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ABSTRACT

Central Mexico is home to over 20 indigenous
languages whose speakers still occupy their original ancesiral
communities. In this region, acute language conflict between Native
languages and Spanish, the official state language, greatly affects
elementary school students such as those in San Isidro Buensuceso
Tlaxcala and Mision de Chichimecas in Guanajuato state. With fewer
than 2,000 speakers, the Chichimeca language of Mision de Chichimecas
faces an uncertain future. Of 285 elementary students, only 110 have
retained productive language capacity. Although residents of San
Isidro represent the largest indigenous language group (Nahuatl) in
Mexico, they too are experiencing indigenous language erosion. A
study in the two towns examined the practical benefits of teaching
and promoting vernacular or native language literacy. Six years ago,
a bilingual education program was implemented at Xicohtencatl
Elementary School in San Isidro. Today, the national anthem is sung
in both Nahuatl and Spanish, students speak Nahuatl freely, and some
bilingual materials are available. However, literacy is still
introduced exclusively in Spanish, as is virtually all academic
content through sixth grade. Evaluation of student native language
writing skills in grades 2, 4, and 6 revealed a more dynamic use and
mastery of the Spanish language, with language skills in Nahuatl
progressively lagging behind. The early stages of the Chichimeca
bilingual education program point to promising new directions for
reversing language loss. The program has addressed problems of
teacher language competence and linguistic variation by providing
teachers with taped versions of stories narrated in Chichimeca by
older more fluent students. In addition, a written edition of
materials is being prepared for teachers. This paper suggests that
narrative structure is a key interpretive framework for language
learning and could serve as a bridge between oral and writing skills
to the benefit of both language preservation and literacy
development. (LP)
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Central Mexico is home to over 20 indigenous languages whosc
speakers often still occupy their original ancestral communities. The
region is also an arena of acute language conflict.

For the elementary school students of San Isidro Buensuceso
Tlaxcala and Misién de Chichimecas on the outskirts of San Luis de la
Paz in Guanajuato there exists a sharp division regarding tiie norms of
language use that all children internalize early in their academic careers:
the contexts of formal classroom language and writing belonging to
Spanish, the intimate, oral, face-to-face domains of family. ritual
kinship, friendship and community to Ndhuatl and Chichimeca.

At first glance the two communities would seem to share few
characteristics in common to justify a collaborative research endeavor
on language and literacy [for background to this study see Francis
(1991, 1994) & Nieto (1991)]. With fewer than 2,000 spcakers, the
Chichimeca language faces an uncertain future in the short term. Initial
estimates calculated that out of the 285 clementary students cnrolled
110 have retained productive language capacities, with 33 demonstrating
various degrees of “passive bilingualism."

Among the 50% of the "monolingual® Spanish speakers, a
significant portion, under the right circumstances, would be able to
display some incipient knowledge of the indigenous language, but the
direction and rate of language shift is unmistakably evident. On the
other hand, the residents of San Isidro, often conscious of their
iltustrious historical heritage, descendants of a great imperial
civilization and speakers of the largest indigenous language group in
Mexico (conservatively numbering 1.5 million), tend to project far into
the future the cultural and linguistic continuity of their people, at least
on the national level.

However, in recent years, indigenous language crosion in the
Tlaxcala highlands (Malintzi volcano region) has proceeded at a rate
comparable to that of many of the smaller, less ethnolinguistically
secure languages of Mexico. San Isidro, together with its immediate
neighbor just across the state line, San Miguel Canoa, stands alone as
the last Ndhuatl community where over 90% of the population has
retained the autochthonous language. Nutini and Issacs (1974) estimated
that as recently as ‘1890, in more than 100 communities along the
western slope of the Malintzi over 70% of the population was
monotingual in Nhuatl. In the same region, the 1990 census (INEGI,
1990) indicates only one (San Isidro) where monolingualism surpasses
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