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BACKGROUND
Tsalagi language revitalization is an ongoing effort. 

Heritage languages are important to overall child 
development (Ortega 2020).

Emergent bilingual Tsalagi/English children may 
experience developmental language disorder (DLD) or 
other speech-language issues in childhood.

DLD occurs at a rate of 7.4% in the US (ASHA)8.

Bi/multilingualism does not cause DLD or any other 
communication disorder (Paradis 2016)11

Speech Language Pathologists (SLPs) have a 
responsibility to provide culturally and linguistically 
responsive care as part of our Code of Ethics 
(Principle I, Rules A-C)7 

Deficit-oriented views of multilingualism may prevent 
students with communication-related disabilities to 
have access to their languages (Yu, 2013)

Few resources are currently available to support SLPs 
working with this population that are specific to 
Tsalagi-speaking contexts. 

Existing literature can support SLPs' understanding of 
Tsalagi when working with bilingual Tsalagi/English 
clients. 

METHODS
 Non-exhaustive literature review. 

Positionality Acknowledgement: 

The first author for this review is a student of Tsalagi 
language and a first year graduate student in speech-
language pathology.

The second author is a bilingual speech language 
pathologist and researcher specializing in bilingual 
Spanish-English populations.

CONCLUSIONS AND 
RECOMMENDATIONS FOR SLPs
Follow best practices in language assessment for 
emergent bilingual children, particularly if an assessment 
is not normed from a population representative of who you 
are assessing. (ASHA)7 An example of how to include a 
disclaimer in assessment reporting:

 “Note that standardized testing may not accurately
reflect the language capabilities and capacities of this 
population and should not be the sole tool relied upon to 
make a speech/language diagnosis.”

Consider using observation, criterion-referenced, or 
dynamic forms of assessment. 

Vocabulary knowledge is distributed across languages; 
when assessing, consider single-language vocabulary and 
total vocabulary.

References
1. Garn-Nunn, P. G. & Perkins L. (1999) Appalachian English and standardized language testing: 
Rationale and recommendations for test adaptation. Contemporary Issues in Communication 
Science and Disorders. 26:150–159. 

2. Kelly, B., Wigglesworth, G., Nordlinger, R., & Blythe, J. (2014). The acquisition of polysynthetic 
languages. Language and Linguistics Compass, 8(2): 51–64, doi: 10.1111/lnc3.12062. 

3. Leonard, L. B., & Schroeder, M. L., (2023). The study of children with developmental language 
disorder beyond English: a tutorial, Language Acquisition, DOI: 10.1080/10489223.2023.2197891

4. Montgomery, M., Johnson, E., Wilson, C. R., Thomas, J. G., Jr, Abadie, A. J., & University of 
Mississippi. Center for the Study of Southern Culture. (2007). The new encyclopedia of southern 
culture: Language. University of North Carolina Press.

5. Mount, A., & Klenk, L. (2014).Collecting more than evidence. In CHiXapkaid, E. Inglebret, & S. 
Wood (Eds.), Honoring tribal legacies: An epic journey of healing (pp. 271–289). Omaha, 
NE: National Park Service. Available at www.HonoringTribalLegacies.com

6. Simon-Cereijido G. (2018). Bilingualism, a human right in times of anxiety: Lessons from 
California. International journal of speech-language pathology, 20(1), 157–160. doi: 
10.1080/17549507.2018.1392610

7. American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. (n.d.). Cultural responsiveness [Practice Portal]. 
https://www.asha.org/Practice-Portal/Professional-Issues/Cultural-Responsiveness/.

8. American Speech-Language-Hearing Association. (n.d.). Spoken language disorders [Practice 
portal]. https://www.Practice-Portal/Clinical-Topics/Spoken-Language-Disorders/ 

9. Yu,B. (2013). Issues in Bilingualism and Heritage Language Maintenance: Perspectives of 
Minority-Language Mothers of Children With Autism Spectrum Disorders. American journal of 
speech-language pathology, 22(1), 10–24. doi: 10.1044/1058-0360(2012/10-0078)

10. Peter, L., Sly,G. Hirata-Edds, T. (2008, October 16-18). “The Cherokee Nation and its Language” 
Tsalagi ayeli ale uniwonishisdi [Paper presentation]. CARLA Immersion Education: Pathways to 
Bilingualism & Beyond, St. Paul, MN, USA. 
https://archive.carla.umn.edu/conferences/past/immersion2008/documents/Peter_L_CherokeeNat
ion.pdf

11. Paradis, J. (2016). The Development of English as a Second Language With and Without Specific 
Language Impairment: Clinical Implications. Journal of Speech, Language and Hearing Research 
(Online), 59(1), 171-182. https://doi.org/10.1044/2015_JSLHR-L-15-0008

12. Ortega, L. (2020), The Study of Heritage Language Development From a Bilingualism and Social 
Justice Perspective. Language Learning, 70: 15-53. https://doi.org/10.1111/lang.12347

RESULTS
Below are examples of content from the guide to Tsalagi for 
SLPs. 

ARTICULATION & PHONOLOGY

Tsalagi has 6 vowels that have both short and long versions. 
Consonants shared with English include j, s, t, d, k, g, m, n, l, 
y, w, and h.
There are phonemes in ᏣᎳᎩ that are not present in English 
(examples: glottal stops as in “uh-oh”, tl, and ts). 
Conversely, ᏣᎳᎩ does not have phonemes for b, p, f, v, r, or 
th. 4
This example is an incomplete inventory that does not entirely count 
dialectical variations between Western (Otali) and Eastern (Kituwah) 
dialects.

A version of the chart showing tongue placement of English vowels overlaid with green 
circles & text indicating placement for ᏣᎳᎩ vowels in comparison. 

PURPOSE
To develop a basic guide to Tsalagi as a support to 
speech-language clinicians working with emerging 
bilingual Tsalagi/ English students. 

*We are seeking Tsalagi-speaking linguists to assist 
with this project's development. Please contact 
mwofford@wcu.edu or 
bmcaldwell2@catamount.wcu.edu to assist in this work.
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MORPHOSYNTAX

Tsalagi is a polysynthetic language. These languages have a 
high ratio of morphemes and tend to stack & combine them to 
create single words that would be entire sentences in English. 

There is very little research on DLDs and polysynthetic 
languages, though some reviews of other polysynthetic 
languages indicate difficulty with complex morphosyntax 
(Leonard & Schroeder, 2023). 

Chart from Psychology of Language Copyright © 2021 by Dinesh Ramoo giving a visual 
representation of different morphosyntactic  “types” of languages. Tsalagi belongs to a 
Southern branch of the same Iroquoian language family as Mohawk.

SEMANTICS

Cherokee language is deeply relational, which may reflect 
Cherokee culture being overall more egalitarian and 
communal.

Between the deep focus on relationality alongside being 
about 75% verbs, many words that would be nouns in 
English are verbs or verb-like in nature.

An example in the created resource is the Tsalagi equivalent 
for “mother”, which is conjugated as a set B verb. The word 
refers more to the relationship between the people- the idea 
of a mother doesn’t exist in isolation.

PRAGMATICS

Native children are often cited as speaking in shorter 
utterances and demonstrating less eye contact with 
researchers (Vining et al., 2017)
 Unclear if data support these linguistic differences as culturally-based or influence 
of historical power dynamics are at play

Consider the influence of historical power dynamics between 
white teachers and Cherokee students --
 Build trust before engaging in evaluative behaviors 

Observe families when possible to learn the social interaction 
style that is culturally congruent for the child.

PROMOTING BILITERACY

Incorporate bilingual literature that promotes print awareness 
using Cherokee syllabary and English.

Cherokee syllabary consists of 84 symbols representing 
syllables, not single phonemes (except vowel-only syllables).

The system does not mark all phonemic differences such as 
aspirated/non-aspirated contrasts. (Peter et al., 2008)

For example, Ꮩ (“do”) is used for both the “to” in the word 
“tohi” ᏙᎯ, as well as the “do” in “gedo” ᎨᏙ.

Chart of Cherokee Syllabary. 
From https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/File:Cherokee_Syllabary.svg

This resource may serve as an initial foray into Tsalagi 
language while more nuanced and specific research and 
clinical best practices are explored/developed. 

There is room for growth in tailoring assessment practices 
and therapeutic activities in speech-language pathology.

Overall, this demonstrates the high need for developing 
ties to EBCI & this language population to further develop 
supports for emergent bilingual Tsalagi – English 
speakers, particularly for the Kituwah dialect. 
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