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Good morning, members of the Assembly Committee on Education. During this
past interim, I again served as the chairperson of the Special Committee on State-
Tribal Relations.

The State-Tribal Relations committee is a permanent committee created to study
issues relating to American Indian tribes and to develop legislative proposals.
Membership of the study committee consisted of two Senators, four
Representatives, and 11 public members representing the interests of the state’s
tribes. The study committee met four times from August to December 2024.

The committee discussed numerous topics of importance to the state’s tribes. In
concluding its work, the committee recommended five bill drafts for introduction
by the Joint Legislative Council, one of which is before this committee today.

_ Assembly Bill 109 provides an option for a tribal government to determine
whether a person licensed to teach an American Indian language is qualified to
receive a lifetime teaching license. Currently, when an individual applies for a Tier
II license to teach an American Indian Language in an American Indian Language
Program, the applicant must be certified as competent in the given language by the
applicable tribal council, tribal language division, or local American Indian parent
advisory committee. There is no additional certification of competence
requirement for applicants of a Tier III lifetime license to teach an American
Indian Language in an American Indian Language Program.

The bill allows tribal governments to opt in to review applicants for Tier III
lifetime licenses for an American Indian language associated with that tribe or

- band. Once opted in, DPI would notify the tribe or band whenever an applicant
applies for a Tier III license in a language associated with the tribal government.
The tribal government would then determine and notify DPI whether the applicant
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is highly skilled and endorse the applicant receiving a Tier III lifetime license, or
whether the applicant is not highly skilled and should instead retain a Tier II
license. This additional certification does not change any of the other requirements
already necessary to obtain a Tier III license.

This bill passed out of this committee and the Assembly unanimously last session,
and the State-Tribal Relations committee recommended introduction by a
unanimous vote again this session.

Thank you for considering this bill and I am open to answer your questions. Steve
McCarthy and Abby Gorzlancyk from Legislative Council staffed the Special
Committee and can help answer any questions if needed.
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To:  Rep. Joel Kitchens, Chair
Members of the Assembly Committee on Education

From: Lisa Liggins, Oneida Nation Secretary
Date: December 17, 2025

Re:  Support for AB-109: Relating to Lifetime Licenses Authorizing an Individual to
Teach American Indian language in an American Indian Language Program.
Recommended by the Special Committee on State-Tribal Relations.

Shekoli Chairman Kitchens and Members of the Assembly Committee on Education,

My name is Lisa Liggins, and I serve as Tribal Secretary, an elected office of the Oneida Nation.
I also have the honor of serving on the State of Wisconsin Joint Legislative Council’s Special
Committee on State-Tribal Relations.

I would first like to thank the Chairman for scheduling a public hearing on this bill, which was
recommended by the Special Committee on State-Tribal Relations. I would also like to thank
Representative Jeff Mursau, who chaired the Special Committee, as well as the other legislators
who served: Senator Felzkowski, Senator Smith and former Representatives Conley, Edming,
and Rozar for their thoughtful and collaborative work on this issue. It should also be noted that
the companion, Senate Bill 87, passed the Senate Committee 4-1 and is available for scheduling.

I appreciate the opportunity to testify in support of Assembly Bill 109, which strengthens tribal
sovereignty by recognizing the authority of Tribal Nations to determine qualifications for
educators of American Indian languages. I am here today to emphasize the importance of this
legislation in preserving, revitalizing, and sustaining Indigenous languages while ensuring that
tribal communities have direct and meaningful input in the certification of language educators.

Under current law, individuals seeking a Tier III lifetime teaching license must complete six
semesters of teaching experience. While this pathway may be appropriate for general education
subjects, it does not adequately reflect the cultural, linguistic, and instructional expertise required
to teach an Indigenous language authentically and effectively. Assembly Bill 109 appropriately
recognizes the unique role of tribal governments in determining who is qualified to teach their
respective languages.

Language is central to cultural identity, historical preservation, and the intergenerational
transmission of knowledge. Many American Indian languages are at risk of disappearing. For
that reason, it 1s imperative that tribal communities, rather than the state alone, have a direct role
in determining who is qualified to teach their language. Tribal governments, fluent speakers, and
cultural knowledge holders are best positioned to assess an individual’s fluency, comprehension,
instructional capacity, and cultural understanding.
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The Oneida Nation already maintains rigorous standards for determining language proficiency.
Currently, we utilize the American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages (ACTFL)
proficiency scale for both students and teachers. Language learners and educators are evaluated
by our Nation’s Fluent Speaker Facilitator, Leander Danforth, who assesses proficiency using the
ACTFL framework. Once a teacher’s level of fluency is determined, that level establishes the
grade or instructional level at which they may teach. Advancement occurs through continued
study of curriculum established by the Oneida Language Department, as well as participation in
individual or group instruction.

We also distinguish between different forms of fluency. Conversational and instructional fluency
are assessed together, as both rely on everyday vocabulary and functional language use.
Ceremonial fluency, however, is evaluated separately, as ceremonial speeches contain specialized
vocabulary, sentence structures, and cultural protocols that are not used in daily conversation.
This distinction is critical to ensuring accuracy and respect for our traditions.

Determinations of language proficiency are currently made by our Nation’s Fluent Speaker
Facilitator, who also serves as our curriculum developer and has established standards for the
various stages of language learning. In addition, we are training Language Trainees in the
ACTFL scale, and they themselves are going through the formal evaluation process. This ensures
continuity, accountability, and long-term capacity within our Nation.

Dialectal and cultural accuracy are ensured through multiple layers of consultation. We rely on
recordings of first-language speakers and maintain active consultation with fluent speakers from
Oneida of the Thames, with whom we share strong familial, cultural, and traditional ties. These
relationships allow us to meet both in person and virtually with fluent-speaking elders to confirm
pronunciation, spelling, sentence structure, and meaning. Cultural accuracy is further reinforced
through our Facilitator’s role as a representative within the Haudenosaunee Confederacy, as well
as through consultation with our traditional leadership and elders, past and present.

Assembly Bill 109 provides an important framework that allows tribal governments in Wisconsin
to decide whether an applicant is qualified for a lifetime teaching license in their respective
language. Under the bill, a tribal government may notify the Department of Public Instruction
that it wishes to review applicants. DPI must then notify the tribe whenever an individual applies
for a Tier III lifetime license in that language. The tribe evaluates the applicant and notifies DPI
whether it endorses the individual for a Tier III lifetime license or instead supports renewal of a
Tier II license. DPI may only issue a Tier III lifetime license if all other requirements are met and
the applicant receives tribal endorsement.

This framework addresses significant risks that arise when lifetime licenses are issued without
tribal input. Two of the most serious risks are linguistic inaccuracy and cultural
misrepresentation. Without evaluation by fluent speakers within the tribe, instruction may lack
the nuanced understanding of pronunciation, sound formation, and meaning that is essential to
the language. Cultural language is deeply tied to traditional systems, and inaccuracies can
undermine ceremonies, protocols, and teachings.




Cultural misrepresentation also poses long term harm. Teaching inaccurate protocols, beliefs, or
traditions risks embedding misinformation into educational systems. Once a lifetime license is
issued, it can be extremely difficult to correct these issues, allowing inaccurate or culturally
insensitive instruction to persist indefinitely.

Finally, excluding tribes from this process undermines tribal sovereignty. Tribal Nations have the
inherent right to control how their language and culture are taught. Allowing lifetime licenses to
be granted without tribal endorsement signals that the state not the tribe controls cultural
education. This not only creates tension between DPI and Tribal Nations but also sets a
concerning precedent for state intrusion into other cultural and educational matters.

It is also important to note the inequity in the current system. General education teachers may
earn a lifetime license after obtaining a degree and completing five years of teaching. However,
language and culture instructors, many of whom are certified through letters from tribal elders
attesting to their proficiency but who may not hold a four-year teaching degree are limited to five
year renewable licenses. Assembly Bill 109 helps address this inequity by recognizing the unique
qualifications and expertise of Indigenous language educators.

I strongly urge this Committee to support and advance Assembly Bill 109. Passage of this bill
represents a meaningful investment in Indigenous language revitalization and honors
Wisconsin’s commitment to government-to-government partnership with Tribal Nations.

It is with a good mind, a good heart, and a strong fire that I say yawako for your time and
consideration.




