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Abstract

In this paper multiple language usage and it’s implications in Hutterite colony education will be discussed. The focus is on methods used to educate multiple language learners. This article explores what languages are used at Rustic Acres Colony and how these languages affect the students’ lives and identities. Discussed in length, is how Hutterite colony students find the different languages useful and why. This paper also focuses on how educators need to understand multiple language classrooms and how to prepare for a setting such as this. Another focus is maintaining language separation while still using the necessary skills to teach in a multi-language setting. Lastly, this article looks at differentiated instruction and high stakes testing for multi-language learners. 
Multiple Languages in Hutterite Colony Education

It is a great balancing act that one must do. A smooth transition from one language to another language is not only difficult, but a scary challenge to students learning multiple languages while still staying proficient in their own. The Hutterite colony students that I teach at Rustic Acres are a very unusual group of students. They actually have trilingualism in their every day lives of education. The three multiple languages that they use are Hutterish German, High German, and English. Multiple language usage in Hutterite colony education is a unique type of teaching and learning experience that has taught me how to be a multi-language teacher. This paper is going to reflect research and personal experimentation in the development and understanding of multi-language education.

 As an educator I must constantly weigh all of the factors that go into bilingual or trilingual education to make sure I am effectively teaching my students. Since bilingualism, which became official US policy with the passage of the Bilingual Education Act in 1968, educators have been agreeing and disagreeing on bilingual education and whether or not it is the preferred approach to instruction in all language-minority students (Sundberg, 1988). Also according to this article the United States is a country of great diversity, and English, our common language, is the social glue that holds this multicultural country together, making all of us, regardless of national origin, Americans (Sundberg, 1988). I am an American and my native tongue is English; however I find myself explaining difficult grammar concepts in English and not always in German to my Hutterite colony students. Multiple language immersion is a definite balancing act for me as it is for many educators. I must try to make sure I can transition myself and my students from one language to the next and still maintain language separation. This is often a difficult task for world language teachers. The education that a teacher has is extremely important and quite frankly is an area that I feel some South Dakota world language teachers tend to be lacking in. There are not enough world language teachers that study abroad and obtain real-life experience to help them become better teachers. By living and studying abroad, one can not only get a better grasp for the language but also learn how the people live, think, and feel in everyday life situations. I studied in Germany for part of my German degree and I felt that this truly helped me to identify with the German people and understand their language, and their culture. All of these points that I mentioned have lead me to the question of whether or not I, as a world language educator, am doing enough for my students?

I feel that one of the most important things in multiplicity of language education is understanding the bias and multiple identities that these language learners must have. One needs to understand students in order to be able to teach them to the best of one’s ability. Understanding the English proficiency of a multi-language student is one of the first most important steps. I feel that when I teach my German students out at the colony I want to use the language they are learning in the classroom as much as possible when explaining what I am teaching to them in class. When I first went out to Rustic Acres Colony I was worried about their English proficiency, but their English speaking skills are quite adequate. I felt that their writing skills in English and in German were weak for some of them. The learning situation with them is a very unique one. The Hutterite children grow up speaking the Hutterish dialect of German. It is a spoken language only. I asked Nate Hofer, a Hutterite and educator from Rustic Acres Colony, why Hutterish German was only a spoken language and he said, “There have been people who have documented some of the language but it is a great task and no one at this time has wanted to try to document the entire language and publish it.” Nate is a very knowledgeable man who has taught me many things out at the colony. One of the things he taught me is that the Hutterish language is a combination of English, Low German, and Russian. The colony wanted me to teach their students “Hoch Deutsch” or High German, which they learn from kindergarten through eighth grade. High German could be called their “language of religion” because that is what is in their bibles, their religious songs, church services, literature, and history, not to mention some of their more serious documentation. I have translated and checked some religious documents for them and they were in High German. 


Another point of interest is that the Hutterite children start learning the English language when they start attending school as an elementary student. We have two teachers from Chester that teach the K-8 students every day at Rustic Acres Colony. These same students also attend German school and learn the High German language simultaneously. These students speak Hutterish, but they don’t read or write it. They also read and write in German, but hardly speak it; and they read, write and speak in English. This is a truly rare and exceptional language learning environment. While I see the loss of the Hutterish language at times, I still feel they are holding on to their language at home and within their living community. I also feel that the lifestyles of the Hutteritish colony and their religious beliefs have helped them maintain ideology and language, even though some of their Hutterish language has more English in it today. Portes and Hao (1998) described the structure of language changing as a linguistic shift of a three-generation process. That is, the immigrant generation learns as much English as it can but speaks the mother tongue at home; the second generation may speak the mother tongue at home but shifts to unaccented English at school and in the workplace; by the third generation, English becomes the home language, and effective knowledge of the parental tongue disappears (Portes and Hao, 1998). While this article shows that languages can slowly disappear, the Hutterite colonies have done an excellent job of maintaining theirs, even though some of the elders and students feel that they have much more English in their Hutterish German than they use to. 


While learning all of these languages is a complex scenario for these Hutterite children and young adults, it’s important for me to explain how they learn these languages so one can understand the processes that they go through in multi-language learning. Starting from the primary grades, the younger ones read so much English in elementary school that they by far out read most students in an English speaking classroom. They come into Kindergarten barely knowing English and by 3rd grade they can read books that are around a 3rd to 5th grade reading level. In knowing all of this information, it helps me to have a better understanding of how they learn and how they understand their different various identities of being multiple language learners. As difficult as it may seem to some, it is just a way of life for them. As they mature through adolescence and adulthood, they begin to have multiple language identities that they use while keeping their Hutterish language and culture alive. Many of the men do realize that they must have the English skills to survive in the business world around them. These males have also told me that the reason they know English so well is the fact that they deal with people every day that speak English when they sell hogs, turkeys, or just dealing with buying purchases or selling items for the colony. English is definitely a language of business for them. 

The Hutterites do understand the importance of English in their lives, but have mixed feelings on what language they prefer in certain situations. I conducted four quanitative surveys in which the students had to pick one of the three languages for their response to the questions that I provided to them. The first question dealt with what was their favorite language overall. Not one student picked High German as their favorite language. Seven students picked English and 15 students picked Hutterish German.

In another survey that I conducted in class I asked the students which language they preferred to use when speaking and 20 students chose their native Huterrish German, which didn’t surprise me. This is the language which they grew up with. Only two students chose English as their language of choice. 

The next survey question asked the Hutterite colony students what language they preferred to write. When it comes to writing there was no doubt how my students felt. All 22 of them chose English as their preferred language for writing. They grow up writing English and they also learned how to write in High German. They really don’t write much in the Hutterish language because as I stated above it is a spoken language. 

The last survey that I conducted was about my colony students’ choice in reading. It is very difficult for them to find many materials written in Hutterish German. Living here in South Dakota, finding English materials isn’t that difficult and I felt that had a definite impact on their reading language choice. When it came to reading 17 of them chose English and five of them chose High German.

Overall, the surveys gave me a better understanding how my students learn based on how they feel about the languages that they learn and why they feel this way. I felt this information was really important, because my students need to understand their multi-language learning and the importance of it so they do their hardest not to lose it. Language is a huge part of their cultural identity and ideology. The main reason that I am teaching German out at the colony is because they need to keep their High German language skills; which the colony leaders feel they are losing. They can do this best by continuing to learn, write, speak, and hear High German everyday. I feel that one of my biggest challenges out at the colony is making sure that students are using their High German, and not their Hutterish dialect of German during class. When they use this, they know I can’t understand a lot of what they are saying and that can be frustrating to me, but it has encouraged me to learn more of their language. 

While understanding multiple languages in the Hutterite colony or in any classroom is important, one must also look at maintaining language separation and the management of a classroom. Multi-language separation for students can be done in many ways. Students need to be able to transition from one language to another as smoothly as possible. According to Hadi-Tabassum (2005) there are three main ways of dividing instruction between the two languages: by time, by content, and by staff. Out at Rustic Acres all they have is me, so I am the only staff and content area teacher for these high school students. The students at Rustic Acres have asked me to explain grammar to them in English and I do, but most things I teach or explain to them in High German. It can be a timely process transitioning from one language to the next. It is also a trial and error process at times. I know that they really struggle with grammar and many of them don’t feel that there is any validity in learning it. I have to make them understand how sentence structure and writing can’t be done very well if they don’t understand how the grammar pulls it all together. Their e-mails are prime examples of that. They have so many grammatical and spelling errors that it is hard to read their e-mails. I pointed this out to them so they can understand the importance of writing and I also told them that their writing skills will show how educated they are, whether it be good or bad. 

Division by time is another area that must have special considerations. Some days are German listening skills days and they get to hear other speakers than myself and this is really good for them. A necessary amount of time is spent on listening to native German speakers and they always tell me at the end of the day, “Frau Schneider you’re so much easier to understand”. That’s because I go slower and my voice is very clear and a little more mature than some of the speakers that they have to listen to. I do explain the importance of listening to different speakers will help them to adjust to hearing the High German language in many different scenarios or dialogue exchanges. 

Another divided instruction method that I found in Hadi-Tabassum’s article is division by content and I find myself doing this all of the time. There might be a certain area of culture or math in our German book that I explain in English to make sure there is definite understanding before going on to a lesson all in German. An example of this would be the difference in celsius versus fahrenheit or the American dollar versus the Euro that is now the currency used. When I use English depends on the content area and their prior knowledge of that area. Using English and German can also depend on my comfort level with the subject area being taught. 

The last area that Hadi-Tabassum (2005) mentions is division by staff and I feel that this is a very important area in multi-language education. If there is one teacher stronger in a language of a certain content area then they should be the one teaching that area. A teacher with more expertise in a certain area should be the one teaching that material. While I feel division of staff is important, it is not relevant for what I do out at the colony, however I would love to have a native German speaker helping me teach out at the colony. My situation is different or rather “unique” is what I like to call it. If a student picks up on an unusual sound in High German he or she is not afraid to point it out and I work hard with them on helping them to understand the correct sound or pronunciation skill. 

In multi-language education another area that I found important is classroom management. This consists of the management of disciplining my students, setting up my classroom, maintaining control over all three languages and keeping my students proficient. Wow! It’s quite a task one must do. I can only help them with the English and High German and I have picked up on some of the Hutterish German, because they use it all of the time. One of the most important things and sometimes a challenge for me to do is keep them using the High German as much as possible, because that is what I’m teaching them and they need to work on fluency in High German before they use their Hutterish German which is by far their favorite language.


One of the remaining areas that one must look at is the quality of instruction and whether teachers are doing enough to help with some of the problems that arise with multi-language teaching. Are teachers using enough differentiated instruction in order to help students achieve at a high language level (Thomas, 2003)? I can’t teach my colony students like I would other students at Chester, so I must create different things that I focus on to teach key concepts in class. At the colony I can’t use video with them, so I concentrate more on listening and speaking skills. I have also had to change the way I teach, because the German textbook reflects typical teenagers and these students are not a typical situation. These students range in age from fourteen to twenty-seven and most of them are considered adults. Now that I understand these students better I vary what I teach to them from my book and I create things or implement topics that are usable in their lives. They can’t relate to many of the concepts taught in my textbook so I change my teaching to meet their needs like any adaptable teacher should do with a curriculum. I have also made a German Tutor program available to my students that they can use to enhance their vocabulary, grammar, and pronunciation skills. This program also offers speaking interactive situations to them. The German Tutor program is also good for them because they get to hear native High German speakers which makes them adapt more to different voices. My students do not have internet, but rather a closed intranet system in which they can only access WebCT. I actually give my students more speaking quizzes, such as interviews. They also write dictation quite often, which has really enhanced their High German writing skills.

Lastly, another implication in multiple language learning is the area of highstakes testing. The accountability of teachers and students through these examinations must be addressed. Ultimately students need to be able to take highstakes testing and succeed (Flores and Clark, 1997). But the testing can sometimes be a barrier for multi-language teachers and students. Teachers need to be held accountable for what is being taught to students and there needs to be a way of measuring what a student is learning so testing is something that has to be done. Testing can find weaknesses in students’ learning and areas of curriculum weaknesses. There needs to be entrance and exit exams for students so progress can be monitored and educators can tell what students have learned and mastered. I have an exit exam that I will be giving my colony students and they must pass it in order to get full credit for the class that they took with me. This was a condition that was made under the Chester Area Cyber School when we went to the state with our proposal to do on-line classes through WebCT. The state has to hold Chester Area Cyber School and its teachers accountable as well. The Secretary of Education Rick Melmer and Governor Rounds have really been watching the cyber school program and what the teachers in Chester have been doing with it. Chester Area Cyber School has made “No Student Left Behind” not just a concept but a reality for students in and around the Chester District. The problems that have arisen with our cyber school have been difficult at times, but new things are always difficult when being the first to do them without any guidance.  

 Overall, I feel that the job of a multiple language teacher is as difficult as is the responsibility of the student that must cope with knowing two to three languages and the difficulties of trying to maintain some form of separation between all of them. The Rustic Acres Colony students are well on their way for continuing excellence in multi-language learning. The great question is whether or not I, as well as other teachers have done enough to educate these and other multi-language learners? I feel that through continued and updated curriculum and instruction and advanced education of teachers in multiple languages, our students look toward a bright future with endless possibilities in multiple language learning. 
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