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ELT in Latin America is characterized by a rich cultural heritage that includes a variety of contexts where 

indigenous languages are spoken. This article explores and builds on two teachers’ beliefs about ELT in 

a Mexican primary school in an indigenous community. Both are experienced primary school teachers, 

one a heritage speaker of Nahuatl as well as Spanish and the other a native speaker of Spanish only. 

Data was collected through semi-structured interviews. Findings reveal that the teachers believe that 

English lessons should be an integral part of the curriculum of bilingual indigenous schools and should 

be taught along with the heritage language and Spanish.   

 

Background  

Mexico is a country whose national language is Spanish but where more than 60 indigenous languages 

are spoken. In Mexico, bilingual education refers to indigenous education as well as to the teaching and 

learning of a foreign language, usually English (Ramírez & Vargas, 2019). Many schools in small towns 

in Mexico are either bilingual or are located in places where indigenous languages are spoken as 

heritage languages. This article reports on and explores the beliefs of teachers working in a bilingual 

school in an indigenous community.  

In 2011, the coordinator of indigenous education in the zone of the school, came to the Benemérita 

Universidad Autónoma de Puebla (BUAP), a public university that has a BA and an MA in ELT, looking 

for a BA student who could do teaching practice in a bilingual indigenous primary school. She wanted 

to get a single teacher to teach English to migrant students at the school who had returned to Mexico 

from the USA, with the purpose of helping them to maintain and develop what was actually their first 

language, English. We gladly agreed and decided to create a Service Learning program that provided 

pre-service teachers the opportunity to teach English in that primary school for seven years. The 

program covered nine pre-service teachers who would teach English to all the students of the school. 

My participation as a teacher educator was to guide and supervise these undergraduate trainee 

teachers. I created a program that could be applied to the six years of primary school. The school had 

nine groups of about 30 students each.  The first year of the ELT project turned out to be the best one 

because we had a visiting scholar from the University of Texas at San Antonio (UTSA) who collaborated 

in the supervision and development of the project. His participation motivated the pre-service teachers 

and helped them to conclude their teaching practice successfully. The pre-service teachers who did 

their teaching practice that year and this visiting scholar still have good and positive memories of that 

experience of teaching English and supervising the teaching in a bilingual indigenous school. 

 

The context 

The school is in small town near the volcanoes Popocatepetl and Iztaccihuatl in central Mexico. It is 

about a two-hour drive from the city of Puebla, which is the fourth most important city of Mexico. This 

town has a medium level of migration to (and from) the USA. Many families in this community have 

relatives living and working in the United States. This is true for many small towns in the state of Puebla, 



and in other parts of Mexico. This creates an intercultural environment where three languages are in 

contact – Spanish, Nahuatl and English.  This town has a heritage derived from its local culture as a 

Nahuatl speaking community in which this language was the mother tongue and main language of 

almost everyone not long ago. However, educational practices in previous purely Spanish monolingual 

schools caused language loss and many native speakers of Nahuatl decided not to continue transmitting 

this language to their children.  

 

The school 

The school is a bilingual indigenous primary school, where both Spanish and Nahuatl are taught. Most 

subjects are taught in Spanish and students have a Nahuatl language lesson once a week. The school 

has a library with books in three languages – Spanish, Nahuatl and English – as a result of donations 

from schools and organizations. 

Most of the students of this bilingual indigenous primary school were born in Mexico, but there are 

usually one or more migrant students in each group, some born in the USA. Some of them are returnees 

from the USA who do not plan to go back there, but others come to Mexico for a period of time and 

then go back to the United States. Some of the migrant children maintain their proficiency in English, 

especially if they lived in the USA for several years, and even more if they attended an American 

elementary school for some years. But those who came (or came back) to Mexico at an early age usually 

lose their English.   

Nahuatl is currently spoken mainly by grandparents of the children at the school. Some of the parents 

understand it but do not speak it much. Therefore, the school is facing various linguistic challenges in 

its multicultural setting, and it is trying to revitalize the use of Nahuatl, as noted by Tapia, Mejía & 

Iglesias (2017). 

 

The school’s teachers   

Three of the nine regular teachers of the school and the school Principal are heritage speakers of 

Nahuatl. The other seven teachers are native speakers of Spanish only. Most of them are experienced 

teachers, but about half of them change every year for personal reasons, so the school needs to 

integrate the new staff and develop collaborative teaching strategies every school year. Most of them 

are trained primary school teachers, except one of the senior teachers who was trained as a middle and 

high school teacher. None of them speak English fluently.  

 

The participants’ beliefs about language teaching at school 

Both of the two the teachers that were interviewed for the project were women.  

First teacher 

This teacher was born in the town where the school is located, and she is a heritage speaker of Nahuatl. 

She trained as a primary school teacher, and she also took some BA in ELT courses but did not finish the 

BA. She lived for a year in the Southwest of the USA, taking a diploma for indigenous teachers at a State 

University located in that area. Three years later she decided to study an MA in indigenous education 

in South America. Her husband lived in the USA for some years, but is now back to Mexico. 



Her beliefs 

She believes that the use of Nahuatl needs to be revitalized, with the language used more in the school. 

She teaches Nahuatl and her town’s traditions. She believes that language and culture should be taught 

together, agreeing with a teacher in another study conducted by Tapia et al (2014).  She has invited her 

students’ grandparents to her classroom to describe, in Nahuatl and in detail, their traditions. Her 

diploma course at an American university helped her to develop the project called ‘cultural baskets’, 

where traditional Mexican baskets are brought to the classroom with cultural artifacts (realia) to talk 

about traditions. This is the procedure she used with her students’ grandparents. After her stay in the 

Southwest of the USA, and recognizing the migration to the USA from her town, she realized how 

important it is for her students to learn English. She now collaborates in the organization of an annual 

cultural visit of Latino students from the USA to her hometown to motivate them to learn Spanish and 

youngsters in her the town to learn English. She believes that English should be taught at her school, 

linking it to the linguistic and cultural heritage of the town.  

 

Second teacher 

The second teacher is a native speaker of Spanish only. She trained as a middle and school teacher, and 

she has taken some English courses, but her level of English is only around A2. She has a sister who lives 

in the USA, and she takes care of her nephew, who is a returnee from the USA. She was born in the city 

of Puebla and she still lives there.  

Her beliefs 

She also believes the use of Nahuatl needs to be revitalized, with the language used more in the school. 

She teaches Nahuatl, but she does not speak it fluently. She has just learned some texts and words in 

Nahuatl that she teaches to her students. She usually encourages her students to learn both Nahuatl 

and English. She likes to carry out bilingual activities where children can use both Nahuatl and Spanish. 

For example, she taught one of her groups a popular Christmas carol both in Spanish and Nahuatl, and 

the children enjoyed it very much. She thinks that English should be taught as an academic subject, 

similarly to Nahuatl, incorporating some bilingual activities.  

That last point implies that the second teacher believes that English should be taught just as a school 

subject, while the first teacher believes it should be taught incorporating cultural and real-life elements, 

considering the local context of students returning from the USA, some going (or going back) there, and 

Latino students from the USA visiting the students’ school and town. Both of them are fully aware that 

they are teaching in an indigenous school and they believe it is important to teach Nahuatl in order to 

revitalize its use.  

 

Discussion and conclusions 

These teachers’ beliefs seem to present two rather different views of how English can, and should, be 

taught in indigenous, and migrant, contexts: 

1. ELT with strong local cultural and real-life elements. English should be taught using the experiences 

and knowledge of returnees from the USA, Latino students invited to visit from the USA, people 

(students and parents) planning to migrate to the USA, and so on. This implies the application of 



community-based pedagogies and the development of special materials to teach the language. In 

addition, an intercultural trilingual curriculum could help learners develop multilingual proficiency 

and intercultural awareness. 

2. ELT as a school subject, taking the local indigenous context into account. The focus should be on 

language proficiency, much as in any school, with English as a curricular subject following a syllabus, 

using standard ELT materials. In addition, the knowledge and use of three languages in the 

community, should be emphasized and exploited. 

The first view, or its intercultural trilingual aspect, is the one behind the curriculum that I developed for 

the Service Learning program at this school. However, the full and effective development of the ELT 

component of this type of intercultural multilingual curriculum requires enormous effort and work. The 

content and materials need to be tailor-made and this is not an easy task. Besides, adopting a 

community-based ELT pedagogy would need the involvement of different actors such as returnees from 

the USA (students and relatives of students), teachers, materials writers, and the authorities. It would 

be a very interesting but extremely challenging process. 

Why should we go for an intercultural multilingual curriculum? 

To exploit the presence of three languages in the community. Spanish as the national and main 

community language, although it is worth mentioning that they speak a variety of Spanish influenced 

by Nahuatl. Nahuatl as the heritage language of some younger members of the community and the 

mother tongue of older ones linked to a set of traditions that are partially observed by most members 

of the community. And English as the third language for most students, the first language of migrant 

students born in the USA or taken there as very young children, and because of the importance of 

English as a lingua franca in today’s world.  

This type of curriculum could enhance trilingual literacy. It could help students to maintain and increase 

the use of Nahuatl as the heritage language of the community and repository of their ancestors’ culture. 

It could help returnees to maintain their English and other students to learn it in order to prepare for 

possible migration, visits to migrant relatives or interaction with friends or relatives living in the USA 

who speak little or no Spanish. And, as in all schools, it could help some students as skilled workers or 

professionals in the future. 

How can this curriculum be created and implemented? 

By exploiting the potential motivation for language learning generated by the presence of and the 

interaction among three languages and cultures in the community. One example of how this has 

actually been done was the organization of cross-cultural activities in Christmas festivals that contained 

different cultural shows performed by the children of the school. These Christmas festivals were 

organized by the School Principal, the regular primary teachers of the groups (teaching in Spanish and 

Nahuatl) and the Service Learning program English teachers. Parents also participated, preparing food 

from each culture – Mexican ponche, indigenous tamales and American hot dogs. They were cultural 

festivals with memorable – and delicious – activities for the children, parents and grandparents, 

teachers and visitors. Different members of the community were an integral part of these activities 

sharing their language proficiency and culture. 



Through regular Ministry of Education (SEP) school Spanish programs and materials, but supplemented 

by special activities related to the community and to other indigenous communities that share the same 

cultural heritage. Through Nahuatl materials available on the web and as publications by the SEP and 

other organizations. Through adapting available primary school English materials and activities, paying 

special attention to the needs of returnees and other members of the community, linking these 

materials and activities to their context and living culture. 

This school is facing linguistic challenges, reflected in the two teachers’ beliefs described in this article. 

These challenges are present in many small, and some quite large, towns in Mexico, and other Latin 

American countries. We live in a globalized world, with international migration, but local contexts are 

still of great importance for language teaching. The teaching of English in indigenous contexts, like the 

one in this article, call out for ELT practitioners to explore the possibility of developing trilingual 

intercultural community-based curriculums, which could integrate the three languages present in the 

community through their cultures and the real-life experiences and needs of the people.  
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