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Before You Read

A  Discussion. Look at the map above. Do you live near any of the areas 
where languages are dying? What kinds of people do you think speak these 
languages? Talk about your ideas with a partner.

B Definitions. Match the words with their meanings.

_____ a.  to show what you think or feel

_____ b.   to let something happen

_____ c.   to think carefully about something

_____ d.  referring to a particular thing

_____ e. how much of something there is

_____ f.    to reply 

_____ g.  about or related to a particular area

_____ h.  related to the money and 
businesses of a country or society

1. allow 2. amount  3. economic 4. express (v.) 
5. local 6. reflect 7. respond 8. specific

8A Disappearing 
Languages

Queen 
Charlotte 
Islands, 
Canada

More than half of the world’s 7,000 languages 
may be extinct (no longer in use) by the year 
2100. These are the top five areas in the world 
where languages are dying the fastest.
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Reading

Strategy: Predicting. What are some reasons why 
a language becomes endangered? Discuss with a 
partner. Read the passage to check your predictions.

1 

 

 

 

5 

 

 

 

10

 

 

 

 

15 

 

 

 

20

25 

 

 

Every 14 days, another language dies. There are many reasons 
for this. Some people think more common languages have more 
economic power. Because of this, young people choose to learn 
a common language as they think it is more useful. Another 
reason is that some languages aren’t written down. Guujaaw is a 
leader of the Haida Nation. His people have lived on the Queen 
Charlotte Islands, Canada, for more than 10,000 years. Their language  
is endangered.1 Traditionally, it wasn’t written down, and, as a result, some people are worried that it will 
die one day. Guujaaw responds to this, “We talk to each other, listen, visit, and trust the spoken word. 
Expressing yourself without writing is natural.” However, if Guujaaw’s language and others like it are 
going to survive, writing may have to become part of their lives.

Too Important to Lose
When a language dies, an amazing amount of knowledge dies with it. To 
begin with, language is a huge part of the culture of the people who speak 
it. Language allows speakers to say specific things: words that describe a 
cultural idea may not translate exactly into another language. Furthermore, 
many endangered languages have rich spoken cultures. Stories, songs, 
and histories are passed on from older people to younger generations. 
Anthropologist Elizabeth Lindsey emphasizes this. “When an elder2 dies,  
a library is burned,” she claims.
Language death also affects our knowledge about nature. Native tribes often have  
a deep understanding of local plants, animals, and ecosystems.3 David Harrison, an expert on 
endangered languages, reflects. “Eighty percent of [plant and animal] species have been undiscovered  
by science. But that doesn’t mean they’re unknown to humans.”  

Still Hope
Many languages are endangered. However, it’s not too late. Children often grow up speaking two 
languages. “No one . . . becomes richer by abandoning4 . . . one language to learn another,” Harrison said. 
If children feel both languages are important, they will use both. Therefore, it is necessary that children 
realize how useful their local language is.
1 A language that is endangered is one that is at risk of falling out of use.
2 In some societies, an elder is one of the respected older people who have influence or power.
3 An ecosystem includes all the plants and animals in an environment, and the relationship between them.
4 When you abandon something, you stop using it.
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Guujaaw, leader of 
the Haida Nation

Language 
Death

Abamu Degio speaks Koro, an Indian 
language with about 800 native speakers. 
Linguists first learned about it in 2008.
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Reading Comprehension

A  Circle the correct answer.

1. In line 9, the word trust means ______ .

 a. remember b. believe in c. expect to

2.  What does the sentence “When an elder dies, a library is burned” (line 19) mean?

 a. When an elder dies, the people in the tribe start to forget them. 
 b. When old people who speak an endangered language die, lots of knowledge dies too. 
 c. People in some areas burn books when the leader of their tribe dies.

3.  Harrison believes that ______ know about undiscovered animal species.

 a. scientists b. language experts c. local tribes

4.   According to the passage, who is most important in stopping language death?

 a. elders b. children c. linguists

B    Strategy: Identifying fact and opinion. Complete the statements below  
using one or two words from the passage. Then decide if each statement is  
a fact (F) or an opinion (O).

______ 1.    Languages die because they don’t have as much ________________________  
as other languages.

______ 2. Endangered languages often aren’t ________________________ .

______ 3.  More common languages are more ________________________ for  
children to learn.

______ 4.  When languages die, we also lose ________________________ and  
histories of a group of people.

______ 5.  When we lose a language, we lose words  
that express ________________________  
ideas.

______ 6.  If languages die, we lose knowledge  
about ________________________  
and ecosystems.    
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Vocabulary 

Paraphrase

Detail

Inference

A Quechua high 
school student in a 
language class, Peru.
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economic power

O

written down

F

useful

O

cultural

F

stories, songs 

F

F

local plants, animals


