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Indigenous people and their communities have faced ongoing discrimination and 

oppression since the beginning of European colonization. From forced removal to harmful 

cultural assimilation, hundreds of thousands of Indigenous people have lost their languages, 

cultures, traditions, and identities. This number continues to grow as more and more Indigenous 

languages become endangered and eventually dormant as a result of this historical oppression 

that unfortunately continues to this day. The effects of European colonization on the Indigenous 

population impact all domains of life. More specifically, Indigenous people face great disparities 

in healthcare. They have poorer health outcomes as they are reluctant to seek care as a result of 

racial discrimination in and outside of the healthcare setting. They also have lower life 

expectancies and higher rates of suicide and mental health disorders. However, current practices 

and interventions lack information surrounding healing and trauma-informed care that support 

Indigenous wisdom, needs, and identity. 

Languages have a strong connection to culture and identity as they allow you to foster 

connections and solidarity with those around you. Indigenous languages enable you to express 

yourself and talk about the world in ways that are not possible in another language such as 

English because the words of expression do not exist. This holds particular importance for 
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Indigenous communities whose specific beliefs and traditions cannot be fully explained or 

understood in another language. This is because the significance behind words in Indigenous 

languages have complex and intricate meanings that are not easily translatable. Through my 

research, I will explore the perceived impact and importance of Indigenous language use on the 

well-being of Indigenous students and their communities. I will also explore how Indigenous 

languages impact perceived connection to community, any obstacles found in connecting to 

language and community, and how that impacts well-being as a result.   
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Chapter 1: Introduction 

Individual and community well-being is complex across all populations, but the well-

being of Indigenous people and their communities is especially complex as factors such as 

colonization, assimilation, forced removal, loss of land, and resulting intergenerational trauma 

perpetuate the historical and ongoing systems of oppression and discrimination within our 

society. As time goes on, there has been a rise in understanding of the importance of culturally 

competent knowledge and sensitive services and care that adequately support and promote the 

well-being of Indigenous individuals and communities. One aspect of Indigenous culture, 

language, has shown to be especially impactful in fostering community and individual well-

being as it provides a strong sense of identity and solidarity, thus nurturing Indigenous well-

being. Additionally, Indigenous languages promote connections to culture, traditional 

knowledge, and spirituality, all of which aid in improving the health and well-being of 

Indigenous individuals. The purpose of this study is to examine the significance that language 

holds in Indigenous cultures and how it may foster community ties and promote Indigenous well-

being both communally and individually.  

Indigenous college students represent a particularly important group to study within the 

context of Indigenous language and well-being. Navigating higher education institutions, which 

are often grounded in Western epistemologies, ideologies, and cultural norms, presents unique 

challenges for Indigenous students. These students may experience cultural dissonance, imposter 

syndrome, isolation, and lack of representation, which can negatively impact their academic 

success and well-being. Nonetheless, college years are a formative life stage during which 

students experience identity development, exploration of new experiences and interests, and 

increasing autonomy. For Indigenous students, this stage can also be an opportunity for cultural 
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reconnection through language revitalization efforts and community involvement. Studying the 

experiences of Indigenous college students can help us understand how language acts as a source 

of strength, connection, and cultural pride, especially in spaces where Indigenous identity isn’t 

always represented, seen, or supported. Their stories can show how language helps shape 

personal identity while also building stronger community ties, which makes them an important 

group to learn from when thinking about the role of language in Indigenous well-being within 

today’s modern society.  
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Chapter 2: The Role of Language in Indigenous Health and Well-Being 

Understanding Indigenous Definitions of Health and Well-being 

Indigenous definitions of health and well-being vary significantly from those in the 

Western perspective; however, they may vary across tribes as well. Indigenous definitions of 

health often focus on the social, emotional, and cultural well-being of the community as a whole 

because of their strong values of community, family, and solidarity (National Aboriginal 

Community Controlled Health Organization, n.d., as cited in Sivak et al., 2019). In 2023, Tsuji et 

al. found that Fort Albany First Nation Elders’ perspectives of wellbeing are comprised of 

physical (health), mental (Indigenous identity, happiness), spiritual wellbeing (balance of the 

four components, such as body, mind, spirit, and emotions; and harmonious relationships), social 

wellbeing (family), and cultural wellbeing (‘going out’ on the land). Similarly, they found 

wellbeing being described as having different scales: individual, community, nation, and world, 

and that all types of wellbeing are linked to the state of the land. By balancing these different 

dimensions, a harmonious way of “living well,” or the “good life” is achieved. 

Across tribes, there is a generally accepted notion of the medicine wheel, which considers 

physical, mental, emotional, and spiritual aspects that constitute Indigenous health, healing, and 

well-being (Whalen et al., 2022; Olko et al., 2022). Aspects of the medicine wheel, such as 

spirituality, are crucial to Indigenous culture, heritage, and language, with some individuals 

believing that “language breathes life” and connects you to your identity, spirit and ancestors, 

family and community, and land (Sivak et al., 2019). Indigenous languages are complex and hold 

profound connotations that enable us to express spiritual and emotional experiences and 

understand the deeper meanings of life (Kawagley, 2011, as cited in Gonzalez, 2021). With all 

that said, Indigenous languages are an immensely impactful factor in the flourishing of 
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Indigenous life, tradition, healing, health, and well-being because of the experiential and 

culturally significant meanings they communicate and through which Indigenous people view 

themselves and the world. 

Connection to Culture and Community 

Indigenous languages are not only tools for communication but also unlock cultural 

knowledge, values, and identities (Jacob et al., 2019). Within Indigenous communities, language 

is crucial for understanding your culture and identity. Language enables individuals to transmit, 

maintain, and revive culture (Whalen et al., 2016). Furthermore, language and cultural 

participation are closely connected factors that are influential in improving health and well-being 

(Gonzalez et al., 2017). In their 2017 study, Gonazlez et al. found that culture, spiritual activities, 

and considering spiritual values as important was associated with greater Indigenous language 

proficiency. They also concluded that participating in spiritual activities conducted in the 

language can lead to greater language acquisition, and/or an increased interest in learning the 

language. Thus, illuminating that culture and language are interconnected and cannot exist 

without the other. 

Additionally, Indigenous Elders are important for transmitting cultural teachings and 

fostering identity development and communal well-being. In their 2022 study on four Indigenous 

Nahua communities in Mexico, Olko et al. claim that Indigenous language use strengthens the 

bonds between individuals and their communities and found that positive emotions resulting 

from language use increase community well-being. Additionally, in their 2021 Community-

based Participatory Research Project of five Anishinaabe tribes, Gonzalez et al. found that 

language use in the home is positively associated with more frequent spiritual connectedness, 

resulting in a positive association with positive mental health. They also conclude that both 
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language and spirituality revitalization efforts are important for rectifying historical trauma, 

healing communities, and improving community well-being. 

Connection to Individual Health and Well-being 

Research suggests that Indigenous language use is also connected to individual health and 

well-being through fostering positive emotions, a sense of belonging, membership, 

empowerment, and identity development and pride (Sivak et al., 2019; Whalen et al., 2016; 

Jacob et al., 2019). In their 2019 study of Barngarla community perspectives on the well-being 

impacts of dormant language reclamation, Sivak et al. claim that language is the most important 

part of cultural identity, and found that language reclamation and use strengthened identity, sense 

of belonging and pride, and fosters empowerment. Additionally, in their large analysis of 

existing research from 2016, Whalen et al. concluded that language use is efficacious in 

establishing membership and inclusion within Indigenous communities. All of these factors that 

stem from language use in some form result in a positive impact on the health and well-being of 

Indigenous individuals. 

Indigenous languages also connect us to our emotions and bodies through words and 

expressions that have deeper and more literal meanings as compared to English (Edygarova, 

2024). In her 2024 PEN/Opp article, Svetlana Edygarova explains that her Indigenous language, 

Udmurt, helps her reflect, identify, notice, and understand emotional reactions in her body much 

easier than in English. For example, the literal translation for “she’s angry” is “she has a 

bad/dirty head.” Other Udmurt dialects use different expressions of emotions that maintain this 

connection between emotions and health/well-being. The southern dialect of the Udmurt 

language translates “I am angry” to “her green is going out” which Edygarova explains is likely 

related to bile and the gallbladder. In all, our Indigenous ancestors, elders and communities, and 
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their languages have profound understandings of our emotions, how they impact our health and 

well-being, and how to heal from those experiences which shows the importance of this intimate 

connection and the significance of transmitting this knowledge across generation. 

Language Revitalization and Well-being 

Throughout the historical mistreatment of Indigenous tribes and communities, language 

loss has been a devastating and significant occurrence resulting in poorer health outcomes for 

Native populations. However, practices such as language revitalization and maintenance can 

greatly improve conditions of health and well-being including but not limited to suicide, obesity, 

diabetes, and can even be extended to educational performance (Whalen et al., 2022). As 

previously discussed, language is deeply connected to Indigenous culture and spirituality. It 

allows us to establish membership, inclusion, and solidarity with communities and not only is 

effective in transmitting, maintaining, and reviving culture, as previously mentioned, but it also 

helps with identity formation (Whalen et al., 2016). In their 2019 study of a two-week-long 

summer institute that introduced educators to the importance of Indigenous language education, 

Jacob et al. found that language maintenance and revitalization efforts such as language 

programs improve healthy identity development and community well-being by promoting 

healthy and thriving Indigenous communities. Language revitalization efforts also increased 

feelings of connectedness to ancestors, as well as feelings of resilience, optimism, self-

confidence, and community empowerment (Sivak et al., 2019). 

The Role of Language in Indigenous Health and Well-Being 

The well-being of Indigenous individuals and communities is deeply intertwined with 

language, culture, community, land, and spirituality. Factors such as colonization, forced 

removal, assimilation, loss of land, and loss of language have perpetuated the historical and 
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ongoing oppression and discrimination that have profoundly impacted the health of Indigenous 

people in negative ways. The significance of language is central to Indigenous well-being and 

the social, emotional, and cultural well-being of their communities which fosters a sense of 

belonging, solidarity, and connection to past and present, ancestors, and land. Practices such as 

language revitalization, that promote the revival and widespread use of Indigenous languages can 

improve Indigenous health outcomes and overall well-being. It is important to recognize the 

complexities of Indigenous health and well-being for creating and providing culturally sensitive 

services and care that are tailored to Indigenous beliefs and well-being. 

Research Questions 

The primary research questions fueling this research are: 

1. What are Indigenous college students’ perspectives on how exposure and interaction with 

Indigenous languages impact their individual well-being?  

2. How have Indigenous college students found that language use impacts their connection 

to their community?  

3. What are the obstacles that individuals have found in connecting to their language and 

their community? And how have those obstacles impacted their well-being? 

Hypothesis 

The hypothesis for this research study is that Indigenous college students’ perspectives 

will be that exposure and interaction with Indigenous languages improves their well-being and 

connection to their surrounding Indigenous community. Additionally, it is hypothesized that 

college students will perceive possible obstacles preventing their connection to language and 

community as having negative effects on their well-being. 



 

18 
 

Chapter 3: Methods 

Considerations 

In our growing society, Indigenous lifeways have been widely misunderstood and 

underrepresented. With the growing modernization of the world, especially in the United States, 

there is not enough information surrounding the well-being of Native and Indigenous youth who 

are forced to navigate a modern world that aligns less and less with their beliefs and traditional 

ways of living and understanding the world. To better understand and represent this reality, I set 

out to conduct an anonymous mixed methods survey via Qualtrics, a secure online platform. The 

objective of the survey was to obtain quantitative and qualitative data on the perceived impact 

that Indigenous language use or exposure has on college student well-being, as well as how 

language use impacts connection to community. Additionally, the survey was intended to gather 

data on obstacles preventing connection to language and community, and how these obstacles 

impact well-being. 

Given the complex nature of my research topic, a mixed methods approach is used to 

gather data that will ethically and holistically answer and address my research questions. It was 

important that I conducted mixed methods research that includes the voices, perspectives, and 

experiences of the surrounding Indigenous community, honoring the extensive amount of 

Indigenous knowledge and resilience preserved across generations. I chose to conduct a survey 

rather than interviews because of the accessibility it provides to college students, while still 

ensuring their voices are being heard through the use of qualitative questions and responses. 

As this research involves human subjects, approval from the university’s Institutional 

Review Board was necessary. However, the nature of this research qualified for exemption from 
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Continuing Review as it does not request personal information that makes participants easily 

identifiable. 

Recruitment 

Participant population 

The survey was designed for Indigenous college students in Oregon above the age of 18 

years old during the 2024-2025 academic year. The college student population was chosen as it 

is accessible and it’s important to understand the position Indigenous youth and adolescents are 

put in. Self-report data from this population is necessary to better understand and represent the 

realities and importance of Indigenous languages in well-being and connection within the 

community. 

No restrictions were placed on the gender, tribal origin, or Indigenous language 

proficiency of participants. Participants were required to be at least 18 years of age, 

Native/Indigenous identifying, and residents of Oregon. English language literacy was required 

as translated materials were not able to be provided. No participant screening was conducted, 

beyond self-report in the background/demographics section of the survey. 

The target number of responses was 40, in hopes to obtain varying degrees of 

experiences, perspectives, and opinions across Indigenous identities. 

Participant privacy 

As previously mentioned, the survey was made anonymous to protect participant privacy 

and encourage honest responses. Survey questions did not request any identifiable information 

such as their name, specific tribal affiliation, hometown, or similar demographics. However, 

participants were made aware through the informed consent form that privacy and confidentiality 
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cannot be fully guaranteed. If a participant happened to include any personal identifiable 

information in the qualitative free-response text boxes of the survey, that confidential 

information was deleted and excluded from any data analysis. Survey results were collected on 

Qualtrics and only shared with my Primary Thesis Advisor. The function that records participant 

IP addresses was also disabled to ensure anonymity. 

Recruitment methods 

Once the research study received IRB approval (Appendix A), I conducted outreach with 

the Northwest Indigenous Language Institute, Pacific University’s Indigenous Student Alliance, 

University of Oregon’s Native American Student Union, and Lane Community College’s Native 

American Student Association. I connected with Indigenous UO professors, and staff in the 

Center for Multicultural Academic Excellence as well to request help in spreading my survey 

flyer. Contacts were made via email using a variation of a letter (Appendix C) which included an 

introduction of myself, the purpose of my research, participant requirements, and the flyer for 

my survey (Appendix B). The recipients agreed to share my flyer and outreach letter with their 

email list serves at their discretion, including neighboring universities and Indigenous programs 

like UO’s Sapsik’ʷałá Grow Your Own (GYO) Future Teachers Program. I also shared the flyer 

on my social media accounts, asked friends to share as well, and posted flyers around campus. 

Consent procedures 

Due to the anonymous nature of the survey, participants were not asked to sign an 

Informed Consent Form. Instead, the form was embedded at the beginning of the survey, as a 

necessary component to move forward (see Appendix D). Participants were informed that 

participation in voluntary and the only other option is to exit the page and not click through to 

the end of the survey. They then had to answer yes to “Do you agree to participate in this study?” 
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A no response disqualified individuals from participating, and redirected them to the end page of 

the survey. 

Survey Construction 

The three main constructs for my survey were perceived individual well-being, perceived 

connection to community, and perceived impact of obstacles preventing connection to language 

and community. Survey questions were grouped under each of these thematic categories, and 

each question was developed to elicit qualitative data about the given theme (see Appendix D for 

full survey). 

To build the questions in the survey, I created a list of the different types of information I 

would expect to see from responses that would answer my research questions. I also utilized a 

variety of sources to help formulate survey questions and response options. 

Before answering questions within the three main themes, participants were presented 

with a series of demographic and background questions (these will be explained in more 

specificity below). These questions served as a basis for segmenting participants during data 

analysis to reveal differences in responses among participants of different ages, gender identities, 

areas of tribal origin, Indigenous language proficiency, and strength of cultural identification. 

Questions and Purpose 

This section serves as an in depth explanation for the themes and questions of the survey; 

for the exact order and wording of the survey please see Appendix D. Differently formatted 

survey questions, such as the 5-point Likert scale were utilized to operationalize the participants’ 

answers to quantitative questions. The quantitative data from the survey serves as the main 

source for assessing and evaluating and is analyzed statistically. The qualitative data is used to 

further support what was found in the qualitative survey results and is analyzed thematically to 
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understand the nuanced impacts of Indigenous language use on well-being and community 

connection. Many questions included a five-point Likert scale, drop down menu, select all list, 

and optional free-response comment boxes were provided often for possible elaboration and 

support in understanding Indigenous perspectives and knowledge. 

Background Information and History of Cultural Experiences 

First, participants were asked three demographic questions about their gender identity, 

area of tribal origin, and age. In the first question, a list of gender identities was provided, as well 

as the option to select other and answer in a free-response text box. For the second question, 

varying areas of tribal origin across the world were included and participants had the option to 

select all, including the option to select other and answer in the text box. When answering for 

their age, participants had a drop-down menu of age ranges to select from. 

Participants were then asked about their experiences and interactions with 

Native/Indigenous language(s) and culture. A five-point Likert scale was used for questions 

about the frequency of exposure to the participants’ Native language in the home and frequency 

of interaction with other Native or Indigenous languages. Participants were also asked about their 

earliest exposure to a Native language, how strongly their family identifies with their language, 

and how strongly the participants identify with it. Questions regarding the context in which they 

learned the language, for how long, and their perceived proficiency were then asked. Lastly, 

amount of participation in cultural events before age 18 was asked, as well as how strongly both 

the participant and their family identify with their Indigenous culture. These questions served as 

a basis for understanding the participant’s position and experiences with Indigenous language 

and culture. 
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Perceived Impact of Exposure on Well-being 

This section sought to answer questions related to participants’ current exposure and 

interactions with Indigenous language and culture, and their perception of how it impacts their 

well-being. We first asked about their current perceived level of cultural and community 

involvement and provided a free-response text box for them to share examples. We then asked 

about current frequency of exposure to a Native/Indigenous language and provided another 

option to elaborate.  

Next, I was interested in seeing how participants felt when using, interacting with, or 

being exposed to a Native/Indigenous language. Participants had the option to select all from a 

lists of emotions, including “other” with a free-response text box to ensure any emotions I may 

have missed are reflected. After this, a free-response text box appeared asking participants to 

explain why they think they feel these emotions because of use, interaction, or exposure. I also 

asked participants how they felt interactions with an Indigenous language impacts their mood in 

the moment vs for the rest of the day and provided a free-response text box for them to reflect on 

how they think exposure to an Indigenous language plays a role in their well-being.  

Next, I asked participants to rank how much different factors have improved their sense 

of well-being. Factors included: “Connection to my Native/Indigenous language,” “Connection 

to another Native/Indigenous language,” “Relationships with others who share my cultural 

identity,” “Connection to a Native/Indigenous community,” and “Connection to my cultural 

identity.” Participants were provided a five-point Likert scale to rate each of these factors, and 

were then asked in a separate question, to rank those factors from most beneficial to least 

beneficial for their well-being. 
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The next question followed the same format but instead asked how each of the factors 

increased or strengthened their sense of community. The factors participants were asked to rate 

and then rank from most beneficial to least beneficial for their sense of well-being were the same 

except the “connection to a Native/Indigenous community” factor was excluded as these 

questions were asking how the other factors impacted their connection to community. 

Next, we asked participants to rate how these factors increase or strengthen their 

connection to their cultural identity and then asked them to rank those factors from most 

beneficial to least beneficial for their sense of cultural identity. This question followed the same 

format as the previous questions, but excluded the “connection to my cultural identity” factor. 

Lastly, we asked participants once again to rate how each of these factors increase or 

strength their connection to others, specifically on building relationships, and then rank them 

from most beneficial to least beneficial for their connection to others. The same format was 

followed, with the “Relationships with others who share my cultural identity” factor being 

excluded for these questions. 

Perceived Impact of Exposure on Community Connection 

The next set of questions sought specifically to explore how participants perceive 

interactions and exposure to Indigenous languages impact their community connection. It began 

by asking participants to select all cultural activities or events they have done with their 

community in the past year. Activities or events for participants to choose from were advocacy 

work, social groups, holiday traditions/activities, powwows, traditional sustenance activities 

(e.g., hunting, gathering, fishing), consuming wild meat, Indigenous crafting, and traditional 

ceremonies (e.g., sweat lodges, smudging, prayers, rituals); the option to select none and other 

were also provided. We then asked which of those activities makes participants feel most 
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involved and connected to their community, and asked them to briefly explain why in a free-

response text box. 

The majority of the rest of the questions in this section ask participants to rate, on a five-

point Likert scale, how much they agree or disagree with the given statement. The first statement 

was “using a Native/Indigenous language strengthens my sense of belonging to community,” and 

participants had a text box to provide an example if they’d like. The following two statements 

were “using a Native/Indigenous language has helped me build better relationships in the 

community,” and “building relationships has been helpful in building community.” This was 

followed by a question asking participants to select all the ways using an Indigenous language 

has helped them build relationships. Response options were: creating a collective identity, 

accessing and sharing stories and knowledge, connecting to traditions and spiritual practices, 

connecting with Indigenous students and faculty, and connecting with elders using the language. 

The next two statements were “using a Native/Indigenous language has strengthened my sense of 

cultural identity,” and “my sense of cultural identity has strengthened my feelings of connection 

to the community.” We then asked participants to select all the ways using an Indigenous 

language has connected them to their cultural identity; response options were: creating a 

collective identity, accessing and sharing stories and knowledge, connecting to traditions and 

spiritual practices, intergenerational connections, resistance to assimilation, expression through 

language, sense of community, and connection to beings (land, plants, animals, spirit, etc.) 

through language. We also provided a free-response text box for them to explain in what ways 

their connection to the community has changed because of their sense of cultural identity. The 

following three statements were “building relationships has helped strengthened my sense of 

cultural identity and connection to the community,” “using, interacting, and/or being exposed to 
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a Native/Indigenous language has strengthened intergenerational connections or relations,” and 

“Intergenerational connections or relations have strengthened my feelings of connection to the 

community.” Next, we asked participants to select all the ways using an Indigenous language has 

fostered, strengthened, or revitalized intergenerational connections/relationships. Response 

options were: talking with elders, learning from elders, sharing stories with elders, and I don't 

have many opportunities for intergenerational connections. We also provided another free-

response text box for participants to reflect on how increased, strengthened, or revitalized 

intergenerational connections may have changed their sense of connection to the community, if 

applicable. The last two statements of this section were “using, interacting, and/or being exposed 

to a Native/Indigenous language has strengthened my feelings of collective identity and 

solidarity,” and “feelings of collective identity and solidarity have strengthened my connection to 

the community” with the option, in a separate text box, to reflect on how they feel exposure to 

Native/Indigenous languages play a role in connecting to the community. 

Obstacles in Connecting to Language and Community 

The last set of questions explored obstacles preventing the connection, exposure, and use 

of the participants’ Native/Indigenous language as well as obstacles preventing community 

connection. We also asked about the perceived level of impact that obstacles have on their well-

being. The first question asks participants to rate, on a five-point Likert scale, how true this 

statement feels: “There are many barriers to me accessing my Native/Indigenous language.” We 

then asked them to rank the following barriers from most to least disruptive in 

accessing their Native/Indigenous language: lack of accessible language education, geographic 

isolation of communities, social stigma, Intergenerational language loss, cultural disconnect, lack 

of revitalization efforts, anxiety-related fears of fluency and tokenism, and the option to select 
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other with a text box. The next statement for participants to rate was “there are many barriers 

preventing connection to my community.” This was followed by asking participants to rank 

barriers from most to least disruptive in connecting to community. Response options were 

similar but slightly different from the previous question. Barriers for participants to rank were: 

geographic isolation of communities, social stigma, Intergenerational language loss, language 

gap/barriers, cultural disconnect, anxiety-related fears of fluency and tokenism, racial or 

phenotype-related anxieties (ex: appearance of skin color), and once again, other, with the option 

to elaborate in a text box. We also asked participants to use the subsequent free-response text 

box to explain or provide examples of how much of a burden these barriers have been in 

connecting to their Native/Indigenous language vs community. 

The next two questions asked them to rate, on a five-point Likert scale how much each of 

the previously listed factors have been barriers in accessing their specific Native/Indigenous 

language, as well as in accessing any Native/Indigenous language and/or connection to 

community. We also asked participants to rate how much of an inconvenience they perceive 

obstacles to be in connecting to Native/Indigenous languages and/or community. Then, we asked 

them to select all emotions they experience when faced with an obstacle/barrier, while also 

recognizing that many of these barriers are ongoing and are not experienced in a single isolated 

moment. A free-response text box was also provided for them to explain why they think they 

experience these emotions when faced with barriers. 

The last four questions focus on coping strategies/self-care and support systems. We 

asked participants to rate, on a five-point Likert scale how true this statement feels: I feel 

confident that I have coping strategies or personal efforts to help me overcome the lasting effects 

of barriers preventing connection to a Native/Indigenous language and/or community. This was 
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followed by a question asking them to rank the following coping strategies from most to least 

helpful: connecting with nature, connecting with a support network, practicing cultural activities, 

community involvement, language revitalization or advocacy involvement, and lastly, other, with 

the option to specify. The last two statements for participants to rate were “I feel that I have a 

strong support network,” and “I feel that barriers I’ve experienced have brought me closer to my 

support network and/or have helped me build one.” The survey ends with a free-response text 

box for any additional comments regarding anything in the survey. 
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Chapter 4: Results 

Summary  

Between April 17th and May 12th, 2025, 29 people opened the survey. Participants were 

excluded from the report if they did not answer any questions or stopped participating before 

completing the survey. After the initial publication of the survey, 3 respondents answered “no” 

that they are not college students, which made them ineligible to complete the survey and 

automatically moved them to the end page of the survey. These 3 responses were automatically 

excluded as they were unable to complete the survey. To elicit more responses, prevent this from 

reoccurring, and value a wide range of perspectives and experiences, we decided to open the 

survey to all Indigenous people living in Oregon above the age of 18 on April 30th, 2025. 

Of the remaining 26 participants, 17 completed the survey and 9 were in progress when the 

survey closed. These 9 in progress responses were excluded as they didn’t complete the survey. 

Of the 17 completed surveys, 15 participants were college students in Oregon. Due to the low 

number of participants that were not students, we decided to maintain the study’s original focus 

on college student well-being and only analyze the 15 college student responses. 

Background Information and History of Cultural Experiences 

The results in this section reflect background and demographic information about 

participants and the history of their experiences and interactions within Native/Indigenous 

languages and culture to gain a better understanding of their positionalities at the time of the 

study. The sample included 15 Indigenous college students in Oregon. The largest proportion of 

participants identified as cis-gender females (47%). Participants’ tribal origins spanned across 10 

different areas. The majority of participants were from the Northwest (17%) and the Great Plains 
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(17%), and three participants selected more than one tribal origin. Most participants were 

between the ages of 18 and 22 (67%). See Table 1 for full descriptives of the sample. 

Table 1: Sociodemographic Data  

Variable N % 
Gender Identity 
  Cis-gender female 7 47 
  Cis-gender male 3 20 
  Two-spirit 3 20 
  Agender, gender non-binary, gender non-conforming, or gender fluid 2 12 
Tribal origin 
  The Northwest 3 17 
  The Great Plains 3 17 
  The Southeast 3 17 
  The Plateau 2 11 
  California 2 11 
  The Northeast 2 11 
  Oceania 1 6 
  The Southwest 1 6 
  Other: "Midwest/Canada" 1 6 
Age 
  18-22 10 67 
  23-27 2 13 
  28-32 2 13 
  33-40 1 7 

 

The majority of participants never heard their Native/Indigenous language spoken in the 

home (53%), followed by 33% hearing it sometimes. The majority of participants interact with 

another Indigenous language sometimes (60%), while 27% interact with another Indigenous 

language about half the time. When asked about earliest exposure to a Native/Indigenous 

language, 53% of participants said their earliest exposure was in early childhood (0-5) while 

27% was during their teenage years (13-18). See Table 2 for full descriptives of the sample. 
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Table 2: Exposure to Indigenous Languages 

Variable Never Sometimes About half 
the time 

Most of the 
time 

Language spoken 
in home 

53% 33% 7% 7% 

Interaction with 
another language 

13% 60% 27% 0% 

Variable Early childhood 
(0-5) 

Middle childhood/youth 
(6-12) 

Teenage 
(13-18) 

Adult (19+) 

Earliest exposure 53% 7% 27% 13% 

 

When asked how strongly their family identifies with their Native/Indigenous language, 

29% of participants said their family had no connection at all to the language, followed by 21% 

that said their family had minimal exposure or recognition (e.g., a few words or phrases known). 

When asked how they identify with their Native/Indigenous language, 33% of participants said 

they had minimal exposure or recognition (e.g., a few words or phrases known) and another 33% 

had moderate understanding and occasional use in conversation. See Table 3 for full descriptives 

of the sample. 

Table 3: Identification with their Native/Indigenous Language 

Variable No 
connection 

Minimal 
exposure or 
recognition 

Some 
knowledge 
(knowing 
traditional 
songs or 
phrases) 

Moderate 
understanding 
& occasional 
use in 
conversation 

Fluent or 
proficient 

Family 
identification 
with their 
language 

29% 21% 21% 21% 7% 

Participant 
identification 
with their 
language 

0% 33% 25% 33% 8% 
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Figure 1: Context for Learning 

Figure 1 depicts the context in which participants learned their Indigenous language (i.e. whether 

it be from family, elders, formal language programs, personal efforts, etc.). 

When asked in what context the participant learned their Indigenous language, most participants 

said they learned from elders and the community (23%), from personal and online efforts (21%), 

and from family (19%). See Figure 1 for full distribution of results. The following question 

asked participants to share their experience learning their Native/Indigenous language in a free-

response text box. One participant said: 

“I went to a Native Montessori preschool where I was exposed to my language 
daily. I also would call my kuno when I was very young and he taught me my 
introduction early in my life to prepare me for when he was no longer here 
anymore.” 

 

While another participant stated: 

“My family has always been disconnected from our Native heritage. Due to that, 
there hasn’t been much effort if any to reconnect or learn our language. I have 
started to try to learn, but it is so hard being so far away and not being able to 
have physical resources to help me learn my language.” 
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Table 4: Language Proficiency 

Variables I haven’t I’ve been 
learning 
gradually or 
inconsistently 

Less than a 
year 

1 to 3 
years 

4-6 
years 

7+ 
years 

Most of 
or entire 
life 

How long 
they’ve been 
learning or 
speaking 

7% 40% 7% 27% 0% 7% 13% 

Variables Not well 
at all 

Slightly well Moderately 
well 

Very 
well 

Extremely well 

Perceived 
level of 
proficiency 

53% 13% 27% 7% 0% 

 

Most participants (40%) indicated that they have been learning their language gradually or 

inconsistently, followed by 27% that have been learning for 1 to 3 years. The majority of 

participants (53%) said their perceived level of Native/Indigenous language proficiency is not 

well at all, followed by 27% that said its moderately well. Table 4 for full descriptives of the 

sample. 
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Figure 2: Attendance of Cultural Events 

Figure 2 depicts how often participants attended cultural events that connected them to their 

Indigenous identity before college or the age of 18. 

Most participants (40%) indicated that they attended a little number of cultural events before 

college or the age of 18; See figure 2 for full distribution of results. When asked how strongly 

their family identifies with their culture, 27% of participants said their family identifies a little 

with their culture, another 27% said their family identifies a moderate amount, and another 27% 

said their family identifies a great deal. When asked how they themselves identify with their 

culture, the majority said they identify a great deal (47%) followed by a lot (33%). See Table 5 

for full descriptives of the sample. 

Table 5: Identification with Culture 

Variable None A little A moderate 
amount 

A lot A great 
deal 

Family 
identification 
with culture 

7% 27% 27% 13% 27% 

Participant 
identification 
with culture 

0% 7% 13% 33% 47% 

 

Perceived Impact of Exposure on Well-being 

This section aimed to explore participants' current engagement with Indigenous language 

and culture, as well as their perceptions of its influence on their overall well-being. Most 
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participants indicated their current perceived level of Indigenous cultural and community 

involvement is a moderate amount (40%), followed by a great deal (27%), a lot (20%), and a 

little (13%). No respondents said they perceived themselves as having no cultural or community 

involvement at all. The following question asked them to share examples of their cultural and 

community involvement in a separate free-response text box. Students said they most often 

participate in events at the Many Nations Longhouse, attend powwows, get involved in student 

groups like the Native American Student Union, LCC Native American Student Association, and 

the Indigenous Women’s Wellness Group, and participate in various other ceremonies, events, 

and groups on and off their reservations and ancestral homelands. 

When asked to rate their current frequency of exposure to a Native/Indigenous language, 

40% said they were exposed most days or daily, followed by 33% a few times a year, 20% every 

few weeks, and 7% once a week. No respondents answered that they never have exposure to an 

Indigenous language. In a separate free-response text box, participants were asked to explain 

what type of exposure they experience to any Native/Indigenous language. Participants noted 

hearing greetings, goodbyes, and introductions around the Many Nations Longhouse, the 

community, and on social media. Oftentimes these are in languages from the Pacific Northwest 

and aren’t their own tribal language. One participant said: 

“I usually use phrases throughout my day. I speak to my other plateau tribal 
members but some of them don't know their language past their introduction. So 
other than that, I speak phrases to my dog.” 

 

Another participant noted their language exposure is: 

“Greetings/farewells. I’m in the process of creating more opportunities to speak 
with members of my tribe every Sunday here.” 
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Figure 3: Emotions when Using, Interacting, or Being Exposed to a Native/Indigenous Language. 

Figure 3 illustrates the distribution of feelings across participants when using, interacting, or being 

exposed to an Indigenous language.  

The most common feelings participants identified were happiness, pride, comfort, excitement, 

empowerment, and longing. In a free response text box, participants were asked to explain why 

they think they feel these emotions because of using or interacting with a Native/Indigenous 

language. In their own words participants said: 

“I think learning your Indigenous language is full of a vast array of colorful 
emotions; these emotions being both overwhelmingly positive and negative. 
Understanding the history of my people, our resistance through colonization, and 
learning our ancient beliefs is extremely fulfilling and cannot compare to 
someone learning a language which isn't theirs on something like Duolingo.”  

 

“I feel positive emotions because I am proud of my culture. I feel grief because of 
the destruction of my language, and isolation because I’m not as fluent as others. I 
was moved off the rez as a kid which limited my exposure to language. I feel 
Other.” 
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“Sometimes I feel like an imposter, other times I feel like I am doing the work 
that will benefit my future.” 

 
Figure 4: Impact of Language Interactions in the Moment vs the Rest of the Day 

Figure 4 illustrates the distribution of results for how Indigenous language interactions impacts 

college students in the moment vs for the rest of the day. 

The majority of respondents (67%) indicated that interactions with an Indigenous language 

impact them extremely positively in the moment (M=4.67). Most participants (50%) said that 

interactions with an Indigenous language impact them extremely positively for the rest of the day 

(M=4.43), with one participant answering that interactions neither positively nor negatively 

impact them for the rest of the day. The following question asked participants to reflect on how 

they feel exposure to a Native/Indigenous language plays a role in their well-being. The 

following statements reflect their thoughts: 

“Language is medicine! Language is reconnection!” 

 

“Hearing others speak their languages lets me know that not all was lost in 
colonization and “civilizing” of Indigenous people so it can build back.” 

 

“It makes me really happy. My soul and mind feel like a hug.” 

 

“It helps remind me who I am, my values, what really matters, and that I am never 
alone.” 
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Figure 5: Perspectives of Different Factors Impacting Well-being 

Figure 5 illustrates how five different factors are perceived to impact the well-being of Indigenous 

college students. 

Out of five different factors, connection to a Native/Indigenous community, connection to their 

cultural identity, and connection to their Native/Indigenous language were most highly rated as 

impacting their sense of well-being a great deal. See Figure 5 for the distribution of all the 

ratings. When asked to rank these five factors from 1- most beneficial to 5- least beneficial, 

participants indicated connection to another Native/Indigenous language as being the least 

beneficial for their sense of well-being, compared to the other factors. Among the most 

beneficial, participants generally ranked the other factors as being of similar importance as there 

are many things that can impact your sense of well-being. See Figure 6 for a full distribution of 

the rankings. 
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Figure 6: Participant Rankings of Five Key Factors Affecting Sense of Well-Being 

Figure 6 depicts participant rankings of five important factors that affect sense of well-being. 

 

 
Figure 7: Perspectives of Different Factors Impacting Sense of Community 

Figure 7 illustrates how four different factors are perceived to increase or strengthen Indigenous 

college students’ sense of community. 

Out of four different factors, connection to their cultural identity, relationships with 

others who share their cultural identity, and connection to their Native/Indigenous language were 

most highly rated as increasing or strengthening their sense of community a great deal. See 

Figure 7 for the distribution of all the ratings. When asked to rank these five factors from 1- most 

beneficial to 4- least beneficial, participants indicated connection to another Native/Indigenous 

language as being the least beneficial for their sense of community. Generally, among the most 
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beneficial were connection to their cultural identity and relationships with others who share their 

cultural identity. See Figure 8 for a full distribution of the rankings. 

 
Figure 8: Participant Rankings of Four Key Factors Affecting Sense of Community 

Figure 8 depicts participant rankings of four important factors that affect sense of community 

among Indigenous college students. 

 
Figure 9: Perspectives of Different Factors Impacting Sense of Cultural Identity 

Figure 9 illustrates how four different factors are perceived to increase or strengthen Indigenous 

college students’ connection to cultural identity. 

Out of four different factors, connection to a Native/Indigenous community, relationships with 

others who share their cultural identity, and connection to their Native/Indigenous language were 

most highly rated as increasing or strengthening their sense of cultural identity. See Figure 9 for 

the distribution of all the ratings. When asked to rank these five factors from 1- most beneficial 

to 4- least beneficial for their sense of cultural identity, participants indicated connection to 
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another Native/Indigenous language as being the least beneficial for their sense of cultural 

identity. The factors participants generally ranked as most beneficial were relationships with 

others who share their cultural identity, and connection to their Native/Indigenous language. See 

Figure 10 for a full distribution of the rankings. 

 
Figure 10: Participant Rankings of Five Key Factors Affecting Sense of Cultural Identity 

Figure 10 depicts participant rankings of four important factors that affect sense of cultural 

identity among Indigenous college students. 

 
Figure 11: Perspectives of Different Factors Impacting Connection to Others When Building 

Relationships 

Figure 11 illustrates how four different factors are perceived to increase or strengthen Indigenous 

college students’ connection to others when building relationships. 

Out of four different factors, Participants indicated that connection to their cultural identity and 

connection to a Native/Indigenous community help increase or strengthen their connection to 
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others when building relationships. See Figure 11 for the distribution of all the ratings. When 

asked to rank these five factors from 1- most beneficial to 4- least beneficial, participants 

indicated connection to another Native/Indigenous language as being the least beneficial for 

increasing or strengthening their connection to others when building relationships. The factors 

generally ranked as most beneficial were connection to their cultural identity and connection to a 

Native/Indigenous community. See Figure 12 for a full distribution of the rankings. 

 
Figure 12: Participant Rankings of Five Key Factors Affecting Connection to Others When 

Building Relationships 

Figure 12 depicts participant rankings of four important factors that affect Indigenous college 

students’ connection to others when building relationships. 

Perceived Impact of Exposure on Community Connection 

This section specifically aimed to investigate participants’ perceptions of how 

interactions with and exposure to Indigenous languages affect their sense of connection to the 

community. All respondents indicated they have participated in some sort of cultural activity or 

event with their community in the past year. The most common were Indigenous crafting, 

traditional ceremonies (e.g., sweat lodges, smudging, prayers, rituals), and powwows. See Figure 

13 for a full distribution of cultural events and activities. 
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Figure 13: Distribution of Cultural Activity or Event Participation in the Last Year 

Figure 13 depicts the distribution of cultural activity or event participation in the last year among 

Indigenous college students. 

When asked which of these previously listed activities makes them feel most involved and 

connected to their community, there was a range of responses. However, cultural 

activities/traditional sustenance (e.g., hunting, gathering, fishing) was most highly rated with 

27% of participants selecting that option. See Figure 14 for a full distribution of results. 
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Figure 14: Activities Contributing to Feelings of Involvement and Connection to Community 

Figure 14 illustrates which activities make Indigenous college students feel most involved and 

connected to their community. 

The following question asked participants to use the text box to explain why their chosen activity 

makes them feel most involved and/or connected to community. These were some of their 

responses: 

“Every year I used to engage in our seasonal rounds to gather first foods, I felt 
connected to my ancestors, elders, family, and tribal community. Now I can only 
go back for one round whether it be digging roots, fishing, or picking berries.” 

 

“Living off of the land makes me feel connected” 

 

“Everyone gets to bring their craft with them and share it with the community. 
We share prayers and dances and medicine. I always leave a powwow feeling 
spiritually uplifted and inspired.” 

 

The following questions asked participants to rate how much they agree or disagree to a 

statement based on how true it feels. Most participants somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that 

speaking their Indigenous language strengthens their sense of belonging to community, with 

86% selecting either somewhat agree or strongly agree. Similarly, 80% of participants also either 

somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that using their Indigenous language has helped them build 
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better relationships in the community. Additionally, 93% of participants either somewhat agreed 

or strongly agreed that building relationships has been helpful in building community. When 

asked to select the ways that using a Native/Indigenous language has helped them build 

relationships, results were generally balanced. Though, the most selected factor for helping to 

build relationships was accessing and sharing stories and knowledge. See Figure 15 for a 

distribution of these results. 

 
Figure 15: Ways that Indigenous Language Helps Build Relationships 

Figure 15 depicts in what ways using an Indigenous language helps Indigenous college students 

build relationships. 

Most participants somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that speaking their Indigenous language 

strengthens their sense of cultural identity, with 93% selecting either somewhat agree or strongly 

agree. The majority of participants (94%) also either somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that 

their sense of cultural identity has strengthened their feelings of connection to the community. 

When asked to select all the ways using a Native/Indigenous language has connected them to 

their cultural identity, results were mixed again. However, the highest rated were resistance to 

assimilation and connection to beings (land, plants, animals, spirit, etc.) through language, with 

all but one participant selecting these as connecting them to their cultural identity. See Figure 16 

for a distribution of these results. 
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Figure 16: Ways that Indigenous Language Connects Participants to Cultural Identity 

Figure 16 depicts in what ways using an Indigenous language helps Indigenous college students 

connect to their cultural identity. 

 When asked to use the text box to explain in what ways their connection to the community has 

changed because of their sense of cultural identity, one participant said:  

“It makes me feel that I am more connected to my people and allows for me to 
feel more confident when attending cultural events.” 

 

While another said: 

“I have interacted with not only my tribe but those whose land I am residing on 
and my friends’ familial connections.” 

 

Most participants somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that building relationships has helped 

strengthened their sense of cultural identity and connection to the community, with 93.33% 

selecting either somewhat agree or strongly agree. The majority of participants (80%) also either 

somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that using, interacting, and/or being exposed to a 

Native/Indigenous language has strengthened intergenerational connections or relations. 
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Furthermore, 86% either somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that Intergenerational connections 

or relations have strengthened their feelings of connection to the community. When asked to 

select all the ways using a Native/Indigenous language has fostered, strengthened, or revitalized 

intergenerational connections/relationships, the most selected option was learning from elders. 

See Figure 17 for a distribution of these responses. 

 
Figure 17: Ways that Indigenous Languages Foster, Strengthen, or Revitalize Intergenerational 

Connections 

Figure 17 illustrates in what ways using an Indigenous language helps Indigenous college students 

foster, strengthen, or revitalize intergenerational connections. 

The subsequent question asked participants to use the text box to reflect on how increased, 

strengthened, or revitalized intergenerational connections may have changed their sense of 

connection to the community, if applicable. One participant said: 

“Being reminded that I am Native American and that I belong by close friends in 
Native communities or Elders has helped me fully grow into my identity in a 
steadfast way.” 

 

While another said: 

“I don’t have those connections any more since my elders I went to have passed. I 
miss them and think about them every day. I have dreams where I ask them all the 
things I’ve been wanting to since they’ve passed.” 
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All participants somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that using, interacting, and/or being exposed 

to a Native/Indigenous language has strengthened their feelings of collective identity. Most 

participants (87%) either somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that feelings of collective identity 

and solidarity have strengthened their connection to the community. When asked to use the text 

box to reflect on how they feel exposure to Native/Indigenous languages play a role in 

connecting to the community, participants said: 

“You become more aware of the systems you are participating in and where you 
can shift your intentions to influence Indigenous futurity positively. We are on 
Native land! The roots of this land are both in the physical/spiritual realms as well 
as the people who have stewarded those lands before us. The future lies with us 
because we currently reside here. Non-Indigenous folks could benefit from this 
practice too!” 

 

“I think my lack of exposure to my native language/other native languages has 
affected me to not feel empowered with my own identity and has added to the 
lack of connections I have.” 

 

“I have learned just how hard it is to take the route of learning your Indigenous 
language, and I hold a deep respect for all Indigenous peoples no matter what 
stage of the journey they are on. It is my belief that if we are truly committed to 
decolonizing our minds then we must switch our languages.” 

 

Obstacles in Connecting to Language and Community 

This final section investigated the barriers limiting participants’ use of, exposure to, and 

connection to their Native/Indigenous language and community. Additionally, participants were 

asked to evaluate the perceived impact of these barriers on their well-being. This section begins 

by asking participants to rate how much they agree or disagree based on how true the statement 

feels. Though results were a bit more mixed, the majority of participants (67%) either somewhat 

agreed or strongly agreed that there are many barriers to accessing their Native/Indigenous 

language. When asked to rank barriers from most to least disruptive in accessing their 
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Native/Indigenous language, results were mixed as these factors are all interrelated. However, 

results show that participants indicated geographic isolation of communities, intergenerational 

language loss, and lack of accessible language education as the most disruptive in accessing their 

Native/Indigenous language. See Figure 18 for a full distribution of these rankings. 

 
Figure 18: Most to Least Disruptive Barriers in Accessing Language 

Figure 18 depicts how Indigenous college students ranked different barriers from most to least 

disruptive in accessing Indigenous language(s). 

Results were mixed when participants were asked to agree or disagree to the statement “there are 

many barriers preventing connection to my community,” with 47% selecting either somewhat 

agree or strongly agree and 46% selecting either somewhat disagree or strongly disagree. When 

asked to rank barriers from most to least disruptive in connecting to community, participants 

indicated geographic isolation of communities, racial or phenotype-related anxieties (ex: 

appearance of skin color), and intergenerational language loss as being the most disruptive. See 

Figure 19 for a full distribution of these rankings. 
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Figure 19: Most to Least Disruptive Barriers in Connecting to Community 

Figure 19 depicts how Indigenous college students ranked different barriers from most to least 

disruptive in connecting to community. 

The next question asked participants to use the text box to explain or provide examples of how 

much of a burden these barriers have been in connecting to their Native/Indigenous language vs 

community. The following statements reflect their thoughts: 

“Bureaucratic issues both on and off the rez for enrollment and elder teaching 
from geographical displacements” 

 

“I don't know who to turn to for resources for ways to learn my languages because 
of these barriers.” 

 

“A little burden just from the connection to people from same tribe and the look 
of my skin.” 
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Figure 20: Perspectives of Different Factors Being Barriers in Accessing Language 

Figure 20 illustrates how Indigenous college students perceive eight different factors as being 

barriers to accessing Indigenous language(s). 

Out of eight different factors, participants indicated that intergenerational language loss 

(M=3.53), geographic proximity to communities (M=3.47), and racial or phenotype-related 

anxieties (ex: appearance of skin color) (M=3.07) are impactful barriers in 

accessing their Native/Indigenous language. Attitudes about revitalization efforts (M=1.80) was 

the smallest barrier in accessing their language. See Figure 20 for the distribution of all the 

ratings.  
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Figure 21: Perspectives of Different Factors Being Barriers in Accessing Language & Community 

Figure 21 illustrates how Indigenous college students perceive eight different factors as being 

barriers to accessing Indigenous languages and/or community. 

Out of the same eight factors, participants selected geographic proximity to communities 

(M=3.14), intergenerational language loss (M=3.07), and racial or phenotype-related anxieties 

(ex: appearance of skin color) (M=2.93) as being the biggest barriers to accessing a 

Native/Indigenous language and/or connecting to community. Attitudes about revitalization 

efforts (M=2.13) was the smallest barrier. See Figure 21 for the distribution of all the ratings. 

When asked how much of an inconvenience participants perceive obstacles to be in connecting 

to Native/Indigenous languages and/or community, 40% of participants selected a lot, followed 

by a little (33%). See Figure 22 for a full representation of these results. 
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Figure 22: Perceived Inconveniences of Barriers to Connecting with Native/Indigenous Language 

and Community 

Figure 22 depicts how much of an inconvenience Indigenous college students perceive obstacles 

to be in connecting to Indigenous language(s) and/or community. 

 
Figure 23: Participant Emotions When Faced with an Obstacle or Barrier 

Figure 23 illustrates the distribution of feelings across Indigenous college students when faced 

with an obstacle or barrier, recognizing that many of these barriers are ongoing and are not 

experienced in a single isolated moment.  

The most common feelings participants selected were frustration, isolation, anxiety, and 

persistence/resilience. In a free response text box, participants were then asked to explain why 

they think they feel these emotions when faced with barriers, these are some of their responses: 

“I feel grief, shame, and isolation when I am one of the only members of my 
family that puts in effort towards language revitalization. I feel resilient when I 
interact with members of my community and watch young people take on 
language revitalization against assimilation efforts.” 
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“Because it continues the behaviors of not being recognized, seen, or heard” 

 

“There are various barriers that will cause negative emotions, but not everything 
in life is easy -- and honestly, I think people in my community need to hear that. 
We are working to peel back the layers of oppression and shame which were 
imposed upon our minds, bodies, and spirits for hundreds of years following 
colonization.” 

 

Most participants somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that they feel confident they have coping 

strategies or personal efforts to help them overcome the lasting effects of barriers preventing 

connection to a Native/Indigenous language and/or community, with 60% selecting either 

somewhat agree or strongly agree. When asked to rank coping strategies from 1-most to 6-least 

helpful, participants indicated connecting with nature (M=2.67), practicing cultural activities 

(M=2.67), and community involvement (M=2.73) as being the most helpful, and language 

revitalization or advocacy involvement (M=3.87) as least helpful. See Figure 24 for a full 

distribution of these rankings 
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Figure 24: Ranking of Most to Least Helpful Coping Strategies 

Figure 24 depicts how Indigenous college students ranked coping strategies from most to least 

helpful. 

The majority of participants somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that they feel they have a strong 

support network, with 73% selecting either somewhat agree or strongly agree. Most participants 

(67%) also either somewhat agreed or strongly agreed that barriers they’ve experienced have 

brought them closer to their support network and/or have helped them build one. 
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Chapter 5: Discussion 

Summary 

This study highlights how Indigenous college students understand and experience the 

impact of being exposed to and interacting with Indigenous languages, especially when it comes 

to their well-being and connection to community. The findings show that Indigenous languages 

are more than just a way to communicate. They’re deeply tied to emotions, cultural identity, 

well-being, and sense of belonging. A significant part of this research is that it centers the voices 

of Indigenous students and their lived experiences. 

This study also adds to growing conversations about the importance of Indigenous 

languages and why language revitalization matters. It shows that language use is closely 

connected to healing and well-being, empowerment, and community connections. Ultimately, 

this study is a reminder that the bigger importance of Indigenous language use and language 

revitalization is about supporting Indigenous youth and their futures through well-being, identity, 

and reconnection. 

What are Indigenous college students’ perspectives on how exposure and interaction with 

Indigenous languages impact their individual well-being?  

Findings suggest a strong emotional response to Indigenous language use and exposure, 

with participants reporting elevated moods both in the moment (M=4.67) and for the rest of the 

day (M=4.43). Participants feel a wide range of emotions when using, interacting with, or being 

exposed to a Native/Indigenous language. Emotions such as happiness, pride, comfort, 

excitement, empowerment, and longing were commonly associated with language interaction. 

While language itself was beneficial, participants indicated that connection to their 
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Native/Indigenous community (M = 4.07) was the most impactful factor for well-being, 

compared to connection to another Indigenous language (M = 3.07), which was perceived as 

least impactful.  

These results suggest that while interaction with Indigenous languages boosts individual 

well-being, the most meaningful impact may come from how language connects participants to a 

wider community and facilitates deeper community connection. Consistent with existing 

literature, language can be a powerful factor for cultural transmission and identity affirmation 

(Whalen et al., 2016). Participants described language exposure as not just a positive experience, 

but an avenue to reconnecting with community, culture, and collective identity. One possibility is 

that language actually makes people feel connected to community, showing a possible 

connection between increased impact on mood and language in relation to the increase in 

community.  

How have Indigenous college students found that language use impacts their connection to 

their community?  

Indigenous college students indicated that speaking and engaging with their Indigenous 

language strengthens their sense of belonging to community. Language was shown to play a vital 

role in forming and maintaining relationships within the community, and building these 

relationships has been helpful in building community. The use of Indigenous languages allows 

access to traditional knowledge and storytelling, which further deepened intergenerational and 

community ties. Some may immediately feel a direct connection to community through 

language, but it also helps others build relationships which impacts their community connection. 

The connection between language and identity was particularly notable. Participants 

reported that Indigenous language interaction strengthened their sense of cultural identity, which 
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in turn strengthened or reinforced their feelings of connection to the community. Similarly, 

Language use strengthened feelings of collective identity which also strengthen connection to the 

community. Lastly, Indigenous language use was shown to also strengthen Intergenerational 

connections or relations which also, in turn strengthened their feelings of connection to the 

community. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 25: Language Impacts Community, Identity, and Relationships 

Figure 25 depicts this relationship between language and community; language, identity, and 

community; and language, relationships, and community. 

The results clearly show that language use is a meaningful and multifaceted contributor to how 

Indigenous college students connect to their communities which is consistent with existing 

literature (Olko et al., 2022). Language is a tool for communication, but it also serves as a crucial 

part of relationship building, cultural identity, and intergenerational connection. These aspects 

together create and reinforce a strong sense of belonging and connection to community. 

These results emphasize that language use isn't a one-dimensional experience. For some 

Indigenous students, language immediately evokes a sense of community connection, while for 

others, it works gradually by helping them to build and maintain relationships with others. The 

Language Community 

Identity 

Relationships 
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impact on identity, both cultural and collective, is another vital aspect. Feeling connected to your 

identity through language seems to reinforce feelings of being part of a larger community, 

showing how deeply interconnected identity and community are. This shows that language plays 

an important role in actively shaping how Indigenous college students understand and experience 

their place within their communities. 

What are the obstacles that individuals have found in connecting to their language and their 

community? And how have those obstacles impacted their well-being? 

Despite the many positive effects of language interaction, participants also identified 

similar significant barriers to accessing both language and community connection. Geographic 

isolation of communities, intergenerational language loss, and lack of accessible language 

education are significant barriers in accessing Indigenous languages. While geographic isolation 

of communities, racial or phenotype-related anxieties (ex: appearance of skin color), and 

intergenerational language loss are disruptive barriers in connecting to community.  

Geographic isolation was a recurring theme, as being physically distant from tribal lands 

and communities often limits access to engaging with fluent speakers and other opportunities for 

connection. There is a connection between intergenerational language loss and geographic 

isolation of communities. Distance contributes to intergenerational language loss, likely because 

when you’re far away you don’t have access to learn from those who came before you, thus 

increasing the difficulty of learning and using Indigenous languages.  

Another major barrier was the lack of accessible Indigenous language education which 

may also impact intergenerational language loss. Without structured resources and opportunities 

to learn their language, many participants felt disempowered and disconnected by not having 

accessibility to language that would likely strengthen community connection. Additionally, racial 
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or phenotype-related anxieties, such as concerns about skin color also hindered community 

connection for some students. It was noted as a disruptive barrier in accessing community but not 

accessing language. There are stigmas within the community that may make Indigenous youth 

navigating society feel unwelcomed. Furthermore, these internalized stigmas create emotional 

challenges for students, including feelings of isolation, impostor syndrome, and anxiety.  

Limitations 

Though this research provides valuable insights into the relationship between Indigenous 

languages and well-being, it is important to address the limitations present within this study to 

enhance the quality and accuracy of future research. Primarily, the sample population for the 

study is limited to the Indigenous college student population in and around Eugene, Oregon, 

which may not fully represent the impacts that language use has on the larger Indigenous 

population across geographic and tribal contexts. Additionally, the nature of self-report surveys 

has the potential for response bias and may not fully capture the complexity of participant 

experience. Participants may be hesitant to reveal their true interaction and knowledge of their 

Indigenous language as it is often stigmatized if you are not fluent in your language. Lastly, the 

survey did not ask about whether participants grew up on tribal lands, which may influence 

access and connection to language and community resources. 

Implications for Future Use 

While this study contributes to filling the gap in research on the perspectives of the 

impact of language use on individual and community well-being and the impact it has on 

community ties of the younger generation of the Indigenous population, there are avenues for 

future research that should be explored to further our collective understanding of this 

relationship. Future research should investigate the impact of Indigenous languages on 
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community and individual well-being across various communities in order to assess similarities 

and/or differences depending on geographical location, cultural practices and beliefs, and 

historical factors. Furthermore, exploring the effect of long-term revitalization efforts on the 

health and well-being of communities greatly impacted by assimilation and language loss may 

provide deeper insights into the relationship between language, healing, and cultural resilience in 

this modern society. It may also provide a deeper understanding of the long-term efficacy of 

language revitalization and maintenance and reveal its importance and relevance for continued 

use. Moreover, future studies should more specifically investigate the role of intergenerational 

relationships in language retention and community connection. As participants noted, access to 

elders and traditional knowledge bearers is crucial. Research that centers these relationships may 

reveal more understandings through which language supports both individual and community 

well-being. Addressing limitations and implications enables future researchers to build upon the 

foundations laid by this study and contribute to holistic and culturally appropriate approaches to 

research with Indigenous communities. 

Call to Action 

The findings of this study make clear that Indigenous languages are deeply connected to 

emotional well-being, cultural identity, and community connection and belonging for Indigenous 

college students. However, significant barriers, such as geographic isolation, intergenerational 

language loss, limited access to language education, and internalized stigma, continue to disrupt 

students’ ability to fully engage with their languages and communities. Addressing these 

challenges requires more than language classes. It calls for systemic support for language 

revitalization efforts, expanded access to cultural education, and intentional efforts to reconnect 

students with elders, knowledge holders, and community spaces. Institutions of higher education, 
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in collaboration with tribal communities, must invest in culturally sustaining practices that uplift 

Indigenous voices, affirm Indigenous identities, and foster meaningful community connections. 

By doing so, we not only preserve Indigenous languages, but actively support the health, well-

being, and futures of Indigenous students as well. 
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Chapter 6: Conclusion 

The well-being of Indigenous individuals and communities must be understood within 

the context of ongoing historical and systemic injustices, such as colonization, assimilation, 

forced removal, land loss, and intergenerational trauma, that continue to impact their lives today. 

These complex challenges are further compounded by the widespread misunderstanding and 

underrepresentation of Indigenous lifeways in a rapidly modernizing society. Particularly in the 

United States, Native and Indigenous youth are often forced to navigate a world that increasingly 

diverges from their traditional beliefs and ways of understanding. Additionally, college students 

especially are often expected to navigate spaces that do not reflect their cultures, languages, or 

ways of knowing. In response to this disconnect, this study set out to explore how Indigenous 

college students experience the impact of Indigenous language use and exposure on their well-

being and connection to community. 

Through a mixed methods survey, this research found that while interacting with 

Indigenous language directly boosts mood and well-being, its deeper significance is the way it 

fosters connection to community. Participants described a range of emotions when exposed to or 

using their Indigenous language, most of which were overwhelmingly positive. However, they 

consistently emphasized that what made these experiences most meaningful was how language 

helped them feel closer to their community, culture, and identity. Language was also shown to 

play a key role in building and maintaining relationships, which in turn deepens community 

relations. For many participants, engaging with their language strengthened their sense of 

cultural identity, reinforced collective identity, and supported intergenerational connection, all of 

which contributed to feeling a stronger sense of belonging. This study also highlighted 

significant barriers that prevent Indigenous youth and college students from accessing these 
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experiences stemming from language and community connection. Geographic isolation, 

intergenerational language loss, and lack of accessible language education were noted as major 

obstacles. These barriers not only limit opportunities to learn and engage with Indigenous 

languages but also disrupt relationships that are essential for cultural and community connection. 

Additionally, some participants noted the impact of racial or phenotype-based stigma, which 

made them feel disconnected, isolated, or unwelcome from their communities. These obstacles 

were associated with decreased mood and well-being, showing the emotional impact of being cut 

off from language and community. 

Together, these findings illuminate the need for holistic approaches to language 

revitalization such as efforts that don’t just teach the language but also intentionally build spaces 

for connection, relationship building, identity, and community. Our findings show that language 

revitalization is about preserving culture but should also be about supporting Indigenous youth in 

their journey to reconnect and reclaim through language. Ultimately, this research begins to 

bridge the gap in understanding of the crucial role of Indigenous languages in fostering cultural 

identity, community connection, and holistic well-being. 
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Appendix A 

IRB Exempt Determination Approval 
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Appendix B 

Survey Flyer 
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Appendix C 

Survey Outreach Speech 

Hello! 
 
I hope this message finds you well. I'm Haley Potter, a senior in University of Oregon’s Clark 
Honors College. 
 
I'm reaching out to see if you all would be able to pass along this survey flyer for my honors 
thesis! As a graduation requirement for UO's Clark Honors College, I have to conduct a research 
project, write a thesis, and defend it during my senior year. 
 
I'm hoping to gain insight into how Indigenous college students in Oregon perceive the impact 
that Native/Indigenous language exposure, interaction, and/or use has on their well-being and 
connection to the community, no matter their proficiency level! 
 
The survey is completely anonymous, and the only requirements are that the participant is a 
Native/Indigenous student above the age of 18 attending a university or college in Oregon. Any 
level of experience or connection to a Native/Indigenous language is welcome, as we are all in a 
process of reconnecting! 
 
The preferred deadline for the survey is May 1st. If people are looking for more information, they 
can access the informed consent form before they start the survey, or they can find my contact 
information at the bottom of the flyer, as well as the informed consent form. Let me know if 
you have any questions! 
 
Thank you so much, 
Haley 
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Appendix D 

Survey 
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