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Abstract 

Ohinni Dakota iapi. Wanna anpetu iyohi Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi uncinpi.  

This dissertation focuses on the strengths of Dakota womanhood as a catalyst for us to 

begin speaking the Dakota language across Dakota communities. Dakota Wowicohan the Dakota 

Way of Life and the seasons provide two critical approaches that frame and guide this research to 

establish a deeper context and understanding of the findings. Movement through time and space 

with this framework explores our relationship with the Dakota language since before contact and 

into the future. With intention, this story starts with the strengths of Dakota womanhood and 

Dakota identity in relation to creation, land, and kinship. An analysis of the colonization of the 

Dakota language and the experiences of Dakota women through historic and linguistic 

documents offers an understanding of how both shifted with colonization and assimilation. The 

strengths of Dakota womanhood and historic impacts are situated to offer context and lead into a 

broad description of Dakota language revitalization efforts, illuminating the complexities of this 

movement and an understanding of its current state and outcomes. This view of Dakota women’s 

strength and identity and the impact on those and the Dakota language over time situates this 

research in a position to design new approaches to not only Dakota language revitalization, but 

Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi speaking the Dakota language. Utilizing the lessons of the past, 

Icepansiunkiciyapi Winuna Se is presented here as a method for learning and speaking the 

Dakota language through the strengths of Dakota womanhood. The implications of this research 

reveal systemic challenges, but also a pathway to Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi kte to speak the 

Dakota language with each other. 
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Chapter 1  

 

Woinina: Introduction 

 

 There is a silence in life that we can be a part of if we pay attention. Woinina is found in 

the summer months when you hear the wind blowing through the leaves on the cottonwood. It is 

there again in the inextricable loudness of those same leaves in the fall as you walk through 

them. Woinina is the cracking silence when a foot of snow layers the land, and the sound of 

water running, and a thousand birds singing as winter leaves us. Woinina is the first Dakota 

value and the first ingredient to life.1 In silence is where all other virtues and values begin. 

In this world, many people try to avoid silence. It is easy to fill that space with 

technology and other distractions. In my life and experience, I have come to understand that 

Woinina is where I find myself. In times of great pressure, happiness, sadness, and in everyday 

life, those moments of Woinina are what reconnect me to what is greater than myself. There are 

sacred moments of Woinina in which time simultaneously rushes by while standing still. Only 

those who have experienced that kind of movement will understand its depths of sorrow, 

freedom, and enlightenment.     

To be able to live with any other virtue, you must begin with Woinina. In Dakota 

communities, you will also hear a different version of this word, inina. Many speakers use this 

form as a command to tell others to be quiet. More often than not, when Dakota values are 

 
1 Ate waye Glenn Wasicuna has shared this as a teaching in many conversations over the last fifteen years.  
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presented or discussed, Woinina is not among them. Rather, the focus is on WoOhoda respect2, 

WoOhitka bravery, Waunsida humility, and others. Perhaps that is by design, or perhaps it has 

been forgotten. However, in this dissertation, we will lead with Woinina as an intentional 

reflection to consider what is to come. Woinina will be present throughout this research, but it is 

here that we intentionally ground and balance ourselves in a moment of quiet reflection that 

introduces why this learning is essential.  

 

De Miye This is me 

Tiwahe mitawa tewahinde. Winyan wasagiya ota hematahan iwacage. Westerman tiwahe 

kin hematahan k’a Dakota makoce akan wati. Kaksiza hanska ed wati. Ka heca anpetu iyohi 

tankad waun ce’e. Wamanica, magazu, tate, wa, pezuta, ka wabduska wicawabdake ka 

wicanawahun ce’e. Ohinni Dakota wicohan kin ka Dakota iapi kin unspemiciciye kte ce’e. De 

Dakota wicohan kin tewahinda. 

Gwen Westerman, Mary Chuculate, Nellie Mae Bunch, Sally Bearpaw, Polly Christie, 

Emily Adams, and Justine LaFramboise. I like to tell people I come from a long line of activists, 

teachers, and fighters who made this path for me. They fought for their freedom, independence, 

and their lives. They traveled the world, were incredible artists, nurtured their kinship, and 

carried deep cultural knowledge tied to the land and stars. My great-grandmother Nellie was 10 

before she ever saw a white person. Prior to my grandmothers’ generations, English was a 

second, foreign language. Every generation has been marked with resilience.  

 
2 Ohinni tokaheya Dakota iapi. Though English is the medium of communication in this dissertation, English 
translations of Dakota have been italicized throughout this dissertation to situate English as a foreign language. 
The Dakota language has also been given precedence over the English language to establish Dakota language and 
worldview is the initial thought and voice.   
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My place in this story is critical to understanding why I am doing this research and why I 

have chosen this topic. I descend from this long line of strong women. I am from the Westerman 

family and the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate. I am intentional about my relationship with the land, 

the environment, and life. This is where I find balance and where my fire is nurtured.  

My relationship with the language spans decades. The first time I heard that our language 

and people were in trouble, I was fifteen. I began asking why Dakota language revitalization was 

not working. I carried this question with me for 20 years before the answer started to reveal itself 

to me. I gained a deeper understanding of the systems impacting Dakota language across 

communities and nations through a mix of experience, tests, and challenges.  

In 2013, I began creating pathways and networks within our community and beyond by 

redesigning Dakota Studies at Sisseton Wahpeton College, a tribal college. This included 

creating new classes, a Dakota language teaching certification program, archives, a traditional 

arts workshop series, and an adult language learning program. The time I spent creating and 

building programming involved countless hours of work planning, collaborating, research, and 

marketing. With little guidance, a lot of the action I took was to test ideas and to maneuver as we 

learned from them.  

These experiences were plagued with persistent barriers that I came to later realize were 

systemically tied to the fact that I am a Dakota winyan woman and my work was focused on 

bringing the Dakota language and culture back into everyday spaces. The work I was doing to 

support the Dakota language being spoken for communication raised emotions of excitement and 

happiness, but also those of fear, jealousy, and anger. Both my character and identity were 

regularly attacked by both tribal and non-tribal members. What I came to understand when I 

began to think about the patterns of emotion I experienced was that I was working in and through 
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institutional spaces that were first designed to destroy our language and culture. Our educational 

system, our healthcare, our reservations, and even our tribal government were designed by the 

federal government to assimilate our ancestors generations ago. Our language and culture were 

not intended to survive these systems, but we now exist within these normalized spaces and 

make continual efforts to hold onto our identity through their tools. When I became aware that 

the foundation I was trying to build on was inherently flawed, the patterns of struggle and 

dysfunction I witnessed and experienced started to make more sense. In 2020, I made the 

decision to change my path and I left the tribal college. My questions about the language and our 

responsibility to the language began to change.  

Isnana Nazin win de miye. I am Stands Alone Woman. I was given my name in a 

moment of great change in my life and was reminded of who I am. I was told that I am like that 

tree that stands alone on the prairie. It withstands the storms and the winds that cross the land, 

but is always helped and visited. My roots run deep, they hold me, and they sustain me. This 

story is me and I am this story.  

The trajectory of my life and the relationships I have formed on this path have led me to 

this research question: How do the strengths of Icepansiunkiciyapi lay a foundation for a 

sustainable Dakota community that nurtures healthy and whole generations of Dakota people 

through Dakota language and culture? What I present here are the answers I was seeking to the 

challenges we have faced within our community and our Dakota language revitalization efforts. 

The answers I have found in my journey are coupled with new questions to guide our ongoing 

efforts and have the ability to strengthen our pathway towards future generations speaking and 

living as Dakota.  
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Wanna takuku tehike iwowahdake kte tke cante waste kci ecamun. Oyate kin unnipi 

wacin kte ka heca de iyewaye ka owas wak’upi.  

 

Statement of the Problem 

Dakota language speakers and domains of speaking continue to decline across 

communities. The number of fluent first-language speakers within the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 

are no longer being publicly reported on a regular basis (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2022,5-7), 

but based on data tracking and observance of community deaths over the last three years, it is 

estimated that there are no more than 40 remaining. The domains in which the Dakota language 

is used are most often schools and ceremonies. The Dakota language is not the sole medium of 

communication in any domain. The approaches commonly taken to address the state of the 

Dakota language come from a deficit mindset, often focusing efforts and funding to schools and 

children. The place and power of women in the effort to revitalize and Dakota iapi kin 

wounhdakapi speak Dakota is often neglected or suppressed by institutional and cultural 
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systems. The spaces for women to speak Dakota and learn cultural ways have diminished 

significantly. Women are often told that aspects of womanhood are deficiencies and holding 

them back. However, the qualities of womanhood found in sacred responsibility, as the 

caretakers and nurturers of generations and the first teachers, are the source of women’s power 

and strength. We are witnessing the clash of Western and Dakota cultures and the outcome is the 

simultaneous suppression of women and the decline of Dakota language speakers and domains. 

Dakota women should be the focus of our efforts.  

 

Issues/Background of the Problem 

 Many factors contribute to the decline in use of the Dakota language across communities 

and it is not possible to pinpoint a single time or incident that led to the dramatic decline of 

speakers and domains in which the Dakota language is spoken. Patriarchal structures and lack of 

intergenerational transmission play significant roles in the challenge of creating domains for 

using the Dakota language.  

 

Patriarchal Structures 

Who is able to speak and teach the Dakota language? Who leads Dakota language 

revitalization efforts? Dakota language revitalization is an elitist endeavor in many instances, 

that succumbs to patriarchy. Patriarchy is defined as “control by men of a disproportionately 

large share of power” and “a society or institution organized according to the principles or 

practices of patriarchy” (Merriam-Webster 2022). Across institutions and everyday experiences 

with Dakota language and culture, Dakota men teach and develop programming. Dakota people 
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learn from men who have been impacted by and reinforce patriarchy at the expense of Dakota 

women. 

Within the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate community, an estimated 23 staff and educators 

hold positions in Dakota Studies and language immersion across the four institutions providing 

Dakota language and culture education. Of these individuals, 13 of the 23 or 56% are men and 

four of the five program directors are men (Tiospa Zina Tribal School 2022, Enemy Swim Day 

School n.d., Sisseton Wahpeton College 2022). Additionally, three of the men are non-tribal 

members which further emphasizes the status and roles men can assume within our community. 

These numbers are not a reliable statistic because of constant turnover and a small number of 

individuals immersed in teaching Dakota language and culture. However, there is a clear 

imbalance in the leadership of language programs across these institutional spaces. If we expand 

this analysis to focus on the directors of language programming across Dakota communities, the 

disparity becomes much more apparent. Of the 13 individuals currently holding leadership 

positions as directors and board chairs, four, or only 30%, are women (University of Minnesota 

2022, Tiospa Zina Tribal School 2022, Enemy Swim Day School n.d., Sisseton Wahpeton 

College 2022, Lakota Language Consortium 2021, Lower Sioux Indian Community 2022, Santee 

Community Schools 2022, Dakhota Iapi Okhodakhiciye 2021, Dakota Wicohan 2021, Sisseton-

Wahpeton Oyate 2022, 5).    

Learning opportunities are most often through working with men, which goes against 

cultural norms. Dakota men and young women do not casually speak with each other. 

Additionally, Dakota men are also stepping into roles of teaching cultural protocol that 

traditionally would be handled by Dakota women. In two public instances in the last 15 years, 

Dakota men spoke to Dakota women about how to be Dakota women. One referenced life stages 
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and the other directed women who were on their isnati monthly cycle to leave a certain area. I 

recall Kunsi grandmother Phyllis Redday, who has since passed, responded to one of these 

incidents with the statement, “no man has a right to tell a woman how to be.”      

Since beginning dedicated work in Dakota language programming around 2007, I have 

seen about nine language learners attain a level of high proficiency. These second language 

learners can understand, converse with, and be understood by elder speakers (first language 

speakers) for extended periods of time while using Dakota. Some might give credit to 

programming for producing second language speakers, and if I wanted to serve my ego, I would 

say many went through the program I created to attain high proficiency in Dakota. However, 

programs did not get them to this level. There are a few important characteristics these Dakota 

speakers share as second language learners: 

• Of those I can recall, 7 of 9 are men. This is no coincidence. Even though I made a 

point to recruit women and men equally into the programming I created, I observed 

that the men always completed and attained a higher level of conversation than the 

women.  

• The curriculum, no matter what it was, was a tool for them that was helpful, but 

ultimately made little to no difference in their progression. The programs likely 

provided a dedicated space to learn and speak, but all students had the same space and 

tools and did not reach the same level. 

• They all had a deeper desire not to just learn, but to speak. Everyone says they love 

the language and want to speak Dakota, but they practiced speaking to themselves, 

elders, and children. 
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• Of the nine, there is something different about four of them. Four of them use the 

language with others that were learning and those who did not know Dakota. They 

use it freely. Two are women and two are men. They use the language without 

reservation and with what appears to be joy or deep love for the language. The other 

five will use it in public and with speaking partners, but not as openly. 

• The two women that I interviewed both reported access to speaking partners as a 

significant contributor to their language acquisition and speaking.  

So, what is important about this? It is exciting to see individuals attain this level of 

proficiency when for so long, there were no new speakers. However, the number of new speakers 

being developed does not surpass the elders we are losing. In this situation, it is necessary that 

our velocity or speed to learn to speak Dakota must be greater than the gravity and strength of 

the English language and Western culture. For example, individuals that speak Dakota are being 

developed rather than developing an entire community that can speak. This is likely a product of 

the Western notion of individualism and how we track and report speakers, the educational 

system, and the function of contemporary society. If we are to overcome this black hole, we must 

create a community with which Dakota is the primary medium of communication and where all 

people are nourished to not just learn, but to speak. There is something inherently wrong with the 

system we are attempting Dakota language revitalization through, if the progression of Dakota 

men outpaces Dakota women. We will be incapable of reaching our goals of Dakota language 

revitalization when the status of half of our population is suppressed and their learning 

obstructed.  
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Lack of Intergenerational Transmission 

Intergenerational transmission can be described as “the transfer of individual abilities, 

traits, behaviors, and outcomes from parents to their children” (Lochner n.d.) or “the movement, 

passage, or exchange of some good or service between one generation and another” (JRank n.d.). 

Within a Dakota perspective, broader concepts of relationship to life, ancestors, future 

generations, and land are also critical to intergenerational transmission. Our actions are a result 

of our ancestors, and we are responsible to all life and the land we live on. Intergenerational 

transmission also impacts the lives of future generations that are yet to be born.  

Some Indigenous communities have recognized a lack of intergenerational transmission 

and used that knowledge to call out a need for natural speaking environments, a space in which 

the language is used within the structure of everyday life rather than through curriculum and 

institutional spaces. Diverse approaches to building natural speaking environments range from 

space away from the influence of Western society, to the establishment of “organic” 

communities embedded within the broader Western society (Mac Póilin 2013, 142; Thomas 

2020). Interestingly, the lack of intergenerational transmission in natural speaking environments 

has not been fully recognized as a challenge or gap within the Dakota context. There is an 

understanding that children are our future learners and therefore, many language resources 

(mainly curriculum) are put towards their learning and acquisition of their language. Many also 

recognize that language learners need opportunities to practice what they have learned which has 

resulted in the establishment of programs like the Dakota House at the University of Minnesota 

and the Voices of Our Ancestors program funded by the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux 

Community (Dakota House LLC n.d., SW News Media 2017). There are also many online 

communities with the same goal (Dakhóta Iápi Okhódakičhiye 2018, Dakota Language 
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Preservation Group 2015). Though these are major efforts to reverse the decline of speakers, lack 

of intergenerational transmission and natural speaking environments continue to pose challenges 

and appear as gaps within Dakota language revitalization. Simultaneously, it is often suggested 

in conversations around the language that aspects of life often associated with Dakota 

womanhood including motherhood and childrearing, care of the home, and broader family 

responsibilities are a hindrance to language learning, rather than a potential benefit and source of 

strength. 

 

Purpose of the Study and Research Questions 

This dissertation aims to set a trajectory that shifts the everyday language of 

communication within Dakota families and across community domains. This research will find a 

pathway to establish sustainable domains for using Dakota language as a medium of 

communication based on Dakota womanhood. Icepansiunkiciyapi: Winuna Se will be developed 

and tested as a model to learn about and establish spaces for women to learn and speak Dakota 

together as a means of communication. The word Icepansiunkiciyapi holds deep meaning as a 

noun, adjective, and verb. The noun Icepansi is the kinship term for cousin used between 

women. When we add unkiciyapi to the noun, it becomes a verb by expressing the action of 

treating each other as cousins. Simultaneously, it also becomes an adjective by its descriptive 

nature expressing the feeling associated with this type of relationship. Similarly, Winuna Se 

holds deep meaning. Winuna is a birth order name for first-born daughters, but also conveys the 

responsibility and behaviors attributed to those born into this role. Se means to be like 

something, to behave as the subject. The phrase Winuna Se describes that, though not necessarily 
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born Winuna, individuals will take on these responsibilities and behave in a way that indicates 

their role and care for others. Together, Icapansiunkiciyapi Winuna Se is a powerful statement 

about the kinship between women and the strength that can come from upholding responsibilities 

to each other and working as a collective. 

 My essential research question is How do the strengths of Icepansiunkiciyapi lay a 

foundation for a sustainable Dakota community that nurtures healthy and whole generations of 

Dakota people through Dakota language and culture? The questions that further clarify and 

guide this research are:   

1. What were traditional women’s roles in Dakota society? 

2. How do we create safe spaces for women to build confidence in speaking the language 

and to learn together? 

3. How does context grounded in Dakota Wicohan, the Dakota way of life, increase our 

ability to learn and use the language in context across domains? 

4. What does it take to maintain a natural speaking environment through the medium of 

Dakota? 

5. How does the gathering of Dakota women based on the strengths of Dakota culture and 

language enhance the desire to learn and teach about Dakota culture? 

 

Icepansiunkiciyapi is the resulting action and relationship between a group of women, 

based on the teachings and understandings of Dakota culture and worldview. This represents a 

journey and culmination of experiences that aim to raise the consciousness of our relatives by 

unveiling and understanding the systems impacting our use of the Dakota language and our 

ability to nurture our identity as Dakota women. The intended result is to lead to and increase the 

self-efficacy of Dakota women to learn, speak, and teach the Dakota language across daily 
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contexts. The resulting goal is the establishment of domains for the use of the Dakota language 

as a medium of communication.  

 

Significance of the Study/Problem 

Dakota wicohan the Dakota way of life contains the knowledge and understanding needed 

for Dakota people to live sustainable, healthy lives. Dakota wicohan encompasses many aspects, 

including our language and culture. Understanding the seasonal cycles and patterns our language, 

culture, and people transition through gives us the ability to see what we must do in a different 

way. For many decades, we have used outside systems and methods to address our perceived 

deficits, while overlooking our strengths. Our women are one of our greatest strengths as Dakota 

people. What we are able to understand of traditional women’s roles in Dakota society in 

contrast to our contemporary society will reveal and name the gaps in our understanding and 

thinking, particularly about education and language revitalization. With a foundational 

understanding of Dakota womanhood and societal patterns, we can work more quickly and 

strategically to identify new domains in which women can build confidence in speaking the 

Dakota language and learning together safely.  

The patterns revealed through this research have significant implications. By gathering 

and analyzing historical resources, the cycles and systems of Dakota language revitalization 

become clear so that new approaches rooted in Dakota identity can be developed and supported. 

These new approaches focus on the concept of Dakota iapi wounhdakapi, speaking the Dakota 

language in context, rather than as a lesson developed with Western and patriarchal standards. 

Dakota womanhood will emerge as the catalyst for learning to establish existing domains for the 
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use of the Dakota language as a medium of communication. Testing this approach will help us to 

identify and navigate successes and challenges that can lead us through the development of 

domains in which Dakota women can speak Dakota naturally and with confidence.  

 

Definition of Terms 

There is common language used within the space of Dakota language revitalization 

efforts that we have been trained to accept and apply. It is necessary to consider the language we 

use (in English), what it implies, and whether that aligns with our Dakota worldview or if it is in 

direct conflict.  

Those who use Dakota as a medium of communication do not stratify their levels of 

speech ability, they simply talk. Similarly, when using English as a medium of communication, 

we do not take the time to think about what level of speech another person has, we simply talk to 

them. Why does it become a necessity to label the level of speaking ability a person has? In the 

realm of communication, it is not necessary; however, in the realm of language revitalization it is 

a Western standard to label individuals as speaker, fluent, proficient, expert, first/second-

language speaker, etc.  

Language revitalization movements are often grounded in linguistics and focused on 

terms such as fluency, proficiency, first-language speaker, intermediate speaker, and on 

outcomes such as revitalization and decolonization. In the space of Dakota language and culture, 

we express ourselves through conversation by saying things like owakahnige I understand, 

Dakota iapi kin unspemicicye I am learning the Dakota language, or Dakota iapi kin 

wowahdake wacin I want to speak the Dakota language. We must be intentional about the 

language and words we use to describe the work we are doing and the outcomes we hope for. 
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Deep meaning that conveys purpose and vision is embedded in both languages. When we use 

phrases like “language revitalization” versus “wowahdake wacin”, we convey deep purpose and 

vision that take us in very different directions.   

 

Table 1. English Terminology Used Throughout Language Revitalization Efforts 

 Definition Origin 

Revitalization To give new life or vigor to3 Re – back, back from, back to the 

original place. 

Vitalize – to give life to 4 

Preservation “the act, process, or result of 

preserving something: such as the 

activity or process of keeping 

something valued alive, intact, or 

free from damage or decay”5 

Preserve – maintain, keep in a 

certain quality, state, or condition. 

Prevent from spoiling by use of 

preservative substances.  

Pre – before in time or place 

Ser – to protect6 

Decolonization “remove (a place) from colonial 

status”7 

De – down, down from, away. 

Colonize – to settle with colonists, 

plant or establish a colony in, tiller 

of the soil, state of being a colony. 8 

Speaker One who speaks9 Speak – to speak, utter words, make 

a speech; hold discourse (with 

others)10 

Fluent Flowing freely11 Latin fluentem – lax, relaxed, 

figuratively flowing12 

 
3 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2022. “Revitalization.” Accessed December 12, 2022. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/revitalization.  
4 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2022. “Revitalize.” Accessed December 10, 2022. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/revitalize#etymonline_v_12990.  
5 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2022. “Preservation.” Accessed December 12, 2022.  https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/preservation.  
6 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2022. “Preservation.” Accessed December 10, 2022. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/preservation#etymonline_v_41983.  
7 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2023. “Decolonization.” Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/decolonization.  
8 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2022. “Decolonization.” Accessed December 10, 2022. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/decolonization#etymonline_v_869.  
9 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2023. “Speaker.” Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/speaker.  
10 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2022. “Speak.” Accessed December 10, 2022. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/speak?ref=etymonline_crossreference#etymonline_v_23976.  
11 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2023. “Fluent.” Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/fluent.  
12 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2022. “Fluent.” Accessed December 10, 2022. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/fluent#etymonline_v_8932.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/revitalization
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/revitalization
https://www.etymonline.com/word/revitalize#etymonline_v_12990
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/preservation
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/preservation
https://www.etymonline.com/word/preservation#etymonline_v_41983
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/decolonization
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/decolonization
https://www.etymonline.com/word/decolonization#etymonline_v_869
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/speaker
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/speaker
https://www.etymonline.com/word/speak?ref=etymonline_crossreference#etymonline_v_23976
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/fluent
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/fluent
https://www.etymonline.com/word/fluent#etymonline_v_8932
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Proficient Well-versed in any business, art, 

science, etc13 

Latin proficientem – to make 

progress, go forward, effect, 

accomplish, be useful14 

Endangered To “make or put in” danger Related to endangered species15 

Minoritized 

(minority) 

State or condition of being smaller Ize – verb forming 

Medieval Latin minoritatem – less, 

lesser, smaller, junior16 

Renormalization 

(normalization) 

 

Act or process of making normal 

again 

Re – back, back from, back to the 

original place 

Normalize – reduce to a standard; 

cause to conform to a standard 

Ation – ending noun of action17 

 

I have often heard Dakota elders reject the term “revitalization” but had trouble 

understanding why. What is important to recognize as foundational theory and method for 

Dakota language efforts across communities is that it is often grounded in the English language. 

For example, “revitalization” is the most common term used to indicate the desired outcome of 

our language efforts. The meaning embedded here suggests a desire to return back to something 

original. This perspective is immediately problematic because it establishes the idea that there is 

one thing to return to and that we can somehow reverse colonialism. Furthermore, to “vitalize” 

means to give life. This concept is inherently contradictory to a Dakota worldview. If we 

consider the language wakan sacred, something the Creator gave us, the suggestion that we can 

vitalize Dakota assumes we somehow have power similar or equal to the Creator. Also, assumed 

within this concept is the idea that the language can die. Language death is a common statement 

 
13 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2023. “Proficient.” Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/proficient.  
14 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2022. “Proficient.” Accessed December 10, 2022. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/proficient#etymonline_v_30412.  
15 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2022. “Endanger.” Accessed December 10, 2022. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/endanger#etymonline_v_8650.  
16 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2023. “Minority.” Accessed May 24, 2023. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/minority#etymonline_v_16211.  
17 Online Etymology Dictionary. 2023. “Normalization.” Accessed May 24, 2023. 
https://www.etymonline.com/word/normalization#etymonline_v_35621.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/proficient
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/proficient
https://www.etymonline.com/word/proficient#etymonline_v_30412
https://www.etymonline.com/word/endanger#etymonline_v_8650
https://www.etymonline.com/word/minority#etymonline_v_16211
https://www.etymonline.com/word/normalization#etymonline_v_35621
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within language revitalization. In response, many elder fluent speakers explain that it is not the 

language that is dying, it is us. As Ate waye Glenn Wasicuna has shared many times, the 

language is waiting for us and “Dakota iapi kin wakan. Taku wakan kinhan t’a okihi sni” the 

Dakota language is sacred. If something is sacred it cannot die. Similarly, “decolonization” is 

used widely across Indigenous communities and academia. The idea that we can somehow 

remove the stain and power of our usurpers is appealing. However, the meaning is grounded in 

the power of those who colonize. As Indigenous people, though we have been colonized, it was 

not Dakota wicohan that committed the act of colonization. Furthermore, the use of this word 

suggests that we can remove the colonizer. This approach might feel empowering, but again it 

sets us up for failure.  

I will delineate approaches through the use of Dakota wounhdakapi kte, we will speak the 

Dakota language, to express the desire to use the Dakota language to communicate, and 

“language revitalization” to express the study and othering of the Dakota language. I hoped to 

eliminate the use of the term “revitalization” from my approach; however, it appears that there 

are two very different approaches expressed in language revitalization and Dakota wounhdakapi 

kte. If our intent is to freeze the language where it is now so our future generations can observe 

it, or if we intend to somehow shed time and go back to an unspecified point at which we think 

our language was “pure”, or if we want to speak Dakota with an English mind, then language 

revitalization is the appropriate term. Additionally, if we intend to use Western approaches and 

experts to lead us to our intended outcomes, then language revitalization is the appropriate term. 

However, if we want to live holistically and speak Dakota with a Dakota mind, then Dakota 

wounhdakapi kte, or a similar phrase in Dakota expresses our intended outcomes.  
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Assumptions, Limitations, and Delimitations 

 There may be an underlying assumption throughout this work that the focus is somehow 

feminist because of the intentional framing of Dakota womanhood and even the rejection of 

patriarchal norms. However, the intent is to refocus our understanding of the strengths of Dakota 

women and to realize the power they bring to living with the Dakota language. This approach 

will illuminate patterns in gender roles, Dakota language, and resiliency to set a pathway towards 

greater use of the Dakota language.  

 As a result of the focus on Dakota women, the presence of men’s voices is limited. 

Dakota society was egalitarian and each person and their responsibility to the community made 

up the whole. With this understanding, there will be perspectives missing from this research. 

However, to better understand how the strengths of Dakota womanhood can contribute to, and 

potentially shift the use of Dakota language, we must understand this approach through the lens 

of Dakota women. This focus does not diminish what our fathers, brothers, uncles, and 

grandfathers have passed on to us, but it does raise awareness of the many contributions of our 

mothers, sisters, aunts, and grandmothers. 
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        Chapter 2 

 

Sdodyayepi: Review of Literature for Strengths-Based Indigenous Resilience 

 

 Sdodyeyapi, they know, conveys a state of awareness. Early on in my language learning 

journey, one of my favorite things to say was sdodwaye sni, I do not know. Just as it is good to 

pursue knowledge, we must also balance that with the understanding that some things are not 

meant for us to know. As researchers, but more importantly as humans, we must recognize this 

balance. Within the knowledge that is meant for us, there is always something to know. Some 

use this as a tool, others a weapon, or even a way to move through time and space. The purpose 

of this literature review is to help us see the broader systems impacting this research. It is 

important to be aware that there is a difference between wosdodye knowing, wounspe learning, 

and wookahnige understanding. While there is both learning and understanding to be drawn 

from the scholarship and knowledge included in the literature review, the intention behind the 

use of sdodyeyapi is to express that this is what has been shared publicly, very diversely, and 

further learning and understanding is to come.  

This chapter will provide a review of the relevant literature that informs and supports this 

research. The underlying concepts that flow through this research are raising consciousness, 

Indigenous womanhood, Dakota voice in literature, and self-efficacy. The literature incorporated 

into this review centers and prioritizes Indigenous voices in diverse sources like books, journal 

articles, recorded lectures, museum collections, tribal government reports, and archival 

documents. This intentionality serves two purposes. First, if we are to approach concepts of 
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building community from foundational Indigenous teachings, then the voices we use to guide our 

work must also be Indigenous. Second, the types of resources gathered and considered literature 

must reflect the diverse ways in which knowledge is produced. To rely solely on published 

materials as the only useful sources would narrow our view and understanding of Dakota and 

Indigenous ways of knowing. Holistic knowing and understanding requires the inclusion of all of 

our senses. While such an approach is not entirely possible in a written paper, the sources that 

are relied upon for this literature review have been selected as Dakota, Lakota, and Indigenous 

researchers, authors, educators, activists, and visionaries. Their work spans generations and 

supports the approach to the questions and ideas found within the research of this dissertation. 

 

Raising Consciousness 

 Zitkala Sa, also known as Gertrude Bonnin18, is known as a prominent Lakota writer and 

activist. She published many stories that she had learned growing up, including her experiences. 

In her telling of Blue Star Woman, she describes a moment in which she was called upon to give 

her name. Zitkala Sa explains “that an Indian should never pronounce his or her name in answer 

to any inquiry. It was probably a means of protection.” However, telling one’s name was 

something required of the Western society she was describing. More specifically, proving who 

she was to a government official (2003, 143). A generation later, Ohiyesa, or Charles Eastman19, 

a prolific Dakota writer in the early 20th century wrote about his life growing up Dakota. He 

shared stories of his pathway and transition through the impacts of colonization and assimilation. 

Telling of his first school experiences, Ohiyesa described an interaction with a teacher in a 

 
18 Zitkala Sa will be privileged and used in lieu of her English name, Gertrude Bonin. 
19 Ohiyesa will be privileged and used in lieu of his English name, Charles Eastman. 
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boarding school. The teacher asked, “‘What is your name?’ Evidently, he had not been among 

the Indians long, or he would not have asked that question. It takes a tactician and a diplomat to 

get an Indian to tell his name!” (Eastman 2007, 162). Today, many of our first language lessons 

unknowingly mirror this extractive and Western approach to education by asking what a person’s 

name is (Flute et. al. 2002,18; Lakota Language Consortium 2014, 10, Dakhota iapi 

Okhodakichiye 2014, 10 ; Knudson et. al. 2003, 13). While the pathway resulting in this cultural 

shift is not laid out here, we can recognize the outcomes of assimilation through the colonization 

of education. This has become our “model of humanity” (Friere 1993, 45).  

Colonization is endemic according to Tribal Critical Race Theory (Brayboy 2006, 430) 

and can be broadly defined as, “the subjugation of a people or area especially as an extension of 

state power”20. We can further describe correlating contexts as colonized land, histories, 

language, and even bodies. Waziyatawin and Michael Yellowbird encompass this understanding 

by stating “colonization refers to both the formal and informal methods (behavioral, ideological, 

institutional, political, and economical) that maintain the subjugation and/or exploitation of 

Indigenous Peoples, lands, and resources” (2012, 3). The antithesis, decolonization, has been a 

central focus of many Indigenous authors and Indigenous pedagogy for decades and is defined as 

“to free from the dominating influence of colonizing power”21. The Indigenous focus of 

decolonization spans across fields of study from research (Archibald et. al. 2019 and Tuhiwai 

Smith 2021) and museums (Lonetree 2012), to wealth, (Villanueva 2018) history, and language 

(Wilson 2005). Again, this concept is further defined by Waziyatawin and Yellowbird as the 

meaningful and active resistance to the forces of colonialism that perpetuate the subjugation 

 
20 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2023. “Colonization.” Accessed January 1, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/colonization.  
21 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2023. “Decolonization.” Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/decolonization.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/colonization
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/colonization
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/decolonization
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/decolonization
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and/or exploitation of our minds, bodies, and lands. Decolonization is engaged for the ultimate 

purpose of overturning the colonial structure and realizing Indigenous liberation (2012, 3). 

Many have seen Western education as a way to survive in this world and even as a new 

battlefield (Eastman 2007, 164), but some elders were prophetic in their view. Ohiyesa’s 

grandmother warned him of Western education, telling him, “Do not get lost on this new trail” 

(Eastman 2007, 167). His grandmother recognized the danger of taking on non-Dakota lifeways 

and the potential for losing oneself. Anthropology first opened the doors to Indigenous 

researchers with the sole intent to utilize their emic, or insider’s perspective or “native 

viewpoint”, to gain better access to Indigenous knowledge and content (Kottack 2009, 217). 

Simultaneously, the etic approach focuses on the outsider, or anthropologist’s perspective, with 

the belief that “members of a culture often are too involved in what they are doing to interpret 

their cultures impartially” (Kottack 2009, 217). Dr. Beatrice Medicine, a Lakota Anthropologist, 

recognized that many Indigenous people pursued anthropology with the intent to help their 

people (2001, 5). Though Indigenous people enter into these spaces to transform the fields of 

study and the situations of their communities, there has always been underlying resistance. 

Delmos Jones, an African American anthropologist, also highlights the intention of early 

anthropologists like Franz Boas for recruiting Indigenous researchers, oftentimes women, “as 

potential ‘tools’ to be used to provide important information to the ‘real’ white male 

anthropologist” (Medicine 2001, 5). Such motives, however, do not diminish the resolve and 

effort of Indigenous people to resist the overt and covert powers of colonization. Dakota 

historian Waziyatawin has been a strong advocate for decolonization through both action 

(Capriccioso 2018) and publication (Wilson 2005, ibid. 2006; Waziyatawin 2008) and 

acknowledges that privileging Indigenous voice is “cutting-edge work” (2005, 1). There has been 
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an increased presence of Indigenous voices across academic spaces in the last 18 years; however, 

privileging Indigenous voice, thought, language, story, and culture is still considered cutting-

edge work.  

The effects of colonization can be difficult to recognize because of their longevity and 

normalization. Ohiyesa’s story of asking for a person’s name and the normalization of this in 

language lessons a century later is just one example of the normalization of Western models of 

education within our society. Shawn Malia Kanaʻiaupuni and Brandon C. Ledward write about 

cultural relevance in education and state: “What many lose sight of is that all educational 

systems and institutions are rooted in a particular cultural worldview” (2013, 161). This can be 

seen in the early work of Christian missionaries translating the Bible into Dakota (Riggs 1992, 

vi) or the inclusion of education into treaties (Westerman and White 2021, 178-179). The 

purpose of education was to assimilate Indigenous peoples, including Dakotas, into American 

society, and that nothing of Dakota identity would remain (Child 2000, 5; Adams 1995, 21-23). 

What has evolved from these early methods of educating Dakota people through assimilationist 

policy are the schools’ approaches to and understandings of education grounded in Western 

worldview that we have today. Theory and approaches stemming from decolonization 

methodology challenge these entrenched systems and have resulted in increased inclusion, 

collaboration, and co-creation of and by Indigenous people across fields of study (Lonetree 2012, 

1; Garcia and Shirley 2022, xix). 

Confronting colonization and its effects cannot be our only focus as Indigenous people. 

Māori professor Graham Smith builds on the concept of conscientization (or conscious-raising), 

resistance, and transformative praxis as alternative or supplementary approaches to 

decolonization that contribute to Indigenous strengths-based approaches. He states: 
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The term ‘decolonization’ is a reactive notion; it immediately puts the colonizer 

and the history of colonization back at the ‘centre’. In moving to transformative 

politics we need to understand the history of colonization, but the bulk of our 

work and focus must be on what it is that we want, what it is that we are about, 

and to ‘imagine’ our future (Smith 2003, 3). 

 

The answers we have sought as Dakota people for achieving movement and language outcomes 

that lead to the sustainability of Dakota people and way of life are grounded within a holistic 

vision and understanding of who we are as Dakota. This is an approach to conscious-raising that 

re-situates Indigenous people as the priority and focus. This does not mean we ignore 

colonization; it means we step back, observe it, recognize its “politics of distraction” (Smith 

2003, 2), and strengthen ourselves. Smith shares that conscientization, resistance, and 

transformation do not necessarily happen in that order. Context, experience, and identity all 

impact how and when a person might step into one or all of those spaces (2003, 13). Some 

broad approaches within Indigenous education of this method include direct experience and 

application through mentorship (Corntassel and Gaudry 2014, 179), culturally sustaining and 

revitalizing pedagogy, and more specifically, the incorporation of kinship (Lee 2016, 100). Each 

of these methods is built from the importance of relationship, with each other and the 

environment. Grounding and leading our work with these understandings builds on what we 

uniquely know as Dakota and Indigenous people. Our language and culture are inherently 

related to these strengths and to be successful in language revitalization, Dakota iapi 

wounhdakapi, or anything else, it is critical that we begin with who we are.  
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Indigeneity of Womanhood 

The role of Aboriginal women in the health of family systems from one 

generation to the next was one of immense power… it was woman who shaped 

the thinking of all its members in a loving, nurturing atmosphere within the base 

family unit. In such societies, the earliest instruments of governance and law to 

ensure social order came from quality mothering of children (Armstrong 1996: 

viiii) 

 

The depiction and imagery of Indigenous women within government accounts, historical 

records, and published materials is the intentional design of government officials, missionaries, 

historians, and anthropologists who experienced life with a patriarchal lens (Miller and Chuchryk 

1996, viiii; Monture and McGuire 2009, 1). Patriarchal misunderstandings and misinterpretations 

fill written records and published histories of Dakota people (Anderson 1997, 1; Pond 1987, 18; 

Mithun 1999, 279). However, the power that emanates from the center of Indigenous 

womanhood should not be silenced. Indigenous women’s voices can be found and recognized in 

diverse spaces across time from pre-contact to today. 

 

 Ancestor’s Intention and Vision 

 It can be difficult to find historic descriptions of Dakota womanhood documented by 

Dakota women if we only consider published literature. However, through archives and museum 

collections, we can hear their voices and feel their impact and worldview. Indigenous 

womanhood is something that can be described and defined but is better understood through 

action and experience of Indigenous women. The land, Dakota families, and museum collections 

hold the oldest memory of Dakota womanhood as seen in the everyday tools and utilitarian 

objects of Dakota people. Stone hammers, axes, bone awls, and fragments of pottery are 
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common across these spaces and represent the daily lives of our maternal ancestors. These 

tangible objects exemplify everyday life for a Dakota woman: cooking (Deloria 2007, 37), 

gathering wood for fuel (Deloria 2007, 23; Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 87), and more 

broadly, items that represent a woman’s ownership of the home and everything in it (Deloria 

2007, 54). Every member of a Dakota community had responsibilities, these items are 

specifically tied to Dakota womanhood and her responsibility to her family, community, and the 

survival of the people. In the generations that followed, some of the resources that reflected 

Dakota and Indigenous womanhood were stolen and purchased for museum and personal 

collections. These vast collections include cradleboards (Unknown 1880; Unknown 1840), 

moccasins (Ross 1900), and blankets (Dickson-LaFramboise 1840-1850). The quality, design, 

and materials of these and many other items represent countless hours of work and prayer 

intended to honor and nurture their recipients. These are the physical creations that demonstrate 

the responsibility of Dakota women to the physical and spiritual well-being of their families and 

communities (Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 87).  

 

Emergence of Contemporary Indigenous Womanhood 

 Contemporary Indigenous womanhood emerges in many forms and mediums that 

highlight its strength and resiliency. Indigenous women continue to demonstrate care, vision, and 

planning for the future of our communities in areas including education, history, politics and 

activism, and art. These forms represent a continuity of the role of Indigenous women from 

previous generations, but also transformation and adaptation of what it means to tell the stories 

of our communities and pass down worldview and understanding. 
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Indigenous women are stepping into the role of storyteller by publishing the histories and 

narratives of their families, communities, and tribes. The histories told by Indigenous women 

make space for our identity, experience, and perspective by honoring the experiences of our 

ancestors (Wilson 2006), prioritizing the voice of our people through interviews and research 

(Beane 2014, Waziyatawin 2008, Wilson 2005, Westerman and White 2012, Cook-Lynn 2007), 

and also critiquing the research and histories on Indigenous people by non-natives (Griffin 2009, 

Beane 2014). Indigenous women’s biographies also serve as life lessons, history, and systems 

critique, resulting in an impact on upcoming generations of Indigenous women, as well as 

government and educational institutions (Columbus 2000, Mankiller 2004, Monture and 

McGuire 2009, Not Help Him 2000). 

Poetry and advocacy are also being used as forms of storytelling, reminding the world of 

who we are as Indigenous women, and the importance of our worldview and ways of life. Poetry 

has always been a part of Indigenous life and culture. As Gwen Westerman, Sisseton-Wahpeton 

Oyate scholar, states, “Poetry is song” (Pugmire 2021). Indigenous women are using this 

medium to illuminate the songs of Indigenous people expressing feeling, vision, critique, history, 

science, connection to land, and learning (Erdrich 2008, Harjo, Howe, and Foerster 2020, 

Westerman 2013). Similarly, advocacy and activism for the land have emerged to reassert and 

reclaim space for Indigenous voice and worldview. Katherine Beane and Carly Bad Heart Bull, 

Flandreau Santee Sioux Tribe, worked against immense backlash and with significant publicity 

to change the name of Lake Calhoun in Minneapolis, to Bde Maka Ska, the lake’s original 

Dakota name (University of Minnesota 2023). On a national level, This Land is a podcast 

narrated by Rebecca Nagle, Cherokee Nation, that delves into contemporary challenges to 

Indigenous sovereignty (Crooked Media 2023). Deb Haaland, Laguna Pueblo and Secretary of 



 

28 
 

the Interior, is using her position to bring awareness and make changes to derogatory place 

names, such as “squaw”, within the federal system (U.S. Department of the Interior 2021).  

Indigenous women voices and teachings also emerge in the space of contemporary art. In 

many Indigenous cultures, there is no word for “art”, but it is something our communities talk 

about on a regular basis. There was no word for art because it was a part of life. Dakota women 

made utilitarian objects like hanpa moccasins, wokpan parfleche containers, wozuha bags, and 

many other things for everyday use and to honor their family and community (Albers and 

Medicine 1983, 123-124, Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 87). The art that is produced by 

Indigenous women today continues to follow this standard, but can be witnessed and experienced 

across diverse media, in many cases doubling as advocacy. The lessons of our ancestors and the 

passing down of culture continues through the creation and use of women’s art. For example, 

postan cradles are often seen as works of art, but are also the prayers of mothers for our future 

generations and made with the purpose of protecting the wakanyeja sacred ones (Boucher-Giago 

2017-2019). Design can also hold deep cultural significance by conveying connection to the 

land, protection, or intended use of the object. Each tribe, and even families, have designs 

specific to their culture and environment (Young 2016). The continued creation and use of art in 

everyday life and to honor others is critical to the continuity of culture, while also containing 

important lessons taught by women.  

Finally, Indigenous women are also working within the Western educational system to 

make change. Pursuing higher education continues to be ideologically important across 

communities, and student enrollment data reveals that Dakota women are pursuing degrees in 

higher education at more than double the rate of Dakota men. (Williams 2022, 62). There is no 

data comparing the completion rate for Indigenous men, women, and other genders which would 
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reveal deeper systemic impacts on students. However, it is clear that more Indigenous women are 

seeking higher education at higher rates. The perspectives and stories that Indigenous women 

bring to higher education have the power to shift the many fields of study they enter and impact 

the wellbeing of their families and their broader communities. 

 

Dakota Voice in Literature 

Dakota voice in the literary tradition can be found across genres and disciplines and 

contributes to the cannon of contemporary Dakota Studies. Dakota authorship can be found 

within language, history, oral tradition, and storytelling. It is not a coincidence that much of the 

literature produced by Dakota people parallels the fields of anthropology and history. A majority 

of the research surrounding Dakota people emerged from these two fields in an effort to preserve 

knowledge of Indigenous people predicated on the premise that Indigenous peoples would 

disappear (Medicine 2001, 4). From the early 1900s to today, there has been a shift in purpose 

and approach to the publication of Dakota scholarship. This shift has transitioned from 

ethnographic works (Deloria 2007 and Eastman 2007) to acts of decolonization and 

conscientization. Dakota scholars have called out the use of the historical record to perpetuate 

the misinterpretation and misunderstanding of Dakota people while also setting the record 

straight (Westerman and White 2012, 8; Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 4). In recent 

years, the efforts of Dakota people telling their own stories has been met with resistance and 

volatility (Kersten 2021) and even labeled as “revisionist history” (Croman 2019). However, 

Dakota people have met this opposition to Dakota voice with a deeper push into building new 

systems through key aspects of Dakota identity: language, history, and oral tradition and 

storytelling. 
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Dakota Language 

Into the early 1900s, the first publication of the Dakota language by a Dakota person for 

the purposes of Dakota language learning was completed by Ella Deloria, the first Dakota 

Anthropologist. Deloria, with the support of Franz Boas (2006), conducted ethnographic field 

work because there was a focus on the preservation of Indigenous people through ethnographic 

and linguistic collection of knowledge and material culture. Decades later, the focus on Dakota 

language teaching increased and new curriculum and dictionaries emerged (Sisseton Wahpeton 

Indian Studies 1973, ibid. 1973; WarCloud 1999). Dakota language curriculum and dictionaries 

continue to be published today (Dakotah Language Institute 2012; Dakhóta Iápi Okhódakičhiye 

2014; Flute et. al. 2002, Redday-Roberts n.d., Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2015, Tacan 2019). 

However, broader uses of the Dakota language are beginning to be published, including 

storytelling (Dakota Language Program 2018), survival skills (Aŋpao Duta 2013), calendars 

(Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community 2021), and tribal government resolutions (Sisseton-

Wahpeton Oyate 2019).  

 

Dakota History 

The telling of Dakota history has traditionally been monopolized by non-Dakota 

historians. Contemporary Dakota telling of history represents a range of purpose and vision from 

decolonization to approaches similar to the Māori’s rangatiratanga (Smith 2021, 257), or the 

reclamation of all space as Dakota.  

In 1972, the Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe (known today as the Sisseton-Wahpeton 

Oyate) published its own history. Many of the cited resources were written by non-Dakota 
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historians and anthropologists. Primary resources, like government and missionary records, 

privileged a non-Dakota perspective. However, the authors acknowledge this and the subjectivity 

of those authors. In a note to the reader, the authors state:  

 

This history is a beginning. It is hoped that this and subsequent updating will help 

to foster pride and understanding, pride on the part of the Sisseton-Wahpetons 

because they have much of which they should be proud and understanding on the 

part of the non-Indian because he is missing much when he overlooks the 

contributions, both material and spiritual, of the Indian society. (Sisseton-

Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 4) 

 

The purpose of compiling and publishing this research by the tribe represents resistance, 

resilience, and an attempt to raise the consciousness of their people.  

Subsequent generations of Dakota historians have continued to push their work further 

because of the actions of their predecessors. Dakota voices missing from earlier research and 

history are beginning to emerge in new publications over the last few decades. The history being 

told is becoming more holistic, including standard resources like archival materials, but also an 

emphasis on oral history with incorporation of language and relationship to land. Interestingly, 

many of the authors taking the lead in this space are not just Dakota, but Dakota women (Beane 

2014, Wilson 2005, Westerman 2015).  

In her book, Remember This! Dakota Decolonization and the Eli Taylor Narratives, 

Waziyatawin brings a new standard to the approach to Dakota history and language. She gives 

space and precedence to the voice and oral tradition of Eli Taylor, a prolific Dakota storyteller 

from Sioux Valley, Manitoba. Though she still adheres to Western publication and academic 

standards, the Dakota knowledge is shared with Dakota being prioritized before English. She 

accomplishes this by providing transcribed narratives told in Dakota by Eli Taylor, followed with 
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English translation and discussion on meaning. The approaches within this text are not without 

their flaws, but they position Dakota worldview with increased status and establish a pathway for 

the strengthening of Dakota voice in predominantly Western narratives about Dakota people. 

Most importantly, Dakota people now have access to Dakota language that conveys Dakota 

worldview, understanding, and experience not commonly present in general curriculum used to 

teach the language (2005). 

 Though commonly recognized as a text on Dakota history, Mni Sota Makoce: The Land 

of the Dakota by Gwen Westerman and Bruce White also gives precedence to the Dakota 

language to establish a deeper understanding of the stories and relationships it presents. The use 

of Dakota in the title serves as an act of defiance and disruption to the Western systems that 

Dakota history is often situated in. Rather than a title depicting Dakota people as an object of the 

past to be studied, or a people that was in violent opposition to European and American 

expansion, the title of this text leads into the history by expressing relationship with land. 

Simultaneously, it honors Dakota language and worldview and sets the stage for the content and 

the perspective for the reader. Dakota is not the predominant language within this text, but it is 

prioritized. For example, the historical context situates the many ways in which the Dakota 

language and culture were impacted by historical contact between Dakotas, Europeans, and 

Americans. Of great importance is the comparison and analysis of the 1851 Treaty of Traverse 

des Sioux. The original English text and the Dakota version presented to those in attendance at 

the signing are provided side-by-side, along with the translation of the Dakota text back into 

English. These three versions of a treaty document show the complexities of Dakota to English 

and English to Dakota translation. The ability to look at them side-by-side also shows us the 

tactics utilized by Americans to misinform, usurp, and to weaponize the language against Dakota 
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people. The methods employed with this text create a pathway to establish the precedence of 

Dakota worldview in Dakota history. Their approach lays out the historic systems we are 

working against and establishes a new standard to reframe our understanding of Dakota history 

(2012). 

 The work of Dakota authors over the last half century has established a pathway for 

deepening our understanding of Dakota history. It is no longer necessary to fully rely on the 

scholarship of non-Dakota people to tell the story of Dakota people. Dakota historian Katherine 

Beane acknowledges a shift in the way some non-Dakota contribute to Dakota history as allies 

working closely with Dakota people (2014,14). However, Dakota historians, scholars, 

storytellers, and activists continue to strengthen the canon of Dakota history as told by Dakota 

people (Áŋpaó Duta Okodakiciye Wetu 148, Beane 2014, Makoce Ikikcupi n.d., Medicine 2001, 

Waziyatawin 2008, Westerman and White 2012, Westerman 2015, Wilson 2005 and 2006). 

 

Oral Tradition and Storytelling 

Oral tradition has been an effective method of passing down culture, teaching important 

life lessons, remembering historical events, and maintaining our relationship with the land as 

long as Dakota people have existed. Oral traditions represent Dakota voice, thought, and 

experience and have been dismissed for centuries and into contemporary times as myths, 

legends, and lacking in accuracy because they were not written down with Western methods and 

dates. For this reason, an overwhelming amount of published literature on Dakota people 

available today is written by non-Dakota people. Titles such as “Through Dakota Eyes” and “The 

Sioux” filter Dakota history and experience through the lens of Western academia (Anderson and 

Woolworth 1988; Gibbon 2003). There is power in telling your own stories, and there is power 



 

34 
 

in telling someone else’s story. Chimamanda Ngozi Adichie speaks about “the danger of a single 

story” and states:  

 

Show a people as one thing, only one thing over and over again and that is what 

they become…How they [stories] are told, who tells them, when they are told, 

how many stories are told are really dependent on power. Power is the ability to 

not just tell the story of another person but to make it the definitive story of that 

person” (Adichie 2009). 

 

Adichie’s statement calls out how our perceptions of others and ourselves are influenced 

by the single stories we are told, as well as the power embedded within this. Western histories 

and narratives written by non-Dakota people tell a story of Dakota people that often begins with 

war and killing of settlers, fighting with neighboring tribes, and mismanagement of land, 

resources, and money. This type of narrative justifies the taking of Dakota lands, language, and 

culture. It also positions the archaeologist, linguist, and historian as the saviors of Dakota people 

because of their preservation of knowledge. This results in the encapsulation of Dakota identity, 

unchanging in the public perception and influencing our own ability to recognize our identity as 

Dakota people without the influence of the Western gaze.  

Dakota oral tradition has resisted complete usurpation, however, and tells a much 

different story grounded in the strength of Dakota identity. Zitkala Sa, Ohiyesa, and Ella Deloria 

were some of the first to publish oral traditions through creation stories (Zitkala Sa 2003), 

autobiography (Ohiyesa 1911 and 2007), and depictions of intergenerational teachings about 

lifeways (Deloria 2007). Today, oral histories continue to teach us lessons about how to be 

Dakota or human, but they are also critical to building a strengths-based Dakota narrative that 

supports and nurtures our identity. With a Dakota lens, Dakota history as told through oral 

tradition begins with our creation and acknowledging our responsibility as a people (Westerman 



 

35 
 

and White 2012, 16). Oral traditions continue to remind us of who we are, how we are to conduct 

ourselves, and the strength of generations of Dakota people that have faced the US government’s 

genocidal tactics, including boarding schools, removal, and assimilation (Wilson 2009). The 

stories our families carry tell the history that is left out of the books and articles published by 

non-Dakota people and re-establish Dakota voice in Dakota place (Wilson ed. 2006; Westerman 

2015). 

 

Self-efficacy 

 I often hear people talking about positive affirmations, that they will speak something 

into existence. I have even seen it happen, expressing a vision or a goal, to see it one day 

materialize. But what happens when we speak and hear negative affirmations? As Dakota 

people, we are taught that mni water is the first medicine. Our ancestors understood its effects 

on our health and state of being, it is an important part of many of our ceremonies. We use mni 

to pray. A study by Masaru Emoto looked at the effects of emotion, words, and external factors 

on water. The study found that ice crystals formed from that water show greater symmetry when 

exposed to positivity, as opposed to scattered crystals affected by negative affirmations and 

emotion. (Office Masaru Emoto n.d.) It is not surprising that people can react in the same way 

to negativity. Paulo Friere states: 

 

Self-depreciation is another characteristic of the oppressed, which derives from 

their internalization of the opinion the oppressors hold of them. So often do they 

hear that they are good for nothing, know nothing and are incapable of learning 

anything – that they are sick, lazy, and unproductive – that in the end they become 

convinced of their own unfitness (Friere 1993, 63). 
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This quote from Friere describes the situation of oppressed individuals and communities that 

diminishes self-efficacy. This is a familiar experience across Dakota communities that have been 

assimilated through educational systems that tell us that the Dakota worldview and culture are 

deficient and need to be fixed, and our ways of being hold little to no value. We are stereotyped: 

Indians are drunks, as just one example. It would surprise many to know that, in fact, excessive 

drinking rates tracked by the State of South Dakota indicate that the white population has a 7% 

higher rate than American Indians (United Health Foundation 2023). If the data highlights this 

disparity, why then, are American Indians in South Dakota, and not the white population, labeled 

as drunks or alcoholics? The diminishment of the status of Dakota culture has had severe effects 

across generations and is compounded today by stereotyping. The effect is diminished self-

efficacy amongst Dakota people and communities.   

Self-efficacy is “a person’s belief that they can be successful when carrying out a 

particular task”22. This could refer to our ability to teach our own children, design and manage 

tribal governance, lead and set the trajectory of our educational institutions in the manner we 

deem appropriate, revitalize our language with our own methods and work towards Dakota iapi 

wounhdakapi, solve our own challenges as a community, and nurture community through Dakota 

identity. Family, community, environment, and personal responsibility to others are critical to the 

development of self-efficacy, leading to one’s ability to design and live within systems built 

from Dakota identity. Keiki Kawaiʻaeʻa, Director of the Ka Haka ʻUla O Keʻelikōlani College of 

Hawaiian Language writes about the importance of nurturing identity to build self-efficacy: 

 

 
22 Cambridge Dictionary. 2023. “Self-efficacy.” Accessed May 24, 2023. 
https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/self-efficacy.  

https://dictionary.cambridge.org/us/dictionary/english/self-efficacy
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What we have painfully learned is how critically important Native languages, 

epistemologies, practices, and values are to the well-being of Native peoples and 

that fostering strong cultural roots in the transmission of understanding who we 

are and where we come from equip us with a greater sense of pride and 

confidence to face the future (Kawai’ae’a et al. 2022, 288). 

 

Grounding our daily lives, work, and communities in the strengths of our identity prepare 

us for life. The ability to walk everyday with the pride and confidence that Kawai’ae’a calls 

attention to can transform the outcomes of individuals, families, and communities. This is in 

great contrast to the internalized oppression described by Freire. As Dakota our points of 

connection to the land, kinship, and culture are what nourish and drive us. In a Ted Talk, Tame 

Iti said, “Everyone has some form of mana. It comes from knowing who you are, where you 

come from, and your connection to your land. Grounds you, makes you solid, roots you to past, 

present, and future” (Tame Iti 2015). Our identity and the relationships, community, and land 

shape how we see and interact with the world. Connection and knowing who we are promotes 

“positive self-esteem among students, their families, and the communities to which they belong, 

resulting in increased well-being. It can also nurture or solidify links between student, family, 

and ‘āina [land], often leading to renewed interest in cultural practice or more political 

involvement with issues such as land preservation” (Kuʻualoha Hoʻomanawanui 2008, 234). 

When we are able to stand in the space of who we are without reservation, then we can speak 

without fear and have the strength to defend and hold up our Dakota wicohan Dakota way of life. 

To nurture Dakota and Indigenous ways of being, knowing and becoming through 

practical and formative experiences, we must understand that “culture strengthens culture” 

(kuʻualoha hoʻomanawanui 2008, 234). This idea returns us to the need for us to understand 

ourselves, to be confident in our identity as Dakota or Indigenous people. Our elders have shared 

with us the pathway for nurturing ways of being, knowing, and becoming, but the system within 
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which we live and learn disconnects us from that on a regular basis. Therefore, this nurturing 

must begin with kinship and the family. It is our elders – whether our parents, grandparents, 

aunts, or uncles – that guide us. Through a connection to our relatives and ina maka (mother 

earth/land), we can establish both awareness and confidence in this worldview to help guide us to 

deeper understanding. 

  



 

39 
 

Chapter 3 

 

Bdiheca: Methods and Research Design 

 

Bdiheca is taught often as a Dakota virtue and is loosely translated as industriousness. 

The teachings that accompany bdiheca help us to understand the strength that exists in being 

resilient, efficient, responsive, observant, and proactive. To be kuza lazy is not only frowned 

upon, but a detriment to the entire oyate people. Bdiheca un to be industrious means that you are 

active, taking care of your home, the land and animals, the environment, but also paying 

attention to what is happening around you so that you can contribute to the systems within which 

you live. The women I descend from have passed down many stories and teachings of bdiheca. 

Each generation worked hard to care for her family, ensuring their safety and survival. We carry 

these lessons today in the quilts made from cutout pieces of old clothes by my great-

grandmother, the practice of saving and cooking with bacon grease, growing corn and squash 

from seeds our grandmothers cultivated, and acting with resilience to set a pathway for future 

generations. 

Bdiheca is an aspect of Dakota worldview that if used as a guiding component of 

research, can result in Indigenous-based outcomes. In contrast, Western research is defined as 

“investigation or experimentation aimed at the discovery and interpretation of facts, revision of 

accepted theories or laws in the light of new facts, or practical application of such new or revised 
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theories or laws”23. The face of research for Dakota and Indigenous people has transformed over 

the centuries, from fur traders, government officials, and missionaries, to every field of 

anthropology and mainstream university programs seeking grants through “collaboration” with 

diverse populations. As a result, the word and act of research can elicit strong and repulsive 

reactions by Indigenous peoples. Simultaneously, many have come to believe that outside 

researchers and their methods are the only thing that can save us (Kanaʻiaupuni 2005, 26). In the 

past, I was told that I needed to partner with a linguist in order to apply for federal language 

preservation grants. I have presented to leadership about strides in language revitalization and 

Dakota iapi wounhdakapi, only to have them look past me and ask the linguist a question I have 

the expertise to answer. I have heard Dakota relatives advocate for outside experts to come into 

our community to “fix” our language problems. These few examples demonstrate the lack of 

confidence in the strengths we carry as Indigenous and Dakota people and is the direct result of 

generations of colonization, assimilation, and genocide.  

In attempts to rectify this situation, many scholars attempt to Indigenize Western research 

methods by incorporating aspects of Indigenous language and culture into already established 

methods and tools. Even with the addition of Indigenous knowledge, such approaches can 

remain deficit-based, or attempt to address challenges with the very deficits that created them. 

Indigenized Western methods still work with Western models and frameworks. Though some 

progress can be made with Indigenized Western frameworks, they remain inherently problematic 

because they are guided by non-Indigenous understanding and visioning – often missing critical 

pieces such as land, family, and language. Shawn Malia Kanaʻiaupuni and Brandon Ledward 

 
23 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2022. “Research.” Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/research.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/research
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/research
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write about the importance of strengths-based approaches to research and identifies the 

importance of Hawaiian language, family, and connection to land as critical components to 

developing a framework 2013). Manulani Aluli Meyer enhances this strengths-based approach 

by stating, “we must develop new theories from ancient agency so we can accurately respond to 

what is right before our very eyes” (2013, 217). As Dakota people, we have knowledge and 

understanding of our world and its systems that are inherently connected to our identity, 

relationships, and land. This worldview provides us with the strengths and insight needed to 

build strong, healthy communities, as well as to understand and navigate the challenges we face. 

Through this understanding and approach, we have the framework, tools, and relationships 

needed to not only revitalize our language, but Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi to speak the Dakota 

language. 

When I started trying to explain to others why the current system of Dakota language 

revitalization has not been working, I decided to draw it. I started by drawing out a model of 

what our current system of Dakota language revitalization looks like (Figure 1) and then made 

one that incorporated Dakota Wowicohan the Dakota worldview and understanding (Figure 2). It 

took me two years to think through and design these models, but they will continue to change in 

the future. Both models are based on experience, observation, and teachings shared by my 

relatives throughout my life. The Dakota Wowicohan model serves as a research design and 

guide to this dissertation but is also a guide to (re)establishing domains for the use of the Dakota 

language as a medium of communication. Without the intentionality of the Dakota Wowicohan 

as a guide, the research itself would fall short. This model is in no way linear and requires 

interconnectedness between all parts. This is how I visualize my work, life, and how I understand 

research.    
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 There are many research models that are found to be useful and even promoted as 

Indigenous centered. However, to follow a non-Dakota model would inherently influence the 

trajectory of this work and potentially apply concepts that do not align with Dakota worldviews.  

This chapter will introduce the research design I have created to understand Dakota language 

revitalization and build out what Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi looks like. This will include a 

description of the values and cultural concepts leading this work, and the research approach. 

Ohinni Dakota iapi kin ka makoce kin ka wotakuye unskanpi uncinpi. We must always begin 

with the language, land, and relationship. 

 

Dakota Language Revitalization  

 The concept of language revitalization is well-established across Dakota communities 

and is a standard vision and goal for the future of the Dakota language. Communities and 

individuals imagine future generations of Dakota people speaking Dakota as a result of the 

efforts of language revitalization. Language revitalization and teaching efforts have been 

established since the 1980s and 1990s, however, their results have rarely led to new speakers of 

Dakota, or even first language speakers, and have not contributed to the maintenance or creation 

of domains in which the Dakota language is spoken as a medium of communication.  
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Figure 1. Historic Approach to Dakota Language Revitalization  

 

Figure 1 demonstrates our contemporary Dakota language revitalization system and is the 

antithesis of Figure 2 Dakota Wowicohan. The system with which we are attempting to revitalize 

the Dakota language centers on a top-down learning experience that often takes place in 

educational institutions. Most communities set the goal of building towards immersion education 

with the starting point being educational institutions. The language, culture, families, and 

communities are often isolated from the actual experience of learning and speaking the language 

while all spaces are generally guided by English and outside ideological influences. The land is 

noticeably absent from this image and is not generally considered a critical piece to language 

revitalization efforts. The outcomes of this approach and system are often knowledge of the 

language by a select few in the community, rather than community-wide or intergenerational use 

of the language for communication. In these situations, the Dakota language is often treated as an 
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object of study, rather than something with spirit that requires relationship and reciprocity. These 

efforts often fail because they are not rooted in Dakota wicohan, connected to prayer, seasons, 

land, or values.   

 

Research Design 

Ohinni wakan tanka wounhdakapi ce’e. Ka heca Dakota iapi kin wanyakapi kte. We must 

always talk with the creator and then the Dakota language will see us. 

 This study is grounded and formed through Dakota worldview and understanding. Three 

key concepts scaffold and shape how this story is told to keep its connection to context intact. 

Prayer, kinship, and seasons come together in Dakota Wowicohan (Figure 2) and demonstrate 

patterns that exist across the universe and that were known by our ancestors. These patterns hold 

the answers for sustainable living. They also establish pathways for our people as future speakers 

of the Dakota language to live a Dakota way of life. The Dakota Wowicohan model helps to 

shape the research contained within this study and the framework. The components of the 

Dakota Wowicohan model include Ocokaya Najin Standing in the Center, Kapemni What is 

Above is Below, Wotakuye Kinship, Omaka Seasons, and Taku Ecanun Values.  
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Figure 2. Dakota Wowicohan 

 

Ocokaya Najin Standing in the Center 

Dakota wicohan kin tehike keyapi. They say the Dakota way of life is hard because every 

step is made in prayer. This way of life directs an individual’s actions and choices, while also 

impacting everything they come into contact with. Ocokaya najin standing in the center (Figure 

3) is in reference to this prayerful way of being and indicates a starting point we must follow 

through life, including the work of this dissertation.  

Figure  Dakota Wicohan: Dakota research design model 
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Figure 3. Ocokaya Najin 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

At the very center of the Dakota Wicohan model is a triangle. The bottom right corner is labeled 

Miye (me), the top point is labeled Wakan Tanka (Creator), and the bottom left corner is labeled 

Dakota Wicohan (Dakota Way of Life). My Ate, Glenn Wasicuna, has taught this for decades to 

explain the order in which things happen, and our responsibility to following protocols. When 

teaching about this approach to life, he says that people often try to go directly to or take what it 

is they desire. This could be the language, culture, professional, and academic pursuits, etc. With 

this aim and trajectory, we often fall short. Many struggle to learn the language, many run into a 

wide range of barriers, and others give up and say whatever their pursuit is cannot be done. The 

reason for struggle is because we have bypassed prayer with Wakan Tanka the Creator. 

According to this foundational triangulation, we must begin with ourselves, Miye. We do what 

we need to prepare ourselves emotionally, physically, and mentally. When we feel we are ready, 
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then we tell Wakan Tanka. For example, if it is the language I want to learn and speak, then I do 

what I can to prepare myself to take responsibility for my own learning and then tell Wakan 

Tanka I am ready. Wakan Tanka will look at the individual and determine whether they are truly 

ready. When that time has come, Wakan Tanka will then speak to the language (or other 

individual goal) and tell them, this person is ready. When the language looks to you and sees you 

are ready, that is when language will come to you. What this teaches us is that we must move 

with intention and the actions we take must be grounded in prayer.    

 

Kapemni: What is Above is Below 

 In Dakota culture, there is a lifeway known as Kapemni (Figure 4). This is depicted on 

the Dakota Wicohan model as what might appear as a black X or two triangles positioned at the 

North and South and pointing towards the center. This concept symbolizes the connection 

between our lives on earth and what happens in the universe. Many describe Kapemni as above, 

as below, or as mirroring. What this means in everyday life is that we are responsible for 

following the patterns of life as they are reflected in the universe. The stars serve as a map for 

when certain plants can be harvested or planted, when specific ceremonies can occur, as well as 

provide lessons and teachings. Following these patterns is essential to life and important to 

maintain because our actions must be in accordance with and mirror those of our relatives in the 

stars. The lesson embedded within Kapemni is that of balance and sustainability. When we act 

outside of this concept and guidance, our lives can become unstable and unhealthy. For example, 

if we decide to harvest a plant out of season, it can harm or kill that plant, or if we wait to harvest 

essential foods and medicines, it might become too late, and we could miss the harvest and be 

unprepared for the coming season.  
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Figure 4. Kapemni 

 

The concept of Kapemni is important to this research because it teaches us that we are not acting 

in isolation, that we must be aware of the pathway in front of us and we must prepare. If we wait 

too long, we may miss our opportunity. If we neglect components of this model that make the 

process whole, the outcomes may cause damage rather than good.   

 

Wotakuye Kinship 

The next layer of this research design addresses Wotakuye kinship (Figure 5). Wotakuye 

is known as the foundation of Dakota society and can be understood as the relation to family, all 

living things, and Wakan Tanka. To be a good Dakota is to be a good relative. Layers within this 
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model demonstrate different levels of kinship and responsibility. Moving out from the center is 

Tiwahe immediate family, Tiyospaye extended family, and Oyate nation or people. These terms 

and their placement in the model express the importance of family to our identity, sustainability, 

and future.  

Figure 5. Wotakuye 

 

We are taught in Dakota society that we do nothing alone and that our actions are for the survival 

of the people and our way of life. As a model for this research, this standard sets the expectation 

that the researcher shares responsibility for what is learned, but also that the vision and outcomes 

that emerge are in the service of the greater whole. Still deeper levels of kinship exist when we 

consider the Wamanica animals, Wicahpi Oyate stars, and Ina Maka Earth that are also found 

within the model. To each of these, we are also interconnected and carry responsibility as 

relatives. Whether Dakota, or another Indigenous nation, our identity comes from our 
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relationship with our families and communities, but also from the land, the animals we relate to, 

and our understanding of the stars. Within and throughout this research, it is necessary to build 

from each of these relationships as strengths that inform, guide, and shape how we understand 

our experience and how we move forward with that understanding. 

 

Omaka Seasons 

Four seasons are embedded within the fourth ring: Bdoketu summer, Ptanyetu fall, 

Waniyetu winter, and Wetu spring (Figure 6). The seasons represent the cycle of life we live by 

and teach us about preparation, responsibility, and humility.  

Figure 6. Omaka 
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To be in alignment with the seasons, to survive them, we must be prepared. We must learn to 

listen, pay attention, and act appropriately within the different seasons. This could mean saving 

seeds during harvest, watching the geese return in the spring, and paying attention to the types of 

bugs that arrive throughout the summer and how much snow falls in the winter. There are 

multiple lessons layered within the seasons that inform the framework of this research. We will 

move through this research as if we are moving through the seasons to allow the lessons 

embedded within them to guide our thought process and understanding. Finally, the third tool 

that will emerge from the Dakota Wowicohan framework of seasons will be the occurrence of 

patterns. The seasons, as well as nature and the stars, teach us that there are very distinct patterns 

that occur throughout life. Seasonal patterns and movement are not just an occurrence of the 

environment, they also reflect and teach us of patterns that occur in our daily lives and social 

systems. In addition to designing this research to align with and build from the strengths of 

seasons, it is also intended that this will assist in illuminating patterns occurring with the Dakota 

language and Dakota communities.  

Each season aligns with the phases of the moon. According to seasonal patterns, there are 

thirteen months or moons, each of which are described by what is observable in nature during 

that time. The names of months can vary depending on the relationship with the environment that 

the speaker has and their location. So, a point in time could be the hunting moon for one person, 

but it might be the moon when the geese fly south for another. There are diverse environments 

across Dakota lands and a person can experience many different animals, plants, and weather 

events across space. As climate change impacts our environment, these experiences and the ways 

in which we describe them will likely evolve over time.  
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Taku Ecanun Values 

Taku ecanun what you do is how I have decided to interpret the word “value”. Depending 

on the person, there are many other ways to translate and interpret this concept. For me, my 

relationships, and my work, I understand that the action you take and the behaviors and 

relationship you lead with encompass this concept. In this space, I have chosen four taku ecanun 

to embed into this research design: Woinina silence, Bdiheca industriousness, Waunsida 

compassion, and Woowatonna honesty (Figure 7). These do not encompass every Dakota value 

that exists, or every value that may show up in this work. While I have addressed these last in the 

Dakota Wowicohan model, there is not a linear approach to each of the concepts in the broader 

model. Each piece is a part of the greater whole of what Dakota Wowicohan is on a daily basis 

and how it functions. When you take out or only lead with one part of this, then something will 

always be missing or out of balance. As a part of this larger picture of Dakota Wowicohan, taku 

ecanun provide us points with which to check our work and check ourselves. Are we behaving 

and acting with Woinina, Bdiheca, Waunsida, and Woowotanna, and does our research and work 

reflect these concepts? Using these values as a method allows a broader understanding to be 

achieved through this research that reflects Dakota Wowicohan.  



 

53 
 

Figure 7. Taku Ecanun 

 

The recipe to Dakota life is Woinina, silence (Glenn Wasicuna). In order to live with any 

of the other life values or to have a balanced and healthy way of life, we must first learn 

Woinina, to be in silence, listen, observe, and understand. This sets the trajectory of all other 

actions in our lives. Within this research, Woinina is critical to observing and understanding the 

systems that have shaped our contemporary situation, and how we can move through it to 

achieve our ultimate goal for the Dakota way of life to continue and thrive. With the clarity 

afforded by Woinina, we can see and understand patterns, movement, and outcomes because of 
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intentional listening and observation. This can result in strengths-based, positive action, which 

are critical components to working in relationship with the Dakota language.  

There is not necessarily a linear order to the values following Woinina; however, those a 

person chooses to follow or engage with will impact their life and work. Bdiheca industriousness 

has been a prevalent teaching in my life, and therefore plays an important role in this 

dissertation. Bdiheca is a concept and teaching that we are not idle or lazy; there is always 

something to be done. As we move through each season, this value is both a lesson and a way of 

life. Transitions between the seasons, stages of life, and everyday experiences require the 

resilience, diligence, and persistence of Bdiheca. These qualities are important to shaping the 

time and quality of the work of this dissertation. The characteristics of Bdiheca can also be used 

to understand the outcomes of this research.  

Dakota values are not practiced in isolation from each other. When coupled with other 

values, the results are holistic. Bdiheca is necessarily interconnected with Waunsida compassion. 

Waunsida requires reciprocity in relationships and care for one’s relatives and life. To live and 

act with this value contributes to a person’s understanding of their own identity through 

understanding the experience of others. Much like Woinina, Waunsida requires thoughtful 

observation and listening, coupled with humility and generosity. When living in community with 

others, acting with Waunsida is essential to the stability and health of the community. Healthy, 

functioning communities require individuals to be in reciprocal relationship with each other. 

Similarly, language revitalization and working towards Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi also 

require reciprocity, not just between individuals but between those wanting to learn and speak 

the Dakota language.    
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Woowotanna truthfulness or honesty is important to the integrity of this research, just as 

it is in daily life. Dakota author Ohiyesa wrote about the importance of Woowotanna to Dakota 

culture stating, “Lying was a capital offense among us…the deliberate liar is capable of 

committing any crime behind the screen of cowardly untruth and double-dealing” (Eastman 29: 

2007). There are so many layers to Ohiyesa’s statement and to the concept and value of 

Woowotanna, but this statement makes clear that it is of great importance to upholding Dakota 

society. A long time ago, communities relied on each other for survival, and trust and honesty 

made this possible. As a piece of this broader method and research, Woowotanna sets an 

expectation of truthfulness from me as a Dakota woman, community member, and researcher. As 

a guide to this work, Woowotanna also requires that I acknowledge my own subjectivity in this 

space and how it influences both the trajectory and outcomes of this work.  

 

Research Approach 

This research will follow the seasonal and relational patterns represented in Figure 2. Just 

as our environment moves through cycles, our language and relationship with language is also 

cyclical. By approaching our relationship with the Dakota language through the lens of seasons, 

we can shift how we understand the relationship through time and how we set our trajectory for 

future generations. This research will include document analysis of archival and published 

materials, and qualitative data collection through interviews and participant observation. 

Included in the research approach are research questions, setting and population sample, 

anticipated challenges, sequence, and data collection. 
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Research Questions 

My essential research question that sets a trajectory for this research is: How do the 

strengths of Icepansiunkiciyapi lay a foundation for a sustainable Dakota community that 

nurtures healthy and whole generations of Dakota people through Dakota language and culture? 

The key questions I will ask that will inform my essential research question include the 

following:  

1. What were traditional women’s roles in Dakota society? 

2. How do we create safe spaces for women to build confidence in speaking the language 

and to learn together? 

3. How does a context grounded in Dakota Wicohan, the Dakota way of life, increase our 

ability to learn and use the language in context and across other domains? 

4. What does it take to maintain a space through the medium of Dakota? 

5. How does the gathering of Dakota women based on the strengths of Dakota culture and 

language enhance the desire to learn more about Dakota culture and teach others? 

 

Wookahnige understanding will be the space in which learnings from the initial 

implementation of Icepansiunkiciyapi are assessed. The knowledge and understanding that will 

be sought from this includes: 

• Do culturally relevant activities create safe spaces for women to build confidence in 

speaking the language and to learn together?  

• Does participation in culturally grounded activities increase our ability to learn and use 

the language in context and across other domains? 

• What methods support and increase ability to build endurance to stay in the language? 

What methods inhibit ability to stay in the language? 
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• What does increased cultural confidence look like and what are the effects of increased 

cultural confidence in women? 

 

Anticipated Challenges 

Challenges anticipated in this study were based on use of Dakota language in group 

participation.  It was believed that the major challenge for Icepansiunkiciyapi would be getting 

participants to stay in the Dakota language without slipping into English. Similarly, getting 

participants at varying levels comfortable with silence, listening, and making mistakes would be 

an initial barrier. There is a tendency for those trying to speak Dakota to start out strong and then 

give up mid-way. It will be important to observe and identify triggers for shifting into English to 

make future adjustments that anticipate and prevent those.  

Additional anticipated challenges and learnings include unidentified gaps in the research 

and design. Whether you are planning programming, or envisioning a potential life experience, 

things usually do not go as planned. Specifically, the outcomes of Icepansiunkiciyapi will likely 

be much different than expected, but the learning achieved in the process is what will allow us to 

continue to push and strengthen efforts towards building domains for the use of the Dakota 

language.  

 

Sequence 

The sequence of this study (Figure 8) will lay out the cyclical patterns the Dakota people 

and language have experienced. Bdoketu summer (a time when food is plentiful, families gather, 

ceremonies take place) – This season will begin with foundational Dakota teachings of creation 
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and kinship responsibilities. These will demonstrate key approaches to strengths-based methods 

of Dakota education specifically focused on Dakota womanhood and relationality. Ptanyetu fall 

(a time when we prepare for life to sleep, the leaves fall, plants and animals hibernate) – This 

season will then shift to observe the impact of colonization on Dakota communities. Research 

outlining changes in the Dakota language and culture as demonstrated by historical records will 

show the influence of patriarchy on Dakota society and language. Waniyetu winter (this time has 

many descriptions of hardship; we must be prepared in order to survive this season) – This 

season will relate to contemporary community ideology of the Dakota language and systems 

through which we have attempted to revitalize it. The evolution of colonization and continued 

suppression of the power of Dakota women will reveal the hardship and struggle we have faced 

over the last few generations and our community’s unsuccessful attempts at language 

revitalization. Wetu spring (a time of renewal, rebirth, rejoicing, and also observation) – The 

Dakota language and our communities are transitioning into a new time. Our people are waking 

up and beginning to recognize the systems at play. The first step to moving into the new 

responsibilities that await us is recognizing and honoring the power of Dakota women as the first 

teachers. For rebirth to occur, women must initiate the change. This research will follow the 

development and initial implementation of Icepansiunkiciyapi. 
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Figure 8. Sequence of the study 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This research is encompassed by Dakota values, ethics, and morals. All work begins with 

Woinina silence and this will be embedded throughout this research from the beginning and 

planning phase, through implementation and final analysis. Bdiheca industriousness reflects the 

process of development and implementation. Both woinina and bdiheca will inform the design of 

Icepansiunkiciyapi as it will follow and be implemented with the seasons. Domains for the use of 

the language specifically for women will include: 

• Spring – planting 

• Summer – visiting sacred sites, gathering of plants and medicines 
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• Fall – harvesting, preparing for winter 

• Winter – storytelling, utilitarian art, gathering 

For the purposes of this dissertation, Icepansiunkiciyapi will be fully designed to reflect 

domain building for an entire year, but only activities within the fall and winter seasons will be 

implemented and analyzed.  

 

Data Collection 

Historically, our ancestors collected data that was critical to their survival. It was through 

holistic approaches that deep knowledge of science, social order, and education contributed to 

continued learning and the development of a highly structured, adaptive society. Patterns were 

observed and taught by watching the movement of the planets, stars, and Milky Way, the 

seasons, and the movement of animals, insects, and plants. As a community, Dakota people 

would come together to discuss things of importance in conversations that could sometimes take 

weeks, or as long as was needed. This wookahnige understanding is a type of data led by Dakota 

worldview where everyone had a voice and all connections were considered. Today, data is 

defined as, “factual information (such as measurements or statistics) used as a basis for 

reasoning, discussion, or calculation”24. This contrast in perspective can dilute what we 

understand as contributing to our learning, as well as the stories we are able to tell from that and 

the action we take. Data collection for this research will lean into aspects of Dakota worldview 

that provide a more holistic approach. The sources included in this research are archival 

 
24 Merriam-Webster Dictionary. 2023. “Data.” Accessed May 24, 2023. https://www.merriam-
webster.com/dictionary/data.  

https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/data
https://www.merriam-webster.com/dictionary/data
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documents, interviews, and Icepansiunkiciyapi gatherings with kinship, land, and language 

guiding how they are approached and interpreted. Contextualizing this information along with 

the seasons and the strengths of Dakota womanhood will provide a more holistic understanding 

of the data that emerges from this research. 

Document analysis will consist of archived letters written by Dakota women from the 

1830s to 1880s that were retrieved from archives and translated from Dakota to English by Gwen 

Westerman and Glenn Wasicuna. Various texts, articles, reports, and other media will also 

contribute to this research. These resources have been collected with the specific intention of 

giving precedence to Dakota voice regarding the history and contemporary contexts of the 

Dakota language. The understandings gained from these resources are also used to demonstrate 

patterns occurring in the Dakota language and culture across time.  

Qualitative data will be gathered through interviews and participant observation. All 

qualitative data will focus specifically on women involved in Dakota language revitalization 

across South Dakota and Minnesota. Interviews were conducted with five Dakota women and 

one non-Dakota woman. The subjects selected for interviews ranged in age from 30 to 65. 

Women were selected for interviews based on their past and current involvement in learning the 

Dakota language. Level of proficiency was not a factor in selection, rather their experience in 

systems of language revitalization was the primary interest in these interviews. They were asked 

to participate in this research specifically because of their experience learning and teaching the 

Dakota language over the past twenty to thirty years. They are from four Dakota communities, 

and one is non-Dakota, but has been an ally to many Dakota communities and programs. The 

interviews were held over Zoom and one over the phone. Each interview started with the same 

set of questions. Depending on the individual answers, some questions were skipped over if they 
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had already been answered, or additional clarifying questions were asked. When the interviews 

were complete, answers for each question were compiled to identify patterns and anomalies in 

what was shared.  

Participant observation included the testing of Icepansiunkiciyapi: Winuna se – We treat 

each other as cousins, and we carry the characteristics and responsibilities of a first-born woman. 

This framework is designed and implemented through the model of Dakota Wowicohan and 

grounded in the values of kinship and responsibility between women. The full model has not 

been tested; however, the key components of gathering and using the Dakota language together 

across spaces will provide initial data into the effectiveness of the model and adjustments that 

may be needed. In-person and online group participation was intentionally planned for diverse 

and public domains. These included three locations across South Dakota and Minnesota: 

Sisseton, SD, Prior Lake, MN, and Minneapolis/St. Paul, MN. Activities included beadwork, 

visiting different sites, cleaning, and sharing meals with the intent of staying in the Dakota 

language as much as possible. Three women participants, including myself, were selected for 

Icepansiunkiciyapi gatherings based on their experience with the Dakota language. All 

participants were at different levels of proficiency with the hope that they would be able to keep 

each other speaking Dakota, but also learn from each other. Our group was limited to three to 

support group cohesion and encourage a more comfortable speaking environment. Having a 

greater number of participants or larger group could contribute to group dynamics that could 

diminish the opportunity for everyone to speak, or to speak comfortably. It would also be more 

difficult to deter the use of English. 

Public resources and reports will provide quantitative data to understand the number of 

recorded Dakota language speakers, as well as the effectiveness of Western educational methods. 
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Setting and Population and Sample 

The focus of this research is Dakota people and the Dakota language, with a more 

specific look into the role of Dakota women and womanhood in the history and trajectory of the 

Dakota language and culture. Much of what has influenced my focus has been my experience 

within my community. My community is not one place; rather, it includes Minnesota, South 

Dakota, the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate, the Upper Sioux Community, the Lower Sioux 

Community, Mankato, the Twin Cities, and many other places. I am enrolled with the Sisseton-

Wahpeton Oyate, but I have friends and family from across every Dakota community. The span 

of the Dakota community as I know it is important to this dissertation. The story told through 

these chapters crosses reservation boundaries and looks at the entirety of Dakota land and to all 

Dakota people, regardless of band, to help provide a holistic picture of what has and is happening 

in relationship to the Dakota language and culture. The boundaries that we live by today are a 

historic and social construct of Western culture and colonization. Moving beyond these 

boundaries frees us to see and speak further by reconnecting relationships and reconnecting with 

the land. Wanna Dakota wowicohan iwounhdakapi kte. Wanna wooyake wan cicupi.     
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Chapter 4 

 

Bdoketu: Strengths-based Dakota Womanhood 

 

Hekta ehanna ohinni oyate kin ataya Dakotapi. There was a time when our ancestors 

lived every day and everywhere as Dakota. They did not have to explain what that meant or 

compare it to anything else, they were Dakota. For generations, the Dakota language and way of 

life developed and changed, influenced by the land and environment, neighboring tribes, 

evolving technology, and trade. It is a mistake to think that there was one, static Dakota culture, 

language, or way of life prior to contact. Instead, Dakotas were alive and healthy, which means 

they also changed and looked different over time. Today, we must intentionally search for 

knowledge and experiences to piece together what this might have looked like. Some fear that 

when our elders leave us, this Dakota worldview we so actively seek and desire will go with 

them. However, we are capable of finding that understanding through the way we live our lives 

and in the knowledge that has been passed down from generation to generation.  

One of the few memories I have of my great-grandma Nellie Mae Bunch is spending the 

day with her, driving around to see the places where she grew up and lived. We picked wild 

onions with her, and she cooked them for us later that evening. But what I remember most of all 

was when she told my mom to pull over at a spring. It was coming out of the hillside. She was 

thirsty and handed my mom a cup to get her some water. She drank from the creek, straight from 

the earth. The water was clean and cold. I remember at the time being shocked that she drank 

straight from the creek. I thought about the water being dirty. Now, it shocks me to realize how 
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far removed I was from the land in comparison to my great-grandma. It saddens me to know that 

there are entire generations that will never be able to drink straight from the earth, simply 

because they do not know they can or because it has been taken from them through pollution or 

privatized land ownership. However, I have hope in the fact that in a single moment with my 

great-grandma, I was shown a different way. A Dakota way of life. 

Moments when the Dakota way of life was strong, sustainable, and balanced are a part of 

a greater pattern in nature and the universe. We can witness these patterns in the seasons and find 

correlation in the experiences we navigate in Dakota culture and language. The way in which the 

Dakota way of life has changed as a result of colonization and genocide are drastic and unnatural 

in comparison to movement and adaptation that occurred pre-contact. However, there are 

patterns in everything. To understand this, we must recover some comprehension and 

understanding of what Dakota culture, language, and lifeways were before the influences of 

colonization and patriarchy stifled their power. Because we are piecing together what remains, 

we must also learn to listen and pay attention to what is around us, what is being and not being 

said, what is present and not present. Knowledge and understanding will not emerge on a Google 

page or a single book but might be found in how a person is greeted, how responsibility is 

managed and conveyed, how stories are shared, or even the gaps that exist in what we know. 

Hekta ehanna tohan Bdoketu heca omniciye ota yuhapi ka ohinni wocekiye kagapi ce’e.  

As we step into the patterns of Dakota language and culture, we begin in this chapter with 

Bdoketu, the summer season. This season was intentionally chosen to set a foundation that will 

illuminate the experiences and understandings we can gather of Dakota lifeways as they once 

were. What will emerge are pieces to a larger puzzle, a picture that is missing some detail. With 

the help of Bdoketu as a framework, we can imagine these pieces in alignment with the strengths 
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of this summer season. Bdoketu is described by its months as a time when our foods and 

medicines ripen, when we plant and harvest (Flute et al 2002, 35). This is a season of strength. 

Coming out of the long winter months, families would gather for celebrations and ceremony, 

there was movement of animals, growth, hunting, and constant activity. This was not just a time 

for fun, but a time for simultaneous rejuvenation, preparation, and strength. Seasons exist in a 

cycle and have no beginning or end. Bdoketu was chosen to start this journey through Dakota 

language and culture as a reflection of the Dakota way of life as a strengths-based foundation. 

We are often searching for new models in education and language revitalization to support the 

growth of language and culture across our communities. However, there is strength held within 

Dakota knowledge and ways of being that can create sustainable pathways for the vision we have 

for the Dakota language and way of life. It has been suggested that moving from a space of 

“indigenizing” education to building systems from an Indigenous foundation is reinventing the 

wheel or starting over. While our current system has been normalized over the span of 

generations, to understand our strengths as Dakota people we just have to learn to recognize 

these ways of being again. This chapter will piece together multiple sources to illustrate creation, 

land, Damakota – strengths of Dakota identity and kinship, and the shifting narrative of Dakota 

womanhood. The lessons gathered from each of these points will cycle throughout the following 

chapters to help us reframe how we see and understand our reality, the Dakota language and 

culture, and set a new trajectory for us to move towards Dakota iapi wounhdakapi. 

 

Wicahpi Heuncapi – Creation 

Hekta ehanna ded makoce unhipi. Wakan tanka Dakota oyate kin ka makoce dena kaga. 

Ka heca Dakota iapi kin ka woope unk’upi. Dakota Oyate kin wicanhpi heuncapi. Dakota people 
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came to this land long ago and are known as the Wicanhpi Oyate Star Nation. We are recognized 

in this way because of our relationship to the stars. The creator made Dakota people and made 

this land and so, we were given this language and laws of being. Neighboring tribes tell us 

stories that even they recognized the Dakota as wicanhpi oyate, because of our ancestors’ ability 

to communicate and move back and forth between this home and the stars.  

 

Star Knowledge 

Dakota star knowledge guides our understanding of our place and responsibility in the 

world around us and serves multiple roles. The stars tell us where we come from and show us 

patterns that are a part of our daily lives. A common symbol within Dakota design that conveys 

this is Kapemni25. This design resembles an hourglass and is used in ceremony and in everyday 

life to convey an intimate understanding of our situation and responsibility to the universe— 

what happens on Earth, happens in the star nation (Goodman 2017, 23). Accordingly, Ikce 

Wicasta common Dakota people are provided with a guide for life. By understanding our 

responsibilities as Dakota people and through observation of the position of the stars and the 

Canku Wanagi spirit road or Milky Way we can determine what we must do to be prepared in 

life, when specific ceremonies should take place, when to plant our gardens, and when to move 

to specific camps. This knowledge is an outline for kinship to the land, environment, plants, 

animals, and each other. Following this alignment allowed our ancestors to live a sustainable and 

healthy way of life that ensured people were taken care of within their families and communities. 

There was balance in relationships, life was not just about surviving, but flourishing. Two 

 
25 Please see Figure 4 in Chapter 3 
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hundred years ago, a Dakota person could not have survived without this alignment. Today, we 

can continue to live without understanding our place in the universe, but whether we thrive or 

survive without it can be seriously questioned as we watch environmental disasters and 

pandemics consume our populations.  

 

Creation Stories 

Dakota oyate kin wooyake ota unyuhapi. It is important to understand that there are many 

stories of creation, all of which share a part of who we are, who we were created to be, and what 

our responsibilities are as a people. There is not one absolute story of how we came to be as a 

people, but many narratives, songs, and histories that come together to form the whole of our 

story and future. Through these oral traditions, we know how the solar system and earth were 

created (Westerman and White 2012, 16-17). These stories also connect us to and embed us 

within the land. Some tell us about how we came from the stars to the place where the two rivers 

meet, a conjunction of the Mississippi and Minnesota rivers in present-day St. Paul, Minnesota 

(Westerman and White 2012, 19), how sacred sites came to be (Westerman and White 2012, 23), 

and even how different foods were introduced to our ancestors (Westerman and White 2012, 28). 

There are many other stories passed down through oral tradition that teach us lessons of how to 

be, or not to be (Deloria 2006, Zitkala Sa 2003, McLaughlin 1990). Traditionally, many of these 

stories were told in the winter when snow was on the ground. With many of them recorded and 

printed, such rules are not always adhered to or remembered. However, these stories remind us 

that we hold ancestral knowledge of the very workings of the universe. Our ancestors have 

known for generations that we come from the stars, understood the movement of the planets and 

the stars and how that correlated with life on earth, long before modern physicists and 
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astronomers theorized the big bang, supernovas, and “discovered” new planets in our solar 

system and beyond. In addition to describing the land and origins of food, traditions, landscapes, 

bands of Dakota, these stories explain how our worldview came to be and why. They are lessons 

to heed that encourage us to pay attention, have faith, and live as good relatives. Simultaneously, 

they warn us about the repercussions for not heeding these lessons. The answers we seek, can be 

found in the patterns that emerge from the stellar and ancient knowledge passed down by our 

ancestors. It is meant to guide our actions and movements so that we might live a balanced and 

sustainable life.  

 

Women and Creation 

 Stories of creation and life lessons depict gender as a balance, but not a binary (Wilson 

2005, 201 and 229) Women, men, and winkta emerge across Dakota oral traditions in human, 

animal, stellar, and earthly figures. Winkta can be described as “people who defied those 

[gender] boundaries and traversed freely between and outside of them” (Wilson 2005, 229) and 

“people who have been accorded special powers…to help people” (Wilson 2005, 231). A 

specific focus on how women are represented in this space reveals the origins of Dakota social 

standards that appear in daily life.   

 In both star knowledge and understanding of the natural world, powerful forces are 

considered feminine. Referred to as Ina Maka, the earth itself is recognized as feminine. By 

naming her Ina mother, it is also acknowledged that she gives life and nurtures. Life is also 

attributed to a feminine spirit, To Win (Goodman 2017, 34). Win is an affix to all women’s 

names and is a contraction of winyan woman and To is blue. To Win is understood to help life to 
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and from the earth. The sacred ability of women to bring life is also conveyed through hero 

stories (Goodman 2017, 7-8) and their power through the story of the sun and moon, “the sun 

was once a woman and the moon a man. Hence women were born out of the Sun and men out of 

the Moon” (Wallis 1999, 18). In a debate between the sun and moon, “the Sun declared further 

that she had more power since no one could look upon her; that the Moon has no power, since 

everyone can look on him with full gaze” (Wallis 1999, 21). The origins of the cannunpa pipe 

are also explained as being from a woman, Pte San Win White Buffalo Calf Woman. Within the 

story, two men are punished for their mistreatment of Pte San Win as she brings the cannunpa to 

the people. Waziyatawin Angela Wilson explains that this creation story demonstrates “the 

connection between life itself and the powers of women, which ultimately creates a cultural 

consciousness that necessitates a profound respect for women” (2005, 133). The cultural respect 

held for Dakota women is well-defined within the narratives of Dakota oral tradition. These 

stories and many others depict Dakota women as powerful for their ability to give and nurture 

life.  

 

Land 

The Dakota Oyate come from the lands that range from present-day Iowa to Manitoba, 

and from Wisconsin to Montana. The environment across this land ranges from forests and lakes 

to tall grass prairies. The winters can be harsh with wind chills dropping as low as -60° 

Fahrenheit and snow many feet deep. Historically, there was an abundance of food resources 

consisting of wild game, fish, and edible plants; squash and corn were also grown and traded as 

alternative food resources. Though Western versions of history and modern interpretations define 

pre-contact lifestyles as nomadic, Dakota people were in fact intentional about their movements 
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across the land and their relationships with it. For reasons associated with hygiene, access to 

seasonal food, conserving resources, and in response to seasonal weather patterns, Dakota people 

would regularly move their camps. The people would often return to the same places, perhaps in 

rotations of a few years, allowing the land and food resources to replenish themselves. Sacred 

responsibilities were also fulfilled by returning to specific sites every year (Westerman and 

White 2012, 14). 

For generations, Dakota ancestors engaged in intentional community planning. However, 

how it has looked has changed over time. The ways in which Dakota, at the early stages of 

contact, structured their communities to maintain strong and sustainable lifeways can be learned 

through oral and historic accounts, as well as many creation stories that tell us about the 

formation and our relationship to land. There are many sacred sites in and around modern-day 

Minneapolis and St. Paul in Minnesota where people returned to annually. Sites like Taku 

Wakan Tipi Place Where the Spirits Dwell were recognized for sacred connections and were also 

used as neutral grounds where meetings between tribes would take place (Westerman and White 

2012, 92-93). Today, some understand that agreements made in front of the Creator are the 

sincerest of actions. A meeting at a sacred site would carry that kind of weight. Other sites like 

Iyanska K’api, also known as Pipestone National Monument, in southwestern Minnesota served 

as sacred sites where materials needed for ceremonies could be harvested. It is said that this site 

came to be, Westerman and White describe:  

 

When the Creator sent the Unktehi to flood the earth, the people 

who perished had forgotten how to behave as human beings. Their 

blood became the sacred red stone which is still used today for our 

ceremonial pipes used for prayer (Westerman and White 2012, 23). 
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This story explains connection to the land, but also a lesson in responsibility. The responsibility 

becomes inherently Dakota as it is tied to the blood of ancestors. Furthermore, the metaphor 

conveyed in this oral tradition is that Dakota people are a part of the land, and the land is a part 

of Dakota people. 

Movement and life were shaped with the seasons and spiritual responsibilities. There 

were summer fishing camps that coincided with large ceremonial gatherings at sacred sites, 

gardening, plant gathering, and even sports events that settled disputes. Families would break 

into smaller groups to make camp for winter in sheltered areas. Again, coinciding with specific 

activities meant to maintain the health and sustainability of Dakota wicohan, the Dakota way of 

life (Westerman and White 2012, 81). Three styles of homes were used depending on the season 

and movement. The tipi (a dwelling or literally translated “they live at”) was used as a winter and 

mobile shelter and generally constructed with buffalo hides and cedar poles, but some also had 

bark covers. Permanent summer houses were constructed of bark and earth lodges served as 

permanent summer and winter housing. The ways that our ancestors lived with the land and 

nurtured their relationship with it aligned with the responsibilities assigned to Dakota people 

through creation. The seasonal movement for life sustaining resources and the return to sacred 

sites was a part of everyday life, how each generation was educated, and how the Dakota way of 

life was sustained for countless generations (Deloria 2007, 10-11). 

The foundation of community planning was built from the cultural strengths of Dakota 

people. These Dakota approaches are important to how we understand later approaches, their 

effectiveness, and what successful Dakota planned communities might look like in the future. 

Following more than a century of devastation from contact and settlement, including 

environmental shift and degradation, missionaries sought to help Dakota people by introducing 
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them to Western farming methods and social systems. One such effort was the Heyate Otunwe, 

located at Bde Maka Ska from 1830 to 1839. With the support of missionaries and the 

government, Dakota families farmed. However, two perspectives on this community emerge. 

The missionary perspective saw this as an opportunity to colonize Dakota people by encouraging 

them to abandon hunting, assimilate to Western gender roles, play an active role in taming of the 

land, and adopt capitalist, individualistic lifeways. Though we do not have a written record of the 

thoughts of Dakota leaders in this community, we know they were responding to government 

and settler pressure, as well as starvation because of shifting populations and their impact on the 

environment. Importantly, we know that Dakota identity was maintained because the people 

continued to share their food with relatives from other communities. They did so against the 

wishes and to the dismay of the missionaries that supported them (Westerman and White 2012, 

104). 

 

Women, Land, and Community 

Within Dakota society, gender roles had specific spaces, but that did not indicate a 

hierarchy of one over the other (Wilson 2005, 132). Each contributed to the whole of Dakota 

society and life. Spaces and responsibilities in Dakota society were gendered, but not in the 

contemporary Western sense of binary genders. At a certain age, boys and girls were separated 

and throughout one’s lifetime, domains of life were carefully structured. Many today confuse 

Western concepts resulting from patriarchal social constructs as being the traditional way of life. 

It is thought that women were subservient to men. However, the intent was not to divide labor 

based on what a man and a woman could do. Nor was it to convey, transmit, or perpetuate some 

sort of belief that women were somehow less than men. Rather, social structures and dedicated 
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responsibilities gave Dakota people the opportunity to strengthen their skills and nagi spirits with 

those who held similar social roles (Wilson 2005, 132-133).  

A communal sense of life is apparent across women’s accounts; Dakota women helped 

each other and worked together to accomplish tasks on a daily basis. In Dakota communities, it 

was customary for the women of a household to do their own planting, but if a woman was sick, 

or for some reason was unable to attend to her planting, she sometimes cooked a feast, to which 

she invited the members of her age society and asked them to plant her field for her (Wilson 

1987, 24). Other women demonstrated to the younger ones how to make art (Wilson 1987, 31; 

(Not Help Him 2000, 39), or gather and prepare food (Pretty Sounding Flute, 2000, 58). Kunsi 

Iola Columbus described a different way of life lived by our grandmother’s grandmothers. 

“When I lived with my grandmother, everything that we ate was fresh. In the wintertime we 

cooked on a stove, but in the summer we did all of our cooking outside” (Columbus 2000, 122). 

This memory represents a transition between today’s reality and one experienced 150 years ago. 

Dakota women were also recognized and honored for their responsibility and position in 

nurturing the broader community (Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 88). Women owned the 

home and everything in it (Eastman 1911, 41). Women made the home, its contents, and were 

responsible for putting it up and taking it down (Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 86-89). 

Intro quote: 

 

Women maintained a secure status within society, regardless of their relationship 

to men. Even if men from their immediate household were no longer available to 

provide food for them, societal structure allowed for other men from the village to 

help them…in Dakota society women maintained considerable influence over 

everything that happened in the home. Because all the household possessions 

belonged to the woman, she never had to worry economically about losing her 

basic material goods with the loss or death of a husband. Furthermore, because 
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children belonged to the lineage of their mother, women were not dependent on 

men for children to be recognized as lineage members. There was never a fear 

that if a woman left her husband that her children could not be claimed (Wilson 

2005, 132). 

 

They ensured their families and community were fed by gathering seasonably available plants 

and sometimes hunting (Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 96; Pretty Sounding Flute 2000, 

58; Deloria 2007, 12 and 23). What has become less known or reserved knowledge is the place 

of Dakota women as medicine people and healers. Today, when we need help, we are usually 

directed to medicine men, so it is surprising to see the extensive references to women with 

similar status, recognizing women for their knowledge and use of plant medicines (Hernandez 

Montgomery 2000, 88; Columbus 2000, 117-118; Sisseton-Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 99).  

 

Damakota – Strengths of Dakota Identity and Kinship 

One of the first phrases I was taught in Dakota is Damakota I am Dakota. The lesson 

never included an explanation of what that meant, but I understood the strength that came with 

being able to say that. Being Dakota means many things to many different people. Your family, 

where and how you grow up, the relationships you have, all shape your identity. Ate waye Glenn 

Wasicuna teaches us that we are each born with responsibility. As Dakota, the Creator has given 

us specific things we must do. Kinship outlines the foundational lessons that guide how we are as 

Dakota and what our responsibility is. This responsibility is not just to people, but with all life.  
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To Be a Good Relative 

Ella Deloria has a beautiful quote that expresses the importance of kinship for us as 

Dakota people. I have quoted this often throughout my life, but only recently tried to translate it 

into Dakota. I quickly realized I needed help, because the English she used to describe this way 

of being did not translate to Dakota how I expected it to. I worked with Ate waye Glenn 

Wasicuna on reframing it with Dakota worldview through the Dakota language and provide the 

original English statement, the Dakota translation, and a translation of the Dakota into English 

(Table 2). 

Table 2. Wotakuye Ohoyoda - Dakota Kinship Rule 

Ella Deloria Glenn Wasicuna Re-translation 

The ultimate aim of Dakota 

life, stripped of accessories, 

was quite simple. 

 

One must obey kinship rules, 

one must be a good relative. 

 

No Dakota who has 

participated in that life will 

dispute that. 

 

Without that aim and the 

constant struggle to attain it, 

the people would no longer 

be Dakota in truth. 

 

They would no longer even 

be human. (Deloria 1998, 25) 

De Dakota wicohan tehike 

tka waste.  

 

 

Wotakuye ohoyoda kte. 

Wotakuye niwaste kte. 

 

Tuwe Dakota 

hecahihduhiyaye kinhan he 

okahnige kte. 

 

Tuwe hecun sni kinhan, 

sdodye kte sni k’a, 

Dakotapi kte sni k’a, 

 

 

The Dakota way of life is 

hard but good. 

 

 

You must obey kinship rules. 

You have to be a good 

relative. 

If one carries themself like 

that, they will understand 

that. 

 

If someone doesn’t do this 

they will not know, 

They will not be Dakota, 

 

 

They will not be human. 
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Oyatepi kte cni.26  

 

The complexity of worldview and meaning emerge from these three translations, but also 

the importance of privileging the use of the Dakota language through Dakota worldview. The 

weight of Dakota meaning is conveyed when we speak. It expresses far more than what is in 

English. To arrive at the Dakota worldview through an English lens, we must acknowledge that 

the words Dakota, Oyatepi human, wicohan way of life/work/being, Wotakuye relatives/kinship, 

tehike terrible/hard/difficult all have much deeper meaning than their literal translation. Take 

“tehike” for instance. Yes, it can mean something is terrible, but it is expressing greatness 

beyond just bad, it can also mean difficulty and greatness/awesome. When we say De Dakota 

wicohan tehike tka waste, this references the balance that life must hold. In talkstory, both Kumu 

Noelani and icesi Kanentokon expressed a need to reframe what “bad” and “challenge” are.27 We 

have been trained to think of these terms with a deficit mindset which is contradictory to Dakota 

worldview. Tehike bad/difficult/awesome is what grounds us and prepares us for what is to be 

waste good and for action and movement through life as Dakota people. Woinina and kinship 

share a reciprocal relationship that runs deeper than something that is bad or good, they guide 

our understanding of the greatness of life. The complexity revealed through this translation 

highlights the role language plays in our worldview. When we make the conscious decision to 

communicate with the Dakota language, we are communicating the responsibilities and 

relationships that are embedded within it. 

 
26 Online conversation with Glenn Wasicunna 2021 
27 Hemlock, Kanentokon and Noelani Iokepa-Guererro. KIND 794 Issues in Hawaiian & Indigenous language and 
Culture Education: Talkstory. January 23, 2022. 
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As Dakota people, our knowledge systems embedded within Dakota Wicohan are 

intertwined with our kinship, connection, and responsibility to the land, and serve as critical 

guides to sustainable and healthy lifeways. Historically, it was understood that a Dakota could 

not survive alone. To live without one’s community could be a death sentence and was 

uncommon (Deloria 2007, 14). As communities, we have the right and the responsibility to 

shape our education, language revitalization, and everyday lives in ways that are grounded in 

these teachings, while also moving towards Dakota iapi wounhdakapi. Simultaneously, the 

lessons coming from Dakota Wowicohan the Dakota way of life are telling us that in order to 

find the balance needed for this, we must act as a community and help each other. 

Within the Dakota language, we often express this sentiment of community and 

responsibility to each other with the phrase Mitakuye Owasin we are all related. Its origins and 

meaning are deeply connected to our responsibility as Dakota people and go back to a Dakota 

way of life that was practiced before Europeans touched this land. This phrase is an expression 

of kinship as a way of life that serves to “bind the people in a common social responsibility” and 

as a “control of society” (Deloria 2007, 5). Kinship in Dakota society takes various forms, but 

always carries a lesson for generations to pass on and learn. In 1911, Ohiyesa, wrote about his 

understanding of kinship as survival stating, “In times of famine, the adults often denied 

themselves in order to make the food last as long as possible for the children, who were not able 

to bear hunger as well as the old” (Eastman 2007, 75). Today, we are taught that when gathered 

with our relatives, no matter the circumstance, you feed the people. If a visitor comes to your 

home, attending a funeral or wedding or other social gathering, the most important thing we can 

do is feed our relatives. When gifting others, blankets are also a significant honor. Food and 

blankets recognize the deep hunger and bitter cold of the past and are a gesture that 
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acknowledges care for a person’s health and well-being. By feeding and sharing warmth, we 

demonstrate our kinship responsibilities to each other, and we express ourselves as Dakota. 

The roles and responsibilities prescribed by Dakota kinship allowed for the nurturement 

of Dakota ways of life prior to contact with Europeans. The many variations of relative terms 

convey a much broader understanding of responsibility to family and community. How a person 

conducted themselves in front of or with another could be determined by kinship. Kunsi Cecilia 

Hernandez Montgomery shared this sentiment by explaining, “they call each other the Indian 

way; that was very respectful in the olden days. My mother, she would call her mother “Ina” … 

you never call your brothers or sisters by name” (2000, 88). Further, if you found yourself in a 

foreign Dakota camp, you would be able to find both family and station within the community 

based on your lineage. Lastly, there were never orphans. The Dakota kinship structure ensured 

that if a parent, sibling, or child was lost, there were relatives who would fill that space in a 

person’s life. Dakota kinship terms can be understood as gender neutral, gendered, and can also 

indicate status through birth order within a family, as well as one’s behavior. 

 

Gender Neutral Kinship Terms 

Within Dakota kinship terminology, the following are gender neutral terms that can be 

used by anyone. Unkanna grandfather, kunsi grandmother, ina mother, ate father, cunksi 

daughter, and cinksi son are used for these relatives of birth, but can also convey the same 

relationship with extended family. My unkanna’s brother would be called my great uncle in 

Western society, but within Dakota culture, he is my unkanna. Similarly, my mother’s sister 

would also be ina and my father’s brother would be ate.  
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Gendered Kinship Terms 

The remaining Dakota kinship terms are gendered (Table 3), meaning they are assigned 

as either men’s or women’s speech. What is uncertain at this time is whether there were other 

kinship terms that existed for non-binary Dakota people. While there is not enough information 

at present to address this question, it is important to take note of it as a potential gap in 

contemporary knowledge of the language and culture.  

Table 3. Gendered Dakota Kinship Terms 

Women’s speech Men’s speech 

Tibdo Older brother Cinye Older brother 

Sunka Younger brother Sunka Younger brother 

Cunwe Older sister Tanke Older sister 

Tanka Younger sister Tanksi Younger sister 

Icepansi Female cousin Hankasi Female cousin 

Icesi Male cousin Tahansi Male cousin 

Cepan Sister-in-law Hanka Sister-in-law 

Sice Brother-in-law Tahan Brother-in-law 

(Flute et al. 2002, 49-51) 
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Familial Status 

In addition to kinship terms and titles conveying one’s social status, there were also birth 

order names or titles (see Table 4). There can only be one born for each term, such as there is 

only one first born and they are either a Winuna or a Caske. While these indicate the order in 

which children were born into a family, these names also convey the responsibility each child 

holds individually within their family. For example, Caske and Winuna were expected to lead 

and demonstrate care and responsibility for the others within their family.  

Table 4. Dakota Birth Order Terms 

Women Men 

Winuna 1st born daughter Caske 1st born son 

Hapan 2nd born daughter Hepan 2nd born son 

Hapstan 3rd born daughter Hepi 3rd born son 

Wanske 4th born daughter Catan 4th born son 

Wihake 5th born daughter Hake 5th born son 

(Flute et al. 2002, 14) 

 

Life Stages 

 There are also descriptive terms based on an individual’s maturity in their behavior, 

communication, understanding and knowledge, and their ability to communicate with others. 

Children were and are still understood as sacred to Dakota people. When in the spirit world, they 
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choose their parents. When they come into this world, they are called wakanyeja sacred ones and 

we are taught that because of their proximity to the other side, they must be treated with 

exceptional care. Babies are commonly referred to as siceca. Sica can be translated to mean 

“bad”, so siceca translates to bad little ones. However, the literal translation is in contrast with 

the actual meaning that conveys an understanding of a baby or toddler’s expected behavior. Not 

that they are inherently bad, but rather at a time in their life when they communicate through 

crying or have tantrums. There are terms for each stage of life from wiciyena girl, hoksida boy, 

wikoske young woman, koska young man, and winyan woman, wicasta man, to winuhca elder 

woman, wicahca elder man. What is important to understand about these terms is that age does 

not indicate one’s title. A man could be 80 years old but still be considered hoksida if his 

behavior has not matured; similarly, a girl of 12 would be considered a winuhca if she portrayed 

a greater worldly understanding.  

 Familial and broader community obligations were established and guided by rules and 

protocols that accompanied these extensive kinship terms. Through Dakota kinship, everyone 

had a place and a responsibility within their community. Related families camped near each 

other, always allowing for mutual childcare, often by those of the grandparents’ generation. 

Children would refer to their fathers’ brothers as fathers, and their mothers’ sisters as mothers, a 

reference that provided constant care should one’s parents be absent for some reason or another. 

Someone was always there to step in to watch over and guide the children as needed (Deloria 

2007, 23-27). 

 Between in-laws, there were also specific roles and responsibilities. The daughter/son-in-

law would always be expected to be on their best behavior in the presence of their spouses’ 

parents (aunts and uncles included). Furthermore, they were culturally prohibited from speaking 
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to their father/mother-in-law in order to maintain respect and civility (Deloria 2007, 81-82). The 

relationship between brothers/sisters-in-law was markedly differently in that much fun was had 

through teasing, often mercilessly (Deloria 2007, 86).  

A final relationship that can be described is the hunka. Hunka relatives are made through 

ceremony and can be understood as adopted relatives. In these instances, a person might take a 

brother, sister, mother, father, daughter, or son as a Hunka relative. These relationships are 

sacred and hold the same responsibility as a blood relative. Often, these relationships are 

established to fill a void that someone might have in their family or kinship. 

In addition to local responsibilities within tiyospaye closely related families, there were 

also kinship responsibilities held by the broader bands of Dakota. Within the Dakota Oyate, there 

are seven bands, also known as the Oceti Sakowin seven council fires. These bands are the 

Mdewakantunwan, Sisitunwan, Wahpetunwan, Wahpekute, Ihanktunwan, Ihanktunwanna, and 

Titunwan. Each of the bands was located in different parts of our homelands, holding specific 

responsibilities to the broader Oyate. For example, the Sisitunwan were known as “the medicine 

people who live by the water” and the Wahpekute were “the warriors who protected the 

medicine people and could shoot from among the leaves” (Westerman and White 2012, 22). 

Similar oral traditions speak of bands that specialized in bow making, quillwork societies, and 

others that carried forth knowledge of medicines, history, and the stars. Naturally, specializations 

would develop as our ancestors spread over Dakota homelands, accessing different resources of 

various locations and through networking with other tribes. 
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Kinship Through Womanhood 

Ohinni Dakota winyan wan isan wan yuhe ce’e. A Dakota woman always has a knife. 

When I think about what it means to be a Dakota woman, two things come to mind: 

preparation and continuity. The first was a lesson shared with me by my mentor Kunsi Phyllis 

Redday. She said, “A Dakota woman always has a knife.” To always have a knife means to 

always be prepared. Tangibly, this could mean feeding the people, a tool for everyday life, or 

even protection. However, the meaning embedded within this statement also suggests a deeper 

preparation required for life. We must be present, observant, and recognize the actions we need 

to take to ensure the survival of the people, both physically and culturally. The second has not 

been shared by any one person, but by many. They say that our women are the backbone of our 

people and the reason for our existence and survival. “She ruled undisputed within her own 

domain, and was to us a tower of moral and spiritual strength” (Eastman 1911, 42). There are 

many contexts in which this is shared including birth, teaching, nurturing, and leading each 

generation. 

From the time of conception to the birth of a child, women served a critical role in new 

life as midwives (Goodman 2017, 55; Pretty Sounding Flute 2000, 53; Columbus 2000, 118). 

During childbirth, “the wife was left in the care of her own female relatives or an older woman. 

Within all bands, one usually found older women who were skillful mid-wives” (Sisseton-

Wahpeton Sioux Tribe 1972, 86). The first teachers were the women, as well. Ina mothers, Kunsi 

grandmothers, Tunwin aunties, and other young women from the community all shared in this 

responsibility of raising and educating the babies and children (Columbus 2000, 117; Eastman 

1911, 87; Not Help Him 2000, 39). Dakota society reflected the significant roles served by 
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women, and the practice of matrilineal descent mirrored this (Eastman 1911, 41; Wilson 2005, 

132). 

 

Shifting Narrative of Dakota Womanhood 

Through creation, land, and kinship, Dakota womanhood conveys a powerful source of 

life, strength, and community for Dakota society. However, the Dakota worldview that women 

are the reason for the existence and resilience of Dakota people is in direct conflict with the 

narrative of Dakota women that has been developed and propagated over the last three centuries.  

Accounts of Dakota womanhood and their status within Dakota culture are mostly absent 

and misinterpreted in the historical record. Reflecting on this reality of Indigenous women, 

Monture and McGuire state that “historians wrote about men as though women idly waited for 

the men to return with the ‘meat and the treaty’” (2009, 1). According to Jeffery Hanson, “the 

roles and contributions of Plains Indian women to tribal life went largely ignored by 

anthropologists” (Wilson 1987, xxi). As a result, it can be difficult to find accounts of the 

qualities of Dakota womanhood that have not been influenced by those who have written 

accounts. Therefore, the resources that can help us build out an understanding of what Dakota 

womanhood is, are Dakota oral tradition and education, observation and experience, and the 

historical record. The historical record is most often used as a reliable resource because it has 

been written. The result, if not scrutinized for the influences of patriarchy and Western 

worldview, can produce misinterpretations of Dakota womanhood. For example, Samuel W. 

Pond, a missionary to the Dakota in the 1800s wrote about Dakota culture. Pond does not 

mention a Dakota woman until page 18, well into his description of Dakota chiefs, at which point 
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he states, “I was surprised to see that one of Mr. Renville’s daughters, an unmarried girl, who 

drove one horse and a cart, was permitted to do her own wading” (1987, 18). Pond previously 

explains that his objective is “to show what manner of people the Dakotas were as savages, while 

they still retained the customs of their ancestors” (1987, 3). Additional descriptions of Dakota 

women do not re-emerge until Pond writes about them growing corn (1987, 26). With a Dakota 

lens, we can identify the underlying messages of such storytelling. Western concepts of how 

women should behave and what their roles in society should be are clearly transmitted with 

Pond’s inability to recognize the role of women in community leadership by focusing solely on 

men as chiefs, and his shock and disapproval of an independent Dakota woman. Simultaneously, 

with our Dakota lens, we can recognize the role this woman likely played within her community. 

Though not much can be deduced simply from the observation of a woman driving a horse and 

cart, we know that she took care of the responsibilities she had with whatever means was 

necessary. Furthermore, there is a clear contrast between Dakota and Western perspective on the 

appropriate roles for women.  

A real danger arises when such written accounts are misunderstood to be wholly factual 

and to represent a culture in an unbiased way. Gary Clayton Anderson, a professor of history, 

demonstrates the negative outcomes of misunderstanding through the Western, patriarchal lens. 

In his review of Pierre Radisson’s account of Dakota men, he states that “these strapping 

specimens impressed Radisson to such an extent that he neglected to say much about Sioux 

women. The lapse illustrates the chauvinistic nature of Sioux society; most functions revolved 

around the excitement of the chase and the glories of war” (1997, 1). The assumption here is that 

Radisson’s description of Dakota life was fully descriptive and inclusive. It is far more likely 

that, rather than “Sioux” society being “chauvinistic”, the author of the account was not 
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interested in the daily lives of women or did not find them important and therefore, did not 

record them. Anthropologist Patricia Albers wrote that “plains Indian women are rarely visible as 

individuals or a category of people in the early journals of traders, missionaries, explorers, and 

government agents. Often, these journalistic accounts ignore the experiences of women, 

considering them too insignificant to merit special treatment” (Albers 1983, 3). To blame this 

deficit in awareness and understanding on Dakota people is racist, revisionist history, and an 

attack on Dakota identity and social structure. The prevalence of narratives like those told by 

Pond and Anderson situate Dakota women firmly in the role of homemakers and child bearers, 

diminishing the significant role they played in Dakota society and further erasing Dakota 

women.  

 Today, the responsibilities we carry on a daily basis are much different than those of our 

grandmothers 100 and 200 years ago. However, many of those tasks have spanned the 

generations and remain the same. There have been conversations over the last ten years among 

women and across tribes that consider what is obstructing women’s roles and progress in 

language revitalization. Oftentimes, the conversation goes back to child rearing and caring for 

the home as a barrier or deficit in women’s lives in comparison to men. Through a Western 

patriarchal lens, this view might be true. The structure of many Western societies often kept 

women in a certain subservient space, usually through children and homes. With a Dakota lens, 

the reality is much different. Dakota womanhood is complex and different for each person who 

experiences it. Some experienced all or some of these characteristics throughout life, still others 

likely took a different path. Within this sense of community, women are recognized as the 

powerful source of creation and are the first teachers across contexts. What many sources point 

to is that women worked through community and supported each other to accomplish what was 
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needed for the survival of the people. The lessons embedded within our language, stories, and 

kinship remind us of the importance of community and that we do nothing alone. The 

responsibilities of womanhood are in fact our greatest strength and source of power. 
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Chapter 5 

 

Ptanyetu: Transition and Resilience in Dakota Womanhood and Dakota Language 

 

During Ptanyetu, the fall season, many things happen that prepare us for the harshness of 

winter. We harvest our gardens and the last of the teas and medicines. The first hard frost must 

ripen some fruits before they are ready to be gathered. Foods and medicines are preserved 

through drying and canning. Summer tools and equipment are put away before the ice and snow 

comes. Our homes are insulated. We make sure that we have what we need for ourselves and 

tiospaye to be safe and warm in the coming months. The plants and animals also prepare as we 

do, they prepare for hibernation. The names of the months describe what is happening in our 

environment during this time: Wayuksapi wi corn harvest moon, Canwahpakasna wi shaking off 

leaves moon, and Tahecapsun wi deer antler shedding moon (Flute et. Al. 2002, 36 Shakopee 

Mdewakanton Sioux Community 2021). Ptanyetu will be aligned here with the time period of 

colonization in which our ancestors, the language, and culture also acclimated and prepared for 

what was to come. Following the patterns of ptanyetu illuminates and helps us understand what 

happened during this shift and the trajectory it set for our contemporary lives.  

Historic Dakota women’s roles and the social structures that supported them can be 

understood through oral tradition, written historical accounts from Dakota authors, and material 

culture. The lessons of Dakota womanhood found across these contexts remind us of the 

important role Dakota women served within Dakota society as sources of creation and the first 

teachers. As European contact and subsequent war, treaties, and genocide impacted our 
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ancestors, the roles of women and Dakota social structures began to shift. This chapter focuses 

on letters written by Dakota women from 1838-1878, language shift in the Iapi Oaye, a 

newspaper published by missionaries in the Dakota language, and shifting gender roles. As we 

consider these historical records, the lens of Ptanyetu will illuminate the patterns in which these 

changes occurred and their importance to the evolution of Dakota women’s roles and, ultimately, 

the Dakota language and culture. 

 

Dakota Women’s Letters 

Today, many of our elder Dakota speakers will tell us that they do not read or write the 

Dakota language. At some point in the last century or more, this shift in literacy marked a drastic 

change in the use of the Dakota language, as well as people’s relationship with it. This shift was 

a transition from utilizing a writing system to express one’s thoughts in the Dakota language to a 

reliance on oral communication and transmission that ultimately declined due to lack of 

intergenerational transmission. Though writing systems were something that our ancestors used 

throughout history, the preceding era of Dakota literacy was introduced by Christian 

missionaries and adopted as a tool by Dakota people, and more specifically Dakota women, to 

advocate for themselves and their families.  

In 2009, Gwen Westerman and Glenn Wasicuna began research for their project titled, 

“This is who we are: Letters from the Dakota 1838-1878”. They cataloged more than 300 letters 

written by Dakota men and women that were held in archives at the Minnesota Historical 
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Society28. Originally written in Dakota, the letters were translated by Glenn Wasicuna, a first 

language Dakota speaker from Sioux Valley, Manitoba (Westerman 2015, 301). Many of these 

letters are written to missionaries and government officials by Dakota men that were prisoners of 

war; however, Dakota women wrote nine letters.  

The historical records that are a part of archives are generally the collections of 

government or religious officials, and predominantly white men. As stewards of Western, 

patriarchal society, their focus was often on the lives and activities of other men. The records of 

Dakota women are usually general without a record of their names. So, the opportunity to view 

historical Dakota women’s letters and the fact that they were even written provides access to the 

world our ancestors lived in and an understanding of their lives in their words. Not only is it not 

common to have access to direct sources from Dakota women in historical studies, but it is also 

one of a handful of opportunities for us to read their words.  

Eleven of the letters are written to Stephen Return (S.R.) Riggs29, a missionary who lived 

and worked among the Dakota in Minnesota beginning in 1837. He is most well-known for his 

work developing and publishing A Dakota-English Dictionary. As a missionary, Dakota families 

in need often sought his help, the trade for conversion to Christianity. It is important to 

understand the time period in which these letters were written and why Dakota women would 

have been seeking the help of a missionary. In August 1862, Dakota leaders declared war on the 

United States. Prior to this, the Dakota people had been put on a small reservation. Attempts at 

 
28 Archival collections across the United States hold many letters written by Dakota people. These are most often a 
part of the collections of missionaries; however, they can be found in other collections such as the papers of 
President Abraham Lincoln. Recent attention to these letters has been on those written by Dakota men who were 
prisoners of war following the U.S.-Dakota War of 1862. However, the context and authors of all letters written in 
Dakota vary.   
29 Stephen Return (S.R.) Riggs was known to the Dakota as Tamakoce his country. 
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assimilation led to the people starving in the summer of 1862. Cruel and ignorant US 

government servants refused to release rations that were being held at a store house at the Lower 

Sioux Agency because the accompanying annuity payment had not arrived. In frustration with 

broken treaty promises and starving as a result, Dakota leaders made the decision to declare war 

against the United States. The war lasted for six weeks, and at the end of the fighting, the Dakota 

surrendered believing they would be treated as prisoners of war but were in fact imprisoned. 

Dakota men were separated from Dakota women and children, and through hastily conducted 

“trials”,30 more than 300 were sentenced to hang for their participation in defending their 

homeland. Dakota women, children, and elderly were forcibly marched from the Lower Sioux 

Agency to Ft. Snelling in St. Paul (150 miles). They were held there in a concentration camp 

until the spring of 1863 when those who survived were sent to Crow Creek, South Dakota, along 

with approximately 260 men who had been “pardoned” by President Abraham Lincoln (Wilson 

2005, 7).  

To view and understand language variation and speech events in a historical context, I 

analyzed fourteen letters from the nine Dakota women that were written between 1863 to 1869 

(Table 5 and Table 6). To narrow my analysis, I focused specifically on who the women were 

addressing, how they addressed the recipient, how they concluded their letter, and the general 

content of the letter. 

 

 

 

 
30 Some are said to have been tried and convicted in less than five minutes.  
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Table 5. Letters Written to Tamakoce 

Date Name Salutation Content Closing 

1864 Wawiyohiyewin
31 

Mihunkawanji Writes of 

hardship, but 

wants to stay with 

her brother. 

Mihunkawaji nitawin nicincan 

ko owasin nape ciyuzapi – my 

relative, your wife, your 

children also all of them, I 

hold your hands 

No 

date 

Wawiyohiyewin 

 (2nd letter)32 

Mihunkawanji Reporting literacy 

and missionary 

work.  The men 

made the women 

stop learning how 

to read. 

Nitawin is ohinni weksuya 

mihunkawanji owasin nape 

ciyuze pi, nitakuyepi – I 

always remember your wife, 

my relative.  I hold all of your 

hands.  Your relatives. 

 

1864 Waxiconwinna
33 

Mitakuye Asking for money 

from a land sale.  

Worried she will 

be separated from 

her children. 

Nitawin antin – I hope your 

wife is well 

1864 Anpetu 

Iyotkewin34 

Mitakuye Reporting on 

teaching reading.  

Men getting 

money and not 

helping the 

women. 

Henana epe kte – That is all I 

will say 

1864 Maka ahe win35 Mitakuye Asking for 

money.  Speaks of 

going to hunt with 

the men. 

Owasin nape ciyuzapi ye – I 

hold all your hands. 

 
31 Wawiyohiyewin 1864.  
32 Wawiyohiyewin 1864 
33 Waxiconwinna 1864 
34 Anpetu Iyotkewin 1864 
35 Maka ahe win 1864 
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1864 Maka ahe win 

(2nd Letter)36 

Mihunkawanji Asking for 

money. 

Mitakuye owasin nape 

ciyuzapi ye – I hold all of your 

hands my relative 

1865 Maka ahe win 

(3rd letter)37 

Mihunkawanji Writing of 

hardship at Lower 

Sioux 

Mitakuye owasin nape 

ciyuzapi hecen ohini 

miyeksuyapi kta wacin 

natakuyapi wanji – All my 

relatives, I hold your hands so 

you will always remember me. 

I am one of your relatives. 

1868 Sarah Hopkins38 Mitakoda Hardship, eating 

only once a day, 

people are killing 

each other, 

practicing and 

preaching 

Christianity 

Tamakoce mis nitawin nicinca 

om nape ciyuzapi ye – His 

Country, your wife, your 

children, all of them, I hold 

your hands. 

1869 Mary39 Mitakuye Updating him on 

her families 

housing. 

Nicica owasin oma 

wakantanka towaSake ga 

nakun towunSida owasin 

nicipin nun – nape ciyuzapi ye 

– With all your children, may 

god give strength.  I hold all 

your hands. 

1869 Mary Zob 

Rara40 

Ito 

Mihunkawanji 

“It is too bad I am 

a woman and do 

not know how to 

do things, and I do 

not understand 

things.”  Talking 

about educated 

white people, 

asking for his help 

when they speak 

of money and 

selling land, 

Mihukawaji nape ciyuze ye, 

mary zob rara he miye, 

nitawin owasin – My relative, 

I hold your hand, I am Mary 

Zob rara, Your wife, 

everybody, I hold your hands. 

 
36 Ibid 1864 
37 Ibid 1865 
38 Hopkins 1868 
39 Mary 1869 
40 Mary Zob Rara 1869 
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asking for his help 

with financial 

matters. 

1864 Totidutawin41 Mihunka 

wanji 

Asking for him to 

speak with her son 

to stay with her. 

Micante un nape ciyuze – I 

hold your hand with my heart 

 

Table 6. Letters Written to Others 

1863 Winyan42 Payuha – 

Mitakuye 

Sad they are 

separate, wants to 

see him one last 

time. 

Refers to the war 

of 1862, uncertain 

of where they will 

be taken, 

“whenever 

somebody tells us 

anything, they fool 

us” 

Nicinca om nape ciyuze ca I 

iciputake ye – your children, 

with them I hold your hand and 

I kiss you on the mouth. 

1864 Winyan43 Payuha – 

Mitakuye 

Scared because the 

Ojibwe are 

coming, they 

killed an entire 

family.  Relays 

that three men 

were killed in 

fighting with the 

US. 

Nicinca om nape ciyuze ye 

mitakuye – Your children, all of 

them, I hold your hands. 

1868 Totidutawin44 Mrs. Jane 

Houtsdaw – 

Mitanka 

Hardship, asking 

her sister to raise a 

5 year old girl, 

“with God” if she 

does not live. 

Napin nape ciyuzapi ye – I hold 

both your hands 

 
41 Totidutawin 1864 
42 Winyan 1863 
43 Ibid 1864 
44 Totidutawin 1868 
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 The common theme across all of the above letters written by Dakota women was the deep 

chaos caused by countless factors emanating from decades of anti-Dakota policy and genocide.  

From 1863-1869, Dakota women were learning to live in a new world. They had experienced 

unfathomable trauma, the separation of families, most were living in new places under strict 

rules from the U.S. government, and in many cases, starving. The place that often allowed for 

some respite from this new reality was Christianity and the church. The letters written by these 

Dakota women reflect their heartbreak, but also resilience and keen ability for navigation of 

social context. The patterns that come through in these letters – missionary work, shifting gender 

roles, and their salutations – help us to understand Dakota women’s resilience. 

 

Missionary Work 

 The letters written to S.R. Riggs convey two themes: Dakota women are reporting on 

missionary work, either efforts to increase literacy (to read the Bible) or to promote the word of 

God and appealing to him for help. Across all the letters, there is an underlying acceptance of 

Christianity, often out of a need for survival. To accept Christianity and practices such as literacy 

that came with it, could provide access to safety in a time and place where that might not 

otherwise be afforded. The requests for money demonstrate the reliance on institutions for 

survival. This is a new way of life for Dakota people that was a direct result of treaty conditions 

placing the people on reservations, issuing rations, requiring Western education, and outlawing 

traditional means of survival like hunting and gathering. Many of the women writing these letters 

may not have had any other option, but to appeal to S.R. Riggs for charity and support.   
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Shifting Gender Roles 

 After the 1862 U.S.-Dakota War, a shift in gender roles was inevitable. Dakota men were 

separated from the women, sent to prison, in exile, or worked as scouts. Many of the women 

were sent to Crow Creek where death was rampant. These letters and the stories they contain 

document a change in Dakota society and how women ensured its continuity. 

 These letters written by Dakota women serve as an important primary source of their 

thoughts and the conditions they faced. Though Dakota women’s letters represent just 4% of the 

total letters found, we can learn more about who they were, the roles they served in Dakota 

society at the time, and the strength they exhibited to ensure the survival of our people. It should 

be acknowledged that the source of these letters is the private collection of a missionary held by 

a state archive, aligning with the pattern of exclusion of women often seen in the records of 

government and church officials. It is likely that Dakota women’s letters were not determined to 

be relevant enough to keep; they may have only kept women’s letters that supported their 

agendas as missionaries, or letters by women were kept within their families. Considering these 

points, what is apparent is that Dakota women maintained their role as leaders, teachers, and 

advocates to ensure the survival of their families. 

 As teachers, the lessons Dakota women were teaching change from what was taught 

generations before. Reading, writing, and other school subjects, as well as Bible study were the 

focus of this time period in the late 1800s. This type of education was less about survival in a 

Dakota world and more about Dakota survival in an American world. Women of this time saw 

and experienced the impact of U.S. Indian policy and were teaching the next generation how to 

live in a world that required their assimilation. In two of the letters, a distrust of the dealings 

happening around them was expressed. Winyan shares this sentiment with the statement 
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“whenever somebody tells us anything, they fool us” (1863). Dakota women were well aware of 

the danger they still lived in and did what needed to be done to protect their families.  In resilient 

fashion and outside of traditional gendered norms, Dakota women were going hunting and 

reaching out to their network (S.R. Riggs) for help and for work. Many Dakota women were also 

advocating to keep their families together and their children in their homes. The roles of women 

during this time clearly changed from previous decades. However, the bdiheca industriousness 

that each lived with was not diminished. Dakota women’s roles changed as the environment and 

society around them evolved.  

 

Salutations 

 The way in which S.R. Riggs and others were addressed varies slightly but suggests 

major changes in Dakota worldview related to assimilation and literacy. Riggs is either addressed 

as Mitakuye or Mihunka wanji, and once as mitakoda. It is interesting to see all three of these 

terms used in this context. Deeper analysis could be made with a fuller understanding of Riggs’s 

historical relationship to these individuals, but some basic understanding and analysis can be 

made based on their use. Mitakuye refers to “my relative”.  Mitakoda simply translated is “my 

friend”. The use of Mitakuye appears across letters written to Riggs and between Dakotas 

relatives, including men. It has been said that the use of direct kinship terms was the norm (as 

you see in the letter from Totidutawin to her sister “Mitanka”) in traditional Dakota society. So, 

why then, is Mitakuye used so commonly? Furthermore, it is especially interesting that 

“Mitakoda” is used by one of the women, a term traditionally held between men that had 

brother-like relationships. The use of both of these terms may indicate a translation of 

worldview. First, the Dakota are inferring Dakota worldview by acknowledging Riggs as a 
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relative, though he does not share their blood or cultural upbringing. Simultaneously, they are 

navigating a new reality, with combined and conflicting worldviews (Dakota and Wasicu) in 

which they are speaking directly with a man with some uncertainty, and a man in a position of 

power over them.  

The use of Mihunka wanji, represents a shift that was likely strategic. Mihunka wanji 

roughly translates to “my relative”, but it expresses a deeper and more complex understanding 

than it does as a salutation. The use of the term “hunka” in traditional Dakota life suggests a 

deeper relationship with that person, in which they were taken or “adopted” as a relative. 

However, within this context, the term hunka (Mihunka wanji) has transitioned in meaning to 

refer to one’s “brother in Christ”. There is no indication that the ceremony associated with the 

traditional use of the term hunka occured. However, it does appear that the understanding that 

hunka relatives take care of each other translated into this Christian context. In three of the letters 

with this form of address, the author is requesting some sort of help from Riggs. The letters from 

Maka ahe win shift from Mitakuye to Mihunka wanji. As the letters continually make the same 

request, she may have shifted the use of the words to encourage Riggs’s compassion.   

 As the letters end, they all relay similar messages. Variations of nape ciyuzapi which 

means “I shake your hand” are written. In many of the letters, though the authors address the 

letters to Riggs, they often end by acknowledging his entire family. To end the letter with this 

descriptive phrase may indicate a translation of cultural behavior or protocol that existed prior to 

literacy, in which people may have shaken hands upon parting. As one author addresses her 

relative, she refers to kissing him. To end a letter more formally in the custom of standard 

American letter writing may not have been so prevalent or adopted by that point. Dakotas writing 

letters are describing how they would part from another individual. Furthermore, it should be 



 

100 
 

noted that the phrase “nape ciyuzapi” is regularly used in contemporary speech today. Most 

often, when people are introducing themselves or beginning a speech, they will say “cante 

wasteya nape ciyuzapi” or “I greet you all with a good heart and a handshake.” In our 

contemporary time, nape ciyuzapi always begins speech events, but is never used to end them. 

This is interesting to view with the context of these historical writings and that they may be a 

remnant of social shifts in the 1800s.   

 These letters are written within a deeply complex historical context. They were 

influenced by missionaries, Christianity, shifting concepts of kinship, and raw, ongoing trauma.  

This is represented, not only in the context of the letters, but also in the use of language that the 

women employ. What can be concluded is that Dakota women, those that wrote these letters and 

many others, ensured our survival as a people. Their words contained within these letters offer a 

window into their experiences and an understanding of their strength and resilience.   

 

Language Shift in the Iapi Oaye 

The Iapi Oaye was published in Greenwood, Dakota Territory and Santee, Nebraska from 

1871-1939 (The Dakota Mission 1871-1939) and was written in the Dakota language. The way 

Dakota is written within this newspaper was very different from that of the personal letters of 

Dakota people. Comparing the two mediums provides interesting insight into the historical 

context and impact of the simultaneous assimilation of the Dakota people and the Dakota 

language through the missionary work of Williamson and Riggs.   
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Similarities 

 The foundational similarity within both the Dakota letters and Iapi Oaye is missionary 

influence. The Dakota letters, though they were written in the decades leading up to publication 

of the Iapi Oaye, were heavily influenced by missionary presence as the source of the newly 

created orthography, as well as literacy education. The letters, in many cases, were written to 

Stephen R. Riggs, a missionary among the Dakota. The missionary influence is further seen in 

the content of the letters that often refer to efforts at conversion and bringing Dakota people into 

the church. Originally published by the Dakota Mission and edited by John P. Williamson, the 

Iapi Oaye was started for the sole purpose of communication about missionary work among the 

Dakota, and included current news from across the country, especially when it supported their 

mission to Christianize Dakota people. This goal is apparent in its focus on religious content. 

Beginning with the first issue, the statement “Taku waste okiya, taku sica kipajin” is included in 

every issue and later appears in the template of the Word Carrier45, an English counterpart to the 

Iapi Oaye as “Helping the Right, Exposing the Wrong” (The Dakota Mission 1871, 1; The Word 

Carrier 1884, 1). This statement and the Christian focus of the newspapers promotes a rhetoric 

that encourages conversion and degrades Dakota culture, all through the Dakota language. 

Additional examples of Christian teachings embedded into the Iapi Oaye from the October 1874 

issue include translated Bible passages such as “Jesus Woniya Sica en Itancan: Markos 5: 1-15” 

(Riggs and Williamson 1874, 38) and “Odowan. Jesus Loves You” (Phelps 1874, 38). The later 

publication of The Word Carrier more explicitly states the intention of assimilation with the 

statement “For Indians We Want American Education! We Want American Homes! We Want 

 
45 The Word Carrier was published by the Dakota Mission in Santee, Nebraska from March 1884 to August 1903 
https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/word-carrier.  

https://www.mnhs.org/newspapers/hub/word-carrier
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American Rights! The Result Of Which Is American Citizenship!” (The Word Carrier 1884, 1). 

The Dakota women’s letters in the 1860s exhibit early efforts at conversion of Dakota people 

with the use of the Dakota language as a tool by missionaries. The introduction of the Iapi Oaye 

in the next decade demonstrates the continued use of the Dakota language to enhance religious 

conversion and ideology amongst Dakota people. Only two decades following the first letter 

written by a Dakota woman, the introduction of the Word Carrier is fully promoting assimilation 

into American society.   

 

Differences 

 Analysis of the two historical sources of written Dakota language produce interesting 

differences: time-period, formality and punctuation, and content and intent. The Dakota women’s 

letters were written in the 1860s. This time-period marks significant change and disruption in the 

Dakota way of life. Invasion and usurpation of Dakota lands, manipulation of treaties, collapse 

of environment and lifeways, and ongoing warfare consumed Dakota life during this time period. 

What was also constant was the presence of missionaries in Dakota communities and their efforts 

to “save” Dakota people through conversion to Christianity. In contrast, the time period of the 

Iapi Oaye represents the start of the reservation and full assimilation era. This was a time of 

significant conversion and assimilation through both the church and boarding schools. The shifts 

in standardized writing and content within these written records present striking differences.    

 The appearance of the Dakota language shifts from the Dakota women’s letters to the Iapi 

Oaye. Formality and punctuation are very different in the two resources and become 

standardized in the Iapi Oaye. The Dakota women’s letters demonstrate a stronger conversational 
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tone where punctuation was not always used. In many instances in the Dakota women’s letters, 

the gendered language mentioned earlier is what indicates the ending and beginning of a 

sentence or new thought. Orthography was also not consistent in these early writings. When 

looking through issues of the Iapi Oaye, all English forms of punctuation are used with a 

standard orthography established by S.R. Riggs.  

 In addition to a shift towards standardization, the content and intent differ dramatically 

between the two sources. The content of the Dakota women’s letters follows certain patterns. 

The Dakota are most often reporting missionary work, asking for help, or reporting death and 

trauma, whereas the content of the Iapi Oaye is Christian focused, like Bible teachings, 

geography lessons, and some national news. What is also noticeable are English language 

lessons and the simultaneous insertion of full English use into some articles. Towards the final 

years of publication, the newspaper had large sections written fully in English. In these writings, 

we see a calculated shift from Dakota to English. That shift does not merely happen as a 

translation; rather, the language, its meaning, and use are also changed in the process.  

 

Gendered Speech 

Many recognize the use of gendered speech within the Dakota language and its sister 

dialects, Lakota and Nakota. How that is interpreted and understood today represents another 

shift that occurred in the language over the last 150 years. Marianne Mithun writes about 

linguistic register as “special languages” and provides gender-based speech in Lakota as one of 

the “best known examples of men’s and women’s styles” (1999, 278). Descriptions and analysis 

of speech endings from research conducted by Franz Boas, considered to be the “father of 
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Anthropology”, and Ella Deloria, the first Dakota Anthropologist, in 1941, and then Sara 

Tretcher, a linguist, in 1983 analyzed Lakota men’s use of huwo and yelo and Lakota women’s 

use of huwe, yele, and ye (among other endings) (1999, 279). As Mithun acknowledges, Lakota 

and Dakota vary in certain aspects, and the use of speech endings is an example of that variation. 

However, some cultural context is likely similar, which can be used to question these analyses. 

Table 7 demonstrates the differences between Dakota and Lakota women’s and men’s 

speech endings. 

Table 7. Women’s and Men’s Speech Endings 

 Women Men 

 Dakota Lakota Dakota Lakota 

Question He Huwe He Huwo 

Singular Command No ending Ye Wo Yo 

Plural Command Pi  Po (contraction 

of “Pi Wo”) 

 

Emphasized 

Statement 

Ye Yele Do Yelo 

 

In Mithun’s review of Lakota gendered registers, she acknowledges that Boas, Deloria, 

and Trechter “concur” that the use of certain endings, specifically “yelo” indicate masculine 

authority. Mithun quotes Boas and Deloria saying that “women, in addressing particular persons, 

are not expected to express an opinion”, and that this is expressed in their use of the more 

simplified language “ye”. Both analyses have strong tones of patriarchal worldview that often 

accompany interpretations of Dakota/Lakota culture. Though Ella Deloria was researching, 

analyzing, and writing from an emic perspective, she was likely influenced by her mentors and 

the academic field of anthropology. The analysis that women were not “expected to express an 
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opinion” could very well be Boas’ interpretation. Furthermore, the research conducted by 

Deloria and Boas would have taken place in the early 1900s, sixty to ninety years into significant 

Dakota assimilation.  

Mithun also relies heavily on Sara Trechter’s analysis of how social position, 

masculinity, and effeminacy are expressed. She states that “a woman’s use of male forms can be 

taken as a sign of masculinity, and a man’s overuse of female forms as a sign of effeminacy” 

(Mithun 1999, 279). Examples of the women’s masculinity included male speech sounds, being 

raised with men, and taking on jobs of authority. What is unmistakably present in this analysis is 

an outsider’s perspective, or the lack of actual Lakota perspective in the interpretation and 

explanation of social context contributing to the gendered language used by the informants. This 

analysis appears to be based on an interpreter’s perspective, and finer points of social context 

were likely missed in her attempts to categorize gendered speech. Within my own community, I 

have heard stories of men who spoke like women because they did not grow up with male 

relatives. Their speech was not overly critiqued suggesting that they were somehow feminine for 

the way they spoke, nor did they use women’s gendered speech. Instead, it was just stated as a 

matter of fact. The fact that the women in this example were spoken about in a derogatory 

manner was likely influenced by patriarchy and Christianity.   

Within our contemporary Dakota society, we see different impacts on gender occurring 

through educational settings. Rather than an individual growing up with exposure to one gender 

and adopting that speech register for their own use, we now face the issue of register being 

passed by language teachers. When I first started teaching, I worked closely with Kunsi Phyllis 

Redday, an elder fluent speaker. Within a year of us working and teaching together, elder men 

started to tell me that there needed to be a male teacher. I heard this comment on more than one 
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occasion, and it was an expression of fear that we, as women, might be teaching young men to 

speak like women. I do not recall ever once hearing a man speak as a woman while we were 

teaching or after that point in time. We eventually brought on a male teacher who replaced both 

of us. Since then, Dakota language education in the community has been mostly led by men. 

What I have noticed is that it is more common to hear a Dakota woman speak like a man. I have 

heard women say Hau hello/yes (men’s speech), do emphasis in men’s speech, and use men’s 

terms in common speech. However, elder Dakota men are not stepping forward to say that we 

need women to also teach the Dakota language. Recalling the example of elder men within my 

community growing up with women speakers in comparison to this contemporary situation 

suggests a difference in socially acceptable standards of learning. The occurrence of women 

speaking men’s gendered speech also suggests a difference in language acquisition occurring 

between the home and school environments. Time period and prevalence of spoken Dakota 

across domains is also a contributing factor to the different outcomes. However, with the current 

methods of learning Dakota and the disparity in gender among the leaders of Dakota language 

revitalization, it is necessary for Dakota women to learn with other Dakota women. This need 

further aligns with the lessons of Dakota womanhood and community, that women were the first 

teachers and worked together and helped each other in Dakota society prior to assimilation.       

 

Conclusion 

 During the fall season of the Dakota language, we can easily recognize the signs of 

ominous changes coming. Significant change has already occurred, but we see in the letters 

written by Dakota women that kinship remains central to Dakota life. In the face of challenges, 

women continue to be the first teachers and prepare the next generation to carry on the Dakota 
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language and culture. Through the Iapi Oaye and more contemporary analysis of gendered 

speech, we can witness the change of the Dakota language and culture through the written 

record. Just like the changing of seasons, the shifts are gradual and if we pay attention, we can 

recognize the signs. 

Ironically, the efforts to convert and eventually assimilate Dakota people through the 

translation of religious texts and resources into Dakota language are now some of the very 

resources we currently rely on for language revitalization. Dakota scholar, artist and Ina waye 

Gwen Westerman writes, “Word choice is important as it conveys intent and meaning. Control of 

words equals power” (Westerman 2015, 293). By supporting and pushing literacy in the 1800s, 

missionaries inadvertently created a space in which Dakota women could take their voice back 

and be heard.   
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Chapter 6 

 

Waniyetu: Surviving Institutionalization 

 

Waniyetu or winter is described by the sounds and feelings we experience during the 

harshest months of the year. Cannapopapi Wi describes the time and the sound the trees make 

when the cold makes them pop and crack in December. Witehi Wi is the moon that occurs 

around January. As a contraction of Tehike to be hard to bear or be difficult (Riggs 1992, 466), 

Witehi Wi describes the time of year that is the harshest and most difficult to survive. Anpetu 

Inumnumpa Wi two days in one month is the moon that occurs during February. This moon’s 

name describes the changing weather systems that start a day with cold but change to warmer 

temperatures by the afternoon. It is two days in one because the weather fluctuations can be so 

extreme. This is the time that we spend so many months preparing for because it is one in which 

life is challenged.  

From 2011 to 2012, I worked as a political appointee for my tribe, Sisseton Wahpeton 

Oyate. The job was horrible, but one of the benefits was that elders would often come and sit 

with me and tell me stories. On one of these occasions, an elder came to tell me about my great-

grandma Emily Adams. I had heard the story of what happened to my great-grandma before, 

why so many in our family are named Emily, and I knew the song my uncle had written about 

her. I knew how one moment sent shockwaves through our generations, scattered our family 

from one coast to the other, but she is also the reason I am alive. The elder on this day told me 

about when she was a young girl at a North Dakota boarding school and she knew my great-
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grandma because she cleaned the school. She saw her that day, like any other day, and she had a 

little boy (my grandpa’s youngest brother, Cecil) with her. As she was leaving, a man shot her, 

and the elder remembered seeing that little boy standing next to her crying. That man who shot 

my great-grandma was her husband and Cecil’s father. He took the life of one of our matriarchs 

that day.  

Just as my family has gone through patterns of loss and chaos, our communities, 

language, and culture have experienced similar devastation. This difficult time brings us into the 

pattern of Waniyetu. We were prepared for Waniyetu by our ancestors, the strong matriarchs that 

preceded us, and the strength of the land and our ancestors is embedded within the language and 

culture. This preparation occurred in Bdoketu summer with powerful creation and community of 

Dakota womanhood, and in Ptanyetu fall, with the lessons of resilience from Dakota women. 

When times get hard, we must ration our resources, much like my great-grandma Nellie making 

quilts from old clothes and saving bacon grease. You use what you can to survive. We often get 

sick during these times because of proximity and sharing of illness, the lack of fresh air and 

sunlight, and we just generally do not have the nutrients we need. We hang on until the first signs 

of spring to bring relief.  

Dakota language revitalization is our waniyetu, us hanging on to survive. The strength of 

our maternal lines still exists in us and has prepared us for this time. This chapter will review the 

last thirty years of Dakota language education and revitalization efforts, including Dakota 

language status, community ideology, and education systems. 
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Dakota Language Status and Community Ideology 

Brief history of Dakota language 

It is said that the Dakota language was a gift so that we could communicate with Wakan 

Tanka. As Dakota people, we are told that our identity carries responsibility. We are responsible 

for upholding the tasks that the Creator has assigned to us as Dakota people, and our 

relationships with the language, land, and life are our responsibility. Linguists, and many of our 

people, report that the Dakota language is endangered and dying. In contrast, many Dakota 

elders express that it is not the language that is dying, it is us as Dakota people who are dying. 

Both worldviews are important to understanding the current state of the Dakota language and the 

efforts to revitalize it. 

 As many elders remind us, Dakota was first an oral language. Dakota was only written 

using an orthography upon the arrival of European and American settlers. The French were the 

first European settlers to make contact with the Dakota in the mid to late 1600s (Gibbon 2003, 

3). In the 1640s, French Jesuit missionaries were also the first to write about and illustrate 

Dakota people, often depicting them in exaggerated images to stoke interest from European 

readers. Among these initial publications was the naming of Dakota people as “Nadouessioux”, a 

name adapted from Ojibwe and later shortened to “Sioux” (Westerman and White 2012, 34). 

Thus, the very first act of contact was to rename Dakota people “Sioux”. As evidenced in French 

accounts, French traders and government officials who explored and surveyed Dakota lands 

made immediate attempts to transcribe Dakota names for bands and communities into French. 

An example written by Nicolas Perrot details French acts of land usurpation. He describes the 

“Menchokatoux,” which is thought to be a mis-transcription of “Mni coka tunwan” or “village in 

the center of the water” (Westerman and White 2012, 45). It was not until the 1800s that a more 
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strategic effort was made to write Dakota down and to develop an orthography, based on the 

Latin alphabet, to express the sounds of the language. Samuel and Gideon Pond, Stephen Riggs, 

and Thomas Williamson worked with the intent to develop a written system for the Dakota 

language that was fueled by the desire to convert the Dakota people to Christianity using Dakota. 

Thus, the Bible was the first thing to be translated into Dakota (Williamson 1992, Foreword).  

 The literacy of Dakota people increased significantly with the work of Pond, Riggs, and 

Williamson in the 1800s. Examples of the extent of Dakota literacy include the Iapi Oaye (The 

Dakota Mission 1871-1939), written in the Dakota language, and hundreds of letters (Goodrich 

2016) written in Dakota to missionaries and government officials that are held in archives across 

the United States. Modifications of the original Riggs orthography have been made and adopted 

by various Dakota tribes and programs over the last one hundred years. Variations generally 

include differences in letters and diacritic marks. More recently, the Lakota Language 

Consortium (LLC) has introduced a new orthography. This is important specifically to Dakota, 

because the writing system was adopted by the University of Minnesota Dakota Language 

Program as the “Standard Dakota Orthography” (SDO). Until that point, variations of the Riggs 

orthography were in Dakota language programming across all communities and nations. 

Proponents of the new orthography contend that it is more accurate and contributes to better 

pronunciation among second-language learners. Opponents of the new orthography cite many 

reasons for its rejection. Broadly, this rejection is in reaction to an imposed monopoly and sale of 

the language, culturally insensitive behavior, and a lack of communication and collaboration 

with the language programs and teachers who have worked tirelessly in language revitalization. 

The efficacy of the new orthography to produce improved pronunciation is questionable, Dakota 

communities and teachers continue to broadly reject the orthography, and a significant amount of 
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time is wasted debating it. However, the range of Dakota orthographies from Riggs to the most 

recent SDO are in simultaneous use across communities and programs.   

Linguists identify the Dakota language as a member of the Siouan-Catawban language 

family. Closely related languages include Assiniboine and Crow. Dakota is generally described 

as having three dialects: Dakota, Lakota, and Nakota. However, as many across our communities 

recognize, and Marianne Mithun acknowledges (1999, 503), there are deeper distinctions than 

common linguistic labels that exist among communities and the use of the Dakota language 

varies not only by tribe, but also by community, district, and family.   

 

Decline of Dakota Language Speakers 

 In terms of vitality, linguists consider the Dakota language endangered. According to 

Joshua Fishman’s “Stages of Reversing Language Shift”, the Dakota language is currently on the 

scale at “7. Cultural interaction in Xish primarily involving the community-based older 

generation.”(1991, 395) It is important to note that this status is shifting down to “8. 

Reconstructing Xish and adult acquisition of XSL” (1991, 395). Fewer elder speakers use 

Dakota conversationally and the number of recognized fluent Dakota speakers decreases. 

Statistics on the number of speakers generally represent estimates and, in some cases, hearsay. In 

an informal survey I conducted in 2015, some information about Dakota first language speakers 

was collected, but the accuracy is questionable. The following numbers of speakers were 

reported in that survey: Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate (67), Ft. Totten (45), Ft. Peck (35), Crow 

Creek (7), Santee (5), Minnesota (4-6), Flandreau (1), Yankton (unknown), and Canada (less 

than 50 under the age of 45). Census records in 2015 indicated that there were 25,000 “Sioux” 
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speakers and Marianne Mithun reported around three to four thousand speakers (1999, 503).  For 

a more accurate understanding of what was happening on the Lake Traverse Reservation, I used 

the number of speakers (120) reported in the 2008 Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Dakota Language 

Crisis resolution (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2008) as a baseline to begin tracking the status of 

the Dakota language within our community. The number is compared in relation to the number 

of tribal members enrolled with the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate and tracked every few years. As is 

shown in the following Table 1, our enrollment increases, while the number of speakers within 

our community continually declines. The Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Dakota Language Institute 

(DLI) maintains the list of speakers for the tribe. The last known update of the number of 

speakers was reported as 47 in 2019. Furthermore, the list of speakers maintained by the DLI 

was held confidentially and does not include off-reservation Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate tribal 

members.     

Historically, the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate and many other communities have looked at 

the concept of Dakota language loss with the lens of a declining number of speakers. This 

approach has been used as a tool to mobilize support, raise awareness and consciousness of the 

status of the Dakota language, as well as establish the Dakota language and its speakers as 

something of theoretical value to the existence of the tribe. In 2013, I began tracking this number 

with other data (Table 8) to teach my students about the importance of the Dakota language and 

eventually used this information as evidence for grants.  
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Table 8. Decline of Recorded Dakota language Speakers in the SWO
46

 

Year 

2008 2013 2015 2019 

SWO Enrolled 

Population47 

12,475 13,506 13,481 14,174 

Number of identified 

“fluent” Dakota speakers 

on the Lake Traverse 

Reservation 

12048 7949 67 51 

Percentage of enrolled 

SWO members that are 

“fluent” Dakota speakers 

0.9% of SWO 

population 

0.5 % of SWO 

Population 

0.4% of SWO 

population 

0.3% of SWO 

population 

This data was often effective at rallying emotion and did help to justify programming 

development but did little to inspire action and contributed to masking barriers in the 

intergenerational transmission of Dakota language. The use of loss and deficit as a guiding tool 

when trying to create safe spaces to nourish Dakota language learning and speaking establishes a 

deficit pathway for action. While this set of data indicates the continuing decline of fluent 

speakers despite the increase in the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate population, it makes it an 

individual’s responsibility by focusing solely on who speakers are. While an individuals personal 

decision to speak is critical to the process of developing a language community, a holistic view 

and understanding of family and community are missing from this deficit approach.  

 
46 The data in this table was compiled while teaching a Dakota culture class. Numbers of speakers reported in 2015 
and 2019 came from informal reports shared by Tribal employees over social media. 
47 Enrollment numbers obtained from Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate enrollment numbers reported to Tribal Council. 
48 Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2008 
49 The number of reported “fluent” speakers within our community was established by the Dakota Language 
Institute and often informally reported by word of mouth or Facebook.  
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Decline of Domains 

If we change how we view the Dakota language as an act of communicating with one another 

across community, we get a much different perspective and we begin to understand where 

intergenerational transmission is occurring and where it is not. Table 9 shows the potential 

opportunities for language exposure, learning, and use across age groups within the Sisseton-

Wahpeton Oyate. 

Table 9. Access to Dakota Language by Age Group 

0-5 6-12 13-18 Adult Elders 

Head Start School School School Elderly Center 

Public Prayer/ Religion/ 

Ceremony 

Public Prayer/ Religion/ 

Ceremony 

Public Prayer/ Religion/ 

Ceremony 

Public Prayer/ Religion/ 

Ceremony 

Public Prayer/ Religion/ 

Ceremony 

 Slang SWO Youth Center  SWO Youth Center Slang  Restaurants 

  Slang Slang   

Table 9 does not indicate how the language is spoken within any of these spaces, may not 

account for certain anomalies, and reflects my knowledge and experience as a member of the 

community. The Dakota language is not the primary medium of communication across these 

spaces. There may be instances where elders and adult language learners engage in conversation, 

but it is not sustained the entire time. Further, the Dakota language is often used across these 

spaces as signage, books, or curriculum, and is usually taught using English. Slang, expressions 

or contracted words, is the exception that is used organically. These spaces are not accessible to 

the entire population of the community. Not every person attends church, or even participates in 
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the denomination that still uses Dakota hymnals. Not every child is in a school that teaches the 

language. Not every person attends community events where they might hear a Dakota prayer. 

For these reasons, the ability to learn the Dakota language has now become a privilege that not 

every Dakota person or family can access. There is also some early evidence of resentment of 

and aversion to the spaces and people who have access to Dakota. Furthermore, if experiences 

with the language are solely attached to school systems and religion/prayer, the likelihood for 

there to be language retention and positive experiences are minimal if the family and home are 

not the starting point for conversational language use.  

A closer look at each domain and how Dakota language is present and supported within 

them can indicate where strengths can be built upon to nourish intergenerational transmission. 

Table 10 outlines broad domains across the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate and shows the bulk of our 

Dakota language resources are in the school systems, tribal government, and religious practices. 

Cultural knowledge and practices are also not reflected in this table, but generally mirror the 

status of the language. Again, these are not spaces in which Dakota language is the medium of 

communication. A large percentage of those present in these spaces do not have regular contact 

with or access to Dakota and use English as a medium of communication.  
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Table 10: Presence of Dakota Language by Domain50 

Homes Land Tribal 

Government 

Schools Church/ 

Religion 

Bars Stores Media 

Maybe 2-3 

families use 

extensive 

Dakota at 

home. 

Some Dakota 

names of plants 

and animals are 

used 

Dakota Language 

Institute, SWO 

Youth Program, 

SWO Education 

Department 

Tiospa Zina – 

language classes 

and “immersion” 

classroom 

Inipi and 

Ceremony 

 Slang Relative 

terms 

Facebook – in 

groups, and 

some 

individuals 

Many 

families use 

commands, 

single words, 

or slang. 

Anglicized place 

names, such as 

Sisseton, 

Wahpeton, 

Minnesota, 

Shakopee, etc. 

Names of some 

programs 

Enemy Swim Day 

School – 

“immersion” 

classrooms 

Presbyterian 

Church (hymnals) 

  Tribal 

Grocery store 

- signage 

Tribal 

newspaper has 

some words, 

but is not 

regularly 

printed 

  Signage SW College – 

language classes 

and learner 

program 

Sundance   Brief 

conversation 

about buying 

or cooking  

 TV 

commercials 

from further 

west have 

some Lakota, a 

sister dialect of 

Dakota 

   Some fluent elders 

that speak with 

each other in 

passing 

Online language 

courses through U 

of M and Standing 

Rock 

        

These tables also reveal, like other communities (Mac Póilin 2013, Thomas 2020), that 

we are lacking spaces and community where the Dakota language is used as a medium of 

communication. Efforts associated with Dakota language revitalization, whether within the 

Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate or more broadly across Dakota makoce, have been institutionalized. 

There is generally curriculum, lessons, or materials and it is often associated with a school or 

 
50 These domains reflect personal experiences across Dakota communities, both in-person and online over the past 
ten years. 
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entity affiliated with a tribal government. This situation poses significant challenges to 

successful establishment of language-speaking communities: 

•      The opportunity to practice language can occur, but often out of context and in 

abstract, sterile environments.  

• Families often do not participate and use the language together.  

• Western approaches to materials and books associated with curriculum can alter or inhibit 

natural conversation and instill a misguided need for perfection. These often become 

things that are collected and referenced, but their use does not result in speaking. 

• Content is often driven by parameters established by outside funding sources, state or 

federal agencies, and institutional policies and procedures. 

• Instances within the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate and other Dakota communities where the 

language has been used in context are often the use of kinship terms and greetings.  

• Some brief conversation takes place in public spaces like the grocery store.  

• There is currently a strong focus on teaching the Dakota language rather than speaking it. 

 

What emerges from the analysis of declining domains for the use of the Dakota language 

are patterns that reveal major gaps in the approach to Dakota language revitalization and efforts 

towards Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi. The role of community and support between relatives 

were identified as strengths of Dakota womanhood in Chapter 4. However, the domains where 

the Dakota language is used and the way it is used in those spaces suggests that intergenerational 

transmission of the Dakota language and culture within families is not nurtured or promoted. 

School systems, and in some instances tribal government, are relied on to lead and manage 

language revitalization efforts, including the development of curriculum and responsibility for 
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teaching. The strong focus on institutions to maintain the Dakota language is resulting in a 

community ideology of the language that emphasizes knowledge of the language rather than its 

use in everyday contexts. To have a knowledge of the language suggests that many across 

communities can likely introduce themselves, understand common phrases, and even use slang 

or commands on a regular basis. Many likely have some understanding of grammar as well, but 

they do not use the Dakota language as a medium of communication in any space. Additionally, 

the reliance on institutions for Dakota language revitalization also promotes an ideology that 

there is not individual responsibility to learn and speak the Dakota language.   

 

Competing Ideologies  

It is essential to understand community ideology as a determining factor in the success of 

any revitalization effort. You can have a beautiful plan, but if the community does not buy into it 

or support the plan, you will face significant challenges. Aodan Mac Póilin gave insight into an 

Irish language community that failed as the result of a focus on the language as a subject through 

education and to be used simultaneously with English within government agencies. He states, “It 

appears to have been assumed that widespread knowledge of the language would automatically 

be followed by widespread use” (Mac Póilin 2013, 145). Marcus Briggs-Cloud, co-director of 

Ekvn-Yefolecv, a Maskoke ecovillage, spoke about similar ideological conflicts when he 

recognized translation efforts were “pushing Maskoke to keep up with English” in contrast to a 

Maskoke-based language community (Thomas 2020). Competing ideologies similar to these are 

deeply embedded across Dakota communities and are so entrenched in our everyday lives that 

they are often difficult to recognize. Many people fail to learn the Dakota language because of 

the idea that it is not a personal responsibility, a belief in lacking personal capacity to speak the 
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language, or the idea that using the Dakota language imperfectly will somehow bring about its 

destruction. This attitude of many learners has been expressed across decades. Examples from 

language learners include statements like, “If you’re gonna speak, say it right,” or “That’s not 

what my grandma taught me.” The lack of personal responsibility and lack of confidence in 

learning and speaking Dakota are deeply rooted within the Dakota language revitalization 

systems we have created and often have their origins in tribal politics and education.  

The desired outcome of language revitalization efforts within Dakota communities is not 

agreed upon. Divided and conflicting visions for the Dakota language result in disjointed, 

competing, and clashing programming and individuals, and duplicated efforts. There are many 

examples where this conflict occurs across tribal governments and institutions. For example, a 

resolution from the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Tribal Council declaring a state of emergency for 

the Dakota language states that “we must eliminate the disparity between the use of English and 

the Dakota language” (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2008). While the intention in this declaration 

was to call out the overwhelming use of English, it also sets parameters for a bilingual 

community by suggesting that the use of Dakota should be equal to English. In contrast, a later 

resolution states “Dakota iapi kin he tokaheya kte” the Dakota language will come first, before 

all other languages (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2019). The use of English and Dakota in the 

resolutions, as well as the intention and meaning embedded within the language suggests that 

very different visions for revitalization outcomes exist within the community. While the use of 

resolutions for the recognition of the Dakota language are mostly symbolic, the meaning of the 

2008 and 2019 resolutions presented two very different community ideologies, over a decade 

apart. The 2008 resolution inspired excitement within the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate and other 

Dakota communities for years because it recognized the importance of the Dakota language, but 
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also that more needed to be done. In the years that followed, little funding and resources were 

put towards community programming for the language and the number of speakers continued to 

decline. The use of the English language and lack of Dakota language within this resolution 

suggests the intended outcome was not the use of Dakota for operations within the tribal 

government, and limited expectation to use the Dakota language for communication as an 

outcome of these efforts. In contrast, the 2019 resolution is written fully in the Dakota language. 

As an author of this resolution, I wrote this resolution with the intent to establish a status for the 

Dakota language as recognized by our tribal government. I knew a resolution would not create 

new speakers, but I knew that this could be used as a tool to support greater efforts towards 

community Dakota language programming in the future.  

Additional examples from tribal politics are common statements, motions, or resolutions 

that affirm “support for the language” as well as terminology used to recognize efforts and status 

of the language. The result of statements affirming “support for the language” is usually not one 

that reflects personal responsibility, such as a politician learning the language or using it. Rather, 

it is usually a statement and sometimes accompanied with a grant. The use of the terms 

preservation/revitalization and fluent/speaker/proficient/learner can also impact how efforts are 

implemented and perceived, as well as cause discord. As previously discussed in Chapter 1, 

many Dakota communities use the term revitalization, as well as others like preservation and 

reclamation. These terms are often used interchangeably for the same types of work and 

approaches to the Dakota language. Similarly, the terms fluent, speaker, and proficient are also 

used interchangeably. The use of the term “learner” is relatively new, becoming a new title in the 

last six years. The result of the use of these titles has become a status attached to these terms that 

can have varying results. The results can vary from exclusivity to a sense of honor, or jealousy 
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and pride, all of which will affect the impact of language programming in a community. What is 

most often missing across spaces is the use of the Dakota language to describe the work that 

individuals and programs do, as well as the goals of a community. The contrast that emerges in 

all these examples demonstrates a challenge for unified Dakota language revitalization efforts. 

The worldview, with the exception of Tribal Council Resolution No. SWO-19-046, is Western 

with the influence of politics, linguistics, and colonization. 

The range of Dakota language revitalization activities, whether classes in schools, 

signage and materials, curriculum development, and efforts led by entities of the tribal 

government, overwhelmingly reflect, promote, and are immersed in the language and values of 

the larger Western society. Briggs-Cloud states, “Not only is it impossible to learn to speak an 

endangered language in a classroom, but Maskoke does not always offer the vocabulary students 

need to describe their modern lives” (Thomas 2020). This observation is in recognition that the 

system can impair one’s ability to use the language in context and limits the ideas in which an 

individual can express themself in their language.  

This ideology is also present in the involvement of adults in the processes and planning 

of language revitalization and education. Educators create Dakota language standards, parents 

put their kids into immersion programs, and administrators write reports and secure funding for 

institutions based on language and culture, but most do not learn and use the language 

themselves. In their article addressing the use of the metaphor “walking in two worlds”, Henze 

and Vanett write: 
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The language used to express these goals [bicultural schooling], 

although seemingly benign, is a powerful force shaping people’s 

expectations of students and their view of the worlds around them.  

When a metaphor such as walking in two worlds reduces and 

distorts the options of young people, their future is damaged, and 

language, although not the only cause, is part of the systematic 

political and social inequity that keeps them in a powerless 

position. (1993, 131)    

 

Henze and Vanett recognize the impact of a single metaphor within a Yup’ik community.  

While there are likely many social factors beyond this statement that contribute to the inequity 

they recognize, the metaphor has the power of persuasion. Similarly, there is deep inequity that 

runs through our community when it comes to Dakota language and culture. We can start to 

recognize the underlying assumptions and beliefs about the Dakota language held by many non-

Dakota leaders working within the Lake Traverse Reservation and other Dakota communities as 

expressed through metaphor: that they do not believe in what we are doing, they think we will 

fail, it is not important to them, it is not needed, we are not to be trusted with our language and 

culture, and the Dakota language brings them discomfort. We can further understand the 

meaning of the phrases below as structural and physical metaphors as identified by Lakoff and 

Johnson (1980). Dakota as sacred, Dakota as object, Dakota as threat, Dakota as opponent, 

Dakota as identity, Dakota as pain, Dakota as insignificant. The metaphorical expressions of 

Dakota as sacred, identity, and pain are most generally expressed through various means by 

Dakota people. However, the remaining concepts are regularly expressed by non-Dakotas (and 

Dakotas). 
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Dakota as object = When are you going to give back? They can’t 

be language learners forever. 

Dakota as threat = You are building walls. My concern is for the 

whole school. It’s not all about the language. This isn’t a language 

school. 

Dakota as opponent = I don’t want people to be misled.  English 

needs to be first. Your grant writing is stepping on toes. 

Dakota as insignificant = Is that essential? It’s just the language.  

I don’t believe in voodoo. I don’t give a rat’s ass. Just kick them 

out. 51 

These very same people would also say, “The language is important to me, I support the 

language,” or “I’m on your side.” This attitude suggests a lack of awareness, an unconscious 

ambivalence, prejudice, and racism. It could also not be ambivalence; rather, people are 

expressing their true feelings about the language, when in more public situations it is not socially 

acceptable to say such things.  

Why would any kind of antipathy or ambivalence be expressed towards efforts at Dakota 

language revitalization within what are supposed to be Dakota spaces? Henze and Vanett write 

that “A school system that is strongly based in one culture cannot really help students mediate …  

To help students participate and partake of the best of two cultures, the school would need to 

demonstrate clearly that it values the language and culture of both worlds. Yet a deep 

 
51 These are statements made to me over the span of ten years running Dakota language programming within my 
community. 
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ambivalence pervaded many of the school system’s dealings with language and cultural issues” 

(1993, 128). Furthermore, they state that “the school is biased by its very history as a Western 

institution” (1993, 130). Though we have our own tribal government, businesses, and schools 

(that exist because of our unique identity as Dakota people), their foundation and structure are 

inherently Western in thought, structure, and purpose. These systems are modeled after non-

Dakota ways of relating, teaching, and being, with some Dakota imagery, sound, and people. We 

are told that the Dakota language and culture are important, but what that means and how it is 

portrayed must stay within the accepted standards of the system that we benefit from, even 

though it allow others to not hear, learn, or speak the language. The common way to benefit from 

this system is through employment or as a means to meet institutional goals of obtaining grant 

funds or accreditation, or to meet reporting requirements. The accepted standards of Dakota 

language and culture allow for everyone to talk about their importance (especially in reports to 

grantors and the government) and allow for its exploitation. Darell Kipp says, “Don’t let your 

kids become dancing bears” (2000, 38). He made this statement about the exploitation of 

Blackfeet immersion students for their use of the language (2000). As Kipp recognized, and as 

happens often within Dakota language revitalization, those people who learn the language are 

often called upon and used for that knowledge without any reciprocity or validation. It sounds 

good to have someone step forward and say something in Dakota, but are those people who 

made that request and those observing engaged in efforts to learn and use the language?  Without 

reciprocal engagement, the invitation or summoning of the Dakota language into convenient 

spaces limits broader revitalization efforts and weakens efforts towards Dakota iapi kin 

wounhdkapi.  
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Governance and Political Recognition 

Political recognition of the Dakota language is a recent phenomenon that has occurred 

within tribal, state, and national governments. In 2008, the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate tribal 

council passed the “Dakota Language Crisis” resolution. In this, they recognized that the 

“Dakota language embodies the life, culture and identity of the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate and 

revitalization is paramount to the survival of our Nation.” They continued on to recognize 

Dakota as “the first language of the people of the Lake Traverse Reservation” and declared a 

“State of Emergency for the revitalization of the Dakota Language” (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 

2008). This resolution was the first of its kind for the SWO community and has been reaffirmed 

by subsequent administrations. In the time leading up to the adoption of this resolution, there had 

been a shift with the language as a large number of speakers had passed away.     

In addition to the resolutions passed by the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Tribal Council, the 

Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Chapter 66 Education Code was passed in 2014. Included in this code 

is the establishment of educational standards that detail “Competence in Dakota language and 

knowledge of Dakota culture, government, economics, and environment.” This guideline follows 

“Competence in English language and knowledge.” The newly passed code also included 

educational standards requiring Dakota language instruction for all grade levels and the adoption 

and implementation of an official tribal orthography. (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2018) An 

official tribal orthography was adopted that reflects a modified version of the original Riggs 

orthography. In comparison to the orthographies used within the school systems at the time, the 

newly adopted orthography was missing representation of sounds within the Dakota alphabet. 

Though the Chapter 6 Education Code was passed by council, tribal orthography was not broadly 
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adopted and Dakota language teachers continued to use adaptations of the Riggs orthography and 

the Standard Dakota Orthography.  

Legislation and political action supporting the Dakota language has taken other 

approaches that broaden potential opportunities for language programming to develop. Table 11 

outlines some of the major legislation related to the Dakota language at the state level.  

Table 11. Dakota Language Legislation at the State Level 

2019 State of South Dakota The common language of the State is English. The 

common language is designated as the language of any 

official public document or record and any official public 

meeting. The official indigenous language of the State is 

the language of the O'ceti Sakowin, Seven Council Fires, 

also known by treaty as the Great Sioux Nation, comprised 

of three dialects, Lakota, Dakota, and Nakota.52 

 

2020 Minnesota House of 

Representatives 

The Dakota and Ojibwe languages are recognized as 

indigenous heritage languages in Minnesota. The 

indigenous heritage languages of Native Americans are an 

integral part of the culture and identity of the people of this 

state. It is in the interest of the State of Minnesota and the 

Tribal Nations in the state to promote and preserve these 

languages. 53 

2009 - 

2010 

Legislative Assembly 

of Manitoba, Canada 

The languages of Cree, Dakota, Dene, Inuktitut, Michif, 

Ojibway and Oji-Cree are recognized as the Aboriginal 

languages spoken and used in Manitoba.54 

 

These gestures have been celebrated by many and are believed to be equal to the same 

recognition of Indigenous languages in Hawaiʻi and Alaska. However, there are two clear themes 

in the political recognition of the Dakota language. First, in almost every state that is a part of the 

 
52 South Dakota State Legislature 2019 
53 State of Minnesota House of Representatives 2020 
54 The Legislative Assembly of Manitoba 2009-2010 
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original Dakota homelands, the English language has been recognized as the official language or 

common language of communication. Second, when the Dakota language is recognized by state 

governments, it is not afforded equal status with the English language. Rather, the Dakota 

language is acknowledged as being a language that is or has been spoken on a certain land base. 

This limits the reach of the legislation. Rather than an expectation that state government 

documents will now also be printed in Dakota, that state governments will offer services in the 

Dakota language, or that equal funding and resources will be made available to the Dakota 

language, the legislation is mostly symbolic.  

 

School Systems 

“I am waiting patiently for our community to do something like this.”55 

“I’m not going to pray in my language because I don’t want to kill it.”56 

 

These two quotes express some of the most ingrained ideologies about the Dakota 

language that exist within Dakota communities: The idea that it is not a personal responsibility or 

capability to initiate the use of the Dakota language and the idea that using the Dakota language 

imperfectly will somehow bring its destruction. 

These feelings towards the use of the Dakota language are deep-seated and rooted within 

the systems we have created and nourished to initiate Dakota language revitalization across 

Dakota communities. We consistently express the intrinsic value of the Dakota language to 

 
55 This statement was made on Facebook in response to an Indigenous language campaign by Nickelodeon. 
56 This statement was made in a public speech at an event. 
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Dakota culture and our identity, but despite continued and evolving attempts at revitalization, the 

use of the Dakota language throughout our community and other Dakota communities has 

steadily declined. If you were to survey Dakota people broadly about what has caused the decline 

of the Dakota language, many would likely suggest boarding schools as the root cause. 

Intergenerational transmissions ceased because of the trauma experienced in boarding schools. 

This reason is often accepted and perpetuated as the only contributing factor and allows our 

communities to target an invisible enemy for our significant loss of ethnic identity while also 

justifying our inability to revitalize the language over the last thirty years. Historical trauma and 

its effects are real. However, if we are to take responsibility for our language learning, and 

subsequently our identity, we must consider the consequences and effects of our contemporary 

actions and behaviors. These include the objectification, commodification, and caging of the 

Dakota language.   

At some point in the last century, the use of Dakota shifted from a language of the home 

to a language of the education system. The education systems within the Sisseton-Wahpeton 

Oyate are fundamentally based on American educational standards. Though our community and 

other Dakota communities have made significant efforts to establish school systems shaped by 

Dakota worldview, the standards and foundations are based on guidelines instituted and overseen 

by Western educational bureaucracies, such as the Bureau of Indian Education, Department of 

Education, and the Higher Learning Commission. Furthermore, these educational systems often 

employ non-Dakota educators and administrators to provide services needed to maintain these 

institutions. If our educational institutions are the main sources of Dakota language revitalization 

within our community, but are also built and reliant on non-Dakota systems, what are the effects 

on our efforts to create new speakers and establish broad vitality across our community? Leanne 
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Hinton and Jocelyn Ahlers write about the limitations of relying on school systems for language 

revitalization:  

 

A language in full use has genres, conventions, styles, and registers 

for many different contexts—some for school, some for informal 

peer interaction, and others for family interaction, traditional 

storytelling, oratory, or commercial transactions. A language that 

is kept alive only in the schools is both stylistically and 

conceptually restricted. Language revitalization in the schools is, 

all in all, a very limited sort of revitalization (Hinton and Ahlers 

1999, 58). 

  

It has been commonly accepted and believed that the secret to language revitalization 

exists within our schools and education system. There is a perception that the family is not 

needed for such an effort and that if we can provide enough exposure to the language in schools, 

then our youngest generation will be the ones to revitalize the language for us. Furthermore, the 

reliance on standard Western teaching methods (though their appearance has evolved) has been 

relatively unchanged. For the last forty years, Dakota language has been traditionally taught 

through institutionalized classrooms and teaching methods. There is generally a teacher 

imparting knowledge on their students. The times are structured (e.g., every day at 2 pm is 

Dakota language class). This method has been modified from the teaching of vocabulary, to 

varying immersive efforts, and even storytelling. So how many Dakota iapi wohdakapi have we 

developed through these efforts? None. There are many examples of students learning a 

significant amount of language. There are also examples of students attaining high levels of 

proficiency with methods that include extracurricular efforts and working with speakers. So, 

these individuals must use the language all the time with everyone, right? No. There have been 

critical pieces missing from our efforts at Dakota language revitalization, as well as critical 
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barriers (that are so commonplace that we do not recognize them) across the board. The common 

factor is the sole reliance on educational infrastructure and the aversion to the teaching and use 

of the language outside of these spaces, environments, and times. Hinton and Ahlers recognize 

efforts to Indigenize Western education models, but consider Western culture an undeniable 

influence in those models. They state:   

 

There is a culture of the classroom itself that differs fundamentally 

from any indigenous community's traditional culture of learning” 

(Kramsch 1993). “Communities with school-based language 

revitalization programs are aware of these problems and make 

strong efforts to ensure that traditional culture and values are given 

a place in the school, but the fact remains that the other culture and 

the other values are strongly present (1999, 57). 

 

No matter what form language education in schools has taken to this point, it is still 

reflecting and promoting both the language and values of the larger colonial society and is fully 

immersed in those elements. The broad reliance on school systems also sustains the ideologies of 

lacking responsibility/capability and need for perfection in use of the Dakota language. Many 

assume that because the Dakota language is within the schools, that it is safe, being learned, and 

that the broader community does not have a responsibility to the language. However, the idea 

that we only need to invest in the youth to bring about language revitalization places all 

responsibility on the shoulders of children. The action across our communities and institutions 

reflects the level of commitment to Dakota language revitalization:  

• Educators create Dakota language standards, but do not learn and use the language 

themselves. 

• Parents put their kids into immersion, but do not learn and use the language themselves. 
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• Administrators write reports and secure funding for institutions based on language and 

culture, but do not learn and use the language themselves. 

These actions demonstrate that though we might voice the importance of the language, 

we are not fully committed to dedicating energy and accepting individual responsibility. As a 

subject in school systems, the language is an object of study and something that you receive a 

grade for. Students often have little to no exposure to informal, natural Dakota speech within 

these settings. The time allotted in the educational setting also does not allow for significant 

progress in achieving proficiency. There are significant consequences to these actions. While we 

are putting the expectation on children to learn the language and giving them resources to learn, 

they do not always have systems outside of school that support the retention and use of what they 

have learned. Often, these factors coupled with comparisons to fluency can inhibit student 

learners’ willingness to use what they have learned in public. Adult student learners are often 

aware of an ideal of Dakota language and, through correction, are taught concepts of “perfect” 

speech, intonation, stress, etc. In these broad educational instances, the language lives caged to a 

limited experience, and students are not taking the language out of the spaces they learn Dakota.   

Educational and administrative standards directed by outside entities and non-Dakota 

individuals are, in addition to the broader school, imposed on the language. The education and 

use of the Dakota language becomes an object that can help an institution meet reporting 

requirements and can be a source of significant funding. This can lead to the language being 

objectified, treated as a thing that can be used and manipulated to meet the monetary ends of an 

institution. This can also lead to the development of educational opportunities and resources for 

the Dakota language as a commodity. Both instances are in direct contradiction with fully 

developed Dakota philosophies of the language that convey its sacredness.  
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 There is a misconception that we can simply bring language and culture back into our 

lives and it will automatically be Dakota. A few years ago, I administered a buffalo hide tanning 

workshop. At that time, I became aware of the commodification of the Pte Oyate buffalo nation, 

by our people. Leading up to the workshop, we arranged for a hunt. As Dakota people, we have a 

deep relationship with the buffalo and there is a ceremony that accompanies taking a buffalo. 

Some of the men spoke about how that ceremony is not being done anymore, and at one time 

during the hunt, the man who took the buffalo completely ignored his responsibility in that 

ceremony and took a bigger buffalo. Other stories were shared about how people have been 

finding raw buffalo hides dumped in ditches. The hides were free from the tribe, but when people 

realized they were not tanned, they discarded them. We had also requested a hide from the tribe’s 

grocery store. When we inquired about when to pick up the hide, they had thrown it away. Our 

leadership and community prides itself on having a buffalo herd and selling buffalo meat to our 

people at our store, but something is wrong. We are approaching our relationship with the 

buffalo as if they are a commodity rather than a relative. We are not respecting or even carrying 

on the responsibility we have as Dakota people to the buffalo; we are embodying American 

consumerism. The symbolism of buffalo is important to us, but the deeper meaning has been lost 

for many people. Similarly, the symbolism of the Dakota language is still important to us, but we 

fail to maintain a full relationship and full responsibility to the language. We institutionalize and 

commodify the language and then wonder why it is not strong in our community. 

 

Language, Culture, and Values in “Dakota” Education 

Educational settings within the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate are very good at listing our 

values. Our values could be considered a hallmark of our educational systems. We talk about 
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Woohoda respect, Waunsida compassion, Wicake honesty, and many others. Educational 

missions include “to unite and empower our Dakotah Oyate by successfully preparing our 

students” (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2020, 11), and “to Cultivate Successful Citizens” 

(Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2020, 18). Dakota linguistic and cultural principles, values, goals, 

and aspirations have been applied to Dakota educational settings through mission statements, 

policy, and standards. You can find them written into the curriculum and incorporated into the 

infrastructure of the community. The schools are doing what they can with what they have, 

within a non-Dakota system of education. Fishman states that “there are family building, there 

are culture building, and there are intimacy building prerequisites for language fostering, things 

that you have to do because no school is going to do them. However, the school can put that on 

the agenda of what has to be done” (1996, 91). The Dakota schools put in place by the Sisseton-

Wahpeton Oyate do put these concepts on the “agenda,” but our community has yet to define 

what a healthy child is, what a healthy family is, and what a healthy community is in alignment 

with Dakota wicohan, the Dakota lifeways. These lifeways can still be seen within ceremony, 

traditional ways, and even Christian churches. But we can also see where they are not. The 

Dakota language is not a medium of communication within any domain of our community. 

There are spaces within a handful of families, and moments in everyday life in which this 

communication occurs, but it is not the norm. Fishman asks, “what are you going to do with the 

mother tongue before school, in school, out of school, and after school? Because that determines 

its fate, whether it is going to become self-renewing” (1996, 91). It is the role of the family and 

community to nurture identity within our people and to foster a sense of responsibility. Right 

now, that is often left to the schools to uphold, which can lead to the diminished success of 

Dakota education. 
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 Indigenous educational settings can be defined in many ways. We often associate 

contemporary education most commonly with schools. Throughout Dakota communities, you 

will find many public and tribal schools providing Western models of education. You will also 

find churches, ceremony, trainings, workshops, culture camps, hunting, fishing, gardening, and 

harvesting. There was a time when Dakota education methods looked much different, but we are 

now influenced by generations of federal, state, and tribal policy. Dakota education began to be 

redefined with contact and is most clearly outlined during the treaty-making era. In 1851, the 

Treaty of Traverse des Sioux stipulated “the establishment of manual labor schools” and set 

aside $6,000 for educational purposes (Westerman and White 2012, 178-179). In 1867, the U.S. 

government ratified a treaty with the Sisseton and Wahpeton bands establishing the Lake 

Traverse Reservation. Within this treaty, the U.S. Government dictated that the bands would 

remain “friendly”, allotted lands for cultivation, assigned a superintendent to oversee 

agricultural, educational, and mechanical interests, and ordered that “the Indians will rely solely 

upon agricultural and mechanical labor for subsistence” (Access Genealogy n.d.). The treaty-

making process effectively disconnected Dakota people from Dakota homelands and established 

the methods by which subsequent generations would be assimilated through educational policies 

and lifeways. The Treaty of 1867 explicitly states that barriers will be made to deter Dakota 

people from “the chase as a means of subsistence” and to force the “adoption of civilized habits” 

(Access Genealogy n.d.). 

This 1867 treaty was the beginning of educational policy leading to boarding schools and 

our contemporary efforts to regain control of our education. The Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate has 

established its own Tribal Education Code in which the structure of power and oversight of tribal 

education and education standards are outlined (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2018). The code 
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follows formatting akin to tribal self-governance as ascribed by the federal government. In the 

2020 State of Education report to the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate, enrollment and graduation data 

from area schools indicates the impact of our system of education (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 

2020).   

Table 12. 2020 SWO Report on Graduation and Enrollment data for Native American Students 

on the Lake Traverse Reservation 

School NA % 

of 

enrolled 

students 

2020 

NA 

graduation 

rate 

 

2020 

Non-NA 

graduation 

rate 

 

2020 

NA % of 

enrolled 

students 

 

2022 

NA 

graduation 

rate 

 

2022 

Non-NA 

graduation 

rate 

 

2022 

Waubay 42% 43% 80% 42% 43% 57% 

Summit57 17% 0% 100% 22% 100% 100% 

Sisseton 54% 88% 91% 67% 79% 92% 

Tiospa 

Zina Tribal 

School 

NA 46% NA NA 50% NA 

 

Though we have English-medium schools and educational systems infused with Dakota 

language and culture (Enemy Swim Day School and Tiospa Zina Tribal School), there continues 

to be a disparity in graduation rates between Native American and non-Native American students 

on the Lake Traverse Reservation (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2020). In their call for the use of 

critical culturally sustaining/revitalizing pedagogy (CSRP), Teresa McCarty and Tiffany Lee 

state, “Native students are not, as a group, experiencing greater success in school. Schools are 

clearly not meeting the needs of Indigenous students” (2014, 106). This statement is evidenced 

 
57 The graduation rate reported by the Summit School District does not appear to be calculated correctly. 
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within the Lake Traverse Reservation by the disparity in graduation rates between Native 

American and non-Native American students (Table 12). This disparity is most pronounced 

within the Sisseton School District that shows a significant imbalance of graduation rates 

between non-Native and Native students. From the reporting years of 2020 to 2022, the divide 

increased. Of important note is the percentage of Native American students enrolled with the 

Sisseton School District that also grows between the reporting periods. The data coming from the 

Sisseton School District is a red flag indicating Native American students are not being 

positively served by the school system.  Unfortunately, there has been a pattern of barriers to 

successful education for Native American students in this community over the last century. 

Leaders within the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate called out the educational suppression occurring in 

the early 1900s stating, 

 

There was still great prejudice on the part of the white population. 

The same people who were willing to lease and buy Indian lands, 

often at the lowest rates possible, were opposed to allowing Indian 

students to attend the district schools (Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 

1972, 110). 

 

In 1965 in response to this prejudice, the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate tribal council “accepted 

recommendations of the education committee for a high school to be erected in Sisseton” 

(Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 1972, 122). The Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate has played a significant 

role in the development of educational opportunities across the reservation, and continues to be 

critical to the survival of many schools. The disparity in educational achievement of Native 

American students indicates the system is not serving those it was built for. 

There have been calls for culturally responsive teaching methods, coupled with a push to 

enhance the educational system with Dakota language and culture. The establishment of an 
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education code that also incorporates the importance of Dakota language and culture is an 

important accomplishment for tribal sovereignty and Dakota education. However, there are two 

warnings that Fishman makes that should be taken into critical consideration. Fishman states, 

 

Do not start too far away from things that have to do with home, 

family, and community on an intergenerational basis…do not 

concentrate along institutional lines. Most languages are not 

institutional, but informal and spontaneous. That is where language 

lives. Children live; they play; they laugh; they fall; they argue; 

they jump; they want; they scream (1996, 89). 

 

What becomes apparent in the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate State of Education Report is that the 

Dakota language has become institutionalized. In addition to the educational institutions, the 

report also counts the Dakota Language Institute within the department of education, connecting 

it to the educational system. Further, the tribal education department identifies the purpose of 

their work to “preserve the Dakotah language” (Johnson et al 2022, 4). While connecting 

programming through this network can help to prevent siloed programs and support 

collaboration, the result can also be the spread of systemic ideologies that maintain the status quo 

for Dakota language revitalization. This report reflects the current domains of use of the Dakota 

language within our community, as well as a specific intent to preserve rather than to revitalize it 

or to achieve Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi. 

 

Challenges in Establishing, Maintaining, and Growing Indigenous Language Schools 

 

One of the most pressing challenges in establishing, maintaining, and growing 

Indigenous language schools is the Western educational model our society impresses upon us 
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and normalizes. Graham Smith defines this phenomenon as hegemony. Smith says that this is a 

way of thinking that “occurs when oppressed groups take on dominant group thinking and ideas 

uncritically and as ‘common-sense’, even though those ideas may in fact be contributing to 

forming their own oppression” (2000, 3). Modern school systems follow a pattern that separates 

children from their families and communities for formal education that is said to prepare them 

for modern society. As has been shown, Indigenous children, and in turn their families and 

communities, do not benefit from this system and struggle to succeed (Kanaʻiaupuni and 

Ledward 2014, 156; Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2020; Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 2022; McCarty 

and Lee 2014, 106). Recognizing how the school systems and educational models impact the 

success of our children and families, as well as the success of Indigenous language schools, is 

important to helping us to identify solutions and strengths-based Dakota models.   

Additional barriers to developing strengths-based Dakota models are extraction research 

models and consistent effort and motivation. Jeff Corntassel and Adam Gaudry call out 

extraction research as “a process by which Indigenous knowledge is removed from Indigenous 

communities without following traditional protocol or without establishing a primary 

commitment to the community “being researched” (2014, 171). As a result of this approach, 

Indigenous voices and ways of life experience “silencing, fragmentation, and appropriation.” 

Simultaneously, “Indigenous control of Indigenous knowledges” is effectively usurped as 

researchers take it upon themselves to translate what they take, and disconnect communities from 

the responsibility of telling their stories (2014, 173). Corntassel and Gaudry’s description of 

extraction also mirrors what is occurring in the approach to education. Community and 

Indigenous ways of knowing are often excluded and disconnected from education systems. In 

relation to this concept of extraction, Tiffany Lee addresses “compartmentalization, isolation, 
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and separation of language courses and programs from school-based priorities and emphases” 

(2016, 110). As key challenges within Indigenous education and language revitalization, this 

approach to language education can lead to: 

• Inequality for teachers (native languages offered as electives) 

• The idea that Native language lessons for children must be relegated to numbers, 

colors, and animals 

• The notion that Native languages must only be used in certain domains (such as 

the classroom) or at certain times (as an attachment to a report)  

Approaches to language education, revitalization, and speaking that support extraction 

methods and compartmentalization/isolation/separation consequently impact the ideology of the 

language. Lee goes on to say that “the displacement of Native languages in school positions 

Indigenous languages in the past, associated with “tradition” and excluded from the progress of 

present-day society” (2016, 110). Such ideology has far-reaching consequences within our 

communities that ultimately result in the beliefs that our languages are relics, not living, do not 

have a place or value in our contemporary lives, and are novelties.   

Lee identifies consistent effort and motivation as a major challenge that confronts 

language revitalization efforts (2016, 111). The compartmentalization/isolation/separation that 

Lee identified is not limited to school curriculum, rather, it is an inherent approach across 

programs and communities. Communities often have language programs or departments that are 

a part of schools or operate as a part of their tribal government. You might also see language and 

culture show up as a policy. What is common across educational systems is the language is often 

left to stand on its own. What you do not commonly see are approaches to language and culture 

infused across and within a community. There is no expectation for the use of the language to 
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happen within payroll, the café, by administrators, or in the realty office. When languages are 

siloed to educational systems, they become a second thought, someone else’s responsibility, and 

people associate the language with something that can just be picked up and put down. Lee 

writes that “Native language revitalization is more than simply learning the mechanics of 

understanding and speaking the language… students need to be mentally, physically, and 

spiritually prepared to learn their language” (2016, 107). This need extends beyond students to 

the broader community, and it requires alignment and connection of systems with the language, 

lifeways, community, and kinship. 

 The answers and solutions to such challenges and barriers rest within our culture. Smith 

identifies the reclamation of “the validity and legitimacy of our own language, knowledge and 

culture; to position our own ways of knowing as being relevant and significant in the ‘elite’ 

knowledge production and reproduction ‘factories’” as both a challenge and a path to 

transformation for Indigenous communities” (2003, 4). Lumbee scholar Bryan Brayboy provides 

a tangible example of how Indigenous understanding through story is delegitimized. This is 

commonplace and again, a tactic of extraction. However, Brayboy argues that “stories serve as 

the basis for how our communities work… theories, through stories and other media, are 

roadmaps for our communities and reminders of our individual responsibilities to the survival of 

our communities” (2006, 427). Connection with and grounding in community are critical to 

successful educational and language revitalization models (Smith 2003, 10; Lee 2016, 100). As 

Dakota people, our knowledge systems embedded within Dakota Wicohan are intricately 

connected to our kinship, connection and responsibility to the land, and critical guides to 

sustainable and healthy lifeways. As communities, we have the right and the responsibility to 

shape our education and language revitalization in ways that are grounded in Dakota teachings.  



 

142 
 

Is there a place for culture without language? 

 When I was teaching about identity and language revitalization, I used to ask my students 

about whether we could have Dakota culture without Dakota language. The story I would tell to 

accompany this question came from a powwow about fifteen years ago. A Kunsi got up and 

spoke in front of everyone and told us that if we do not speak Dakota, then we are not Dakota. It 

was silent in the gym when she said these things. She was angry and frustrated and trying to 

wake us up. Over the years, as I continued to tell this story and ask people what they thought 

about this, responses always came with defensiveness and an explanation that we still have other 

cultural traditions that we hold onto.  

 It is true we hold onto cultural traditions, but what is lost when the language that was 

used to convey those ways is absent? Writing about what is lost when you lose a language, 

Joshua Fishman states, “You are losing all those things that essentially are the way of life, the 

way of thought, the way of valuing, and the human reality that you are talking about” (1996, 81). 

Singers sing songs without knowing the words, people attend ceremony without knowing what is 

being said, people have trouble identifying their connection to the land and how that relationship 

can bring balance, and the ability to communicate with Dakota worldview is disrupted or even 

gone. We still have powwows, eat traditional foods, and practice cultural traditions that have 

been handed down by our ancestors. But you can see the mark and influence of Western systems 

across these spaces and capitalism is present and normalized. Connection to creation, land, and 

kinship are often missing. 

 

Language Programs 
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Over the last few decades, efforts at teaching and learning the Dakota language have 

followed a recurring pattern. Programs and excitement will develop and then go away or weaken. 

This lack of sustainability can happen within weeks or years but contributes to our inability to 

progress with Dakota language revitalization. The antithesis of this occurrence is the programs 

that exist for decades. These programs often record and/or teach Dakota, but do not generally 

develop speakers. Similarly, they are also subject to the same influences of language politics, 

burnout, and lack of support that impact the short-lived programming.   

The steady establishment of policy over the last decade indicates that there is community 

concern for the Dakota language. However, in Dakota communities, the number of speakers has 

dropped to critical levels and in some communities, the number of Dakota language speakers has 

dropped to zero. While Dakota language education in the school systems has been relatively 

consistent, there have also been recurring pushes to expand programming that will reverse the 

negative shift of the Dakota language. A major goal and theme of this push has been immersion 

education and a focus on children. This focus is rooted in the success of Hawaiian language 

revitalization. Many communities attribute the success of Hawaiians to the establishment of 

immersion education. Unfortunately, many aspects of the Hawaiian renaissance and language 

revitalization movement are not generally understood which has led to the absence of significant 

groundwork that can contribute to the sustainability of an effort like Dakota language immersion 

education. This groundwork is a strengths-based cultural foundation that includes the role and 

responsibility of family use of the language in the home, community planning, and community 

responsibility to the development and maintenance of programming. Over the last decade, 

though, the Dakota communities have experienced some efforts that have strengthened the 
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foundation of Dakota language revitalization within the community. These efforts include state 

certification of teachers, and diverse Dakota language programming.   

 

State Certification 

For many decades, the Dakota language and culture teachers within the tribal schools 

were elder fluent Dakota language speakers. Many were not formally trained teachers but held 

critical knowledge essential to the efforts of schools to teach the Dakota language. In the last 

decade, many of these teachers have begun to retire and leave the school systems. South Dakota 

schools require specialized certification for Dakota language and culture teaching. The Lakota, 

Dakota, Nakota language teacher certification authorizes colleges, universities, and communities 

across South Dakota to recommend new teachers for certification.  The requirements for 

recommendation for certification include: 

 

• Completion of an approved suicide awareness and prevention 

training 

• 3-hour methodology course directly related to teaching Lakota, 

Dakota, Nakota language and culture 

• Demonstrates proficiency in Lakota, Dakota, or Nakota oral 

and written language and , and recommended for licensure by a 

regionally-accredited institution of higher education offering a 

teacher education program in Lakota Studies 

• Recommended for licensure to teach Lakota, Dakota, or 

Nakota oral and written language and culture by an indigenous 

language board or similar organization recognized by tribal 

government 58 

 

 
58 State of South Dakota Department of Education 2019 
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The State of South Dakota does not have a clear strategy for consultation with tribes on 

the standards for certification. Also, the way in which these standards are implemented within 

the certifying institutions varies. Some implement these requirements by reviewing transcripts 

and conducting an interview with a fluent speaker. Other institutions have programs that 

individuals seeking certification must undergo. There is no formal communication between the 

institutions regarding standards for certification. Furthermore, the State of South Dakota has 

modified requirements over the years without announcing the changes and it is difficult to 

navigate their website and locate the materials and guidelines for certification. The impact of 

these inconsistencies is not clear and would require further research. 

 

Dakota Language Programming 

The Dakota language has been taught throughout educational entities on the Lake 

Traverse reservation for decades. Both tribal and public institutions have incorporated Dakota 

language education into the school systems formally and informally. How and where this has 

been implemented has shifted over time. Currently, Enemy Swim Day School, Tiospa Zina 

Tribal School, and Sisseton Wahpeton College are the only entities offering formal Dakota 

language education in the community. Sisseton High School offered Dakota language classes, 

but has since eliminated that offering. Dakota language lessons were also offered to students in 

the Sisseton public school system through the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Johnson O’Malley 

program, but that too has diminished in recent years. In 2020, Browns Valley School also created 

a position for a Dakota language and culture teacher. As a political appointee of the Sisseton-

Wahpeton Oyate and later an employee of Sisseton Wahpeton College, I participated in 

conversations and efforts towards establishing Dakota language immersion programming 



 

146 
 

beginning in 2011. That year, I visited the Cherokee Nation immersion program for the first 

time. What I understood from that experience was that our own community, and many others, 

were not ready to implement Dakota language immersion because we did not have the teachers 

to meet the capacity needs; there was a lack of infrastructure and a lack of community planning. 

As I have watched our community develop this important effort over the years, it is clear that 

there has been an ebb and flow to progress. Table 13 outlines some of the efforts that took place. 

Table 13. Timeline of Recent Dakota Language Programming Within the Sisseton-Wahpeton 

Oyate 

2002 Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate 

Dakota Language Institute 

A source of language preservation, a publication and 

printing outlet, and a Dakota language resource 

developer.59 

2014 Sisseton Wahpeton College Establishes Dakota Language Teaching Certificate 

Program60 

2016 Tiospa Zina Tribal School Launched a Dakota language immersion classroom 

2016 Dakota Language Alliance Cankdeska Cikana Community College, Sisseton 

Wahpeton College, Nebraska Indian Community 

College, Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community 

submit a proposal and are funded for the Voices of 

Our Ancestors Program. 

2017 Sisseton Wahpeton College Launched the Voices of Our Ancestors Program to 

develop new Dakota language teachers.61 

 

The Dakota Language Institute has been a long-running Dakota language revitalization 

program that began under the administration of Sisseton Wahpeton College, later breaking off 

and operating as an independent program, and then finally being incorporated and funded by the 

Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate tribal government. The Dakota Language Institute has operated as a 

 
59 Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate Dakotah Language Institute n.d. 
60Griffin 2023  
61 Ibid 2023 
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source of language preservation, a publication and printing outlet, and a Dakota language 

resource developer. The Dakota Language Institute maintains the richest collection of Dakota 

language documentation on the Lake Traverse Reservation and likely across all Dakota 

reservations and communities.   

In 2014, Sisseton Wahpeton College developed and implemented a Dakota Language 

Teaching Certificate Program as a means to certify new Dakota language teachers in accordance 

with South Dakota State certification standards. The new program, though rigorous, equipped 

those students interested in teaching the Dakota language with both language learning and 

teaching skills to help them teach more effectively in the area schools. Since its initiation, the 

program has shifted the standard for Dakota language teacher certification within the Lake 

Traverse Reservation community. The newest generation of Dakota language teachers are all 

second-language learners and must combine acquired language skill, language learning skills, 

and language teaching methods to effect successful revitalization efforts within the local schools.  

In 2016, the Dakota Language Alliance, a collaborative network connecting Sisseton 

Wahpeton College, Cankdeska Cikana Community College, and Nebraska Indian Community 

College was renewed. The purpose of this alliance was to standardize and share Dakota language 

teaching methods and resources across the three tribal colleges. The re-convening of this alliance 

brought the colleges together with the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community to initiate a 

second effort of adult Dakota language immersion. In 2001, the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux 

Community established a Dakota language program that brought together two fluent Dakota 

speakers with eight apprentices. They were fully funded to learn the Dakota language full-time 

for two years. The goal was that the apprentices would gain fluency in the Dakota language. The 

program disbanded at the end of two years, but major resources resulted from it. The 550 Dakota 
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Verbs book, and broadly- recognized Dakota language educator Redwing Thomas from Santee 

both resulted from this effort. In 2016, the reconvening of the Dakota Language Alliance 

intended to re-establish this effort with a broader scope. In addition to the three tribal colleges, 

the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community and Ft. Peck Community College joined the 

Alliance to submit a proposal for two-year adult immersion education programs in each of the 

five communities. The idea was that this programming would be administered simultaneously at 

each site and would develop twenty new Dakota language speakers and teachers in two years. 

The proposal was submitted to the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community and funded. It 

was an exciting and hopeful venture. While the ultimate goal of twenty new speakers was not 

achieved, Sisseton Wahpeton College (Griffin 2020) and Ft. Peck were able to certify new 

Dakota language teachers through both of their programs and the vitality of the Dakota language 

within the Shakopee Mdewakanton Sioux Community has increased. 

Beyond the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate, all Dakota communities are engaged in efforts to 

revitalize the Dakota language. Table 14 outlines some of the programming. 

Table 14. Dakota Language Programming Across Communities 

University of Minnesota Dakota Language 

Program62 

Offers Dakota language courses, scholarships, 

teacher student practicum, a Dakota Teaching 

Certificate, and the Dakota Language House 

Bdote Learning Center63 Place-based language immersion school for 

Dakota and Ojibwe 

Minneapolis American Indian Center64 Offers the Culture Language and Arts Network, 

including a series of free online language courses 

 
62 University of Minnesota 2023 https://cla.umn.edu/ais/undergraduate/language-programs/dakota-language-
program  
63 Bdote Learning Center 2022 https://bdote.org/our-story  
64 Minneapolis American Indian Center 2017 https://www.maicnet.org/programs/  

https://cla.umn.edu/ais/undergraduate/language-programs/dakota-language-program
https://cla.umn.edu/ais/undergraduate/language-programs/dakota-language-program
https://bdote.org/our-story
https://www.maicnet.org/programs/
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Dakóta Iápi Okhodakičhiye65 Dakota language curriculum and materials 

development 

Dakota Wicohan66 Dakota language and culture revitalization 

programming 

Ċaŋṣayapi Waḳaŋyeẓa Owayawa Oṭi 67 Lower Sioux Indian Community Head Start 

immersion program 

Upper Sioux Community68 Tribal Historic Preservation Office - community 

Dakota language education 

Zani Otunwe69 A Dakota planned community located near the 

Upper Sioux Community 

 

Beyond the Sisseton-Wahpeton Oyate, all Dakota communities are engaged in efforts to 

revitalize the Dakota language. Within the Minneapolis metro area, broad and growing 

programming exists thanks to the tireless efforts of the University of Minnesota Dakota 

Language program. In addition to the university program, Bdote Learning Center was established 

for Dakota language immersion education. The American Indian Center has also expanded its 

educational capacity by offering virtual Dakota language classes. The Dakota Okodakiciye 

advocates for the Dakota language and works to contribute to the growing resources available for 

language education.   

The Lower Sioux Community has long been the home of Dakota Wicohan, a Dakota 

nonprofit that works towards language and culture revitalization through language education, arts 

 
65 Dakhóta Iápi Okhódakičhiye 2020 https://dakhota.org/about-dio/  
66 Dakota Wicohan 2020 https://dakotawicohan.org/about/  
67 Ċaŋṣayapi Waḳaŋyeẓa Owayawa Oṭi 2019 https://lscwoo.com/our-story/  
68 Upper Sioux Community n.d. https://www.facebook.com/uscthpo/  
69 Jones 2022 

https://dakhota.org/about-dio/
https://dakotawicohan.org/about/
https://lscwoo.com/our-story/
https://www.facebook.com/uscthpo/
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apprenticeships, and cultural youth programming. The Lower Sioux Community has also 

established immersion programming through their tribally-operated Head Start.   

The Upper Sioux Community has historically been a major source for the preservation of 

the Dakota language. The Riggs dictionary was first developed in this community and one of the 

contributors to the University of Minnesota Dakota Iapi curriculum is Carolyn Cavender 

Schommer, an elder speaker from the Upper Sioux Community. The community is now 

engaging in efforts to support Dakota language education and speech among its members.   

One of the major inhibitors of success with Dakota language education has been the lack 

of communication and collaboration across programs. For many years, programs worked in silos 

across communities. Some of this isolation is political, but generally it is the result of poorly- 

developed networks between programs and support systems for staff. Programs are generally 

understaffed and overtaxed. Compounding this challenge, many language programs are often 

perceived as repositories where information can be extracted when wanted, or as the ones 

responsible for leading and maintaining language revitalization. These perceptions overlook the 

importance of the home, family, and individual responsibility. It is great that programs are seen 

as a resource for Dakota language; however, it is concerning that most of the responsibility of the 

revitalization and preservation of the Dakota language is put on programs. Similarly, the 

movement to establish immersion education is placing the responsibility of learning and carrying 

the language squarely on the shoulders of children. Language revitalization requires community, 

but many of our efforts fall short because there is not foundational community support. 

Community support does not mean that the entire Dakota population must be behind language 

revitalization, but it does mean that it is critical for more than one person or one program to be 

working towards the goal of Dakota as a first-language for future generations. 
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In addition to Dakota language programming built around Western educational models, 

two new Dakota planned communities emerged with very different approaches. In 2021, the 

University of Minnesota announced its new Dakota Language House. This planned living and 

learning community was established “to help students attain a higher level of fluency in the 

Dakota language while promoting Dakota culture. Students will increase their knowledge of 

everyday vocabulary and usage and overall fluency in the Dakota language, gain confidence in 

speaking Dakota, and a sense of community among the Dakota language students garnering 

lifelong friendships and connections” (Dakota House LLC n.d.).  

Construction of Zani Otunwe (Village of Wellness) near Granite Falls, Minnesota began 

in 2019. Executive Director Waziyatawin shared that native plants are being reintroduced to the 

area and the hope is that families will one day move in to live a traditional Dakota lifestyle with 

the Dakota language. She stated, “One of the things I’ve often said is that it’s illegal to be Dakota 

in Dakota homeland… What I mean is that every system and institution that we’re subject to is 

not of our making. If we try to live fully as Dakota people and practice our ways, we always 

bump up against the law.” One of the seven planned earth lodges has been built in this 

community (Jones 2022).  

The most recent examples of Zani Otunwe and the Dakota Language House are 

approaching Dakota language revitalization from a model of building community but 

demonstrate this model in vastly different ways. Zani Otunwe is family-based, whereas the 

Dakota Language House is the extension of an academic program aimed at housing students. 

Both are approaching their communities with the idea of building the space for others to come 
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and join existing community and programming.70 Rather than participants actively contributing 

to the vision and building these spaces from the ground up, the spaces are being established by 

existing programs. These communities both differ from examples of Irish and Maskoke families 

living together and then building programming.  

The Dakota language has gone through a significant pattern of evolution. In Chapter 3, 

Bdoketu, the strengths of Dakota womanhood and identity contributed to a balanced foundation 

for the Dakota language and Dakota Wowicohan to thrive. Chapter 4, Ptanyetu, introduced us to 

the patterns of colonization and assimilation that greatly impacted the way the Dakota language 

was used and the resilience with which Dakota women navigated that. Now, with the framing of 

Waniyetu, we see the efforts of Dakota language revitalization over the past few decades. During 

this time, the number of speakers across Dakota communities continued to decline as 

programming developed around Western educational approaches with a deficit-based foundation. 

In many efforts, family is not foundational to learning and speaking the Dakota language. We 

have yet to see the outcomes of many of the contemporary Dakota language revitalization 

efforts; however, we now have the opportunity to utilize the knowledge of the systems and 

patterns impacting the Dakota language. From this place, we can step back into the strengths of 

Dakota identity, and more specifically, Dakota womanhood to develop Dakota language 

speaking communities.   

 

 

  

 
70 The Sisseton-Wahpeton College Voices of Our Ancestors program was a similar approach that 

lacked living accommodations.  
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Chapter 7 

 

Wetu: Strengthening Our Actions Through Understanding 

 

On the edge of a dream, 

The songs came. 

Condensed from the fog, 

Like dewdrops on cattails, 

They formed perfectly clear. 

Whispering through leaves, 

Heavy voices rise up, 

Drift beyond night  

Towards the silent dawn, 

And sing. 

Hekta ehanna ded untipi. 

Heun he ohinni unkiksuyapi kte. 

Anpetu dena ded untipi. 

Heca ohinni undowanapi kte. 

Always on still morning air, 

They come, 

Connected by  

Memories and 

Song. 

(Gwen Westerman 2013, 22) 

 

 



 

154 
 

 Wetu is a time of renewal, rebirth, and rejoicing. Hekta ehanna, they say long ago the 

people would celebrate when they saw the geese return. This was a relief and a happy time 

because it meant that the harshness of winter was subsiding, and spring, along with warmer 

weather, would soon arrive. Wetu can be translated as the spring season, but its true meaning 

conveys this feeling of new life emerging, of waking up, and breathing air laced with the 

sweetness of snow melting and plants emerging from hibernation. The names of the moons 

during this time describe this emergence: Maga Okada Wi geese laying eggs, Wojupi Wi the 

planting moon, and Wajusteca Wi when strawberries ripen. 

 This point in time is a moment in which the cycle renews. The patterns of life will 

continue as they did before, which if we pay attention, will guide our actions moving forward. 

We now know what to expect. We know where certain plants will grow and when, we know 

where the animals will return, and we know the signs that will tell us when it is safe to plant. We 

now also know and recognize the cycle and patterns our language and culture have been a part 

of, and the responsibility of Dakota women to ensure the continuity of our people. At this point, 

we must decide whether we will allow disruptive cycles and patterns to repeat, or if we will learn 

from the strengths of our women to build a new approach that can maintain alignment with both 

the natural world and Dakota understanding. 

 Our ancestors traveled extensively and went to great lengths to learn from other tribes. 

Prized trade goods, such as dentalium shells or the transition of design, are indicative of these 

relationships. There are stories of the interrelationship of the Dakota and Ojibwe and it is said 

that the wolf clan of the Ojibwe are Dakota descendants that intermarried (Westerman and White 

2012, 38). When Europeans arrived, our leaders traveled as far as the East coast to negotiate the 

fur trade with them (ibid 2012, 65), but they also traveled great distances to challenge the United 
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States government. My family passes down the story of Kangi Duta, Red Crow, who went to 

Washington D.C. to speak against the 1867 treaty. He was murdered while there for speaking 

against the treaty and is buried in the National Cemetery. There are also stories of my great-

grandmother Emily Adams traveling on a regular basis back and forth from Sisseton to Upper 

Sioux. Elders in the Upper Sioux community remembered her and were able to tell my mom 

these stories about 25 years ago. Our ancestors did not sit idle, they actively sought knowledge 

and understanding. This type of intentionality is passed down in families and communities, but 

the way it looks is different with every generation. While our experiences are the result of our 

environment and community, they are also part of a larger network of environments and 

communities that all touch, interact with, and impact each other. Our ancestors understood that 

trade was an important part of maintaining that network. Just as we rely on our community for 

health and support, the environment’s and communities' health broadly impact each other. 

Sickness can spread from one to another, just as new technology and methods of hunting or 

gardening can.  

With this understanding and following years of community planning and programming 

for language and culture revitalization, I sought the help of other Indigenous peoples. I wanted to 

understand why things were happening the way they were, what invisible systems and history 

were sidelining our efforts, and how I could identify a new path that could break away from the 

old one. Like my ancestors before me, I sought conversation and understanding outside of my 

community and I found that in the Ka Haka ʻUla o Keʻelikōlani program at the University of 

Hawaii, Hilo. In this space, I learned from and worked alongside others seeking similar answers 

from many nations; Kahnawake, Arapaho, Oglala Lakota, Hawaiʻi, Sāmoa, and Okinawa. As a 

Dakota woman, the answers I sought were always within the Dakota Wowicohan Dakota way of 
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life, but sometimes it is necessary to see and hear other perspectives in order to build on the 

strengths of your own identity. It is also necessary to step back and observe, be in silence, and 

take the time to think about what has and is happening. This type of intentionality and 

relationship strengthens our minds and actions and allow us to see further. Wanna now with 

deeper understanding, I can answer those questions and provide steps towards Dakota iapi kin 

wounhdakapi speaking the Dakota language.  

In Chapter 4 Bdoketu, creation, land, and kinship frame an understanding of the strengths 

of Dakota culture and the significant role of Dakota womanhood in nurturing the Dakota oyate 

nation through this way of life. Chapter 5 Ptanyetu, followed points of colonization, assimilation, 

and resilience through Dakota women’s letters from the 1860s, the Iapi Oaye, and shifting 

concepts about gender and language. Chapter 6 Waniyetu, provided context to the last thirty 

years of Dakota language revitalization efforts and the systems influencing them. From this 

story, we can see the gradual impact of Western, patriarchal systems working against Dakota 

Wowicohan. With the framework of the seasons, systemic patterns in the suppression of Dakota 

women and language emerge. These systemic patterns allow us to identify and navigate the 

changing face of colonization. Simultaneously, the characteristics of Dakota womanhood emerge 

as resilience and leadership, providing a strengths-based foundation and guide to build from.     

The following chapter is the culmination of this story on strengths-based Dakota 

womanhood. It is the result of two decades of work within Dakota language and culture 

revitalization, many questions, conversations, and a great deal of learning. We now have some 

awareness of the ideology and system described in previous chapters that are impacting the 

Dakota language and culture. There is much more to be understood beyond this, and much more 

to be uncovered; however, we must begin to couple our inquiries with action. Within this 
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chapter, I outline a re-envisioning of Dakota education, describe the research designed 

specifically to test this approach, and present my findings. Much like the seasons the chapters of 

this dissertation follow, the pattern of this chapter is just one part of a larger cycle. This is the 

implementation of woinina silence, bdiheca industriousness, and wookahnige understanding 

through Icepansiunkiciyapi: Winuna Se We treat each other as cousins and carry the attributes 

of first-born daughters. To understand this holistically and what the process for initiating change 

in a system like language revitalization is, this chapter will review the design of 

Icepansiunkiciyapi Winuna Se, Dakota Winyan Wohdakapi What was learned from interviews 

with Dakota women, and the implementation of Icepansiunkiciyapi Winuna Se.  

 

Anpetug Iyohi Daunkotapi – Designing Icepansiunkiciyapi Winuna Se 

De Dakota wicohan tehike tka waste. The Dakota way of life is difficult, but it is also 

good. To say that Dakota lifeways can be recognized and learned through creation, land, and 

kinship sounds simple, but the responsibility that comes with these things presents an everyday 

challenge. Within our current context, we do not necessarily need any of these things to breathe 

each day. But to ensure balance with our environment, the continuity of the Dakota way of life, 

and life for future generations, we must seek them out. Rather than educational standards and 

ideals defined by outside systems, I propose Icepansiunkiciyapi: Winuna Se We treat each other 

as cousins and behave with the characteristics of a first-born daughter (Icepansiunkiciyapi) as a 

culture-based, Dakota educational model that is built from the strengths, identity, and language 

of Dakota culture and the foundation of Dakota womanhood. Icepansiunkiciyapi is an 

educational model that has the power to initiate Dakota iapi wounhdakapi We converse in the 
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Dakota language, as well as reestablish our kinship system, connection to the land, and full 

realization of our identity as wicahpi oyate kin the star nation. 

 

Background of Icepansiunkiciyapi 

 In 2014, I started planning and administering community arts workshops developed 

around the idea of revitalizing traditional Dakota arts that were no longer practiced within our 

community. I did not realize it at the time, but this aligned perfectly with my interests in art and 

my concern for our people who had not been raised with this knowledge. For six years, I worked 

with relatives from within my community and other Dakota/Lakota communities to create 

opportunities to educate and learn various art forms. The excitement and growth I saw come 

from these experiences was incredible. However, the systemic illnesses I saw emerge in these 

spaces was equally disheartening. In one such moment, I saw true ugliness emerge and I told my 

friend, Randi Lynn Boucher, that I was going to stop this work. I told her what had happened and 

that the entitlement and jealousy coming from the space was too much. She listened and then 

told me something I will never forget. She said, “If we do not show them how to be good 

relatives, then who will?” She woke me up with those words and from that point, I created 

something new. I called it Winyan Okodakiciye Ladies’ Aide. Women had asked me for a space 

where we could get together, eat, and make things. So that is what we did. Every Wednesday for 

a few months, we shared a meal, laughed, and sometimes made things. As spring approached, 

fewer attended and we eventually stopped meeting because of the business that must happen in 

the spring and summer months. As I reflected on it then, and what I continue to believe, the 

break from our gatherings aligned with what I learned when I was still a young girl. The winter 
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months were for making things, that is when we bead, quill, and quilt. The summer is when we 

work outside. I do not know where I learned this, but it is embedded within me.  

 It was not until 2021 that I reorganized this gathering and renamed it Icepansiunkiciyapi. 

By that point, my life had transitioned into a new time. In those years, I watched a cycle much 

like what has been described in this research, happen to my work. In the midst of it, I thought 

that what I had built was dismantled and destroyed, but what I came to understand was that it had 

simply transitioned like me and alongside me. I was asked to bring the women in our community 

together again. I planned it out much like I had in the past, but it did not go quite as planned. 

Those that were supposed to be there were, and the time we spent together healed and nourished 

us through laughter, stories, food, and creation. This was the first and last time I held this 

gathering for the community, but when I am ready, it will come again.  

For some time before initiating Icepansiunkiciyapi, I was thinking about what was 

needed to not just revitalize the Dakota language, but to bring about Dakota Iapi Wounhdakapi. 

Simultaneously, I was thinking about the strengths of our women and the barriers I kept hearing 

about. I have heard women across tribal nations talk about the ease with which men navigate, 

learn, and lead in the space of language revitalization, while the women struggle because they 

have to take care of children and homes. I knew this was not right, but I could not pinpoint why. 

Then I realized, taking care of children and homes is not a barrier, it is a strength and source of 

power. Understanding who we are as Dakota women from the lessons of our grandmothers, that 

we are the first teachers, we do much of the work that ensures the continuity of our language and 

lifeways, and we always make sure to do what needs to be done, is the fire of our identity and 

must be nourished. We have been misled to think that these somehow weaken us and keep us 

from learning and speaking the language and being successful. We have been misled to think that 



 

160 
 

the systems with which language revitalization happens are the only pathway, that we must have 

the prescribed books, classes, and certifications and adhere to the impositions of institutional 

education to speak the Dakota language and be Dakota.  

Anpetug iyohi Daunkotapi ka ohinni Dakota iapi ce’e Every day we are Dakota and we 

must always speak Dakota. Who we are is what we must rely on and build from if we are to 

attain a level of Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi. The model of Icepansiunkiciyapi is built from my 

experiences, the lessons passed down from the matriarchs of my family, the lessons passed down 

from the Dakota women whose stories have emerged despite patriarchal silencing, and from the 

strengths of the land, language, and culture.  

Culture-based educational models can be as diverse as the Indigenous communities and 

nations that establish them. Kanaʻiaupuni, Ledward, and Malone write about the culture-based 

education (CBE) model and characteristics as:  

 

Efforts to revitalize languages, knowledge, practices, and beliefs 

lost or suppressed through colonization or occupation…Reframing 

Indigenous identities as cultural advantage creates 

counterhegemonic opportunities by giving voice to the expertise of 

elders and other cultural sources of community, familial, and 

individual strengths (2017, 314S). 

 

CBE is a counter approach to mainstream education that recognizes the strengths of Indigenous 

peoples and offers an alternative to the one-size-fits all approach in Western education. CBE 

“refers to teaching and learning that are grounded in a cultural worldview, from whose lens are 

taught the skills, knowledge, content, and values that students need in our modern, global 

society” (Kanaʻiaupuni and Kawaiʻaeʻa 2008, 71). Kumu Keiki Kawaiʻaeʻa shared the 

importance of building education from Indigenous people’s strengths rather than deficits and “a 
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framework that isn’t theirs.”71 Indigenous knowledge systems guide the frame and structure of 

Native and strengths-based education. Building on ancient, intergenerational knowledge, 

recognizing family as the center of education, and experiential and hands-on learning are critical 

to this approach (Kanaʻiaupuni, S., et. al. 2017, 318S). 

 The following considers what Icepansiunkiciyapi as a culture-based educational model 

might look like in practice, including: location, teachers, students, what is taught, and content 

and assessment. Each section presents structure and concepts that should be considered when 

planning community and family programming. It is important to recognize that there may be 

unanticipated experiences that emerge, and some parts may take longer than expected and others 

take less time. Remember to be flexible and that there is no failure, only learning.  

 

Tukted Unkospepi - Location 

 Our lives are much different than our ancestors’. Contemporary American life is 

sedentary. As a result, we do not experience and live with the land in the way that formed and 

nurtures the Dakota way of life. There are many barriers that would prevent us from fully 

realizing this type of lifestyle today – state and federal laws, land ownership, large-scale farming, 

pollution, and sick and endangered animals, plants, and medicine resources. However, this does 

not mean we cannot find and develop ways to reestablish our connection with the land. Dakota 

doctor and author, Dr. Charles Eastman wrote about his own childhood and described that the 

first teachings a child receives are from their mother and the land (1911, 87). Similarly, Meyer 

 
71 Kawaiʻaeʻa, Keiki, KIND 794 Issues in Hawaiian & Indigenous language and Culture Education: Talkstory. March 
13, 2022. 
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states, “One does not simply learn about land, we learn best from land” (2013, 219). 

Opportunities to learn language and culture are often confined to certain classrooms, buildings, 

or departments. The danger of this is that those spaces become the only spaces where language 

learning happens. Recognizing the layers of communities, sites, and homes that learning and 

speaking can take place in broadens our experiences and our understanding that the language can 

be in all places. To have a fully functioning and sustainable Dakota educational model, learning 

from the land is an essential factor. Rather than a single site or location, this space for the 

revitalization of the Dakota language and culture should span across our homelands as a 

reflection of how Dakota society functioned historically, and still functions in our contemporary 

lives. Figure 9 demonstrates what this might look like. (Background map courtesy of Robertson 

2017-2023) shows five points on the Lake Traverse Reservation as potential locations where the 

Dakota language and culture can be taught and used. These sites represent home locations of 

knowledge keepers, but more importantly, align with culturally important sites. Each is a site 

where resources required for a Dakota way of life can be located. 
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Figure 9. Map of Lake Traverse Reservation Modified With Five Points Marking Dakota 

Wicohan 
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Figure 10 shows the potential locations across Dakota homelands that can serve as sites 

dedicated to Dakota language and culture learning and living. (Background map courtesy of Dey 

2014) These sites represent the home communities of advanced and committed Dakota language 

and culture knowledge keepers. They also represent communities that hold significant cultural 

resources, from plants and medicines to sacred sites. 

Figure 10. Map of Dakota Homelands with Points of Dakota Language and Culture Learning 

Sites 

 

 The intent of these points is not to establish that these are the only places where these 

activities do or can occur; rather, this shows how we can be present across spaces, reconnect 

bonds between Dakota bands and communities, reestablish our relationship with the land and 

important cultural sites, and recognize that learning does not happen in a stationary environment. 

Importantly, these points are marked with stars to also draw attention back to the stellar 

connections that align the Dakota way of life. There are constellations of Dakota people and 
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sacred sites across the land, and they align with the constellations in the sky. Recognition and 

understanding of our place on the land and in the universe can help guide our learning.  

 

Wounspekiya – Teachers 

In our ancestors’ time, individuals and communities often had specialized knowledge that 

was shared across people and communities. Not one person or community knew everything. For 

example, there could be individuals specialized in quillwork or bow making that would trade 

across communities. Today, we understand this, but when it comes to seeking teachers of the 

language and culture, we often assume that the teachers we find hold broad knowledge on all 

things Dakota. We have come to experience instances where our elders do not have traditional 

plant knowledge, perhaps they are Christian and do not know traditional religious practices, and 

many are unfamiliar with historic material culture. There is also often talk about how we lose 

libraries of knowledge when we lose elders. This is true, but it also characterizes our elders and 

knowledge about being Dakota as if they are books or internet sources. This worldview 

contributes to a lack of individual responsibility to experience and learn Dakota language and 

culture. Rather than sources to extract information from, our teachers are guides helping us 

realize our connection as Dakota people. Teachers can be any age; to teach does not require a 

degree or status, teaching happens at all times, and across all spaces.  

Teachers within Icepansiunkiciyapi will pass on knowledge and understanding that is 

built from their personal strengths and experience through the medium of Dakota language. They 

recognize that they will be students for the rest of their lives and their teachers are fluent 

speakers, the land, their families, and the broader community. The teachers that will be a part of 

the Icepansiunkiciyapi, practice the lifeways that they teach and likely grew up with them or 
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spent their lives learning. Examples of these include singing, quillwork, or the uses of plants and 

medicines. These individuals are familiar with gardening, foraging, hunting/fishing, making 

things for use, cooking, and feeding others. They demonstrate the values of bdiheca 

industriousness and wounsida humility, which means they are action oriented with the well-being 

of the community and future generations in mind. These teachers are also not afraid to speak 

Dakota and use it with intentionality from the foundation of their daily lives, through their 

teaching and across contexts.  

Because an individual carries knowledge, they must not sacrifice their health, well-being, 

and spirit to pass that knowledge on to others. When gifted with specific skills, it is a 

responsibility to share that knowledge, but there must also be reciprocity. We must be leery of 

entitlement when it comes to what our teachers share and who they share their knowledge with. 

Teachers are not a library or bookstore where you can just collect knowledge as if they are 

objects. Rather, teachers show a pathway towards knowledge, and it is up to the student what 

they do with that. It is essential that the student also recognize and honor their teacher for what 

they are given. Tobacco can be offered along with a gift when seeking knowledge; it is also 

appropriate to acknowledge the energy a teacher gives by gifting them with other material, plant, 

food, etc. items of significance or importance to the student.  

Teachers must be aware that they do not only pass on knowledge, but also the essence of 

who they are. As Charlot states, “the teacher does not merely train the student in a limited skill 

but initiates him or her into certain Hawaiian attitudes and views…In the transmission of these 

skills and attitudes, nonverbal factors and means – such as mood, timing, setting, example, and 

imitation – are as important as verbal instruction and explanation” (Charlot 2005, 33). The ability 
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to share one’s spirit with students and to nurture their learning and connection is a significant 

responsibility. 

Wounspekuwa – Students 

The Icepansiunkiciyapi will support many different types of students and learners at 

varying levels but will have a scaffolded approach that is cyclical and grows or expands to meet 

the needs of an entire community. For the planning and implementation of this educational 

model, we must be aware of the different ideologies that exist in our community and the many 

pathways a learner may take towards this education. We can categorize individuals in the 

community in different ways:  

• Age: child, youth, young adult, adult, older person, elder 

• Affiliation: profession, professional status, political affiliation, familial affiliation, 

whether a person grew up in the community or not, education, gender, phenotype, 

religious belief, religious affiliation, social affiliation, age 

• Identity: cultural knowledge, comprehension of self-identity, personality, level of 

familial support 

• Knowledge of the language: fluent speaker, second-language learner, second-

language speaker, the generation that “can understand but not speak,” basic levels of 

competency, little to no knowledge of the language, people who know and teach the 

language but don’t speak, homeless population that speaks the language freely, and 

those that are not affiliated with an institution but speak 

• Family structure: number of family members, age of children, age difference between 

the parents, social behaviors of the family, level of Dakota language proficiency of 

each parent, presence of extended family, interaction with extended family 
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This is not an exhaustive list. There are many ways in which a person can show up as a 

learner in our community and they are likely a mix of some or many of these characteristics. All 

these categories, and more, contribute to who and how we talk to each other. What complicates 

this further is one’s understanding and participation in Dakota worldview. How one views each 

of these categories can be dramatically different if you are considering your personal and others’ 

social responsibilities with a Dakota or Western worldview. Each of these characteristics must be 

recognized and anticipated as Icepansiunkiciyapi is initiated. Accommodation of learning 

characteristics and personal experiences will impact the efforts made to teach others in a way 

that they retain the knowledge and understanding of their experiences and are able to convey 

them to their family, friends, and broader community. There is not one way to accommodate 

learner characteristics, but awareness and the ability to adapt are critical to responding positively. 

Ignoring these factors can complicate teaching efforts. 

 Icepansiunkiciyapi began with a small group of women that are committed to learning 

and speaking the Dakota language. They all know each other and are comfortable spending time 

together. Each has different cultural skills and different levels of competency within the Dakota 

language. They are familiar with Dakota culture from lived experience and committed to sharing 

what they know with others.  

 With the foundation of Icepansiunkiciyapi established, it will expand to immediate family 

members or close friends of the first women. This may include children (from babies to adults), 

nieces and nephews, cousins, and possibly older relatives. These students represent those that the 

teachers speak with most often and have lifeways in common. The whole family is often not a 

part of Western educational models but is essential to a culture-based Dakota model. Families 
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are the first source of education, where we first learn to communicate, and often those we go 

through everyday life with. It is important then to build out to the larger community from this 

foundational strength. It should be acknowledged that family dynamics can often impair one’s 

ability to speak Dakota or engage in cultural activities together if use of the language in the home 

was not a standard set from the beginning. It may be difficult to transition a family from one 

behavior to another, such as starting to use Dakota commands, kinship terms, or conversational 

phrases when English has been the medium of communication. Spouse to spouse and parent to 

child dynamics can present a challenge. What is important is that a teacher is making an active 

attempt to live what they will teach with others. If their actions in their home do not align, those 

gaps will open them up for criticism and indicate shortcomings in what they will be able to teach. 

 Once a foundation through kinship has been established for Icepansiunkiciyapi, teachers 

will begin to more formally structure how students throughout the community will be recruited 

and taught. The students brought into learning will be based on the strengths of the teacher. A 

Dakota woman teacher with knowledge of traditional foods, medicines, and material culture 

might dedicate lessons and time to teaching other women of the community who have an interest 

in learning about or practicing these lifeways. It would be important that spaces for women 

honor the strengths of women and therefore welcome and encourage them to bring their children. 

Students will be recruited through various means including by personal invitation, through 

friends or family, or by public announcement. These students may also approach the teachers and 

request to learn specific knowledge from them. It is not likely that the students will have enough 

comprehension of the Dakota language to maintain an extended conversation or to understand 

direction from their teacher.  
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 In addition to providing individualized lessons for students, Icepansiunkiciyapi teachers 

will be able to support Dakota language and culture content for local schools and organizations. 

There is a growing need for Dakota language and culture teachers across all of Dakota makoce. 

Qualified teachers often have multiple job offers and it is difficult for schools to fill positions. 

This reveals an opportunity in which the culture-based approaches of Icepansiunkiciyapi can 

reach students in the mainstream K-12 system, higher education, or other organizations. The 

challenge of reaching these students is whether the teachings of Icepansiunkiciyapi are applied 

through a Western lens, or if they are allowed to lead the learning process. If school systems or 

organizations seek teachers and lessons from Icepansiunkiciyapi, a requirement must be that 

teachers and administrators are also students and must incorporate key learnings into the 

foundation of their curriculum.  

 As the number and capacity of teachers grows, self-guided lessons and curriculum with 

support services will be available to families and professional departments (either within 

educational institutions or government and tribal offices). These students represent a full-circle 

approach to Icepansiunkiciyapi. Teachers will empower these students to take on the 

responsibility of learning the Dakota language and culture with peers in relevant contexts.  

 The final type of student will exist through collateral exposure. As teachers and their 

students expand the domains in which they use the Dakota language and practice Dakota culture, 

the general public will also experience these teachings. With enough exposure on a regular basis, 

hearing the language will become normalized and people will pick up on vocabulary and 

phrases. There are stories that even the wasicu store owners in Sisseton spoke Dakota in the past. 

This can be a reality again as more teachers and students begin to use Dakota as the medium of 

communication across domains.    
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Taku unspewicakiyapi kta he? – What is Taught 

 Within the Icepansiunkiciyapi, teachings will include contemporary Dakota lifeways with 

an emphasis on sustainability and connection. These lessons will teach relationship to each other, 

the land, and the universe within the context of and relevant to our everyday lives. Culture and 

language lessons to this point have often been taught through classrooms and camps. The 

knowledge gained is often out of context, or the full understanding of everything that goes into it 

is not seen or grasped. Lessons must be within context, so language is being learned through 

experience rather than abstract ideas.  

 An example would be harvesting canpa (chokecherries). Many people within our 

community do this, but some are not aware of the deep learning that can occur during this 

process. Lessons would take place over the span of a year and could be as long as an afternoon to 

a full week. These include observing the trees bloom in the spring, identifying their location, 

caring for them and removing sickness, and watching them as they ripen so they can be 

harvested before they are all eaten in the fall. If you are not careful, the canpa can ripen and be 

completely consumed by birds within 24 hours. Harvesting, cleaning, and processing must all be 

done within days. Many things can be made from canpa including dried patties, juice, syrup, 

jelly/jam, and medicine. They can be frozen, dried, or canned. They can be used for ceremony or 

everyday consumption, and the seeds can be toxic if eaten in excess. The roots of the plant can 

be used for dying quills, fabrics, and other materials. What is produced can also be sold, 

bartered, or gifted.  
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The Dakota language and the range of scientific, social, cultural, and economic 

knowledge needed for these activities, as well as the time incorporated into this cycle requires 

the participation of much of the community at various stages and throughout each of the seasons. 

The teacher and student that engage in these activities would have a deeply intimate knowledge 

and relationship with the plants and the environment that sustains them once the year-long lesson 

is complete. The language required for these spaces would be relevant beyond these activities 

and could be used in other contexts as well; however, these activities would also cross domains. 

For a teacher and students, or relatives that come together to participate in many or all of these 

activities together, the potential for them to retain the knowledge and to continue to use the 

language together outside of these spaces is increased. 

Similar lessons can be developed that relate to countless activities. Examples include 

gardening, animal care, home care, medicine harvesting, wiwang wacipi sundance, inipi 

purification, hunting, and hide tanning. When we look at the breadth of one of these lessons 

within the cycle of seasons, we can see that learning never really ends. Bdoketu Summer is a 

time when food is plentiful, families gather, and ceremonies take place. Ptanyetu Fall is a time 

when we prepare for life to sleep, the leaves fall, and plants and animals prepare to hibernate. 

Waniyetu Winter has many descriptions of hardship, but this is a time we must be prepared for in 

order to survive; storytelling, art, winter games, and some harvesting happens during this season. 

Wetu Spring is a time of renewal, rebirth, rejoicing, and also observation. There are layers to 

experience, teachings, and observation that scaffold as we learn through seasons. The cycles 

repeat, but with different lessons each time and there are lessons that take a lifetime to learn. To 

approach our educational model, Icepansiunkiciyapi, as a cycle that all domains build from, 
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rather than a linear moment in one place, we unlock community learning. This is the space where 

we can connect with and nurture Dakota identity, and Dakota can be used without restriction. 

 

 

Unskanpi – Content and Assessment 

Goals for the implementation of Icepansiunkiciyapi will be planned over the span of 

decades and require constant adjustment and evolution. Within efforts to impact community, it 

can take five to ten years to see the outcomes of planning and action. The following provides a 

possible trajectory for students and how different levels will be approached in the first three 

years. It should be noted that there are many factors that can and will influence how these plans 

are realized. Different types of students as previously listed may take on their role earlier than 

planned. It is also possible that some of the content and targets for assessment in the first three 

years could take ten years. This is the nature of this work and the Dakota way of life. Teachers in 

this space must have the ability to account for and assume a level of flexibility that addresses 

anticipated factors. Nothing is rushed or forced, and when planned with intention, the outcomes 

will emerge as they are supposed to. 

 

Year 1 

The first year of Icepansiunkiciyapi will focus on enhancing the strengths of the teachers. 

As the number of first language fluent speakers continues to decline, it is important that the ones 

that will take on the responsibility of passing on the language and culture to the community are 
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able to advance their comprehension and endurance for speaking Dakota as far as possible. 

Though they will be teachers, these are the first students of this new educational model. They 

will work directly with fluent speakers to hear and participate in natural conversation in Dakota. 

Whether their sessions are online or in-person, the conversations and lessons from elders will be 

recorded so that they can be listened to in the future and referenced for clarification, 

pronunciation, or other questions.  

 In addition to working directly with fluent speakers, the student teachers will also 

dedicate applying what they have learned to their everyday lives. They will commit to using the 

language as a medium of communication with their peers. It will be important, when possible, 

for them to do everyday activities like going to the store, out to eat, or to take care of paperwork 

at the tribe with a language partner. It can be uncomfortable to use Dakota in public English-

speaking spaces. While English will have to be used in those instances, having a speaking 

partner with you can allow for conversations in Dakota within those spaces. This can help to ease 

the transition between languages and can also encourage interest from others to learn. For those 

with children or spouses, this could be a good practice to adopt. Use of the language within one’s 

family would be ideal but may be slightly more difficult than speaking with non-family members 

because of the intimacy of the relationships. In either case, when, where, and how the language 

will be used will need to be negotiated between speaking partners so that each person is 

prepared. 

 Additional activities to help the student teacher build their comprehension and 

proficiency in the language should be based on that person’s personality and strengths and must 

coincide with their interests and passions. It is also necessary for seasonal alignment to coincide 

with broader responsibility to the land and creation. For example, I have chickens, three gardens, 
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and I like to make things. What helps me to increase my proficiency in Dakota is to learn to talk 

about the things I do every day. I write stories, make posters and movies, and record myself 

speaking. I practice speaking with three different language partners. I learn the language by 

living it. Student teachers will draw on their lives to design daily activities to learn new 

vocabulary and speak Dakota every day. As a result, their comprehension and speaking ability in 

the Dakota language should increase quickly.  

 Progress in the first year for student teachers will be assessed based on multiple 

outcomes. For each of these outcomes, length of time in each and breadth will be measured to 

indicate advancement. These include: 

• Ability to comprehend natural conversation from a fluent speaker 

• Ability to converse with a fluent speaker 

• Endurance for maintaining Dakota as the medium of communication 

• Humility in helping and teaching others as they learn 

• Relationship to the speakers that teach them, ways in which they practice reciprocity 

• Use of the Dakota language across domains 

• Level of preparedness for each season or community cultural responsibilities  

 

Year 2 

In the second year, Icepansiunkiciyapi will build off the activities that strengthened the 

student teachers in year one. Intentional learning time with fluent speakers, practicing daily 

language in public with speaking partners, and personal growth activities will continue. In the 

second year, strategic growth towards the incorporation of new students will take place. Efforts 
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to use the Dakota language and to teach the culture through the language more intentionally with 

new students will happen in families, ceremony, and daily life throughout the community. If the 

student teachers also hold jobs within the community, their efforts will expand to those places as 

well. Depending on the extent to which the student teachers push themselves to learn and speak 

Dakota and live more fully within the Dakota culture, they may take on some of the second-year 

activities earlier on.  

 Building a home with the language and culture has been demonstrated by Kumu Pila 

Wilson and Kauanoe Kamanā. They shared about the transition from English to Hawaiian in 

their home, “It was a rough week at Hale Kāwili Adult Student Housing when we cut the piko 

that connected us to our dark, restraining, but highly familiar English-speaking womb” (Wilson 

and Kamanā 2013, 102). Language learning and use within families can be tricky if a household 

has been established and learning or using Dakota language and experiencing more traditional 

Dakota lifeways is not a norm for them. Tension can arise between partners, parents and 

children, or other types of relatives. A change in lifestyle and language must necessarily be done 

in steps to provide transition rather than non-sustainable abrupt change. Oftentimes, language 

learners are excited to start using Dakota in the home and will overwhelm themselves by making 

abrupt changes rather than gradual. “Start with just one room, ideally located in a part of your 

house where you want to use the language” (Zalmai ʔəswəli Zahir 2018, 160).  

 For those that participate in or lead ceremony or different religious traditions, similar 

change can start to be made to incorporate lessons for others who become new students that 

attend these gatherings. These changes can be both in the increased use of the Dakota language 

across spaces, as well as cultural responsibilities of participants. Seasonal preparedness and 

relationship with land will be of significant importance within these spaces because of the 
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resources needed. Kinship also plays a critical role with regards to behavior. All of this can look 

like the following: 

• Summer lessons for adults and children about identification and harvesting of plants 

and medicines 

• Preservation of plants and medicines for use in the wintertime 

• Hunting and fishing, butchering, hide tanning, and drum making lessons for men and 

boys 

If these activities are to occur through the Dakota language, language lessons that 

introduce students to the target language may need to precede these activities or events. 

Alternatives would be an approach with total physical response or the slow introduction of 

common phrases over multiple gatherings. No single teacher will lead every activity. It would be 

best to have at least two present for each activity so that maintaining conversation in Dakota will 

be reinforced and supported. Teachers of these activities should be leading them based on their 

own lived experience with the activities. 

Progress in the second year for students will be assessed based on multiple outcomes. For 

each of these outcomes, length of time in each and breadth will be measured to indicate 

advancement. These include: 

• Retention of students 

• Eagerness or willingness of students to use the language during the activities 

• Whether the language is being used by students across domains 

• Increased comprehension of common commands and phrases 

• Competency in types of preparation needed in each season (dependent on activity) 
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• Familiarity with signs of impending seasonal change (such as the arrival of geese 

or the shapes of clouds) 

• Demonstrated reciprocity and kinship with teachers and fellow students 

• Demonstrated understanding of kinship responsibility to the community 

 

Year 3 

The activities that took place in the first two years of Icepansiunkiciyapi will scaffold to 

strengthen and enhance those efforts, while continuing to expand to new students and domains. 

Students will be recruited to join lessons created for specific age groups and genders with 

specific focus on land-based activities while immersed in the Dakota language. Lessons will be 

planned in alignment with the seasons and provide a range of available times for activities. 

Examples of scheduling could include afternoon sessions once a week for an entire season, a 

weeklong workshop, or weekend gatherings. Progress will reflect the combined outcomes for 

assessment from years 1 and 2. 

 

Dakota Winyan Wohdakapi 

To test the hypotheses of Icepansiunkiciyapi as a possible Dakota educational model, two 

approaches were undertaken to better understand Dakota women’s experiences and needs, and to 

make an initial assessment of how the theories of building a space for women to use the Dakota 

language together look and work in action. Interviews with six women Dakota language speakers 

and the testing of spaces and activities for Icepansiunkiciyapi were conducted as research for this 

project. A key insight I have from a decade of program administration is that nothing ever goes 
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as planned. Things sound amazing when we talk about them or outline them, but when people 

and reality are mixed in, the result is usually something else. This is by no means a failure. In 

fact, this is the success we seek. Only when we know how people will truly react to a plan, will 

we begin to find answers and new pathways for moving forward and building sustainable 

practices. The following is an analysis of the insights gained including understanding women’s 

experiences and needs, memory of the language and associated feelings, learning journey, 

challenges, Dakota language and gender, and self-efficacy and resilience. 

 

Understanding Women’s Experiences and Needs 

From the fall of 2022 to the spring of 2023, I conducted interviews to better understand 

the experiences and needs of women in Dakota iapi wounhdakapi and what has happened 

through the spaces of Dakota language revitalization. The six women chosen for these interviews 

are my relatives and friends, and they have all learned and worked with the Dakota language and 

culture in varying ways for upwards of twenty years. Combined, their voices and stories 

represent well over 120 years of experience. The women represent four different Dakota 

communities across Minnesota, South Dakota, and Nebraska and three generations. One is non-

Dakota but has worked within Dakota language revitalization efforts since the early 2000’s. All 

have been students in Dakota language classes, participants in language programs, worked as 

immersion teachers, or supported some sort of language programming or project.  

Interviews were conducted over Zoom and by phone call. All but one were recorded, on 

or off camera. All interviews had the same questions, however, not all of the questions were 

asked for all of them. In some cases, we ran out of time, but in every instance the interviewees 
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answered multiple questions at a time with their responses. Interviews lasted from an hour to an 

hour and a half and participants were compensated with a $25 gift card for their time and the gift 

of sharing their story. 

To prepare participants for the questions and to support their understanding of this 

project, the statement below was shared with them. 

 

The following questions support research leading to an 

understanding of Icepanskiciyapi: Winuna Se Unkiyapi 

Establishing Women-led Dakota Language Domains. They aim to 

help better understand the experiences of women learning the 

Dakota language and how we can better support the development 

of Dakota language domains. Depending on the subject and 

conversation, some questions may not need to be asked or all will 

be asked. Responses to many of the questions will elicit oral 

histories. Subjects will also retain the right to not answer all 

questions. (Appendix A) 

 

 The questions were designed to elicit their holistic experiences with the language. This 

includes memories, feelings, awareness, and kinship. The order of the questions was also an 

attempt to follow their journey and experience from their earliest memories to the current day. 

However, many of the responses went back and forth through time. The questions included: 

1. What are your earliest memories of the Dakota language and what emotions do you 

connect with those? 

2. What motivated you to learn the Dakota language? 

3. What has your journey to learning and speaking the Dakota language looked like? 

4. How has your understanding of kinship responsibility changed as you have learned and 

started to speak Dakota? 
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5. How has your connection with your cultural identity or understanding of the Dakota way 

of life changed as you have learned and started speaking the Dakota language? 

6. What roles have female and male teachers played in your Dakota language acquisition 

and how have those experiences differed? 

7. Can you describe any instances in which you had the opportunity to use the Dakota 

language for an extended period of time in an everyday context with another woman? 

8. What do you see as barriers to you speaking the Dakota language on a daily basis in 

everyday contexts? 

9. Can you describe any moments where you felt your proficiency in Dakota increase 

dramatically?  

10. Can you describe learning situations in which it felt difficult to learn or retain the Dakota 

language? 

11. How has your experience speaking Dakota in everyday contexts with other women 

impacted your retention of the language? 

12. Has your experience speaking Dakota in everyday contexts with other women impacted 

your confidence, self-efficacy, consciousness of relationships around you, or in another 

way? How? 

13. What helps you to increase your endurance to use Dakota as a medium of 

communication? (Appendix A) 

Though the sample size of the women interviewed was small, their range in age, 

community affiliation, and experience establishes a diversity of experience. While each shared 

unique stories and experiences, patterns in the conversations also emerged that further align with 
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the Dakota language and culture systems research leading up to this inquiry. The similarities in 

experience are striking given the differences in community, age, and upbringing. 

The interview responses and findings have been summarized and grouped below based 

on the following topics: memory of the language and associated feelings, learning journey, 

challenges, Dakota language and gender, and self-efficacy and resilience. The focus of the 

summaries is on the alignment, anomalies, and patterns in the conversations. 

 

Memory of the Language and Associated Feelings 

 Participants had unique first memories of the Dakota language that can be described in 

three contexts: language as way of life, language as performance, and language as discipline. 

Half of those interviewed had memories of their grandparents speaking the language fluently and 

one experienced the use of Dakota commands within the home. What all participants shared was 

a point at which their earliest experiences with the language were performative, whether through 

music, prayer, or speeches. Those with memories of grandparents speaking fluently illustrate a 

shift in language use from the home to mostly institutionalized spaces and methods when their 

grandparents passed away. All participants shared memories of learning Dakota language 

through institutionalized methods, mainly through schools and classes, as they entered 

adulthood. 

 The feelings associated with the Dakota language as a part of participants' earliest 

memories were jealousy, excitement, familiarity, shame, luck, and comfort. These feelings 

emerge later in the interviews as experiences. Feelings and experiences are differentiated here as 
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something the participants expressed that they felt or still feel, as opposed to something tangible 

that occurred in their journey.  

 Memories and feelings about the Dakota language were identified as a first question and 

were also analyzed first because of their impact on the trajectory of each person’s learning 

journey. While the experiences of youth are not a final determinant of a person’s decisions and 

actions, they do influence an individual’s ideology of the language.  

 

Learning Journey 

 Participants’ stories of their learning journeys were strongly aligned. All connected their 

desire to learn the Dakota language to their identity, which was deeply associated with the land. 

Three participants explained that returning to Dakota homelands was a catalyst to their learning 

and that there was a pull to be there. The connection to identity varied from wanting to 

understand their place in the world, to wanting to understand when spoken to, and admiration for 

elders that inspired how they wanted to be. Every person expressed that learning the Dakota 

language was something that took an extended amount of time and is ongoing.  

 Most of those interviewed expressed luck, coincidence, or serendipity as a factor in their 

learning. One shared that a flier for a language class was left on her office door. She never found 

out who left it there, but attending that class shifted the trajectory of her Dakota language 

learning dramatically. Another shared that out of coincidence, her entire family simultaneously 

made the decision to make a move home to Minnesota, effectively setting the pathway for 

connecting with and learning the Dakota language. In contrast to these types of experiences, 

others expressed that luck in language learning is a result of being in the right place at the right 
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time. The domains for the use of the Dakota language have declined, however, the opportunities 

to learn are often connected to school or programs. Being able to take advantage of these does 

often require you to be in a certain location and have the time and resources to be able to focus 

on it, or to be able to make the decision to sacrifice other things to pursue language learning 

(often as a study or career). When language learning is perceived as only possible through these 

means, it then becomes a luxury exclusive to those that can afford it monetarily, physically, and 

emotionally. While luck was the sentiment expressed by some, serendipity and destiny could 

also describe the ability to be in the right place at the right time to be a part of these 

opportunities.  

The Dakota language is also understood as a determining factor in a person’s wellbeing. 

It has been suggested within and outside of these interviews, that the language will take care of 

you. I heard this same sentiment years ago and became angry when it did not protect me from the 

actions and attacks of others. However, each interview shared evidence supporting this. Two 

interviewees made a direct connection to learning the Dakota language and the successes and 

accomplishments they have experienced in their lives.  

As previously mentioned, the differences in community, age, and upbringing of the 

interview participants, including myself, brings to question how our experiences with the Dakota 

language show such close alignment and similarities. We all know each other because of the 

Dakota language and culture, that is what connects us. However, our experiences also 

unknowingly connect us.  

Within this understanding, the belief in the power of the Dakota language emerges, but 

also evidence of its sentience.   
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Challenges 

The memories and journeys shared throughout the interviews depict a transition of the 

Dakota language from a language of the home to one of performance and institutionalization. As 

highlighted in chapter 1, concepts such as preservation, revitalization, and decolonization are 

closely related to this transition. The outcomes of this system and its parts are the challenges we 

face as Dakota language learners and result in a series of outcomes that feed negative feelings 

and experiences with the language, as well as disrupt the pathway and efficiency with which an 

individual can come to speak the Dakota language.  

 Overwhelmingly, when asked what challenges or barriers there were to language 

learning, every interview participant expressed that it is hard to find speaking partners. To 

compound that challenge, all have also experienced finding another speaker or learner, but being 

unable to get them to respond in Dakota. Rather, they respond in English when engaged with 

Dakota. In relation to having no one to speak with, it was also shared that it is uncommon to hear 

Dakota spoken. In reflection of this, one interviewee expressed that the result of not having 

anyone to speak Dakota with can be isolating and contributes to hopelessness. If the patterns and 

spaces for the use of the Dakota language, as identified through these interviews, have become 

performance-based and institutionalized, then it is logical that the result would be inhibited and 

restrained use of the language. Though we understand the language to be important to us and we 

have a desire to use it, physical spaces and actions associated with use of the language as learned 

through experience and observation restrict its use. The interviews reinforced the understanding 
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that we do not have a relationship with the Dakota language in the space of our homes or in 

everyday use across our communities. The result of this unfamiliarity is the lack of Dakota 

language use with each other. Other factors such as interpersonal relationships, an individual’s 

proficiency in the language, and one’s confidence in speaking the language, among other things, 

are likely additional contributing circumstances. 

 In relation to the spaces that have been built for the use of the language, expectations of 

what learners will do with their Dakota language education are also confined and restricted. As 

one participant expressed, there is “pressure to become a teacher.” This expectation is a familiar 

one that has been ongoing for many decades. A common phrase in the last twenty years has 

been, “just because a person is a speaker, doesn’t make them a teacher.” This was in response to 

what was happening across many schools serving Dakota students. With the recognition that the 

number of Dakota speakers was declining, there was a push to get Dakota language education 

into the schools. Many of the teachers were elder, fluent speakers that were put into the 

classroom and told to teach. The results were not always positive and did not produce new 

speakers. Now, decades later, the established pathway for those learning the language is to teach. 

There is an added desperation to finding these teachers because there are even fewer of them 

than before. However, the important question here is, why is teaching in the classroom the only 

option and space considered for our language? How would things look today if the elders that 

had been recruited to teach the language had used it in the contexts they were comfortable in? 

How many speakers would we be developing today if we focused on learning to speak in the 

domains we operate in daily? 

 The ways in which we are taught the language, the spaces that establish its context, and 

the ways we are encouraged to use it all inform how we can use it within our daily lives. The 
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trajectory of this research was initiated with a focus on women’s place in this movement, asking 

why the very things that give us power as women are being defined as deficiencies and barriers 

to learning the language. Across the interviews, a more complex answer developed. This was not 

a question asked of the participants; however, two spoke about their responsibilities as mothers 

and a lack of support, and one made an important point about earlier generations of community 

and family behaviors.  

 Whether they have children or not, women carry significant responsibilities across 

communities. This is reminiscent of our ancestors’ lives and their responsibilities to own and 

care for the home, feed their families, and maintain the social standards of Dakota society. Those 

interviewed are grandmothers, mothers, and aunties who hold broad and significant roles within 

their communities, and they are busy. One stated, “When you’re tired, you prioritize survival 

mode and other things fall to the side, including the things you need to sustain your body, 

especially as women.” Two also talked about trying to engage their children in spaces to speak 

the language, but acknowledged the lack of support they have experienced as others that can 

respond in Dakota, will respond in English. When the participants talked about their learning 

journeys, and the opportunities to learn the language, they described them as sporadic and not 

sustainable, often stuck on common things like basic phrases and numbers, colors, and animals. 

What is being described here is a critique of the existing system. Women are describing the 

limits and restrictions of society and that the language is not accessible. Only one interview 

described what community was like in earlier generations. “When we were little… it didn’t 

matter whose kid you were, if somebody told you to get in line, you got in line, because they 

were just like your mothers and grandmas.” Another talked about the potential impact of 

reviving our kinship systems through the use of kinship terms. She stated, “That level of 
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responsibility towards someone, their safety, looking out for them, it’s important to revive that. It 

becomes harder to say it’s not my problem if they are a relative." Another expressed that learning 

to use kinship terms connected her on a deeper level to those relatives and that “it’s more of a 

responsibility.”  

 

Dakota Language and Gender 

 Chapter 3 previously described the roles and responsibilities of Dakota womanhood, as 

well as how these have changed over time. The practice and structures of Dakota kinship as they 

were lived by our grandparents and ancestors guided appropriate behavior towards others. There 

are still some that practice these ways, and still more of us that can recall our parents and 

grandparents describing how they didn’t talk to their parents-in-law or how brothers and sisters-

in-law would tease each other. There were rules for how to communicate with one another and 

that was an important part of social and cultural order. The experiences we have today as women 

are much different than those of our ancestors. It is not reasonable to compare our situations; 

however, the structures of kinship embedded within Dakota culture are good for us to understand 

and aspire to if we are to regain balance with our lives, culture, and language. The impacts of the 

presence or lack of presence of Dakota kinship were evident in the experiences of those 

interviewed.  

It was reported in every conversation that a majority of their Dakota language instructors 

had been men, and all but one of those relationships took place in an academic or institutional 

space through classes and programming. Experiences with women teachers were always with 

elder Dakota women and often sporadic. The experiences with women teachers were in more 
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varied contexts including school, the home, and community events or ceremonies. The memories 

and feelings associated with these experiences are diverse, but they all have outcomes that are 

not wholly unexpected. First, the experiences with elder women as teachers was described 

multiple times as being an experience where women felt comfortable to discuss and talk about 

things more openly. They were able to talk about things that they would not have been 

comfortable discussing with a man. One attributed this comfort in speaking with both elder 

women and icepansi cousins. When talking about experiences with male teachers, there appeared 

to be two divergent types of experiences. Some reported exceptional and supportive experiences 

learning the Dakota language with men. In these instances, the common thread was that the men 

and women had an understanding of their kinship responsibility to each other. Further, this 

relationship was set prior to their learning. In contrast, every woman reported a negative 

experience with men as their Dakota language teachers. These range from men developing 

lessons on how to apply makeup, withholding opportunities for advanced learning, and 

condescension. The commonality in these experiences was suppression. 

Most spaces that are created for Dakota language learning are not designed to support 

women’s success. Teaching methods and the focus of curriculum can be exclusionary and 

offensive, while women are also often put in difficult and uncomfortable situations when trying 

to learn. The inability for women to learn from and how to speak with other women can result in 

loss of cultural knowledge, as well as self-efficacy surrounding Dakota womanhood. When 

women don’t have the ability to talk about the things that are important to them, that inherently 

conveys that their experiences and worldview are not important. Reframing these situations 

within the structure of Dakota kinship, we can immediately identify that women are being placed 

in learning situations that do not adhere to traditional standards of communication. Some may 
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deem this as antiquated or unnecessary, but these roles are being modified to serve the needs of 

language learning. If our desire is to learn the Dakota language, then the culture associated with 

it should be just as important as the lessons created for it. When we attempt to teach and speak 

the Dakota language without understanding the culture, a gap in learning is created and 

experiences such as those described in these interviews occur. It is important to note that culture 

changes and how we approach kinship is a part of that. The stories and knowledge shared within 

these interviews demonstrated how this can happen in both harmful and healthy ways. 

Experiences where women were learning successfully from men were still established through 

kinship protocol, though it was modified. However, it remains that our generation has witnessed 

a shift in the ways the language is used and taught, and a disparity has formed that does not 

support women’s Dakota language learning.  

 

Self-efficacy and Resilience 

 Dakota women are powerful and resourceful. They know what support they need, and 

every interviewee conveyed how they navigated society to ensure they, and other women like 

them, had a chance to learn the Dakota language. Most importantly, they have and continue to 

establish a pathway for other Dakota women to also learn.  

 Each of the interview participants identified key learnings through their own experiences 

that can support the learning journeys of future generations. One reflected on the language 

partners she had and described learning Dakota as a communal activity. She stated, “You can 

read things, but when you hear it used, then it clicks. It has to be as a group. It comes down to 

people committed to using the language.” In the same conversation, she attributed her learning 
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the language and speaking to having language partners rather than the instructors and classes she 

attended. Similarly, others attributed progress in their language learning to moments when they 

had speaking partners. One also identified the ability to listen without pressure to converse or 

learn a lesson as a component to her learning. 

 The understanding of women as the first teachers came full circle in these conversations 

in how women were described as the caretakers of community. One interview participant 

articulated this point stating, “our languages come from our mothers and grandmothers. It’s our 

responsibility as the mothers to teach the languages. Being with a group of other women, who 

are doing that with you – that has stronger impact.”  

 

Icepansiunkiciyapi: Winuna Se 

 In the fall of 2022, I implemented Icepansiunkiciyapi: Winuna Se. This group was 

designed to build a space for women to learn to use the Dakota language together and to increase 

our proficiency in it. The hope was that building this space would provide insight into how to 

create domains through women’s strengths, to speak the Dakota language as a medium of 

communication. The intent was to test components of the Icepansiunkiciyapi model within 

certain time restrictions to inform this research. Going into this space, I imagined our proficiency 

and comfort with speaking would dramatically increase. My plan was to hold four gatherings in 

person and online to test my theories, further understand underlying assumptions, and identify 

gaps in my approach. I asked two women to participate in the gatherings based on our shared 

relationships, our understanding of the Dakota language, and our mutual commitment to the 

future of the Dakota language. In addition to these qualities, I was also intentional in this 
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selection based on our varying degrees of proficiency in the language. Participant 1 (P1) is a 

current immersion teacher. I have known her since 2006 when we participated in the Dakota 

Commemorative March together and have worked closely with her for years to nurture 

traditional Dakota arts. Participant 2 (P2) formerly worked as an immersion teacher and as a 

cultural preservation coordinator. I have known her for around 20 years and she has been my 

most consistent language learning partner since 2020. In bringing the three of us together, I 

envisioned that we would be able to speak the language together for extended periods of time in 

natural environments. I further anticipated that our varying levels of proficiency, personality, and 

having two immersion teachers in the group would help us to maintain our use of the language 

successfully. We live across three different communities that are collectively about 10 hours 

apart, so the plan was to use different events already occurring to support us coming together. 

The design was further planned to align activities associated with the fall season, while also 

participating in activities that we would regularly engage in such as art, harvesting, self-care, 

shopping, and visiting sacred sites.  

 

What Happened 

 Over the span of four months, I held three in-person and five online gatherings. Our in-

person gatherings took place in Sisseton, South Dakota, Prior Lake, and Minneapolis, Minnesota. 

Online meetings took place through the Zoom platform. It should be noted that we came together 

during other times in-person and online for personal reasons and also just to practice, but those 

are not included as a part of this research. It was important for me to have moments where the 

aim of coming together was not coupled with intentional observation of the space, rather, it was 

just a time to visit with each other. Each gathering is detailed in Tables 15 and 16.   
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Table 15. Icepansiunkiciyapi In-Person 

Month Length Context Participants Conversation Notes 

October 2 days Prepping the 

chicken coop 

and harvesting 

 

Sisseton, SD 

P2 Common phrases, 

more intentional 

when cleaning the 

chicken coop, 

took breaks to 

rest and spoke 

English in a 

separate space. 

 

There were many 

moments of 

silence, but not a 

lot of time was 

spent thinking of 

how to say things. 

P2 used more 

Dakota than me, 

I would catch 

myself saying 

things in English 

that I could say 

in Dakota and 

would self-

correct. 

 

Learning 

vocabulary and 

verbs targeting 

what we would 

be doing in the 

chicken coop 

helped us stay in 

the language.  

January 1 day Drag show, 

shopping, 

getting dressed 

up, and dinner 

 

Prior Lake and 

Minneapolis, 

MN 

P1 and P2 We discussed 

words we didn’t 

know, like 

eyelashes. 

 

Beth and Randi 

used Dakota the 

most with each 

other without 

encouragement 

through texting 

and while 

walking with each 

other. 

We gathered for 

a birthday and 

did not explicitly 

set a rule to use 

the language 

with each other. 

 

I was the most 

deficient in my 

use of the 

language. Ahead 

of the gathering I 

thought about 

how we would 

use the language 

together. I was 

there for a 
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simultaneous trip 

for work and 

was coordinating 

many of the 

activities. At the 

moment, I just 

remember 

feeling tired and 

the language was 

a thought but not 

an action. 

 

Table 16. Icepansiunkiciyapi Online  

Month Length Context Participants Conversation 

October 7, 

2022 

1 hour Zoom P2 Everyday 

conversation about 

buying coffee, 

posters Beth is 

making, labeling 

our homes, new 

words, cleaning 

the chicken coop 

November 18, 

2022 

1 hour Zoom 

 

P1 and P2 There was a mix 

of Lakota, Dakota, 

and English. We 

used English when 

needed to explain 

or ask questions, 

but for the most 

part we 

understood each 

other. 

December 2, 

2022 

1 hour Zoom P1 and P2 A lot less English 

this time. Mostly 

from me, but P1 

and P2 used it in a 



 

195 
 

few short 

instances. 

December 9, 

2022 

1 hour Zoom P2 We tried different 

filters in Zoom 

and practiced 

some of our 

language. 

 

What Was Learned 

 Nothing went quite as planned and gathering women is hard. Across both in-person and 

online experiences, it was difficult to get everyone together. Traveling, illness, work, and family 

life were among the scheduling challenges we faced in coming together. In October, I suffered a 

devastating loss, followed quickly by a positive COVID diagnosis, and then another mystery 

illness. I was sick for over a month, while also grieving and fighting depression. It was difficult 

to move from this space into motivation to gather again. However, the first time we came 

together again over Zoom, we talked about being sick. I tried to explain my symptoms in Dakota, 

and we spent a lot of time laughing and trying to figure out how to say everything in Dakota. 

Having this chance to visit and laugh, though it was momentary, was healing.  

 Having participants at different levels of proficiency aids in maintaining conversation, as 

well as maintaining it in the language. A greater number of participants than were engaged in 

this group may become unmanageable and result in reduced engagement from some participants. 

We were able to maintain conversational Dakota in certain spaces – Zoom for an hour every 

Friday, within the space of the chicken coop, etc. However, broader spaces are more difficult to 

control. 
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 Using the language together in public is very visible to others and can influence others' 

interest in using the language they know (when with others that have a knowledge of the 

language). Repeated and regular gathering in a space solely dedicated to the use of the language 

increases stamina to stay in the language. It can be contagious. The fact that we are using it as 

regular conversation versus giving commands, lecturing others, or as introductory phrases may 

also convey a positive feeling that is encouraging to those who witness it. 

 We can use this space to support each other in person. Each of us lives in a different 

community. Alone, it can be difficult, intimidating, and awkward to use the language within one 

of our communities. If we visit each other’s communities and use the language together, others 

will notice, but more importantly, it can increase and encourage our personal confidence to 

continue to use the language in public and with others when we are without our 

Icepansiunkiciyapi partners. 

 Rules and parameters for engagement are needed. If we just say we will talk, that leaves 

too broad of a space and time and can result in quicker lapses into English. Furthermore, 

determining when we will gather and whether we will remind each other is important to 

maintaining regular meetings. Though we set a regular day and time to meet, it was often an 

afterthought to notify each other if we could not make it and it seemed that a reminder was 

needed to confirm that we would be gathering. Similarly, preparation greatly benefits these 

spaces. Though we all have the ability to come together and talk with the vocabulary we have, 

being able to prepare for what we may discuss can increase the breadth of our conversations.  

 As was indicated in one of the interviews, energy is important to maintaining language 

learning and use. In our January gathering, I was exhausted and found it difficult to use the 
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language, though I had many opportunities to do so. For my learning and use, this suggests that I 

require balance to be able to learn and speak when given the opportunity.  

 Within spaces of gathering to use the language throughout conversation, environments 

impact the comfort of participants, the ease of communication, and the type of communication. 

The spaces we used to practice in had a range of time, technology, audience, season, and activity. 

There was a very dramatic difference between Beth and I working alone to clean the chicken 

coop versus us spending time with Randi across very public spaces, immersed in diverse 

activities and English. Cleaning the chicken coop was a much more controlled environment with 

no one but chickens there to judge us. 

 Throughout every opportunity to gather, we were able to learn together. We learned new 

words from each other, discussed things we didn’t know, looked up new vocabulary, compared 

Dakota and Lakota, laughed, and encouraged each other. P2 shared that she is “excited whenever 

we have this time” and that it “seems we keep each other accountable, it has the social part about 

it.” Similarly, P1 shared in a text, “de zoom ominiciye kin oko iyohi unyuhapi kta he? Nina 

wastewadake. Nahan Dakota nawahun.”  Creating this space together, though we are not always 

able to gather, has given us partners to practice speaking with, but more importantly, has 

developed our small group as a community.   

 

 Dakota winyan wounspekiya tokaheya hecapi. De Dakota wicohan kin heca. Wanna wetu 

hi ka takuku owas sapa heca. Wa kin skan kte. Maga kin hi kte. Maga zu kte. Ka zitkada oyate 

kin dowanpi kte. Wetu spring is a time for renewal, it gets warmer, and everything wakes up. 

Spring is also really messy. There is flooding, everything is muddy, and ticks return. The path of 
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Dakota language revitalization shows the same patterns. How we work with the Dakota language 

today is the result of prayers and work done by our ancestors before us. They set a path for us to 

follow. The model of Icepansiunkiciyapi presents a new approach built through ancient 

knowledge and understanding of Dakota womanhood. It is not so much a new path, as it is a 

reminder of where we can and should be. The voices of Dakota women have contributed to how 

we understand our roles and responsibilities in Dakota culture and how that can impact Dakota 

language revitalization and Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi. Just as our ancestors conveyed their 

resilience and leadership in the Dakota women’s letters from the 1860s, so too are our Dakota 

women today telling their stories of resilience in the face of suppression. Planning and listening 

were essential to the implementation of Icepansiunkiciyapi. This is the beginning of so much 

more work to come and represents a test to see what might happen when we put a plan into 

action. With important learnings of how Icepanskiciyapi happens in real life, the plan can be 

adjusted and will evolve to better implement future efforts. What we end up with is a pattern of 

balance: bdiheca industriousness, woinina ka wookahnige silence and understanding, and finally 

skan action or movement. We are in a cycle of listening, observing, learning, planning, and 

action. These do not always happen in order, but each is important to continued momentum. 

Wanna Dakota iapi kin wounhdkapi kte.  

  



 

199 
 

Chapter 8 

 

Wanna Unskanpi Kte - Conclusion 

 

Introduction 

 Again, we are in a place of woinina silence. We have come to learn and understand the 

context and history of the Dakota language in new ways through seasonal patterns spanning 

centuries, generations, and individual experiences. Patterns make up our lives and extend way 

beyond what we experience in a lifetime. The intent of this research has been to illuminate those 

patterns and structures that have become so normalized that we now struggle to recognize them. 

Taking a moment to step back and pay attention to what has been set before us is necessary 

before we initiate new action and change. We can decide to make choices that can change the 

course of the Dakota language across communities. This research has been the culmination of 

time, experience, and conversation, with the goal of finding a pathway through Dakota 

womanhood to establish sustainable domains for the use of the Dakota language as a medium of 

communication. The decline of Dakota language speakers and domains continues to be the result 

of patriarchal structures and lack of intergenerational transmission. However, understanding the 

roles of Dakota women in relation to the Dakota language can aid us in reversing the language 

shift occurring across Dakota communities.  

 To conclude this work, I have named this chapter Wanna Unskanpi Kte Now we will 

begin. The word conclusion relays the finality of something, as if the work is done. As we have 

learned from the cycle of the seasons, nothing is ever done. The word skan means more than to 
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begin or start, it is a description of action, movement, and energy. The work and ideas presented 

here are the result of focused energy, but they are also a trigger to what is to come. With this 

research, new perspectives and understanding can generate new action. This chapter will provide 

a summary of findings, conclusions based on the research questions, discussion, and suggestions 

for future research and work. The content of the previous chapters is a combination of academic 

research, interviews, and a focus group. Resources from Dakota women were given primary 

precedence to elevate their expertise and worldview.    

 

Summary of Findings 

 My intentions leading into this dissertation were to figure out what was holding our 

communities back from speaking the Dakota language and to develop and create a new pathway 

for us to build from. My approach focused on the strengths of Dakota womanhood as a catalyst 

for us to begin speaking the Dakota language across communities. To understand what this looks 

like, it was necessary to take a holistic approach to the Dakota language with a deeper look into 

culture, womanhood, kinship, and environment. With the framework of seasons, this research 

moves through time and space to identify the foundational understanding of Dakota womanhood, 

historical impacts on Dakota womanhood, the last thirty years of the Dakota language 

revitalization movement, and the testing of new approaches to learning and speaking Dakota 

with foundational understandings of Dakota womanhood and Dakota language revitalization. 

The ultimate goal of each has been to provide insight and understanding that sets a pathway to 

Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi kte to speak the Dakota language with each other. To guide the 

learning in this research, I sought to answer the following questions: 
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1. What were traditional women’s roles in Dakota society? 

2. How does a context grounded in Dakota Wicohan, the Dakota way of life, increase our 

ability to learn and use the language in context and across other domains? 

3. How do we create safe spaces for women to build confidence in speaking the language 

and to learn together? 

4. What does it take to maintain a space through the medium of Dakota? 

5. How does the gathering of Dakota women based on the strengths of Dakota culture and 

language enhance the desire to learn more about Dakota culture and teach others? 

  

 The findings of this research will be discussed within the structure of seasonal patterns 

and then further discussed with the broader Bdiheca research design. 

 

Bdoketu Summer 

 This chapter was situated within the strengths and medicines of Bdoketu, the summer 

months. The patterns of summer do not literally align with the lessons that developed; however, 

there are connections to the land and environment that speak to the experiences and 

characteristics of Dakota women. To name the qualities of Dakota womanhood could potentially 

limit or bind that identity, but the lessons that come when we look directly at creation, land and 

community, and kinship describe balance, powerful energy, communal support, and leadership.  

Balance – Balance is shown through responsibilities that are defined by gender and 

relationship. While there are specific activities and roles assigned to gender, those can also be 
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dependent on the skills of a person. It was not unheard of for a Dakota woman to be a hunter for 

her family.  

 Taku Skan Skan Powerful Energy – Universal forces of nature are directly attributed to 

womanhood. Life, land, the sun, and the cannunpa are all examples of this connection and 

further attributes of sacredness align with each. These symbols of Dakota womanhood suggest 

the level of respect held for women, but also women’s role in the continuity of life.  

 Communal Support – Traditionally, the work of life was not accomplished in isolation 

from each other. Women helped each other when they were sick, to plant gardens, act as 

midwives, through kinship roles, and as medicine women. These types of relationships equated 

to a network of support that ensured women had others to rely on and to complete both daily and 

major tasks that would be near impossible alone.  

 Leadership – Again, roles and responsibilities within traditional Dakota society were well 

defined and structured. When we consider the range and types of roles Dakota women were 

identified as holding, the common quality is leadership. Dakota women were defined and 

described as the first teachers, those that gave and assisted birth, and the creators of the material 

culture needed for everyday and formal life events. Further, families followed matrilineal 

descent. Dakota women were the ones that made sure meals were cooked, firewood collected, 

clothing and shelter made, and that the spirits of generations were nurtured from the beginning.  

 Contact with Western society began to shift this understanding through misinterpretation, 

ignoring women and their roles, erasing them from the historical narrative, and diminishing them 

to a Western concept of homemaker and child bearer. In a Western, patriarchal worldview, 

women are the lesser of men and the arrival of Europeans and Americans imprinted this onto the 
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narrative of Dakota society. What begins to be seen here is the great contrast evident between 

Dakota and Western worldviews of women that contributes to the idea that the attributes and 

strengths of womanhood are seen as deficiencies and barriers.   

 

Ptanyetu Fall 

 As a season, the experiences and qualities of Ptanyetu fall teach us to be prepared. The 

preservation of food and securing of homes happens during this time. We transition from warmth 

to cold, and rain to snow, sometimes gradually and sometimes abruptly. These experiences 

correlate with changes that occurred in Dakota society, language, and womanhood in the 19th and 

early 20th centuries. Using three main sources that contribute to the documentation of Dakota 

language and history, we are able to identify patterns in a shift that occurred, but also how the 

language and our ancestors prepared for what was to come. The lessons here include the 

adaptation and resiliency of Dakota womanhood and forced transitions of the Dakota language.  

 Adaptation and Resiliency of Dakota Womanhood – Dakota women learned to live in a 

new world and navigate systems for the survival of their families. Utilizing the tools of 

Christianity and literacy, they advocated for their children, siblings, and husbands. 

Simultaneously, in the face of genocide and patriarchal suppression, our ancestors adapted to 

meet the expectations of assimilation, while maintaining their characteristics of Dakota 

womanhood: balance, communal support, and leadership.  

 Forced Transitions of the Dakota Language – Missionary presence and influence among 

Dakota people during this time period is unquestionable. The Dakota language became a tool of 

missionaries to usher in religious conversion. The change was both gradual and insidious as 
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approaches came through translation, standardization, and formalization. These changes 

coincided with a shift from speaking to writing the language. The way in which the women’s 

letters were written in comparison to later writing in the Iapi Oaye indicate parallel shifts with 

assimilation. Further influence from linguistic documentation leads to a simplification of gender 

dynamics of Dakota society and language. This becomes an identifiable source of the 

diminishment of women’s speech and, ultimately, diminishment of women’s voice.  

 

Waniyetu Winter 

 Waniyetu winter is oftentimes a harsh season that can be difficult to survive. Even with 

the comforts of the modern world, winter is a hard time. We hope that the work we did through 

the preceding months to prepare will be enough to get us through until spring. While hardship is 

a reality, beautiful things also happen. Storytelling happens during this time, beautiful tools and 

clothing are made, and the cold and snow cleanses the land and our spirits. The themes that came 

out of this alignment and perspective are institutionalization, responsibility, isolation and 

compartmentalization, and making space.  

 Institutionalization – Missionaries, government officials, and linguists have redefined our 

language and who we are as Dakota people. This redefinition has occurred through policy, 

education, religion, and research. Spaces and ideologies associated with institutionalization have 

contributed to the characterization of the Dakota language as an object, threat, opponent, and as 

insignificant. With these changes, the focus on the Dakota language shifted to the promotion of 

learning and teaching without speaking. 
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 Responsibility – Dakota is no longer a language of the home and reliance is put on the 

schools and programs to teach and carry the language and culture forward. The number of 

speakers is continually declining. Children are often perceived and depicted as the saviors of the 

language; thus a major focus is immersion education within the existing school system. 

Individual responsibility for speaking the language is not fostered. A lack of community 

consensus on the outcomes of Dakota language revitalization results in conflicting and disjointed 

approaches, as well as a lack of stability in the movement overall.  

 Isolation and Compartmentalization – Domains for the use of the Dakota language are 

minimal and not accessible to everyone. The Dakota language is treated as an object of study and 

most often found within institutional spaces and its use is often through courses or classroom 

lessons that are out of context. Simultaneously, the Dakota language is also commodified as a 

source of income and prestige. Certification practices and institutional domains are contributing 

to the standardization and exclusivity of language learning and speaking. The major components 

of family, Dakota approaches to education, and land are noticeably absent from a majority of 

programming. 

 Making space – The Dakota language and culture are experiencing suppression through 

institutionalization, isolation, and commodification. However, Dakota people are continuing to 

push back on this by continued efforts to adapt and use the tools available. This adaptation is 

largely taking place through institutionalized spaces associated with education and tribal 

government, including non-profits. There is a clear effort across programs and communities to 

reestablish kinship and develop collaborative networks to support each other. There is also 

concern for the language across all Dakota communities.  
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Wetu Spring 

 This chapter served as the culmination of the research laid out in this dissertation. Wetu 

spring is the fourth season and brings our learning full circle. Wetu is understood to be a 

reawakening, or an emergence from the darkness and cold of the winter months. Waniyetu is not 

inherently bad and Wetu is not inherently good. Their contrast is sharp and suggests a change. 

This seasonality parallels our own movement from a place of surviving to one in which we have 

a clear view of the past and can now build the future. The research contained within this final 

approach is the design of Icepansiunkiciyapi as a model, interviews of Dakota women, and the 

implementation of Icepansiunkiciyapi as a focus group. The themes that developed from these 

spaces include strength, exclusivity, and community. 

 Strength – Learning the Dakota language can be shaped by the strengths of Dakota 

identity. These strengths include the reconnection of communities, connection to land and 

cultural sites, recognizing the gifts of the individual, and teaching from experience. Success is 

attainable if we have an awareness of the context of our communities and the language, if we 

start small, and if we recognize the time lessons can take. The desire for many to learn is a desire 

for identity. 

 Exclusivity – The Dakota language shifted from a way of life to performance and 

discipline. A significant amount of language learning is coming from institutional spaces which 

is leading to the development of exclusivity. Though learning spaces are established through 

classrooms and designated times, learners are struggling to find speaking partners to practice 

with and there is hesitation to use the language by those that know it. Women are not receiving 

equal support in their desire to learn and speak and are experiencing suppression through 

teaching methods, curriculum, and lack of opportunity. Most learning opportunities that are 
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available are with men which is also challenging traditional Dakota gender and kinship roles. 

This leads to discomfort of women learners and also stifles the way they learn the language by 

limiting their opportunity to talk as women with other women in Dakota.  

 Community – Kinship and community are missing from many language learning and 

speaking opportunities. It is also difficult to coordinate gatherings for women because of the 

many responsibilities they carry. Making this space for women to come together builds 

community and having language partners increases learning and speaking. Gathering learners as 

speakers that have varying levels of proficiency can be effective for all participants because it 

offers the opportunity to practice speaking, but also the chance to learn new vocabulary in 

context. The context of speaking environments affects how the language is used. Public use of 

the language can also impact others that are hearing it and can be motivational. Overall, the 

opportunity and space to just practice speaking contributes to increased learning and confidence 

in using the Dakota language. However, these spaces are not fully organic, and they require 

planning and intentionality.  

 Luck and Serendipity – These are real factors in connection to language learning. Some 

described being able to learn and speak Dakota as a matter of luck. You have to be in the right 

place at the right time to take advantage of resources that lead to this learning. In contrast to this, 

there are many instances where individuals have made the decision to leave their jobs and 

sometimes move to pursue language and culture learning. Most individuals that pursue language 

learning do so out of conscious choice and a desire to be connected to identity and the land are 

the most cited reasons for doing so. The ability to make the decision to learn the language can be 

attributed to many things such as self-efficacy, self-agency, self-awareness, a sense of 

responsibility, etc. However, serendipity appears to be an agent present in how people come 
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together or how opportunities present themselves to learn the Dakota language. In Dakota, this 

could be described as taku skan skan the movement and energy present in life and the universe. 

This could be described as an unexplainable or unseen push, pull, or grounding that brings 

people and opportunities together in what seems to be coincidence, often resulting in forward 

momentum.  

 

Ocokaya Najin Standing in the Center 

 Ocokaya najin teaches us about intentionality. Things do not just happen as we wish them 

to, we must commit ourselves and be active agents in the outcomes we desire. Across the time 

and space of this research, it is clear that Dakota women continually step into these roles to 

ensure the continuity of the Dakota oyate and wicohan people and lifeways. These roles have 

adapted over time, but they remain consistent. Dakota women demonstrate a continued 

responsibility to the health, wellbeing, and survival of Dakota people. Their characteristics of 

sacred energy, teaching, nurturing, and awareness ensure the forward trajectory of Dakota 

language, culture, and our way of life.  

 

Wopemni What is Above is Below 

 The concept of wopemni conveys balance. There is a balance in the universe that 

contributes to the patterns we live by and experience on a daily basis. Wopemni is recognized 

throughout the space of this research as we follow the seasons, but also in the way the stories 

align with and follow patterns. There is a clear trajectory and cyclical movement of the 

knowledge and understanding that comes through this research. It is an energy that starts with 
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strength of identity, then experiences transition and change, moves through and around stages of 

survival, and back into strengths grounded in identity. In spite of loss that has occurred and 

continued challenges to the essence of Dakota womanhood, the continuity of Dakota women’s 

strength and the resilience of Dakota identity is present across every season of the Dakota 

language.  

 

Wotakuye Kinship 

 Kinship dictates the structure of Dakota society. It has undoubtedly changed over time, 

but it remains an important part of Dakota life and is intricately tied to the Dakota language. 

Though standards of kinship practice look different today, our communities are envisioning what 

this looks like and making intentional efforts to reclaim and reestablish kinship practice as a 

critical component to the stability of our future as Dakota people. 

 

Icepansiunkiciyapi   

  My essential question that emerges from this research is How do the strengths of 

Icepansiunkiciyapi lay a foundation for a sustainable Dakota community that nurtures healthy 

and whole generations of Dakota people through Dakota language and culture? 

 

Icepansiunkiciyapi is not so much a model as it is a way of life. The idea of 

Icepansiunkiciyapi makes an intentional space for Dakota women to gather together to speak 

Dakota in the context of their everyday lives. This fills a gap in current approaches to Dakota 

language learning and use, while also reconnecting efforts to learn and speak the language with 
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foundational strengths associated with Dakota womanhood and Dakota culture. The ability to 

learn in a supportive environment encourages self-efficacy and confidence to continue learning 

the language and to speak it more openly with and in front of others. Experiencing 

Icepansiunkiciyapi across different spaces and times contributes to the understanding that we 

must encourage each other to speak Dakota in all domains because their feel and the language 

used can have a broad range. The feel of the Dakota language in different domains shows the 

greatest variance depending on whether you are in person or online, whether you are in a formal 

or informal setting, and whether there are people around you that you do or do not know. The 

ability to speak with each other across these spaces eases anxiety and encourages comfort in 

speaking because of the presence of a partner. Language is about communication and to excel at 

it, we must have someone to talk to.  

 As Dakota women step into new spaces to learn and use the Dakota language with 

confidence, connection to identity and land accompany the experience. As the first teachers and 

those that nurture future generations with the understanding of who we are as Dakota, strong 

Dakota women with confidence in their identity will teach and guide our future generations to 

the same experience and ultimately, healthy futures. The balance designed by the Dakota way of 

life and infused within Dakota identity will contribute to the self-efficacy to build sustainable 

communities into the future. 

 

 Reflecting on the Dakota Wowicohan (Figure 2) framework I have proposed, as well as 

its antithesis in the historic approach to Dakota language revitalization (Figure 1), there is an 

opportunity to further develop them. One of the things I recognized while working in language 

revitalization throughout my life is that there is a balance that exists. There are steps forward and 
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backward, things move fast and really slow, sometimes you have to fight and other times what 

needs to happen just falls into place. This same push and pull can be recognized in these 

findings.  

• Networks and strength through connection vs exclusivity  

• Serendipity and intentionality vs institutionalization 

• Adaptation and resiliency vs forced transitions and assimilation 

• Community and networks vs isolation and commodification 

With all vision and action, things must change and adapt as we learn new information. 

Necessarily, the frameworks I have proposed also require modification and further explanation 

based on what has been learned throughout this research. Figure 11 shows approaches to Dakota 

language revitalization with the addition of key insights that emerged from this research. The 

changes include the addition of commodification and institutionalization, as well as removal of 

the term “historic” from the title. When I initially named this image, I called it “Historic 

Approaches to Language Revitalization” because I was trying to convey that this is how these 

efforts have always been. I decided to remove the term “historic” here because I do not want 

there to be confusion about whether this is the approach that is still happening or if it is in the 

past. As evidenced by this research, these things are still very much happening. Commodification 

and institutionalization have been included in this updated image and are important to conveying 

common intentions behind language and culture revitalization. Within this system, it is easy for 

the language and culture to become objects for sale and profit, ignoring cultural responsibilities. I 

also considered the terms forced transition, assimilation, isolation, and exclusivity for inclusion 

here, but find that they are inherent within the terms and concepts already labeled. 
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Figure 11. Approaches to Dakota Language Revitalization with New Findings 

 

 

 In contrast to the approaches to Dakota language revitalization, the Dakota Wowicohan 

framework changed in a different way. As I considered the findings of adaption, resiliency, 

networks and connection, serendipity, and intentionality, I was able to identify how each concept 

was already present within the model and interconnected within its pieces. Furthermore, I 

considered the concepts of prayer, gender, balance, and societies as potential additions. 

However, those too are embedded and accounted for within Dakota Wowicohan. What I did 

include in the revision in Figure 12 are additional values. Wowayake vision, Wowicohan 

responsibility, Wowacintanka perseverance, and Wowastedaka love are values that both nurture 

and direct the actions and results of this way of life.  
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Figure 12. Dakota Wowicohan Teca 

 

 The values that have been included are subjective as they are drawn from my own 

observation and inferences from this research, as well as my own experiences. There are many 

more values for a person to choose from which could lead them to the same results or very 

different ones, but this is the perspective I have been given that informs and guides my action. 

Wowayake is literally translated to vision, but it is more than that. This expresses the ability for 

us to have awareness, to look in every direction, and to have intention about how we move 

through time. Our vision impacts all who come after us, honors those that came before us, and 

must be nurtured. Wowicohan refers to the responsibility we hold as Dakota people. This 

responsibility is what the creator has given us and what we live for. It is tied to our relationships, 
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to the land, and to the universe. When we are in balance with our responsibility as Dakota 

people, then we are capable of accomplishing incredible things. Wowacintanka is important as 

we think about the push and pull of what is waste good and what is tehike bad/difficult/hard. We 

are strengthened in life by many things, but how we navigate experiences and relationships 

dictates future action and outcomes. To persevere and be resilient is necessary if we are going to 

uphold our responsibilities and nurture the Dakota way of life for future generations. Finally, 

Wawastewadaka is about loving who we are and the gifts we have been given. Understanding 

and identifying self-efficacy has been an important component to this research and as this 

framework is revised, it should be included with intentionality. Loving ourselves, each other, and 

recognizing and honoring the unique knowledge and understanding we have as Dakota people 

contributes to a strengths-based foundation for a healthy community. This framework is about 

balance and relationship and supports a path towards Dakota iapi kin wounhdakapi. 

 

Discussion – Possible Applications 

Dakota wicohan the Dakota way of life teaches us how to be good relatives within our 

communities and in existence with the environment around us. This way of life serves as a guide 

to sustainable and healthy lifeways. As communities, we have the right and the responsibility to 

shape our relationships, methods of education, and language and culture revitalization in ways 

that are grounded in these teachings. Success and sustainability require that we start from a 

foundation set by Dakota wicohan in relation to the land, language, ancestors, and future 

generations. As we consider how to apply this learning, we must also understand that 

programming comes and goes, movements rise and fall, and cultural change is something we 

know will happen. Dakota language and culture have experienced changes over time, as well as 



 

215 
 

prior to contact. Before our histories and way of life were recorded, oral traditions maintained 

cultural memory. We know that Dakota communities had a way of life and language that was 

sustained, even as culture and environment changed. This does not mean life and language did 

not experience change, but that their essence was maintained. There is evidence of this through 

oral tradition, archaeological records, and historical environmental knowledge. A great cultural 

change that we are aware of was the movement of Dakota people from Northern Minnesota 

further south, west, and into Canada prior to the 1700s. Some aspects of cultural change likely 

occurred because of the change of environment and ecosystem. However, our ancestors 

maintained their identity and worldview as Dakota. As settlers began to enter Dakota lands in the 

late 1600s, the strength of Dakota worldview is understood through written records. Traders, 

settlers, and missionaries initially learned and assimilated to Dakota language and lifeways. 

Connection to identity, land, and responsibility was not interrupted until the influx of large 

populations and genocide affected resilience. There is power and strength in Dakota lifeways. 

Dakota lifeways are resilient because they draw on the strengths of connection to land and 

kinship. The following vision for possible applications of this research supports the 

intergenerational transmission of the Dakota language, culture, and way of life through organic 

language environments, built from the strengths of Dakota culture: prayer, precedence of Dakota 

language and lifeways, use of kinship terms, planning in alignment with the seasons, location, 

community, and starting small. 

Prayer must begin and be a part of the movement of those that will lead this planning. 

Prayer expresses gratitude, it seeks guidance, and maintains humility. It is said that the Dakota 

way of life is hard because every step is a prayer. We pray when we ask for something, when we 

take something, when we say thank you, and for all the moments in between. It is said our 
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language is sacred because the Creator gave it to us and the reason for that is so that we could 

communicate. Prayer is a conversation and by starting with that intentionality and thankfulness, 

we will set the trajectory of our lives and work.  

Dakota language and lifeways must take precedence in planning, administration, and 

building of the community. Dakota language should be the medium of communication in 

meetings, conversations, and activities that build the community. Throughout the process, prayer 

should be at the foundation. This is critical to maintain a Dakota worldview and to deter the 

influence of English and Western culture. 

Kinship terms must be used and the social structure they support should be adhered to. To 

be a good relative was once the epitome of being Dakota. Historically, kinship was recognized as 

the key component of sustainable social structure and the survival of the people counted on it. 

Roles and responsibilities, as well as how each person conducted themselves and communicated 

with others was dictated by kinship. If a person stepped out of their responsibility to their 

relatives, it could destroy the entire community. When establishing new domains for the use of 

Dakota, the use of kinship terms would be the first step in reestablishing the morals that are 

associated with them. In this space, identifying each other as relatives would lay the foundation 

of respect and how we will communicate. Lee acknowledges the importance of kinship to 

culturally sustaining and revitalizing pedagogy (2016, 100) and a potential outcome could be 

structured mentorship, an effective approach that has been recognized by Corntassel and Gaudry 

(2014, 179). It would also set the standard for the extended families associated with planners and 

participants of the community, and eventually would have a ripple effect towards those that 

witness and participate in these interactions.   
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Activities should be planned and prepared around the seasons. Responsibility to the 

environment must be acknowledged and respected. Protocols for harvesting should be 

maintained. We must be cognizant of where our tools and materials come from. In modern 

contexts, we are able to buy almost everything we need. It is not realistic to expect that each 

person will harvest and make everything in the manner our ancestors once did, but to have an 

understanding and to strive for that provides us with more clarity and respect for what we have. 

Additionally, these spaces must operate without the exchange of money and should rely on 

kinship responsibilities, trade, and bartering. The exchange of money will likely happen but 

should be avoided because of the expectations that accompany it. Many will argue that they need 

money to live this way; however, the language and culture can be a part of your everyday life if 

you choose them to be. 

The location of the community should be carefully considered. There are many examples 

of planned communities that are established away from existing communities. This approach has 

appeared across many examples of planned Dakota communities. Separation poses a challenge to 

sustainability because it can make access difficult, which also results in limited impact to broader 

populations. Jealousy and resentment, rather than interest, can also develop from a lack of 

inclusivity. In contrast, there are stories of white shop owners in Sisseton, traders from France, 

and missionaries who spoke Dakota in the 1700 and 1800s. Today, if you speak Dakota in public 

spaces and make it inclusive or do not try to intimidate others with it, people are generally 

interested and oftentimes want to learn. This is not to suggest that exclusive spaces for only 

language speakers should not be built. Nor is it to suggest that every person should be included 

in every aspect of programming. A balance must occur, and the strengths of land and people 

should be accounted for. It would not make sense to establish a planned community at a single 
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location in Sisseton, but it would make sense to connect with others across the community. 

Rather than a single space, our planned community could be like constellations, connecting 

across the land and tapping into the strengths that exist in the different environments and people 

on the reservation. If we combine these connections on the land with the language and cultural 

protocol in context, there is potential for a balance to be established. Intentional space would 

exist in the places we come together, and the experience of speaking the language and living our 

lifeways would not be contained to parameters. Furthermore, there will be greater opportunity 

for the broader community to be exposed to the language and culture, fostering new interest and 

growing participation.      

Building community is about people coming together and sharing ownership and 

responsibility in those spaces. While not every member of the community would have the same 

investment or drive to learn or speak the language, or to adhere to cultural lifeways, it is 

important to show what is possible and not cut it off from others. As members of the Heyata 

Otunwe demonstrated, though a new lifestyle was being attempted, they still adhered to kinship 

law and continued to share their food with others outside of the community. Gradual change with 

people is the most effective change. If they know it's happening and it is abrupt, people will turn 

away from it, even if it is Dakota. 

Finally, we must start small. Two to five people is how sustainable community building 

will start. Anything beyond that is too many and can make action and growth difficult. This can 

be because of personalities, varying vision and commitment, or lack of vision and commitment. 

As Mac Póilin shared in his experience (2013, 146), people may also avoid a space or 

opportunity because another person they do not get along with will be there. Starting with a 

small group allows those individuals to build their skills, it makes time and space for 
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relationships to be strengthened through language, culture, and action, and it can provide the 

time needed to unify vision and pathways. This beginning space is where we are collectively 

looking for the sparks to ignite growth and change. We must learn to pay attention to what 

works, and how to adapt as a group when we run into things that do not work. Others will join as 

we grow and will add their strengths to the foundation that is built. 

These are broad and aspirational ideas, so we must also be realistic in how this might 

look in everyday life and how long it might take to establish such a community. Women coming 

together to plant a garden, harvest medicine, or make traditional art while sharing a meal can 

demonstrate many of these aspirations. Each activity would require seasonal planning and that 

we are prepared with the materials we might need. The intentionality of how we welcome and 

work with each other would be given precedence. Kinship terms such as icepansi cousin and 

cunwe older sister would be used for addressing each other to ground our responsibility to our 

relationships. Money and incentives should not be exchanged for participation. However, it is 

appropriate to support each other by traveling together or making sure that we have what we 

need to travel. Goods can be bartered or exchanged, such as foods, medicine, fabric, or beads. 

Shared meals are critical to community building and always begin with prayer and a spirit plate. 

Any harvesting that is done includes prayer. The spaces in which we work, and our hands and 

bodies would be smudged to help cleanse and support positivity. These types of gatherings can 

happen in a day, a weekend, and over long periods of time. As the women continue to gather and 

maintain these types of spaces, the community will strengthen and grow. This can take months to 

strengthen, and years to see the results. This represents spaces where knowledge, understanding, 

and responsibility can be shared, and we do these things with the intent that the people will live, 

Oyate nipi kte.  
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What Success Looks Like 

Change takes time and the creation of a Dakota language community is not immune from 

this. It is generally easy to give up on Dakota language revitalization, and it is equally easy to 

hope for an expert to come and fix it because the results can take time to witness and can be hard 

to recognize. Recognizing success of a planned community grounded in Dakota wicohan 

requires that we look for the small and big moments, single learnings and systemic navigation, 

and change at intervals of days, months, years, decades, lifetimes, and generations. Most 

importantly, we must train ourselves to recognize the incredible movement that occurs from the 

learning and understanding we gain when things do not go as planned.  

Success in building a Dakota language community and Dakota language revitalization 

will be demonstrated in the leadership roles that women serve. Their learning will be equal to 

that of the men or greater, they will earn equal pay as language teachers, and have equal 

opportunities for employment. Women will have spaces to gather and discuss community 

planning, care of relatives, and the health of the community. Ceremonies for women, led by 

women will once again be prevalent. Women will know the medicines they need to maintain 

their health, where to find them, and how to harvest and preserve them. As leaders within 

families, women will have the knowledge and understanding to teach and speak with their 

children in Dakota. Women will have the ability to pass on cultural knowledge to their children. 

There will be a network of families with similar ability that support a broader community 

grounded in Dakota wicohan. 

Individuals, families, and communities will be empowered with their confidence in their 

identity as Dakota people. They will be able to walk into any space and know their responsibility 
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to the land and people they are with. Knowledge and observations of the seasons, animals, 

plants, stars, and environment will become common knowledge. Ceremonies will align with the 

stars and members of our communities will know how to prepare for these times. These 

connections and ability to prepare will nurture the confidence of the people to ensure future 

health and sustainability. 

Dakota oyate kin Dakota iapi kin ataya unkiapi kte. The Dakota people will be speaking 

the Dakota language everywhere. The ultimate goal to work towards is that the Dakota language 

is the medium of communication within our community. This will mean that the language is 

being used in the home, at work, at school, while doing daily chores and self-care, going to the 

store, the bank, flower shop, or restaurant. We can set goals to build towards the establishment of 

domains across the community, one or two at a time, in which we speak Dakota. Different 

domains require different language and often have different participants. Success in the 

beginning might first appear within our homes or where we learn the language together and then 

branch out to spaces in which our immediate group meets.  

A major sign of success that can be witnessed across different stages of building or living 

in a planned Dakota community, is that people are not afraid to speak Dakota. The organic use of 

Dakota slang across domains was previously mentioned. An outcome has been reached if the 

same use of language for deeper levels of communication can occur naturally and comfortably 

for an increasing number of people within the community. This can start within segments of the 

broader community and reflect simple greetings, all the way to everyday conversation. This type 

of use of the language will indicate confidence, connection to identity, established and 

maintained relationships, and the potential that the language is used for communication across 

domains. 
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Successful outcomes can emerge in any order and at any time. Their timing is dependent 

on the people that are searching for them. The plans we set for communities built through 

language and culture may not always go as we think they will. In fact, they likely will not go as 

we imagine they will. This is okay and requires each person to maintain confidence in Dakota 

wicohan and to be adaptable. 

 

Suggestions for Future Research 

 Nothing is ever complete. The cycles of the seasons teach us this. Our learning is 

continual and goes through different phases. Necessarily, there are still pieces missing from the 

picture of this research. Certain concepts around community, gender, and other questions linger.  

The main focus of this research was the path of women in relationship with the Dakota 

language and culture and learning it. A similar focus on wicasta men and winkte two spirit would 

deliver a much broader understanding of relationship with the Dakota language. There are likely 

similarities, but the experiences of each gender are going to vary and contribute to the whole of 

what is currently occurring with the Dakota language revitalization movement. Further inquiry 

into gendered experiences with language learning may also answer what is contributing to how 

men interact with women in this space. The high rate of men as Dakota language teachers is 

interesting when juxtaposed with the overwhelming staffing of mainstream K-12 education 

systems by women (USA FACTS 2020). What is different about this system that is promoting 

men into this role? 

 The question of “what is community” came out of the interview process of this research. 

A stark generational contrast in how community was described in the interviews became 
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apparent. As Icepansiunkiciyapi was implemented as a focus group, the question reemerged as 

we struggled to gather as a group. The ability to define and imagine what community is, what it 

looks like, and who is a part of it, will provide answers and possible solutions to how or if we are 

able to shift the Dakota language from an institutional space to a community space. 

 

Henana Epe Kte 

 Ohinni Dakota iapi. De Dakota Wicohan kin nina tehike tka wicohan de wowaste. 

Takuku ota sdounyanpi uncipi ka wanna tuwe unyakunpi unkikisuyapi uncipi. Wanna de 

sdodwaye ka wabdake. Wanna mayaye. Wanna unskanpi kte.  

 Owas nape ciyuzapi ye.  

 Isnana Nazin Win de miye. 
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Appendix A 

Interview Questions 

 

 

The following questions support research leading to an understanding of Icepanskiciyapi: 

Winuna Se Unkiyapi Establishing Women-led Dakota Language Domains. They aim to help 

better understand the experiences of women learning the Dakota language and how we can better 

support the development of Dakota language domains. Depending on the subject and 

conversation, some questions may not need to be asked or all will be asked. Responses to many 

of the questions will elicit oral histories. Subjects will also retain the right to not answer all 

questions. 

1. What are your earliest memories of the Dakota language and what emotions do you 

connect with those? 

2. What motivated you to learn the Dakota language? 

3. What has your journey to learning and speaking the Dakota language looked like? 

4. How has your understanding of kinship responsibility changed as you have learned and 

started to speak Dakota? 

5. How has your connection with your cultural identity or understanding of the Dakota way 

of life changed as you have learned and started speaking the Dakota language? 

6. What roles have female and male teachers played in your Dakota language acquisition 

and how have those experiences differed? 

7. Can you describe any instances in which you had the opportunity to use the Dakota 

language for an extended period of time in an everyday context with another woman? 

8. What do you see as barriers to you speaking the Dakota language on a daily basis in 

everyday contexts? 

9. Can you describe any moments where you felt your proficiency in Dakota increase 

dramatically?  

10. Can you describe learning situations in which it felt difficult to learn or retain the Dakota 

language? 

11. How has your experience speaking Dakota in everyday contexts with other women 

impacted your retention of the language? 

12. Has your experience speaking Dakota in everyday contexts with other women impacted 

your confidence, self-efficacy, consciousness of relationships around you, or in another 

way? How? 

13. What helps you to increase your endurance to use Dakota as a medium of 

communication? 
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Appendix B 

Interview Consent Form 

 

 

Aloha ka Han! My name is Erin Griffin and you are invited to take part in a research study. I am 

a graduate student at the University of Hawai'i at Hilo in the Department of Ka Haka ‘Ula O 

Keʻelikōlani. As part of the requirements for earning my graduate degree, I am doing a research 

project.  

 

What am I being asked to do?  

If you participate in this project, I will meet with you for an interview at a location and time 

convenient for you.  

 

Taking part in this study is your choice.  

Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You may stop participating at any 

time. If you stop being in the study, there will be no penalty or loss to you.  

 

Why is this study being done? 

The purpose of my project is understand how the strengths of Icepansikiciyapi lay a foundation 

for a sustainable Dakota community that nurtures healthy and whole generations of Dakota 

people through Dakota language and culture. I am asking you to participate because of your role, 

participation, and experience in Dakota language revitalization efforts. 

 

What will happen if I decide to take part in this study? 

The interview will consist of 10-15 open ended questions. It will take 45 minutes to an hour.  

The interview questions will include questions like, “When did you start learning Dakota?” 

“What barriers have you experienced in learning and speaking Dakota?”  

 

Only you and I will be present during the interview. With your permission, I will audio-record 

the interview so that I can later transcribe the interview and analyze the responses. You will be 

one of about 10 people I will interview for this study.  
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What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study? 

I believe there is little risk to you for participating in this research project. You may become 

stressed or uncomfortable answering any of the interview questions or discussing topics with me 

during the interview. If you do become stressed or uncomfortable, you can skip the question or 

take a break. You can also stop the interview or you can withdraw from the project altogether.  

 

There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this interview. The results of this 

project may help develop Dakota language domains to benefit future Dakota generations. 

 

Privacy and Confidentiality:  

I will keep all study data secure in a locked filing cabinet in a locked office/encrypted on a 

password protected computer. Only my University of Hawai'i advisor and I will have access to 

the information. Other agencies that have legal permission have the right to review research 

records. The University of Hawai'i Human Studies Program has the right to review research 

records for this study.  

As oral histories containing Dakota language, interviews will not be erased and will be returned 

to the subject when my dissertation is complete. When I report the results of my research project, 

I will not use your name. I will not use any other personal identifying information that can 

identify you. I will use pseudonyms (fake names) and report my findings in a way that protects 

your privacy and confidentiality to the extent allowed by law.  

 

Compensation: 

You will receive a $25 Visa gift card for your time and effort in participating in this research 

project. 

 

Future Research Studies:   

Even after removing identifiers, the data from this study collected for this study will not be used 

or distributed for future research studies.  

 

Questions:  

If you have any questions about this study, please call or email me at 605-237-0928 & 

ering3@hawaii.edu. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Keiki Kawaiʻaeʻa, at 808.932.7360 & 

keiki@hawaii.edu. You may contact the UH Human Studies Program at  808.956.5007 or 

uhirb@hawaii.edu. to discuss problems, concerns and questions; obtain information; or offer 

mailto:ering3@hawaii.edu
mailto:keiki@hawaii.edu
mailto:uhirb@hawaii.edu
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input with an informed individual who is unaffiliated with the specific research protocol.  Please 

visit http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd for more information on your rights as a research participant. 

 

If you agree to participate in this project, please sign and date this signature page and return it to: 

Erin Griffin at ering3@hawaii.edu.  

 

Keep a copy of the informed consent for your records and reference.  

     

Signature(s) for Consent: 

 

I give permission to join the research project entitled, “Icepansikiciyapi: Winuna Se Unkiyapi 

Establishing Women-led Dakota Language Domains.”  

Please initial next to either “Yes” or “No” to the following:  

_____ Yes _____ No   I consent to be audio-recorded for the interview portion of this  

    research. 

 

Name of Participant (Print): ___________________________________________________ 

 

Participant’s Signature: _____________________________________________ 

 

Signature of the Person Obtaining Consent:  ___________________________________ 

 

Date: ____________________________ 

Mahalo ka Pidamayaye! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd
mailto:ering3@hawaii.edu
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Appendix C 

Adult Focus Group Consent Form 

 

 

Aloha ka Han! My name is Erin Griffin and you are invited to take part in a research study. I am 

a graduate student at the University of Hawai'i at Hilo in the Department of Ka Haka ‘Ula O 

Keʻelikōlani. As part of the requirements for earning my graduate degree, I am doing a research 

project.  

 

What am I being asked to do?   

If you participate in this project, you will join about four other women in a focus group to use the 

Dakota language in contextual situations.  

 

Taking part in this study is your choice. 

Your participation in this project is completely voluntary. You may stop participating at any 

time. If you stop being in the study, there will be no penalty or loss to you.  

 

Why is this study being done? 

The purpose of my project is understand how the strengths of Icepansikiciyapi lay a foundation 

for a sustainable Dakota community that nurtures healthy and whole generations of Dakota 

people through Dakota language and culture. I am asking you to participate because of your role, 

participation, and experience in Dakota language revitalization efforts. 

 

What will happen if I decide to take part in this study? 

The discussion in Dakota will be guided by contextual situations including cooking together, 

quilling and beading, harvesting and preparing food, and visiting sacred sites. It will take about 

three hours. Focus group questions will include questions like, “Tak tokenu he (what are you 

doing)?” “Taku yakage kta he (what are you going to make)?”  

 

With your permission, I will take notes and gather quotes on our experience speaking Dakota 

with each other.  
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What are the risks and benefits of taking part in this study?  

I believe there is little risk to you in participating in this research project. You may become 

stressed or uncomfortable answering any of the questions or discussing topics during the focus 

group. If you do become stressed or uncomfortable, you can skip the question or take a break. 

You can also stop participating at any time.  

 

There will be no direct benefit to you for participating in this focus group. The results of this 

project may help improve the Career Development and Counseling program.   

 

Privacy and Confidentiality: I will keep all study data secure in a locked filing cabinet in a 

locked office/encrypted on a password protected computer. Only my University of Hawai'i 

advisor and I will have access to the information. Other agencies that have legal permission have 

the right to review research records. The University of Hawai'i Human Studies Program has the 

right to review research records for this study.  

When I report the results of my research project, I will not use your name. I will not use any 

other personal identifying information that can identify you. I will use pseudonyms (not your real 

names) and report my findings in a way that protects your privacy and confidentiality to the 

extent allowed by law.   

 

Although we ask everyone in the focus group to respect everyone’s privacy and confidentiality, 

and not to identify anyone in the group or repeat what is said during the group discussion, please 

remember that other participants in the group may accidentally disclose what was said. Avoid 

sharing personal information that you may not wish to be known.  

 

Compensation:   

You will receive a $100 Visa gift card for your time and effort in participating in this research 

project. 

 

Questions: 

If you have any questions about this study, please call or email me at 605-237-0928 & 

ering3@hawaii.edu. You may also contact my advisor, Dr. Keiki Kawaiʻaeʻa, at 808.932.7360 & 

keiki@hawaii.edu. You may contact the UH Human Studies Program at  808.956.5007 or 

uhirb@hawaii.edu. to discuss problems, concerns and questions; obtain information; or offer 

input with an informed individual who is unaffiliated with the specific research protocol.  Please 

visit http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd for more information on your rights as a research participant. 

mailto:ering3@hawaii.edu
mailto:keiki@hawaii.edu
mailto:uhirb@hawaii.edu
http://go.hawaii.edu/jRd
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If you agree to participate in this project, please sign and date this signature page and return it to: 

Erin Griffin at ering3@hawaii.edu.  

 

Keep a copy of the informed consent for your records and reference.  

     

Signature(s) for Consent: 

 

I give permission to join the research project entitled, “Icepansikiciyapi: Winuna Se Unkiyapi 

Establishing Women-led Dakota Language Domains.” 

Name of Participant (Print): ___________________________________________________ 

 

Participant’s Signature: _____________________________________________ 

 

Signature of the Person Obtaining Consent:  ___________________________________ 

 

Date: ___________________________ 

 

Mahalo ka Pidamayaye! 

 

 

mailto:ering3@hawaii.edu

