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Language is the "lens" to our understanding
People who study languages are called 

linguists, but their work has many implica-
tions that go well beyond academic lessons. 
One of those linguists is Ronald Schaefer, 
a distinguished research professor in the 
department of English language and lit-
erature at Southern Illinois University 
Edwardsville.  

A native of St. Cloud, Minn., Schaefer 
obtained his bachelor’s degree in English 
at the University of Minnesota, his master’s 
in linguistics at Texas Tech University and 
his doctorate, also in linguistics, at the 
University of Kansas. 

Although he has specialized in the study 
of African languages, his initial interest 
in language started in a place that has 
become all too familiar to Americans lately: 
Afghanistan. For someone who had grown 
up in rural Minnesota, this was a big con-
trast. 

“Afghanistan was also quite rural for me 
in the 1970s, but it was also at 6,000 feet 
above sea level,” said Schaefer. “It was a 
place where you could travel quite easily. 
We might look at the television pictures 
today and wonder how that might work, 
but then it was relatively easy to travel 
around.” At the time, Schaefer was serving 
with the Peace Corps.

“We knew if we got to a village, even if 
it was remote, we would be able to stay 
overnight, or for a weekend, or something 
like that,” he said. “What it did for me was 
open me up to the vast cultural currents 
that traversed Afghanistan over historical 
time. Alexander the Great and his armies 
had moved through. Genghis Khan had 
moved through. The great Mogul Empires 
had housed themselves there, and various 
other significant populations that I had read 
about in school. Now I was able to see the 
remnants of their buildings, their wells.” 
When asked why he decided to become a 
linguist, Schaefer had a simple explanation.

“Some people believe that linguists are 
folks that collect languages,” he said. “They 
do learn languages, and sort of collect them 
as a hobby. However, linguists are actu-
ally trying to characterize the nature of a 
language. In some respects they are like 
engineers. Engineers are interested in build-

ings, and what are the component parts of 
buildings, how do they fit together, how 
different can they be and still perform their 
function. Linguists are much more in that 
character.” 

He explained that it is important to be 
familiar with different languages, and under-
stand various aspects of how they work, 
how they function, and what their sounds 
are like. “But I think that what really matters 
is the nature of language and how it fits into 
the broader character of the mind and how 

the mind works and deals with informa-
tion,” he added. Currently Schaefer is work-
ing on an African language called Emai.

“Emai is spoken in South-Central 
Nigeria,” said Schaefer. “If you are not 
familiar with the country of Nigeria, the 
Niger River basically flows near the middle 
of the country. When you get to the south, 
below the Benué River, particularly in the 
Southwest side, that is where you will find 
the Emai land. It is composed of 10 small 
villages.” The total number of people in 

those villages is somewhere between 35,000 
and 40,000 and their language is in danger 
of disappearing within the next generation, 
Schaefer said.

“I know that from my own work, at least 
a third of the children that are 8 to 13 years 
of age were using exclusively English back 
in the 1990s, at home, in school and in lots 
of other situations. When you look at a 
country like Nigeria it is deceptive because 
you think that many of these indigenous 
languages are being widely utilized, but 

young people are not using them,” he 
explained.

“Right now,” he said, “it would be very 
difficult to find a storyteller, a chief who 
knew the stories and knew how to tell them 
as the Emai traditionally told their stories. 
It’s just not possible. So today, you have 
young people who are training to be lin-
guists, and they work with a native speaker. 
They will find some piece of information, or 
they will find a sound pattern or a syntactic 
pattern and they will think this is brand 
new. It may be true, but it will probably 
come about as a part of incomplete learn-
ing on the part of young people because 
parents are not using the language in the 
home, and schools certainly don’t use it. 
We have been fortunate that some schools 
have used our stories to begin to teach the 
language, but it is really an uphill battle.” 
And what are the most important reasons 
why we should be educating more people 
to become linguists?

“By studying your language you learn 
something about who you are, especially 
at a university,” Schaefer said. “One of the 
reasons that we come to universities is to 
find out who we are, what we are capable 
of, what we can do. And understanding 
language, how it works, and being able 
to reflect on it, being able to utilize it so 
that you can gain your ends I think is very 
important.”

 “Language tells us a lot about our cul-
ture, and our traditions, and our assump-
tions about life and everything around us,” 
he said. “In many respects, language is the 
lens that allows us to see the world, and 
so many of us don’t see things that aren’t 
coded in our language.” 

Aldemaro Romero Jr. is the Dean of the 
College of Arts and Sciences at Southern Illinois 
University Edwardsville. His show, “Segue,” 
can be heard every Sunday morning at 9 a.m. on 
WSIE, 88.7 FM. He can be reached at College_
Arts_Sciences@siue.edu.
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Dr. Ronald Schaefer and Demola Lewis talking to schoolchildren in Nigeria.
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“We have control if we’re asked. If it’s going to cause us 
issues. . . we can deny,” he said.

In other business, the board forwarded a professional 
services agreement with TWM, Inc., at a cost of $23,600 for 
construction engineering services for Phase III of the Glen 
Carbon Road resurfacing project.

Phase III extends from the Interstate 270 overpass to just 
short of the intersection with Route 159.

Phase I covered Glen Carbon Road from the junction 
with Route 157 to the Covered Bridge. Phase II involves 
that portion of roadway from the Covered Bridge to the 
overpass.

Phase III work will not begin until after the Glen Carbon 
Homecoming, which is scheduled June 13 and 14.

Going one step further, the committee also forwarded 
a professional services agreement with TWM, Inc., in 
the amount of $21,500 for engineering services for the 
Cottonwood Road resurfacing project.

That project will begin at Route 159 near Walgreen’s and 
continue to the overpass for  Madison County Transit’s 
Goshen Bike Trail.

Work on that project could begin in 2016.
The committee also forwarded with a contract with 

JUN Construction in the amount of $4,236   for repairs to 
Old Village Hall.

Building and Zoning Administrator David Coody told 
the committee that a wayward driver struck the building 
with his vehicle.

Damage was reported both inside and outside the 
building.
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Johnson was located on March 
26 and served with a warrant for 
his arrest. 

He was in custody as of March 
31. A preliminary hearing has 
been set for April 11 with Judge 
James Hackett.

Bond is set at $40,000.
The Madison County State’s 

Attorney filed charges of alleged  
felony driving while licensed 
revoked against Danielle E. 
Donahue, 29 of 3321 Mill Spring 
Road, Belleville.

According to Fillback, an officer 

was on patrol March 27 on Route 
157 near Governors' Parkway and 
made an inquiry on a license 
plate. 

Upon checking the license 
plate, it showed the owner had a 
revoked license.

The officer stopped the vehicle 
and made contact with the driv-
er and identified the driver as 
Donahue, the registered owner of 
the vehicle, and verified the fact 
she had a revoked license.

The revocation of her license 
occurred due to a previously driv-
ing while license revoked charge 
on Feb. 18.

Donahue was taken into custo-
dy without incident and has been 
served with a warrant. 

Additionally, the Edwardsville 

Police Department is seeking 
the forfeiture of Donahue’s 1993 
Mustang.

According to the request for 
preliminary review to deter-
mine probable cause for for-
feiture filed at the Madison 
County Courthouse, the prop-
erty is subject to forfeiture 
based on the fact the vehicle 
was used while driving with a 
suspended or revoked license, 
the driver had previously been 
convicted of driving under the 
influence, and the driver was 
driving with a revoked or sus-
pended license.

A preliminary review by the 
Circuit Court of the Third Judicial 
Circuit at the Criminal Justice 
Center on April 10.
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“Creating an independent redistricting system is 
the most important thing we can do to ensure our 
state government works for the people,” the group 
claims on its web site, www.independentmaps.
org.

The redistricting controversy is revisited at the 
end of each decade, after new census figures are 
gathered and published.

Then state legislators re-align House and Senate 
districts, nearly always in ways that help incum-
bents and hurts opponents. 

The proposed amendment would not affect con-
gressional districts or local government maps.

The only real rules governing the process now 
are that districts be compact and contiguous and 
that each have about the same population. After 
that, the process is done behind closed doors.

The amendment proposes to take the mapmaking 
process out of the hands of politicians and give it to 
an 11-person redistricting commission that would 
be comprised of two Republicans, two Democrats, 
three independents, and four citizens selected by 
legislative leaders in Illinois. 

According to the group’s website, “politicians, 
lobbyists, and state contracts aren’t eligible to part 
of the commission.”

Several other states including California, Arizona 
and New Jersey have used independent commis-
sions to draw their maps. 

Locally, the petitions are being circulated by the 
League of Women Voters of the Edwardsville Area. 
Other groups include Common Cause Illinois, the 
Illinois Manufacturer ’s  Association, the Small 
Business Advocacy Council, and the Illinois 
Chamber of Commerce.

To get the measure before the voters, the groups 

need to collect 298,000 signatures by May 4.
Steve Jellen, a local resident and secretary of the 

Madison League, is skeptical that an amendment 
would actually lead to better state government 
though he does hope buzz from the petition drive 
will catch the attention of legislators. 

Rather than amending the constitution, he said, 
voters should focus on electing good legislators 
and then hold them accountable. 

“If legislators create bad districts then voters 
may arrange that neither those legislators who 
made the districts nor their party will get to take 
advantage of them. Officials would quickly get the 
idea,” Jellen said. 

Still, voters would have to be willing to over-
look their own partisan interests, he added. If they 
won’t, we shouldn’t expect lawmakers to do so. 
And why would an independent commission?

“There is simply no substitute for good citizen-
ship in having good government,” he said. “There 
is no law that can automatically make good legisla-
tion. Only the active concern of the citizenry who 
reward and punish their representatives can make 
good government.”

Even if the proposed amendment is passed and 
an independent commission is appointed, com-
missioners would turn out to be as political as the 
lawmakers, he claimed. If they are appointed by 
legislators, they will be equally political. “Unless 
God is going to select them, nothing will change,” 
he said.

As for the idea of using computer programs to 
draw the maps, advocates say that would not pro-
duce the desired results. Illinois is a diverse state 
and the redistricting process involves complex 
choices such as balancing population equality with 
the goal of maintaining the integrity of cities and 
towns. 

“As sophisticated as computers are, we need real 
people to make those final decisions, in an open 
process that involves all Illinois residents,” the 
group maintains on its website.
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SIUE students Rachel Suits, Ariel Weinman, Victoria Aupont, Kelsy DeMond and Adam Heil.
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A Southern Illinois University Edwardsville team of 
seniors introduced the Family Earth Festival to more 
than 140 Granite City residents Saturday, March 29.

Inventive Solutions is a group comprised of College 
of Arts and Sciences seniors taking a public relations 
course. They were required to simulate a PR firm to plan 
and execute a campaign involving events with commu-
nity partners. They worked for the past two semesters to 
design and implement a family festival with a sustain-
ability theme at the Complex Youth Center.

Victoria Aupont of Chicago, Alton’s Kelsy DeMond, 
Adam Heil of Highland, Carbondale native Rachel Suits 
and Brighton ‘s Ariel Weinman created the project.

“We had so much support from the community,” said 
Heil, Inventive Solutions account manager. “We never 
dreamed we would get this much support.”

“It started with research,” said DeMond. “We distrib-
uted surveys and collected data from various sources. 
Then we wrote a proposal as a group. It was a lot of 
work, but it was really cool to see the final product”.

The research and planning stages of the campaign, 
which preceded the organization of the event and its pro-
motion through different media, helped the students find 
their focus and prepare for professional PR work.

“The PR faculty in the Department of Speech 

Communication hope to prepare senior students for the 
requirements and the rigors of a competitive market-
place,” said Dr. Sorin Nastasia, SIUE assistant professor 
who provided guidance. “They understand how to bud-
get, and manage time and human resources in a hands-
on format within a real life agency structure.”

Through the long process of research, planning, imple-
mentation and promotion, the student team came up 
with the idea of promoting sustainability in the Granite 
City community while also showcasing the Complex 
Youth Center and its contributions to the community.

“The event was a great way to show the community 
how to be green and also showcase the Center and what 
we do,” said Kristen Stewart, executive director of the 
Complex Youth Center.

The Family Earth Festival was sponsored by Icon 
Mechanical of Granite City and supported by a Meridian 
Society Award. With that funding, the event was free 
to the public. It featured food, fun activities, a bounce 
house, a caricature artist and information booths about 
sustainability. There were drawings for an iPad mini, 
iPod Nano and scooters donated by Radio Flyer.

For more information about the Family Earth Festival, 
contact Adam Heil at 618-610-7587.

Additional information about the Complex Youth 
Center and the Family Earth Festival can be found on the 
Complex Youth Center’s Facebook page.

Students plan Earth Day Festival
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Keep your eyes to the skies on 
Saturday, April 26th.  The City of 
Edwardsville Parks & Recreation 
Department is hosting a kite fly 
at Joe Glik Park on 710 East Lake 
Drive in Edwardsville, as part of the 
Illinois Association of Park Districts’ 
(IAPD) statewide kite fly, “Flying 4 
Kids”.

The City of Edwardsville Parks & 
Recreation Department’s kite fly will 
take place from 9am-12 noon.  Come 

out to see amazing air displays by 
members of the Gateway Kite Club 
and their two line stunt kites.  The 
first 50 participants receive a free 
“Flying 4 Kids” t-shirt, but every-
one gets to decorate their own kite!  
These goodies are made possible 
by our generous sponsor: Cassens 
Transport Company.  All participants 
are encouraged to bring their own 
kites to participate in the fun fly 
which will take place during the 
entire event.

The goal of the statewide “Flying 4 
Kids” kite fly is to raise awareness of 

the Park District Youth License Plate, 
which features a colorful kite as a 
symbol of youth and recreation.  The 
sale and subsequent renewals of each 
plate generate $25 for the Power Play 
Grant Program, which funds youth 
programs in park and recreation 
agencies throughout Illinois.

 In case of severe weather, please 
check the Parks Facebook page 
or the Edwardsville city website 
www.cityofedwardsville.com, (City 
Departments, Parks and Recreation, 
Community Events Classes & Senior 
Trips) for cancelations.

City schedules kite flying event


