period before it is to be used.  That gives them a chance to get familiar with what they are getting into, and lets them memorize the new vocabulary before the day they actually need it.  On the day of the lesson, the instructor should go over it with them on the assumption that most of them didn’t read it.  This gives the student a second chance if he didn’t, which is good for him and the whole class when they are in tígaxe mode.

