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Indigenous language preservation and literacy learning

in communities of Mexico and Ecuador

v - B/ | Norbert Francis (tZaFlsihAERss8 2% Professor Emeritus at Northern Arizona University)
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entral Mexico and the highland provinces of Ecuador

formed part of the vast Aztec and Incan empires.
Their respective imperial languages, Nahuatl and
Quechua, hundreds of years after the Spanish conquest,
are still spoken widely throughout the Americas. The
research project described here on bilingual literacy in
aboriginal communities of Mexico and Ecuador has been
supported over the years by a collaboration of Northern
Arizona University, the Universitat de Valéncia, and the
Universidad Técnica Particular de Loja. Local language
promoters and teachers complete the partnership at the
community level in regions where the languages are
spoken, but that today face an uncertain future. Now in its
20th year, the project seeks to better understand problems
of language learning and language preservation. As
proposed in a recent paper in the journal Ethnologia, we
believe there is good reason to pursue lines of discussion
with colleagues in East Asia working in aboriginal
communities that face similar challenges. The changing
relationships of bilingualism are at the heart of the
language issues that communities face.

The changes in fact have come about rapidly, some
of which we have actually observed unfold during the
short time that has been given to us for observation and
study. Briefly reviewing in this essay the history of the
project will serve to highlight the important scientific
concepts that came to be relevant in the interpretation of
research findings. The primary base of research activity
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over the years has been the region of greatest
concentration in Central Mexico of the Nahuatl language,
in the highlands of Tlaxcala and Puebla states. Recently
we accepted an invitation to collaborate with educators in
the province of Loja in Ecuador.

The first series of studies focused on the literacy
learning process of bilingual children to confirm or
disconfirm leading psycholinguistic theories on the
relationship between first language (L1) and second
language (L2). From the point of view of knowledge
acquisition, what would be the result when children, in
addition to Spanish, make use of the indigenous language
for learning concepts and academic abilities? Why were
the bilingual students able to skillfully perform, when
requested, school literacy tasks in the indigenous language
when instruction in school was almost exclusively in
Spanish? How do the mental grammars of each language
interact in cases of cross-language transfer, borrowing and
switching in speech, and then in writing? What is the role
of language awareness in learning to read and write,
particularly when bilingual competence is part of the
picture?

The studies that we carried out on students’ progress
in literacy learning served to put into broader perspective
the problems of language change. In a related way, the
research on borrowing and switching between L1 and L2
is important because it helped us to formulate a more
accurate conceptual model of bilingualism. In addition,
mixing of this kind is often presented as a factor that is
related to language erosion, loss of the L1 or of the L2.
However, the different scenarios of combining words and
phrases from two languages are complex, in part because
there are many different bilingual scenarios to consider.
Each one presents a different set of factors to take into
account. For example, does the frequent borrowing from
Spanish when speaking Quechua or Nahuatl show
evidence of the erosion of actual knowledge of the
indigenous language? The answer has many parts, again
because of the many contexts of language use in which the
two languages interact; and we should remember that the
interaction does not only go in one direction. The Spanish
language has incorporated into its lexicon hundreds of
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words of American origin. In this regard, the awareness of
this interaction on the part of bilinguals is interesting to
examine. How do speakers of indigenous languages
perceive the effects of language contact and bilingualism?
Objectively, what are these effects evidence of?

Greater access to schooling, the greater number of
children who grow up learning how to read and write, in
recent years especially girls, has reflected a gradual
improvement in economic conditions. While this progress
has been far from adequate to alleviate deep-going poverty
in the indigenous regions, the most notable change that we
have observed is the breakdown of social and cultural
isolation that communities had suffered from in the past.
While more people speak the national language than ever
before, becoming bilingual has coincided with the initially
gradual, and with time more rapid, displacement of the
indigenous language. The erosion has proceeded at
different rates: while in our Mexican site, the majority still
speaks Nahuatl fluently, in the Ecuadorian community of
the project, only a very small percentage of young people
speak Quechua. On the one hand, the many years of
discrimination directed against indigenous language
speakers has reinforced the unequal status of their
language. On the other hand, the modest improvement in
social and economic opportunity and the breakdown of
segregation has created greater incentives to learn the
national language and to learn how to read and write. The
latter historical tendency, in some ways in a contradictory
way, has coincided with the diminished use of indigenous
languages in daily community life, even in daily family
life. Language teachers and investigators debate the
different strategies for preserving aboriginal languages. On
another occasion we can examine the arguments and
proposals that have been put forward.

Documentation of traditional literature

After completing the series of language and literacy
assessments and analyzing the results, the project shifted
its work toward problems of preservation. The change in
focus took the form of collaborating with a local
Community Literacy Workshop that primarily served
Nahuatl-speaking women who enrolled for the purpose of
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improving their proficiency in Spanish and learning basic
literacy skills. Given that the workshop implements a
method that also recognizes and valorizes learners’
bilingual abilities, we decided to organize an on-line
archive of traditional narrative in Nahuatl for
documentation of stories and excerpts of oral history. The
next step consisted in saving and distributing the material
on social media. The program TV Malinztin serves these
objectives by conserving the accumulated archival
material and sharing it for commentary throughout the
region of Central Mexico. Students of Nahuatl,
nationwide, as well as internationally, are also encouraged
to utilize the on-line modules for commentary and
language learning. In three years, viewership has
surpassed 50,000. TV Malintzin offers tutorials, free of
charge, for other communities, as would be the case for
our Ecuadorian colleagues, on how to implement an
on-line archive with similar design. Any collective of
interested indigenous language speakers is eligible for
collaboration, initial investment in equipment and
resources being minimal. The most important advantage
of the web-based digital anthology is that young bilinguals
in the communities today are intensely engaged in the
on-line world. It effectively multiplies by many hundreds
of times the audience for this kind of material over print-
based publications of the same content. In addition, the
on-line format adds the feature of interactivity. Learning to
read and write, and learning Spanish, are more important
today than ever before, and nothing can relativize the
importance of these objectives. The approach that the
literacy workshop takes is that bilingual ability can also be
a part of its mission.

In 2017, we responded to an opportunity to apply
some of the concepts of the Mexican project to questions
about literacy and indigenous language revitalization that
teachers in the southern region of Ecuador presented. Two
lines of work turned out to be highly productive:

(1) a proposal for classroom-based assessment that
offered the possibility of comparing school-wide progress
in Spanish and second-language learning of the
indigenous language and,

(2) study of the progress in fully integrating girls into
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the school program.

Recall that the bilingual profile of the Ecuadorian
research site was different from that of the Mexican site:
speakers of the Quechua language in this region represent
a small minority. Thus, the task teachers face is that of
revitalization—teaching the language as a L.2.

Opportunities for future work

Together with the building of an archive of the oral
tradition, a number of complementary language and
culture-learning initiatives should be considered for
continuing research. A study of the language family to
which Nahuatl belongs could help trace its historical
predecessors and paths of migration southward from their
origin. Numerically, Nahuatl represents, by itself, the
largest number of speakers of the family. This study can
also include the relationship among the different dialects
of Nahuatl. To what extent are they mutually intelligible?
Communities of the language family include speakers of
Huichol, Tarahumara and Yaqui, then the Piman languages
and Hopi, among the most northern, crossing the
international border into the state of Arizona. This
program of study, including study of the language families
of Diné (Canada and the United States) and Inuit-Yupik
(Alaska and the Chukchi Peninsula, Russian Federation),
will help to give us a clearer perspective on the larger
movements of migration. The research will then correlate
with the scientific consensus on the East Asian-Siberian
origin of the aboriginal peoples of the New World. Study
of the Quechuan family of languages offers the same
kinds of opportunity. In this way findings from linguistic
research support conclusions of archaeology and
population genetics.

The further historical study of documents passed down
by the Aztec scholars at the time of the European conquest
will represent an important recovery of a cultural
inheritance. This heritage of the Nahuatl-speaking
communities needs to be fully understood and appreciated
for its far-reaching historical, documentary and artistic
value. Unlike the Mayan manuscripts, which were
composed with a full writing system (morpho-syllabic), the
Aztec codices utilized a pictographic-type system beginning

O2|FHR2019412 A 5901

TAEYGhR—8R -

A HE201 74 BT R SRV S B 8l
SR = & sihaulibl et U EREEAIENING 2
& FEE TR RR A BEE S TR R TR
b o HrRRETAE SRS - —
THRR PRSI 1R A LIS HI IR
RREERER GRS - REFEVUHEL AR
FIEEEZ FTRENE USSR IAERR
B Te o 2 il R B a B e
Fi - SLHHER] - JENZ TR
BB R PG RRAL R A A
@] - K - AR R e aisik
BEZEE S - [RIRFSELIBUEE A8 S0y
TIABAZ AT IELLAE ©

AR5 1)

Ry I (e TR RIS -
JESEFF L ERESES ~ SUERYET
&5 DIFSREef@tErT - e ELRs

REa P EHIEEA A B B LR s
S NFERIEEAR - 8 B » AL
FregaB A S A & i 2 A A A
T - {HETEM SRR IR R ] DUES
NERNELRF R 7S < HRIRRR Ry frT 2
EAMHEZL AR FIZ A 23S E5EE
R RE RS U RE AR EHE W BB

(Huichol) ~ EH; 805 H7 58

(Tarahumara) ~ HZ53E (Yaqui)
AL AHIELERE (Piman ) FIESHELIE
W% 38 S A BE F SE R PN 9 8 K2 38

(Hopi) ZFFRYFEERIE - WFoeEtaEit
MHFEEEHEA ( Diné - INEKFHISE
Bd) MR — I EE ( Inuit-
Yupik -+ FARZETHIAIEGRE BB R A
BlE-tE) BURERAIRHSE - :5—YJHER
TR B AP T B A RS R B
MR - #3598 - SRR IER LS

to transition toward full writing. An important historical
period that deserves more study is the rapid adoption of
alphabetic writing by the colonial-era Aztec scholars based
on the model of Spanish orthography. This appropriation of
alphabetic writing coincided with the establishing of
extensive university-level bilingual education in Nahuatl
and Latin (in addition to Spanish) during the early colonial
years. The historical lessons of 16th Century New Spain are
clearly relevant to discussions of bilingual education and
language preservation in Latin America today. During the
colonial period the most authoritative—still to this day —
grammars and dictionaries of Nahuatl language were
written by the students and teachers of the great bilingual
institutes such as the Colegio de Tlatelolco. Similar
developments during the same period regarding the use of
Quechua in the Andes region have been studied, and
deserve further research.

One question that both communities and researchers
ask is about how conditions have changed over the five-
hundred years of contact between Spanish and the
indigenous languages. While the major languages of the
former New World empires are still spoken by millions of
people in South America and Mesoamerica, they face today
the pressures of replacement by Spanish. Many of the
smaller local languages still spoken within the regions of the
former empires are today on the verge of complete
replacement and loss. However, the primary factors driving
this erosion, in both cases (the major indigenous languages
and the smaller languages), are the same. In addition to the
tasks for researchers outlined above, our responsibility is to
describe with greater reliability the current processes of
language change and to explain them better.

Nobert Francis
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