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Abstract

The goal of this study was to understand how Indigenous Maya current and former
students of Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate programs in the Yucatan Peninsula
conceptualize their lived experiences with their formal academic and informal
community/family-based language(s) use(s). Specifically, I wanted to see if the concept of
plurilingualism for the purposes of language learning and use could be applied to and resonate in
the context of the study. Plurilingualism considers speakers as social agents who interact using
their dynamic, non-linear, unbalanced, interdependent plurilingual and pluricultural skills to
function in their environments (Piccardo, 2018). In turn, it requires investigating how language
practices are negotiated in specific contexts (Ollerhead, Choi & French, 2018; Despagne &
Grossi, 2011). Drawing from an empirical phenomenological approach (Aspers, 2009; Mortari et
al., 2023; Moustakas, 1994), I took a bottom-up qualitative approach to centre the voices of the
participants. A virtual survey and semi-structured interviews were conducted to gather my
research data. [ used Hycner’s (1985) and Mortari et al.’s (2023) guidelines to organize the
interview data and in turn created narrative vignettes to illustrate my participants” lived
experiences (Ammann, 2018). The findings indicate that, at a macro level, participants are
located in a liberal multicultural context (May & Sleeter, 2010) that fosters a monolingual
disposition (Piccardo, 2014). At the micro level, individual language practices as embedded in
networks of family and community linguistic interactions that are related to academic and
professional language dynamics, which simultaneously reflect and challenge macro level
language policies. In terms of a meso level analysis, the Language/Linguistic and Culture
undergraduate programs contributed to strengthening, acknowledging, or including of Yucatec

Maya in the participants” linguistic repertoire, triggering a dynamic essence (Piccardo, 2014)



where participants became motivated to learn, speak, and transmit culture with families. The
research suggests that implementing a plurilingual approach could create heteroglossic
opportunities for students to share experiences and integrate their professional goals with
language revitalization efforts. In addition, it could further support existing educational and

familial Indigenous language transmission processes at individual, collective and political levels.
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Indigenous languages
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Chapter One: Introduction
Purpose of the Study

The purpose of this study was to explore the pertinence of the concept of plurilingualism
in relation to the lived experiences of Indigenous Maya students enrolled in a
Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate program in the Yucatan Peninsula, Mexico.
More specifically, this study explored the usefulness (or lack thereof) of plurilingualism in light
of the linguistic and cultural relationships that these students have regarding both the formal
academic settings in which they find themselves and those related to informal
community/family-based language use. As I elaborate on below, the linguistic and cultural
milieux in which these students find themselves include those that pertain to dominant forms of
Spanish, and to a lesser extent, English.

Plurilingualism is an emerging philosophical and political disposition within Second
Language Education. It has been defined as the recognition of “the existence of a complex or
even composite competence [in language usage] on which the social actor may draw” (Coste,
Moore & Zarate, 2009, 11). As I describe in detail below, there is little known about whether this
concept has value within Indigenous contexts.

Problem Statement

As a starting point for the construction of this project, I interviewed an Indigenous Maya
full-time university professor with whom I have had a long-standing friendship. This scholar is
often referred to within her community as an Elder who in turn made comments that were
informed by many years of teaching Indigenous and non-Indigenous undergraduate students in

the Yucatan peninsula.



I felt it was important to discuss things with someone whose knowledge and identity were
more central to my research goals than those of my own lived experiences. Although my family
has a long history of living in the Yucatan, I do not claim to be Indigenous to these territories.
The specific purpose of interviewing this scholar was to develop a clearer understanding of how
my study could be framed in such a way as to help identify and address concrete problems and
thus be useful for my eventual participants.

Most educational programs in the Indigenous areas on the peninsula contain some
instruction in the Yucatec Maya language. However, my friend emphasized during our
discussions (M. Uitz, personal communication, August 19, 2020), that being bilingual Yucatec
Maya-Spanish is generally valued culturally but not economically. As a result, there are separate
contexts related to the two languages. Spanish is regarded as useful in one context and Yucatec
Maya in another. These contexts and languages rarely mix.

My friend also emphasized that there is a pressing need to work with students in order to
develop employment, leadership and entrepreneurship skills that make use of Yucatec Maya
language and culture as assets in relationship to a concrete set of problems. This involves finding
value for both Yucatec Maya and Spanish in all contexts and removing the perception that these
languages must remain separate.

Research Questions

An empirical phenomenological research approach (Aspers, 2009; Mortari et al., 2023;
Moustakas, 1994) served as inspiration to work with Indigenous participants (Smith, 1999) and
to have their pre-theoretical (Zahavi, 2018) language(s) usage descriptions, interpretations and

reflections as the guide to a individual and collective meanings of the experience in question,



which also allowed for an analysis of their experiences and a reflection under the light of a
plurilingual theoretical approach towards language learning and use.

The phenomenological inspiration of this study served the purpose of gathering data
without prior interference of the theoretical framework that was used for the analysis of the
collected data. To use Aspers” (2009) words, “empirical phenomenology proceeds from the
assumption that a scientific explanation must be grounded in the meaning structure of those
studied” (Aspers, 2009, p. 1).

The following overarching research question served as the basis for this study:

How do Indigenous Maya current and former students of a Language/Linguistics and Culture
undergraduate program in the Yucatan Peninsula conceptualize their lived experiences in relation
to the formal (academic) and informal (community/family-based) use of their languages?

The secondary research questions that arose from the study were:

1. What languages do current and former undergraduate Maya students use with various

members of their academic and professional communities and for what purposes?

2. What languages do current and former undergraduate Maya students use with various

members of their family and home communities and for what purposes?

3. What language use occurs in various formal and informal domains and for what

purposes?

4. What is the perceived relationship between their life and academic /career goals and

their language use?

5. What is the perceived relationship between their Indigenous identities and their

language use?



Significance of the Study

This study began with the intention to see if the concept of plurilingualism for the
purposes of language learning and use could be applied to and resonate in the context of
Indigenous Maya current and former students of a Language/Linguistics and Culture
undergraduate program (Piccardo, 2014, 2018).

Why use a plurilingual theoretical perspective? As I further develop in the next chapter,
multiple language use is a reality in the lives of the participants of the study. In Mexico, there is
a long tradition of anthropologically based research done with different Indigenous groups,
indigenous languages, and education for Indigenous students. Multiple language use in Mexico
can be approached from a macro level, political point of view that analyzes official and/or
institutional narratives. It can also be viewed from a micro level practical perspective related to
communities and individuals” language practices. In the context of this study, Rhodes and
Bloechl (2020) identified a division between research being done on the Yucatec Maya language
as an institutional resource, and inquiries related to Yucatec Maya speakers and their language
ideologies.

A plurilingual perspective considers the different social layers (micro, meso and macro)
and their correlation in daily language(s) practice(s): individual practices at the micro level;
implementation of educational and language policies at the meso level; and official or
institutional societal policies at the macro level (Piccardo, 2018).

How can we go around exploring the feasibility and potential of implementing a
plurilingual perspective? A second aspect to this research was the consideration of a plurilingual
approach in the context of an Indigenous language, which have been historically

underrepresented in language/educational policy, and where a monolingual disposition (Piccardo,



2014) with Spanish as the de facto language (Terborg et al., 2006) prevails. In addition to having
the micro level accounts of participants” language(s) learning and use, I wanted to obtain a
deeper understanding of the narratives being negotiated in their family settings, in their
university settings, and then see if they reflected or challenged the official discourse. I found that
a plurilingual perspective would allow me to go back and forth between the personal, collective
and social narratives behind language(s) use, to better understand individual language practices.
This inquiry explored the linguistic and cultural milieu of Yucatec Maya speaking students
enrolled or formerly enrolled in a Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate program. My
goal was to understand the place(s) that Yucatec Maya, Spanish and English have in terms of
their lived experiences, everyday lives and within the contexts of their educational and
professional journeys. Investigating the lived experiences of the participants language(s) use(s)
has provided insights into the contextual, collective, and individual meanings of their language(s)
practices in relation to their academic, familial and home communities. It has also shed light on
how such experiences relate more specifically to their academic/career goals and to their
Indigenous identities and helps us understand how the contextual narratives and embedded
power relations manifest in the participants” languages usage.

Theoretically, this study explored the pertinence (or lack thereof) of a plurilingual lens in
the Mexican Indigenous context. In turn, it promises to contribute to the understanding of the
usefulness of an heteroglossic,plurilingual lens in relation to Indigenous language maintenance
and revitalization in light of past and existing intergenerational settler colonial policies, while
showing alternative paths toward challenging and disrupting hegemonic and purist curricular and

pedagogical conceptions of language transmission, normative usages, and teaching.



This aligns with Coronel-Molina and McCarty's (2016) view of education in relation to
Indigenous language use:

Education must contribute to peoples’ social emancipation and to a parallel process of

national interculturalism, leading to the negotiation and reconciliation of these divergent

epistemologies and ideologies. Indigenous language transmission, use, and revitalization
must be seen as part of this political-pedagogical project. Education in general must then
subscribe to the construction of an intercultural view of citizenship leading to mental

decolonization and to a more equitable distribution of power. (p. 119)

The findings of this study are useful on several levels. To begin with, my respondents
have found participation to be valuable as a tool for reflection. In addition, the academic/school
communities in question have found it useful in gaining a greater understanding of its student
populations in ways that can contribute to the enhancement of Indigenous language ways of
teaching and learning.

Subject Position of the Researcher

I have thought it important to clarify my own subject position from the outset. My goal
here is to describe the value of clarifying the links between my participants, the purpose of study
and myself as researcher. As Sarkar (2017) notes in their own reflection about being non-
Indigenous doing research with Indigenous participants, laying bare one’s own positionality is a
way of clarifying potential bias, being humble about own’s efforts and surrendering power to a
study’s participants. I offer a reflection below on my connection to the topic of multiple
language(s) learning and use, when the language that represents you is not present in daily life.
In my case, as a newcomer to Canada, that’s the case of Spanish. In the case of the participants

of this study, that’s the case of Yucatec Maya.



In addition to my family’s long-standing close ties to the Yucatan, my interest in how
Indigenous university students use their languages has been nourished by over a decade of
participating in different projects related to Yucatec Maya language teaching or use.

The written account of the participants of this study has been created from a non-
Indigenous perspective. As an outsider, I have recorded the lived experiences of participants to
the best of my non-Indigenous abilities while trying to make them accessible to a non-Indigenous
reader who might profit from a better sense of what it is like to juggle Yucatec Maya, Spanish
and English in daily life.

As someone from the Yucatan, Mayan languages have been present throughout my life.
At present, I share close relationships with Indigenous university students from both the
institutional sites for this study, some of whom I met as early as 2010. Some of these students,
like me, have now finished their undergraduate studies, found careers, and raised children among
three languages.

The following personal anecdote/reflection explains why I now self-identify as a
Spanish-English-French plurilingual speaker.

Tonight I stop being officially monolingual. But, I just don't know it yet. My son is
three days old and he is being transferred from the Newborn Intensive Care Unit
(NICU) at Ottawa's General Hospital to the equivalent at the Gatineau Hospital. They
need to make space for unstable premature cases and because we live on the Quebec
side. Quebec... Ontario... everything feels like a new planet to me. I'm not allowed
with him in the ambulance. A nurse will go to make sure all the tubes in the
spaceship—incubator, as well as the baby, stay in place during the transition. The

whole move is supposed to happen around 5pm but things fall behind. We are



supposed to drive there and meet the baby when he arrives. My husband drives me
and my mom to the Gatineau hospital. Due to Friday traffic, we arrive around 7pm. It
is the Summer but inside it is very dark. It looks like an empty building and it's cold.
The ceiling of the third floor, where the NICU is located, feels so low it’s oppressing.
My mom and I get a little lost: Where are we supposed to go? Why aren't there any
signs? Why isn't there any light like at the other place?

We spot something that looks like a reception desk. There is someone. A girl. She
doesn't have a uniform. Yes, she works there. I can see a tattoo on her arm, her
regular clothes, and maybe something pinned to her top to identify herself. She is an
employee of the hospital. But why isn't she wearing a uniform! This ceiling is very
low. The light is very dim. I start talking. It has to be in French, of course. We are on
the Quebec side. As we are talking a door opens somewhere and someone informs us
the baby has already arrived. I am now being instructed the hand-washing procedure
I have to follow each time I enter the NICU. Samuel is at the end of the room. The
nurse doesn't speak English. She is telling me how to ROT? my baby. I have no clue
what that means. I'm feeling nauseous about this whole episode. She looks athletic;
she is friendly and approachable, but she is all in French...

As the following hours and days develop I learn that only a couple of them speak
English, and they are kind enough to address me in that language. I also learn that
my baby has the HOQUET? and I manage to communicate in my own version of

French during the remaining of our time there... (June 30, 2017)



My perspective on language use changed after this experience because I realized there was no
need to aim for perfect French or to be shy about the French that I knew: I just had to use it and
make sure it served its purpose.
I was born surrounded by Spanish. My mother and father spoke Spanish to me, and all
my extended family spoke Spanish to me:
When [ was a baby, my mother hired a woman “from a village,” as it is commonly
referred to in my Mexican hometown, to take care of me while she went to work. My
mother asked the woman to speak (Yucatec) Maya to me. The woman refused.
Furthermore, she denied being a speaker of the language, despite the fact that my mother
knew the woman spoke Maya, like most people in her village. (...) I was raised in
Yucatan speaking Spanish and when I was eight years old, I began to learn English. I
loved my English classes and since I have “a good ear,” listening and speaking were
never that hard. I remember fondly the characters of some English textbooks, the
vocabulary notebook I created, and the field trip to the hardware store to record new
words. I complemented in-class content with watching American television and reading
books, which immersed me in different types of realities where English made sense.
(Dominguez, 2020, p. 157)
My experiences fit into Gott’s (2007) description of Latin American countries as white settler
states because of the continued disputes over land, water, oil, and natural gas, but also because of
the persistence of the prejudice against and mistreatment of their Indigenous populations. The
official narrative of the encounters between Spaniards or Portuguese and the Indigenous
populations of the different Latin American countries is based on the idea of coloniality leading

to race-based power hierarchies. Castellanos (2017) states that the problem with coloniality is
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that it “does not fully capture the racial entanglements and the strategies of elimination and
dispossession that began under colonialism and have continued under neoliberal regimes and
global capital” (p. 778). This is the reason why she proposes to use settler colonial theory as a
framework to understand the social dynamics of Latin America.
I self-identify as a racialized white Yucatecan settler colonial Mexican citizen
(Castellanos, 2017; Gott, 2007).
I initially followed Battiste’s (2013) example of choosing a familiar topic for the doctoral
project and thought I had it all figured out when I applied to the [doctoral] program with
the intention of working with Maya youth from my region. After coming in contact with
the literature about Indigenous language revitalization and knowledge(s), I realized that
these past years have been more about observing myself and acknowledging that
although I come from the same territory as the young Maya people I want to work with, I
needed a deeper understanding of the issues or situations that surround their lives. Most
importantly, I was faced with the significance, the “so what?” aspect of my research.
Linda T. Smith’s (1999) words resonated with me: “Whose research is it? Who owns it?
Whose interests does it serve? Who will benefit from it? Who has designed its questions
and framed its scope? Who will carry it out? Who will write it up? How will its results be
disseminated?” (p. 10). In this personal and professional search, the work of North
American and Latin American scholars, Indigenous and non-Indigenous, has contributed
to the exploration and evolution of my ideas and deepened my understanding of the
cultural, educational, and linguistic environment of Maya undergraduate students.

(Dominguez, 2020, p. 161)
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I am particularly interested in Yucatec Maya because it is the main Indigenous language from
my region and it has had an impact on Yucatec Spanish. I grew up listening to and using some of
its words and phrases that are embedded in my regional Spanish. However, I only became aware
of how such language represented a knowledge system when I met students from the two
undergraduate programs that the participants of this study are or were part of.

In 2010, after finishing my Master’s degree in Applied Linguistics in central Mexico, |
went back to my region and worked for the state’s Department of Culture. I co-created and
coordinated a series of radio production workshops for Indigenous Maya youth. Most of the
participants were students from the two undergraduate programs that officially promoted
Yucatec Maya literacy skills. I remember particularly a team of students who created a 5-spot
series on traditional medicine: they described the symptoms, the causes, and the remedies of
different conditions one would never contemplate in a doctor's office. Furthermore, they
explained how to prepare the cure for each one of them using popular plants from the area.

Fast forward to 2019 when I delivered a talk entitled “Saberes indigenas y saberes
occidentales: An epistemological reflection,” to students of the above-mentioned programs. Part
of the content of the lecture was also shared through a radio interview that the students and their
program coordinator recorded to be transmitted through their internal radio station. During the
students’ participation in the questions and comments session, students expressed how they had
experienced, firsthand, a contrast between the knowledge they grew up with and the knowledge
and ways of knowing they had been encountering in their schooling process, which fed back to
the need raised in my doctoral project.

Given my outline above, this study zooms into the lived experiences of Indigenous Maya

current and former students of the Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate programs
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from the region because their schooling includes the regional Yucatec Maya Indigenous
language from the community/family-based domain and enables its usage in a formal academic
setting.

Additionally, as I summarize below in my review of the literature, there are significant
concrete problems facing the Yucatec Maya linguistic population. The facts and factors I review
reflect that the language is under threat and that there are gaps in the knowledge regarding how
the languages in the region are being transmitted/learned and used by people with potential
access to a plurilingual repertoire.

Organization of the Thesis

This thesis is divided into seven chapters.

Chapter One: Introduction. This presents the purpose of the study and my subject
position. Although not always expected in a thesis of this sort, in the interests of clarity I have
included my research questions in this opening chapter. Of course, these questions are reiterated
in my discussions of methodology.

Chapter Two is the literature review. It is divided into two parts. I have decided to
introduce the context of the study in this chapter for those not familiar with the linguistic and
cultural diversity found in Mexico and in the Yucatan Peninsula or those aspects of the Mexican
education policy that are pertinent to the study. This provided context contains a brief historic
overview of the region. Then it focuses on a review of the available literature regarding
Indigenous university student experiences, both generally and in the Yucatan in particular. This
review is for the purpose of identifying gaps in the literature that this study is meant to fill in
reference to the problem statement provided above. The second part of this chapter focuses on

the current literature regarding plurilingualism (Fleming et. al., 2023).
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Chapter Three summarizes the main concepts of my conceptual framework and in turn
puts forth theoretical foundations of this study which served as the starting point for the creation
of the research questions, the data collection process, and the analysis of the findings.

Chapter Four provides an overview of the research methodology chosen for this study. I
start with an overview of the philosophical concept that led to my decisions regarding
methodology, namely empirical phenomenological approach (Aspers, 2009; Mortari et al., 2023;
Moustakas, 1994). I then go into detail regarding how this inquiry came to be and the steps I took
regarding data collection and analysis. Although this is not always usual in a thesis of this sort, I
have chosen to define the case for this study and a description of my participants in the findings
chapter that follows in the interest of clarity.

In Chapter Five I present the study’s findings. Following the practical work of Aspers
(2009) and Mortari et al. (2023), the findings are first presented in descriptive detail. I provide
answers to the research questions, and I make use of narrative vignettes that serve as back up to
illustrate the experiences shared by the participants.

In Chapter Six I then discuss the findings. I provide an analysis of the findings in relation
to the overarching and secondary research questions. To do so, I use the emerging data and the
theoretical and methodological framing of the study.

Finally in the concluding Chapter Seven, I discuss the practical and theoretical
implications of the study, while also suggesting topics for further research. I also outline the

study’s limitations and provide some personal reflections.
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Chapter 2: Contextual and Theoretical Foundations of the Study

This second chapter is divided into two parts. The first section begins with an overview
of the current Mexican intercultural bilingual education model, which reflects the official, macro
level approach towards the multiple languages that have been in the Mexican territory since the
before the time of colonial contact. Next, it summarizes existing literature related to the
experience of Mexican Indigenous students at the university undergraduate level.h. Then, it
presents pertinent research done with different Indigenous language speakers and the language
ideologies that support their language transmission and usage. Afterwards, it provides an
overview of research done in the Yucatan peninsula in relation to Yucatec Maya, both from an
official perspective and from a practical one. The second part of this chapter provides a
description of plurilingualism as a theoretical approach to language learning and use. The
elements of a plurilingual approach to language learning and use are central for the conceptual
framework found in the following chapter, and to discuss the findings of the study. Additionally,
it must be noted that I have chosen to place the discussion of the theories that frame my
methodology at the beginning of the methodology chapter, rather than in this chapter.
Contextual Properties
Linguistic and Cultural Diversity in Mexico

One of the ways in which diversity manifests itself in Mexico is through the presence of
Mexican Indigenous peoples and Mexican Indigenous languages. According to official statistics
from the 2020 national census, in Mexico there are 126,014,024 million people; 6.1% of the
Mexican population 3 years and older is a speaker of an Indigenous language. Mexican

Indigenous languages have been national languages since 2003 (Terborg et al., 2006). However,
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currently all these languages are considered at risk of disappearing (Instituto Nacional de
Lenguas Indigenas [INALI], 2019).

As Terborg et al. (2006) stressed, “in Mexico, Spanish is the de facto official language of
the government and the first language of 90% per cent of the population. It is the national
language because of its historic and legislative functions and because it acts as a lingua franca for
indigenous language speakers” (p. 122). These authors conclude that speaking Spanish is also
perceived as providing social and economic advantages.

Interculturality in Mexico and the Mexican Intercultural Bilingual Model

Hamel (2013) points out that “two different types of linguistic communities in Latin
America have created their own domains of bilingual communication, including bilingual
education: indigenous and immigrant communities. Both communities exist as bilingual enclaves
in socio-historic formations of nation-state building processes. These processes are oriented by
European models of linguistic and cultural homogeneity that seek to assimilate those who are
different” (p. 610).

Generally speaking, in Mexico there are two types of official bilingual education. On the
one hand, Mexican bilingual education can refer to the Indigenous education that teaches
Spanish and an Indigenous language; on the other hand, it can refer to the education which
includes a foreign language, predominantly English, along with Spanish (Ramirez-Romero &
Vargas-Gil, 2019).

Despagne (2021) explains that “the maintenance, revitalization, learning, and teaching of
(and in) Indigenous languages, and the education of Indigenous people in particular, can be
associated with the search for identity. By contrast, the teaching and learning of ‘international’

languages, mainly English, on the other side, can be associated with progress and modernity.
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Thus, two systems of bilingual education — folk and elite bilingualism — have evolved based on
different paradigms and worldviews” (p. 134).

In their analysis about the historical evolution of English language policy and planning in
Mexico, Ramirez-Romero & Vargas-Gil (2019) explained that language learning has been part of
the Mexican public high school curriculum since 1867, with English being taught after French.
In 1923, the so-called foreign language learning was included in the secondary school
curriculum. The curriculum offered the option to choose between French and English. In 2009,
English was included in the primary school national curriculum as a second language. Both the
English teaching and learning agenda and implementation are mainly conducted at an
intermediate or meso level through Government staff, who create strategies and manage funding;
foreign embassies; book publishers; and national and foreign education institutions and
companies (Ramirez-Romero & Vargas-Gil, 2019).

Mexican Intercultural Bilingual Education

The Mexican bilingual education that includes Spanish and an Indigenous language is
currently referred to as intercultural bilingual education. This model is the latest version in the
evolution in language and education policies in the country, explicitly aimed towards Indigenous
peoples (Dietz, 2024).

Throughout the 20™ century, Mexican indigenismo prevailed as a cultural and educational
movement emphasizing the greatness of a pre-Hispanic past while seeing the contemporary
Indigenous peoples as in some sort of civilization decline.

During the second part of the 20™ century, the presence of ethnic conflicts around the
world emphasized the cultural background of the diverse groups in the country. However,

internally, the project was still to modernize the population, focusing on a mestizaje: an alleged
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new national “race” formed by the mix of Indian and Spanish blood, and on the superiority of
urban lifestyles. The Indigenous populations were considered rural, distant from the Indigenous-
Spanish blend that led to the creation of the so-called Mexican race, carriers of great millennial
cultures now in decline, incapable of self-reflection, and with linguistic systems destined to
disappear. Castellanos (2017) pointed out that “conceived as a nationalist whitening project
rooted in hierarchical colonial race relations, mestizaje erases indigeneity by absorbing it into the
body politic” (p. 778).

In the early 90s, a new official educational approach emerged, with biculturalism as its
main component. The proposal included respect for the differences and freedom to include
traditional knowledge along with universal ones in the curriculum. Nonetheless, Spanish was still
considered a lingua franca, and the content of the curriculum remained the same.

The Indigenous movements in Latin America and, specifically, in Mexico, at the end of
the 20™ century, led to modifications in the Mexican jurisdiction to protect and promote Mexican
Indigenous languages and cultures. In the first decade of the 21 century, the Coordinaciéon
General de Educacion Intercultural y Bilinglie (CGEIB, General Coordination of Intercultural
and Bilingual Education), the Ley General de Derechos Lingiiisticos de los Pueblos Indigenas
(LGDLPI, General Law on the Linguistic Rights of Indigenous Peoples), and the Instituto
Nacional de Lenguas Indigenas (INALI, National Institute of Indigenous Languages) were
created to comply with these purposes (de Leon, 2017).

Hamel (2008) summarizes that the “legislation of linguistic rights and indigenous
education in Mexico went through significant changes in the time span of little more than a

decade, from a first reference to the existence of indigenous people in the 1991 revision of the
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constitution to a specific body of linguistic rights and the creation of a National Institute of
Indigenous Languages in 2005 (p. 309).

In 1996, the educational model adopted an intercultural bilingual approach to fight
segregation and discrimination. This new curriculum aimed at maintaining the Indigenous
culture while attaining an effective bilingualism Indigenous language-Spanish, but, as Ramirez
(2006) noted, it has been criticized for simply translating curriculum content, lacking any type of
reflection about the value of cultural diversity, and having an integrationist approach towards
new technologies.

Dietz (2024) contrasts how interculturality has been applied in European and North
American contexts, focusing on groups of immigrants or workers who are dissimilar from a
nation-state’s hegemonic population. Alternatively, in Latin America and in Mexico,
interculturality is conceived as the recognition of the different minority groups, with the addition
of initiatives to promote exchanges between dominant and minoritized populations.
Consequently, the school is assigned the role of being the place where such bidirectional
exchanges can happen.

Interculturality in Mexico is thus used to officially address a multicultural context with
asymmetrical power relations between the dominant culture and the Indigenous groups which
have led to multiple inequalities (Schmelkes, 2004). Contrary to acknowledging cultural and
linguistic diversity but conceiving them as a problem and as a threat for national unity, under the
notion of unity in diversity, the Mexican conception of interculturality acknowledges diversity
and sees is as a potential source of enrichment for the nation (Dietz, 2024; Hamel, 2013).

As de Leon (2017) notes, “this approach is radically different from previous language

policies, given that the Native language is placed as a central educational resource for culture,
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cognition, and historical memory and not as a transitive means toward Castilianization. In the
same way, the CGEIB (General Coordination of Intercultural Bilingual Education) proposes the
incorporation of bilingualism as a resource for the maintenance, revitalization, and development
of Indigenous languages, highlighting the promotion of oral and written skills in both their
mother tongue and a second language” (p. 423). As Hamel (2008) points out, from this
perspective, Mexican language policy is inevitably linked to Indigenous education.

The Mexican intercultural, bilingual education model that was adopted officially at the
beginning of the 21* century aimed at maintaining Indigenous cultures while attaining a so-
called effective bilingualism between the regional Indigenous language(s) and Spanish. In turn,
Mexican intercultural universities were created with the goal of promoting local development
and preserving local knowledge and languages. Their student profile is that of underprivileged
Indigenous or rural youth.

In a critical balance made after a decade of the initial creation of intercultural universities
in Mexico, Mateos Cortés and Dietz (2016), citing Dietz (2011), recalled that the original
purpose of these institutions was to professionalize young people in such a way that they can
contribute to the promotion of socio-cultural, associational, micro-entrepreneurial, and
environmental initiatives from their own communities and regions, without imposing outside-in
or top-down welfare solutions, but rather through a continuous back-and-forth between
community knowledge and academic knowledge (p. 685).

Mexican intercultural bilingual education has been criticized, however, as being the top-
down, expert-based evolution of the assimilationist policies that prevailed throughout the 20"
century in the country (Despagne, 2013; Llanes Ortiz, 2008). Under the light of interculturality,

Mexican linguistic and cultural diversity is celebrated for promoting respect for cultural
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differences without questioning the power structures that have maintained the subjugation of
Indigenous peoples by the dominant segment of the population (Despagne, 2013). In other
words, intercultural bilingual educational initiatives do not deal with social and linguistic
preconceptions that are left intact at the core of the educational system (Llanes Ortiz, 2008). De
Korne (2017) observes that interculturalism is “an example of superficial neoliberal
multiculturalism” (p. 29) directly linked to the current international “politics of recognition” (p.
28).

Although valuable, such efforts focus on what Flores Farfan (2015) called a
unidirectional intercultural education; in other words, the consequences of colonialism’s cultural
repression are addressed only by Indigenous students, leaving the non-Indigenous sector
untouched by this concern.

Mexican Indigenous Student University Experiences

Among the current research regarding the university experiences of Mexican Indigenous
students, some qualitative studies focus on the lived experiences in intercultural universities and
escuelas normales [pre-service teacher education schools]. In her edited book about Indigenous
students in a university located in Central Mexico, Czarny (2012) pointed at the resilience shown
by the participants, who, despite facing multiple obstacles, find empowerment and strength in
their self-assigned Indigenous university student identity. Morales Silva (2013) analyzed the
presence of different actors, such as family, in postsecondary academic life. She highlights the
importance of diversity in the school system to understand how individuals interpret reality and
the actions that result from such interpretation leading to their identity construction. There are
also ethnographic studies focused on academic, identity, and life journeys of Indigenous

students. Gonzalez Apodaca's (2014) study about Indigenous Mixe students identified the
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important role of ethnic networks with linguistic and cultural diversity narratives in the lives of
students” constant updating of their ethnic construction.

In her work about the schooling experiences of Indigenous Tenek and Nahua students,
Chavez Gonzalez (2014) identified a close link between family and school, which sometimes is
harmonious and other times presents ruptures, along with a permanent component of educational
exclusion for Indigenous families embedded in the hegemonic narrative.

As for the design of studies related to the post-secondary education experiences of
Mexican Indigenous students, Bermudez-Urbina (2017) highlighted a frequent lack of an
explanation of the origins and intentions of the studies, as well as of the researcher positionality.
This author claimed that the motivation seemed to be a generalized intention to better understand
the issue in question, without explicit mention of searching to transform reality and without
specifying how the participants, research collaborators, and institutions are to benefit from the
studies. Furthermore, she continued, attention must be drawn towards the risk of the cultural
essentializing found in some of the studies, which leads to conceiving Indigenous students as
unidimensional beings without links to their family and other collective memberships that
structure them. Studies focusing merely on schooling experiences may center the attention on
academic and institutional processes only (Bermudez-Urbina, 2017). She therefore identified the
need to transform autobiographical narratives about students” academic experiences into
methodological and theoretically based texts that could become shared knowledge. She
concluded that when looking at the higher education processes of Mexican Indigenous students,
economic differences, family composition, access to services (health and education mainly),

gender condition, ethnic group position, and social and political environment, were usually
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central elements in the construction of their journeys and in the sense they gave to their
university experience (Bermudez-Urbina, 2017, p. 132).

A few generations have graduated from the intercultural universities” undergraduate
programs and are entering the job market. However, in Mexico, there are high rates of
unemployment for students who finish their bachelor’s degree, whether they come from public
mainstream universities or from intercultural ones (Mateos Cortés, 2017).

For Indigenous students graduating from the latter, the following factors worsen the
situation:

Their low-quality pre-university schooling, their stigmatized use of an indigenous

language, their lack of "urban" work experience and related job skills, but also an often-

found lack of awareness and knowledge among the wider public of the degree courses

taught at this new kind of intercultural university. (Mateos Cortés, 2017, p. 160)

Despite th situation, in her study of post-university employment opportunities for Indigenous
students, Mateos Cortés (2017) found that an intercultural university curriculum has the potential
of developing an awareness about a Western assimilationist education that discredits Indigenous
ways of knowing, while promoting ethnic re-empowerment in the process of training new
generations of Indigenous professionals. These findings aligned with the objectives of self-
determination found in the current Indigenous knowledge movement (Grande, 2008).

Multiple language use in practice in Mexico

Multiple language use in Mexico can be approached from a macro level, political point of
view that analyzes official and/or institutional narratives, as has been the intention of a previous
section. It can also be viewed from a micro level practical perspective related to communities

and individuals” language practices. From this second perspective, and to understand the
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community language changes and choices in the Mexican context of Spanish and Indigenous
languages, scholars have focused on language ideologies which, as Lam (2020) explains, “take
into account not only what speakers think about language, but also how they understand the
social context in which they live, where they position themselves within this context, and what
their aspirations are” (p. 162).

From this perspective, language ideologies can be defined as the "beliefs, feelings, and
conceptions about language structure and use which often index the political economic interests
of individual speakers, ethnic and other interest groups, and nation-states" (Kroskity, 2010, as
cited in Kroskrity 2015, p.95). Hence, an individual's language beliefs are the result of their
personal experiences regarding languages, in combination with societal narratives and situations
(Lam, 2020).

This conception of the decision-making behind personal, family and collective language
use considers individuals capacity to make choices about their life. In other words, their agency
reflects their language choices (Kroskity, 2015; Lam, 2020). Consequently, as Rhodes and
Bloechl state, “adhering to monoglossic or heteroglossic language ideologies could hold great
significance for processes of social identification. Further, when these ideologies are
institutionalized, they can carry increased political power and social significance” (p. 865).

When looking at the correlation between official policies and language ideologies, the
discourse of progress (Lam, 2020) or of improving one’s socioeconomic position (Messing,
2007b) is usually related to the knowledge and use of Spanish and to the possibilities that come
from a formal education journey.

In her work in central Mexico with Mexicano (also known as Nahuatl), Messing (2007a)

found that the public sphere of government offices and schools was a domain for Spanish usage,
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which is considered the power language and the language for potential socioeconomic progress.
The private sphere, represented by family and community interactions, was a domain for
Mexicano usage, which stands for the language of trust, of intimacy and of solidarity. Messing
(2007a) concludes that schools represent official policies and curriculum, and that including an
Indigenous language in them may violate local language ideologies that have clearly defined the
domains of use for each language; furthermore, the gaps in vocabulary needed in a school
context may result in linguistic insecurity in new speakers.

De Ledn (2017) states that the Mexican Indigenous language transmission decrease, and
consequent displacement or loss “only points to the success of the dominant ideology of
promoting Spanish as the language of education, prestige, and social mobility — all of which
comes from state policies, but also, in part, from Indigenous teachers and the parents themselves"
(p. 428). Besides and/or beyond present-day institutional narratives about the value of diversity,
“the nationalist values of a common nation-state that promises upward mobility through a school
system of cultural and linguistic assimilation” (Hamel, 2017, p. 400) are still present.

The official recognition of Indigenous cultural and linguistic diversity in Mexico has led
to the creation of standard versions of many Indigenous languages for the purposes of official
Indigenous language revitalization initiatives that include orality and writing. The intercultural
bilingual curriculum teaches the regional Indigenous language in its spoken and written standard
form, which aim to not have any Spanish words or borrowings.

On this issue, Cru (2016) observes that “the need to strengthen the oral use of indigenous
languages on the ground, therefore, contrasts sharply with the language policies of some

institutions, such as INALI, which put the emphasis on language standardisation and the
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development of literacy as a central strategy for the promotion of Mexican indigenous languages
(INALI 2009)” (p. 115).

The contrast between standard and vernacular forms in Mexican Indigenous languages
represents an additional element of tension for speakers or potential speakers of an Indigenous
language because the standard forms are considered the pure and correct versions, while the
vernacular forms may be considered corrupted and less valuable. The ideological foundation for
the value of the standard, pure version of each language is different in each Indigenous group and
often, in different communities of speakers.

Having said this, in addition to the tension and the decisions that result from having to
juggle Spanish and the regional Indigenous language, the risk of purist or prescriptivist attitudes
towards the Indigenous language may have an impact in the decision to use (or not) the language
one knows with any given competence level; and in the decision to transmit (or not) the language
to the new generations. For instance, Messing (2007a) found purist language attitudes among
speakers of Mexicano (or Nahuatl) because users believe that the proper or legitimate Mexicano
is the one that does not have any Spanish words or borrowings; consequently, they have negative
attitudes towards speaking their mixed version of the language, while also hesitating in its
transmission to their children due to its historical power imbalance with Spanish. For the
purposes of this study, I elaborate below on the presence and risk of Yucatec Maya purist
ideologies.

Hamel (2008, 2017) explains that over five centuries of domination have led parents and
teachers to resist or reject intergenerational Indigenous language transmission “which leaves no
room for their languages as the vehicle for the development of academic skills such as literacy

or, in a broader context, for the development of their communities” (p. 310).



26

From a family perspective, Lam (2020) found that Totonac parents were worried that
their children would get confused if they learned multiple languages. Hence, they opted for
Spanish transmission because of the perceived tangible benefits of such language. Another
discourse found in parents and elders regarding the language acquisition of the new generations
was a perceived lack of interest in learning or speaking their Indigenous language (Lam, 2020).

Interestingly, when working with the new generations of Isthmus Zapotec speakers, de
Korne (2017) found that despite the fact that their parents did not transmit the Indigenous
language to their children, their current interest in learning Isthmus Zapotec responded to either
a) the individual mobility opportunities given to Indigenous students and professionals in the
region, or to b) the reinforcement of a collective ethnic identity that would benefit from
meaningful communicative and social interactions. This author is optimistic about the potential
of having new generations of Isthmus Zapotec speakers, would align with the discourse that
advocates for Indigenous identity development (Messing, 2007a). Nonetheless, de Korne (2017)
suggests caution towards present-day neoliberal narratives are turning Indigenous languages and
cultures into commodities.

Official narratives on multiple languages use in the Yucatan Peninsula

In this study, I focus on the presence and use of Yucatec Maya, a Mexican Indigenous
language from southern Mexico. The Instituto Nacional de Estadistica y Geografia (INEGI)
(2020) describes Yucatec Maya as a Mexican Indigenous language spoken by 774,755 people,
located mostly in the Yucatan peninsula, which includes the southern states of Campeche,
Quintana Roo, and Yucatan. Mainly spoken by the Maya people, it is one of the three most
widely spoken Indigenous languages in the country. Yucatec Maya, along with Nahuatl, are the

two major minority languages in Mexico (Terborg et al., 2006).
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Yucatec Maya has now been included as part of the official narrative of interculturality to
designate a specific Indigenous group, attaching it to a territory and a culture, with the implicit
risk of essentializing it and fixing it in time. With this, Yucatec Maya aligns with the
monoglossic tradition of designating a language as a) being spoken by a specific ethnic group
and b) being a communication tool with clear limits.

From an official intercultural perspective the “Maya language is thus conceptualized, in
this and related projects, not only as a vehicle for the culture and worldview of a particular sort
of person — i.e., an Indigenous citizen of a certain cultural group — but also as a national resource
in need of formal administration” (Rhodes & Bloechl, 2020, p. 863). The focus on the language,
set apart from its speakers and contexts of use, served as background for the creation of its norm
but contributes also to a fixed preconception of who and how a Yucatec Maya speaker should use
the language. These authors add that “while standardization is a means to official recognition of
Maya ethnolinguistic identity at national and broader scales, it also produces important social
differentiations of language within Maya speech communities” (Rhodes & Bloechl, 2020, p.
864).

The ethnic construct to associate the Indigenous population who speaks Yucatec Maya as
belonging to the Maya ethnic group is based on what Rhodes and Bloechl (2020) refer to as
“institutional mediation” (p. 864). The concept of using the Yucatec Maya language as a variable
that designates an Indigenous citizen of a certain ethnic group comes with its share of challenges
because this assignation comes from the macro levels of social life and it does not consider the
nuances of speaking Yucatec Maya.

It is true that, from a macro social level, one of the goals of Yucatec Maya revitalization

efforts is to leverage the language in a context where Spanish and English already benefit from
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historical and economic status: acknowledgment, visibility and formal uses. As Cru (2016) points
out, “the issue of legitimacy and authenticity is fundamental not only in language revitalisation
efforts but also in wider cultural and political struggles for recognition among indigenous
peoples” (p. 116). From this perspective, the standardization of Yucatec Maya, and the creation
of its linguistic norm, adhere to the same processes that Spanish and English have gone through.
These are structural, monoglossic linguistic traditions in which languages are objectified and
conceived as separate from the context of their speakers (Rhodes & Bloechl, 2020).

The creation of the Yucatec Maya norm creates, on the one hand, a division in the study
of the Yucatec Maya language and the Indigenous Maya people (Rhodes & Bloechl, 2020). This
division between the Maya people and the Yucatec Maya language comes from a macro social
assigned perspective used for educational and language policy creation and implementation. On
the other hand, in the case of official Yucatec Maya language revitalization efforts that are
institutionally based initiatives promoting the learning of the language in its standard form, in
creates a contrast with the version of the language that people speak, the vernacular, questioning
the Yucatec Maya used in community and family settings.

Purist ideologies regarding the use of Yucatec Maya. In the context of the Yucatan
Peninsula, “the current process of valorising the Maya language is taking place within the
context of a standard language culture, which is deeply ingrained in Mexico and other
multilingual Latin American countries” (Cru, 2016, p. 120). This author notes that there is not a
specific institution in charge of Yucatec Maya language planning. Instead, he mentions that it is a
group of Maya scholars who function as experts on the language and whose initiatives align with

the national agenda.
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When referring to linguistic purism in standardized Yucatec Maya, Rhodes & Bloechl
(2020) add that “users of the register typically employ neologisms or archaisms in order to avoid
Spanish loans commonly incorporated in Maya speech. It is largely Maya-Spanish bilinguals
with formal education who control this purified register" (p. 864).

Current purist ideologies of Yucatec Maya draw from the idea of a pure or legitimate
version of the Yucatec Maya, the jach, that goes back to the idea of an ancient form spoken by
the elders. The Yucatec Maya vernacular, a mixed version referred to as the xe ek, includes words
in Spanish and is therefore considered a corrupted, less valuable form even when it is the register
that most Yucatec Maya speakers use (Cru, 2016; Hernandez Méndez, 2020).

The purist ideologies embodied by Maya experts, scholars, and linguists regarding the
appropriate use of the Yucatec Maya norm may be counterproductive in the efforts to have more
generations of Yucatec Maya speakers because of the linguistic insecurity caused in speakers
who are not familiar with its standard version, which many associate with the ancient register of
their ancestors and not with explicit current day official efforts; this belief may discourage them
to use their vernacular form of Yucatec Maya (Cru, 2016). In addition, the new generations of
Indigenous professionals interested in learning the language may focus only on the standard,
decontextualized version, which may limit their communication in many domains where the
vernacular Yucatec Maya is a meaningful communication tool. From this, Cru (2016) concludes
that some degree of Yucatec Maya purism is healthy for the purposes of legitimation of the
Indigenous language, combined with a conscious actions to remove the stigma of its vernacular

registers to foster new generations of speakers.
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Reflecting on the contrasting realities of current post-secondary programs oriented
towards training new generations of Yucatec Maya language professionals, Rhodes and Bloechl
(2020) observe that

experience with authoritative institutionalizations of the Maya language and practice,

specifically the experience of studying Maya in a higher education setting that can

provide exposure to and the impetus for a shift toward more heteroglossic language
ideologies. However, it is important to note that not all higher education programs
focused on sociolinguistics or Maya linguistics necessarily provide an ideological frame

that challenges popular ideological accounts of the language. (p. 871-872)

Multiple language use in practice in the Yucatan Peninsula

Yucatec Maya is a language traditionally transmitted through Maya institutions: family
members pass on the language to younger generations, and the community validates such
linguistic knowledge through its political, religious, and community dynamics. In a Maya
cultural environment, school is part of a secondary socialization process that usually goes hand-
in-hand with the use of Spanish and hegemonic ways of knowing and doing that contrast with
traditional Maya teaching and learning practices (R. May, 2016; Lizama, 2008).

According to Giiemes (1994), the modernizing processes of rural areas in the Yucatan
Maya population and the Yucatec Maya language in the 20" century resulted in changes in the
social and cultural organization of Maya communities, impacting their social cohesion
mechanisms and the transmission of Yucatec Maya. Gliemes (1994) further identified formal
schooling, religious institutions, mass media, a market economy, and internal migration as the
main factors that caused the language shift from Yucatec Maya to Spanish. Both the Eurocentric

curriculum found in the education system, as well as migration from rural to urban areas
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increased the prestige of Spanish, maintaining Maya lifestyle and Yucatec Maya in a historically
oppressed and discriminated position.

Scholars who have done work in the Yucatan peninsula observe that investigating Yucatec
Maya language practices directly often differs from looking into macro social narratives towards
Indigenous languages (Rhodes & Bloechl, 2020; Armstrong-Fumero, 2009; Cru, 2016) in the
sense that the former take not only the language but also the individuals and contexts of language
use into consideration for their inquiries.

For instance, in their work with language ideologies of monolingual Spanish speakers in
the capital of the Yucatan state, Sima and Perales (2015) observed that youth value Yucatec Maya
because they consider it a language linked to the history of the land; and they value English
because it is a requirement for school and work purposes. When given the choice of which of the
two languages to learn, English was selected more because of its potential contribution to their
lives. In other words, Yucatec Maya is linked to the past, and English is linked to the future.

For people who come from a foreign country or who self-identify as non-Indigenous,
valuing and learning Yucatec Maya may be perceived as a bonus, “without having their social-
ethnic positionalities called into question. This is not the case for everyone on the peninsula.
Speaking Maya lends prestige to some, while it “Mayanizes” others” (Rhodes & Bloechl, 2020,
p. 869). This last expression aligns with “an unfavorable view of indigenous identity” (Lam,
2020, p. 163): the discourse of menosprecio or denigration (Messing, 2007b).

Armstrong-Fumero (2009) points at the diversity among speakers of Yucatec Maya,
which dates to classifications of speakers created two centuries ago, that have continued to exist

despite changes in the official state narratives regarding Indigenous peoples and languages.
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Establishing a parallelism with the seminal work done by Hill & Hill (1986 as cited in
Armstrong-Fumero, 2009) in central Mexico with Nahuatl, Armstrong-Fumero (2009) observes
that “how someone speaks Maya, and the metalinguistic discourses through which they justify
their everyday linguistic choices, can be as dense an index of class, ethnic, and regional identities
as the simple choice between Spanish and Maya” (p. 361).

In other words, why someone decides to self-identify as Maya may respond to
circumstantial factors from the tourism industry or the educational sector, for example. In
addition, how someone speaks Yucatec Maya may be a combination of language competence and
social strategies to define local cultural understanding and/or membership (Armstrong-Fumero,
2009).

Pertinent to this study is the observation made by Rhodes and Bloechl (2020) when they
ask us to

Note the growing trend among university-educated Maya speakers who work on and with

the Maya language in professional capacities. Among some of these individuals, there is a

tendency to (re-)valorize Maya language use and to affirm its association with Maya-

ness. However, this is typically an active project among individuals whose professional
efforts relate to and depend upon Maya language and other cultural practices and whose

Maya-ness has been brought into question through associations with practices

stereotypically recognized as non-Maya. In these cases, strengthening claims to Maya-

ness can contribute to professional expertise (p. 869).

Looking at the Yucatec Maya language practices of Maya university students, Canche
Teh (2014) found that these youth can be classified into three groups: Yucatec Maya speakers;

passive bilingual, and Spanish speakers (p. 131) due to the evident differences in their
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language(s) competences. This author suggests considering organizing different groups for the
Yucatec Maya language courses, according to prior knowledge. In addition, Canche Teh (2014)
notes that the intercultural focus on Yucatec Maya literacy is detrimental to the promotion of oral
skills which are foundational to the use of the language and to its revitalization goals.

Finally, in the regional educational context, studies done with Maya youth and university
students have found post-secondary school settings to be an important place to identify,
reconsider and adjust language ideologies (Canche Teh, 2014; Cru, 2016).

Theoretical Foundations

Plurilingualism

The present project frames the linguistic repertoire of Maya current and former
undergraduate students from a plurilingual angle. Plurilingualism contrasts with a multilingual
approach to language development, which considers languages as isolated systems that may co-
exist at a personal or at a societal level. El Euch (2011) points to the work of the European
Council of Language Policies, which states that multilingualism is the presence of several
languages within a geographical area, while plurilingualism refers to the linguistic repertoire
used by an individual, regardless of the official status of such languages or her competence level
in each of them.

In the European Union, the emergence of a plurilingual angle resulted from an
acknowledgement of multiple languages in the territory, due to migration and globalization. In
Canada, a plurilingual lens is being used to deal with the preconceptions behind the teaching and
learning of the two official languages: French and English. In addition, Plurilingualism is being
used with the existence of immigrant minority languages. Furthermore, a plurilingual approach

to language teaching and learning in Canada may be used in the realities of Indigenous languages
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users but must “be accompanied by recognition of the colonial subtexts influencing First
Nations/Inuit/Metis language learning and revitalization” (Arnott et. al, 2017, p. 42).

A plurilingual angle links individual language practices with larger societal language
policies in the following way: individual language practices are described as the micro level,
societal language policies are part of the macro level, and the implementation or planning of such
policies is found in an intermediate, meso level (Piccardo, 2018). All of these levels are
interconnected. In their introduction to the edited book about teaching and learning under a
plurilingual perspective, Ollerhead, Choi & French (2018) pose that “key to the successful
adoption of a plurilingual stance is understanding the complex socio-historical context in which
students” language practices are formed and practiced” (p. 8). Taking into consideration the
sociocultural characteristics of a territory is a crucial step towards understanding how speakers
negotiate their linguistic repertoire (Despagne & Grossi, 2011). The use of a plurilingual
approach in language development, as well as to any other formal or informal educational
initiatives, requires nation states to promote language and education policies that allow the
developing of individual plurilingual competences (Grommes & Hu, 2014).

Regarding educational settings, Fleming et al. (2023) argue that “plurilingual methods
can result in significant and efficient gains in linguistic abilities, strengthen student self-
confidence, and help address issues related to social justice” (p. 9). These authors also emphasize
the importance of support at different societal and institutional levels.

Macro Level. From a plurilingual perspective of language learning and use, the macro
level is where society’s hegemonic narratives translate into specific language policy. In this
study, the formal and informal language practices of participants take place in a current neo-

colonial hegemony (Kubota, 2014), where there is presence of historically dominant Spanish
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(Terborg et al., 2006); highly promoted, foreign English (Ramirez-Romero & Vargas-Gil, 2019);
and dominated, traditionally transmitted Yucatec Maya (May, R. 2016; Lizama, 2008).

Among the obstacles to adopting a plurilingual approach to language usage at the macro
level, I will focus on two identified by Piccardo (2018, 2014). On the one hand, she points at the
nationalistic ideology, which conceived the usage of one language as the collective and
individual parameter for language development; on the other hand, Piccardo points at the
development of the scientific vision and its focus on separating, labeling, and categorizing,
which led to the conception of languages as isolated, fixed entities which functioned separated
from speakers and their meaning-giving contexts. From a linguistics perspective, the idea of
discrete languages was reinforced by the dualistic ideas of Saussure and Chomsky. Consequently,
a monolingual disposition expanded and led to the notion of an ideal native speaker.

These factors led, in turn, to the notion of standard language(s) and to purist ideologies,
which can be seen in Mexico for Spanish and for Indigenous languages as well. For example, the
fact that Spanish-speaking Mexicans see the usage of such language as reflecting membership to
the Mexican nation-state is a result of the one nation-one language political myth, which is based
on the idea that using one language would unify, consolidate, and stabilize a territory (Terborg et
al., 2006). Similarly, having Spanish as a de facto national language today reflects the historical
and political implementation of the abovementioned nationalistic ideology.

In the case of Yucatec Maya, apart from the five dialectical regions and/or five Yucatec
Maya variants identified by scholars in the field, Yucatec Maya speakers make a division
between the jach maya, the pure, ancient Maya, spoken by elders only, and the xe ek, a modern
mix, corrupted by Spanish and spoken by the new generations and by most people today

(Hernandez Méndez, 2020).
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Piccardo (2014) warns about the risks not only of assimilationist, monolingual policies
but also of multilingual ones that conceive the co-existence of several languages as isolated
cultural and linguistic systems and, consequently, of speaker communities. This points to a
liberal multiculturalism perspective, which emphasizes the existence of different cultures and
languages in a territory, advocating for respect and tolerance towards dissimilar others. A
plurilingual lens conceives languages and cultures as open, interconnected systems in permanent
internal and external change. Similarly, a person’s language profile is characterized by its
dynamic essence conceiving it as a “plurilingual and pluricultural competence” (CEFR, 2001,
p.135). Piccardo (2014) elaborates by including “multiplicity and recurrence at all levels,
seemingly as a fractal, where the whole contains every part and every part contains the image of
the whole object” (p. 189).

In order to approach linguistic diversity from a plurilingual lens, cultural and linguistic
diversity must be approached from a critical multiculturalism perspective which enables the
acknowledgement of cultural and linguistic rights of dominated segments of society (Kubota,
2004, as cited in Despagne, 2013). Under a critical multiculturalism angle, culture and identity
are understood here as multilayered, fluid, complex, and compassing multiple social categories
and, at the same time, as being continually reconstructed through participation in social
situations. “In other words,” as May & Sleeter (2010) reminds us, “the recognition of our cultural
and historical situatedness should not set the limits of ethnicity and culture, nor act to undermine
the legitimacy of other, equally valid forms of identity” (p. 11).

Meso Level. The meso level refers to the school or educational institution level where
language policies are implemented (Piccardo, 2018). Formal educational settings such as post-

secondary institutions can be seen as a symbolic field in which current Indigenous autonomy
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claims are being negotiated with the official interest to maintain Indigenous peoples under an
objectified state control (Llanes Ortiz, 2008).

In the case of Mexico, a self-proclaimed multilingual country since 1992, there is a
postcolonial reality of monolingualism, referred to as the monolingual disposition (Piccardo,
2014). Furthermore, not all languages are perceived as equal: Indigenous languages are
perceived as inferior to mainstream Spanish or international languages like English and French.
Despagne & Grossi (2011) identified the need for “pedagogies that seek social transformation
towards the acceptance of both mainstream and native languages" (p. 66) as well as “the need of
developing a framework for language learning that promotes ... the socio-cultural transformation
of plurilinguistic language users" (p. 72).

On the one hand, despite the fact that many university-level students are surrounded by
Indigenous languages, these are frequently absent in educational language programs. On the
other hand, Mexican post-secondary institutions have shown a strong interest in adopting the
Common European Framework of Reference (CEFR) for Languages in order to improve the
teaching and learning processes of international languages such as English (Despagne & Grossi,
2011).

From a plurilingual lens, nonetheless, “through language and intercultural awareness,
learners seek meaning as embedded in, and dependent on, the context” (Piccardo, 2014, p. 201).
The idea is to acknowledge speakers' interactions as situated practices that require individuals to
consider and to develop context-sensitive linguistic and cultural awareness and strategies.

Micro Level. At the individual micro level conceptualization, plurilingualism emphasizes
the fact that, on the one hand, there are no clear-cut boundaries between the languages that an

individual develops through her lifetime and on the other hand, that such continuous process may
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be and is actually modified through time according to her life needs and/or circumstances
(Piccardo, 2018). Consequently, an individual's language knowledge becomes a “composite
competence” (Grommes & Hu, 2014, p. 2). Thus, the linguistic repertoire of the Mexican, Maya,
undergraduate students in this study is conceived as “a single, inter-related, repertoire that they
combine with their general competences and various strategies in order to accomplish tasks"
(COE, 2017, p. 28).

These speakers are social agents who interact using their dynamic, non-linear,
unbalanced, interdependent plurilingual and pluricultural skills to function in their environments
(Piccardo, 2018). In line with this, Coste (2014) explains that “the plurilingualism sought is not
that of an exceptional polyglot but rather of ordinary individuals with a varied linguistic capital
in which partial competences have their place. What is expected is not maximum proficiency but
a range of language skills and receptiveness to cultural diversity” (p. 22).

In the following chapter, the main concepts from the theoretical foundations of this study
are presented in the conceptual framework that served as the starting point for the creation of the

research questions, the data collection process, and the analysis of the findings.



Chapter 3: Conceptual Framework

In this chapter, I present the conceptual framework that summarizes the main theoretical

foundations of the present study. First, I offer an illustration of the concepts that inform this

research. Then, I describe how each element included in the conceptual framework played a role

in the creation of the research questions of the present investigation and in its data collection

procedures and processes. Finally, | summarize how the above-mentioned terms were used as the

lens to analyze the findings obtained.

The following illustrations show how the different concepts from the literature inform the

present inquiry.
Figure 1
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An individual linguistic repertoire is used and negotiated (plurilingual and pluricultural
skills) in her daily context-based interactions (critical multiculturalism), which may happen a) at
a family/community level with people with potentially similar repertoires who go through
potentially similar negotiations, or b) at a formal educational setting, like that of a university,
which is considered a plurilingual meso level where language(s) practices respond to the
language policies that have been implemented in a given territory. The university’s meso level is
directly related with plurilingualism’s macro level, which is where society’s hegemonic
narratives (liberal multiculturalism, monolingual disposition) translate into specific language
policy (bilingual, intercultural education).

Creation of the Research Questions for Data Collection

My overarching research question is how do Indigenous Maya current and former
students of a Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate program in the Yucatan Peninsula
conceptualize their lived experiences in relation to the formal (academic) and informal
(community/family-based) use of their languages? The secondary research questions aimed to
gather and analyze information that can help us understand the links among the language(s)
practices located at the different societal levels. These questions cover language(s) use in formal
and informal domains; language(s) use with members of their family and home communities and
the purposes for such language(s) choices; and language(s) use with various members of their
academic and professional communities and the purposes for such language(s) choices.

Two more goals for the data collection design were gathering information about the
perceived relationship between participants” life and her academic/career goals in relation to her
language(s) use; and the perceived relationship between participants’ Indigenous identities and

their language(s) use.
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Analysis of the Collected Data with the Conceptual Framework

As mentioned in the previous chapter, a participant speaker's language(s) practices are
located at plurilingualism’s micro level. Taking the micro level as a starting point of this inquiry,
the research questions aim to understand how the language(s) that a person makes use of is
related to her family dynamics and to her community dynamics. These are considered
bidirectional interactions, in the sense that they may determine or have an impact on each other
given the meaningfulness of the actors that are part of them. Nonetheless, they are not static or
fixed, as an individual may renegotiate her language(s) use(s) based on different experiences
during her life.

The relationship between individual language choices and meso level institutions is also
explored. The meso level settings in this study are the different levels of schooling that each
participant has gone through: Elementary school, secondary and university. In the context of this
inquiry, school settings link Indigenous communities, their knowledge(s) and their knowledge
transmission processes with non-Indigenous knowledges and knowledge transmission processes.
Hence, all levels of schooling, including those who use an intercultural model, are representative
of non-Indigenous, official organizations. The important thing to remember about the meso level
is that the knowledge and practices that are found in it represent validated forms. This applies to
any domain, including that of language(s) use.

In the following chapter, I describe the research design of this study. I provide an
overview of the philosophical concept that led to my decisions regarding methodology, namely

phenomenology. I then describe the data collection and the data analysis procedures.
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Chapter 4: Methodology
Introduction

The goal of this chapter is to provide an overview of the philosophical and practical
orientation that led to my decisions regarding methodology, namely empirical phenomenology
(Aspers, 2009; Mortari et al., 2023; Moustakas, 1994), and to go into detail regarding how this
inquiry came to be and the steps I took regarding data collection and data analysis. In the
interests of clarity, I have chosen to define the case for this study here and place the descriptions
of my participants in the findings chapter that follows

First, I describe how the research design of this study draws from an empirical
phenomenological framework (Aspers, 2009; Mortari et al. 2023) to develop and write an
investigation that shares the interpretation of what participants experienced.

It must be mentioned that this is not a phenomenological study in the purest sense. Of
course, there are many definitions of what constitutes a study based on this tradition. Rather,
have I adopted elements from the phenomenological approach that aligned well with my goal of
sharing how the participants that I worked with reflected and shared their lived experiences while
still being able to analyze the situations that inform individual and collective meanings through
the lens of a theoretical framework. I have chosen to provide background detail below regarding
these elements in this chapter since they relate specifically to my methodology.

In the section that follows, I describe the setting and the participants as well as the
recruitment procedures used. Afterward this, I illustrate the data collection process by providing
a description of each instrument and how it was used.

Finally, in this chapter I elaborate on my analytic procedure. First, I describe how I

organized my interview data following Hycner (1985) explicit recommendations on how to
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conduct phenomenological studies, particularly in terms of data obtained in interviews. Then, I
show how I used the organized data to create narrative vignettes (Ammann, 2018) that would
illustrate my participants” lived experiences on the topic of language(s) learning and use.
Research design

In order to answer the research question proposed in this study, I used a qualitative
approach to research. Such a choice responds to the intention of approaching the topic from the
participants” perspective, acknowledging their interpretation and approach to the topic in
question and trying to reduce the power issues that normally arise between researcher and
participants (Creswell, 2013).

Research has traditionally worked on Indigenous communities or peoples as opposed to
working with them (Smith, 1999). As a result of the development of an Indigenous perspective
on research, a shift of such approach proposes the use of decolonizing methodologies that work
with Indigenous groups. For Smith (1999), “social research at community level is often referred
to as community action research or emancipatory research” which, in turn, “assume(s] that
people know and can reflect on their own lives, have questions and priorities of their own, have
skills and sensitivities which can enhance (or undermine) any community-based projects” (p.
127). Consequently, this research project tried to work with the experiences of the participants in
an effort and collaboration to understand how they describe and understand their language(s) use.
This entailed an exploration of the possibilities of the co-construction of knowledge and between
Indigenous ways of knowing pertinent to the Indigenous Maya context in the Yucatan peninsula
and the selected plurilingual theoretical approach to language learning and use.

It is also important to note, as I proceed to explain the methodological framing and design

of my project, that this inquiry comes from a non-philosophical area of study (Stolz, 2023) and
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that the work presented here intends to be a reflective piece of research in which the participants’
voices guide the inductive and deductive analysis (Creswell, 2013).

The project design drew from phenomenology, where “the pretheoretical world of
experience” (Zahavi, 2018, p. 51), is the starting point of the inquiry. Phenomenology “is at once
a philosophy, a perspective, and an approach to research” (Farrell, 2020, p. 1).

From a practical standpoint, phenomenology can be considered “a family of
methodologies” (Sloan & Bowe, 2014, p. 1296). As Stolz (2023) reminds us, “phenomenological
research is concerned with the correlation or interrelation between the mind and the world,
neither of which can be understood as either the mind or the world, but only as both” (p. 827).

Phenomenology originated with Husserl's (1939/1989) descriptive phenomenology,
which questioned the positivist conception of reality as an objective and separate entity and
proposed to focus on how objects or situations are experienced by the people who interact with
them (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). Husserl’s method contained three components: 1) The description
(bracketing out everything that is not empirically there/what exactly is the person doing or
thinking); 2) the phenomenon (what does the thing do/how the mind regards its experiences); 3)
and the intentionality (what is the thing about/ how does the mind regard this entire process of
reflection on experiences).

In ways that align with Heidegger's orientation, Husserl’s late work took into greater
account the historical and cultural contexts of the phenomenon in question. This later work
emphasised the need to go into detailed descriptions of the data and engage in interpretation that
identifies themes linked to the key essences of the phenomenon in question. In view of taking
into account the larger contexts involved, the researcher is conceptualised as being a significant

part of the reality being observed (Sloan & Bowe, 2014). When Schiitz introduced
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phenomenology to the social sciences, he emphasized that their starting point had to be the
ordinary life of people and the meanings they associated to it, individually and collectively
(Aspers, 2009)

As mentioned earlier, given the fact that this inquiry was developed in a non-
philosophical context, I followed a pragmatic approach to phenomenology so that I could use a
pertinent research methodology to obtain new understandings in the context of my study and
without worrying about whether I was following the philosophical foundations of
phenomenology (Stolz, 2023).

The phenomenological inspiration of this study can be understood following Moustakas
(1994) description of the empirical phenomenological approach, which first collects an account
of a specific human experience which is afterwards used for an analysis that will provide its key
features or essence. This author explains that the goal of this is to understand what such
experience means to the people that live it, and to move from individual meanings to a collective
or general meaning of the experience which refers to the essence of the experience (Moustakas,
1994). As Aspers (2009) notes, “meanings, in other words, come in structures and attain meaning
in relation to other meanings. This process of meaning constitution, at the level of the individual,
and meaning construction, at the social level, can be studied empirically by the researcher”
(Aspers, 2009, p. 3). Moustakas (1994) also emphasizes the importance of considering the
contextual connections found in the specific experience observed in order come up with a
collective or general meaning.

Empirical phenomenology is thus an approach to social life: it centers on the participants’
perspective, considering that the world is socially constructed, and it assigns a place to theory in

the research process (Aspers, 2009). The role of having a theory that frames a social science
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inquiry is explained by Aspers (2009) when he states that “we must produce explanations that are
grounded in the subjective experiences of real people. At the same time, we must not simply
deliver descriptions of states of minds; social science must understand why and how things
happen, and this must refer to the way people understand and relate to these phenomena”
(Aspers, 2009, p. 4)

The participants of this project are subjects who interact with the languages they use on a
daily basis. Hence, in this study, the phenomenon under investigation is the daily formal and
informal usage of Yucatec Maya, Spanish, and English by Indigenous Maya current and former
students of a Language/Linguistics and Culture programming the Yucatan Peninsula.

Lived experiences can be conceived as “(...) the prereflective (prepredicative or
prelinguistic) dimensions of the experience as lived” (Adams & van Manen, 2017, p. 782) or as
“our immediate, pre-reflective consciousness of life: a reflective or self-given awareness which
is, as awareness, unaware of itself” (van Manen, 2016, p.35). Phenomenology aims to have
descriptions of the lived experiences being researched while keeping from using a specific
framework to validate them (Finlay, 2012). As Zahavi (2018) explained, “our world of
experience has its own criteria of validity and truth and does not have to await the approval of
science” (p. 52). This position is important when working with underrepresented groups such as
Indigenous Maya students from southeastern Mexico because it aligns with the claims that
Indigenous ways of knowing are alive and valid, regardless of them being accepted (or not) by
the scientific or academic community.

Since the investigator is not neutral, her reflexivity is crucial through the entire research
process to recollect her lived experience of the phenomenon (Finlay, 2012). Originally, it was

expected for the researcher's conceptions to be brought to the forefront into what is known as
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bracketing the researcher (Hycner, 1985) or hermeneutic reduction (Finlay, 2012). In line with
recent debates and efforts to make phenomenological research pertinent for fields of
knowledge(s) like education, Stolz (2023) mentions that the phenomenological procedures of
epoché and reduction are “irrelevant and unnecessary outside of philosophical contexts where the
intent is to apply phenomenology in non-philosophical contexts (p. 830). Nonetheless, he
emphasizes that any qualitative research much provide a clear description of the method used to
investigate a phenomenon, as well as the validation procedure to ensure that the account of the
phenomena represents the lived experiences of people who have first-hand knowledge of it.
Keeping this in mind, I used participant feedback (Bradbury-Jones et al., 2010) procedure to
ensure [ was representing my participants” voices accurately.

Setting/Sites

The participants of this study are current or former students from two different post-
secondary institutions in the Yucatan peninsula with a high percentage of Indigenous Maya
student population. One is a publicly funded, mainstream university located in the state of
Yucatan; the other is a publicly funded, intercultural university located in the state of Quintana
Roo.

Both institutions and their respective Language/Linguistics and Culture program are
described to provide the academic background of the participants in the project since their
specific undergraduate program student profile serves as one of the two participant inclusion
criteria.

University A
University A began to operate in 2007 with eight undergraduate programs: Agroecology,

Alternative Tourism, Language and Culture, Community Health, Municipal Governance, Arts,
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Information and Communication technology, and Business. University A is part of the Mexican
network of intercultural universities, which are post-secondary institutions co-funded by the state
and federation. Their program and curriculum design follows state needs that aim at increasing
higher education coverage for Indigenous and rural youth, while promoting a linguistically and
culturally pertinent education.

Some of the participants of this study are either current or former students of the
Language and culture undergraduate program.

Language and Culture Undergraduate Program. The official program description,
aimed at potential future students, states that the program prepares students to be language
teachers, translators, and cultural promoters. Potential occupations for students with an
undergraduate degree in Language and Culture include language teaching and translation and
interpretation in the public or private sector.

In its institutional website, the Language and Culture undergraduate program does not
require its future students to be speakers of Yucatec Maya or English before entering the
program. However, it does specify that, apart from having a high school diploma, potential
students should have a positive attitude toward language learning; show the ability to study
Yucatec Maya in order to perform meaningfully in regional and community environments; show
commitment towards their regional and community surroundings, fostering the development of
interculturality; and have a positive attitude towards one’s ethnic group while showing interest in
its current problems. Throughout the length of their program, students take both Yucatec Maya

and English language courses.
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University B

University B was created in 2005 and began to operate in the Fall of 2006, with three
undergraduate programs: Gastronomy, Touristic Development, and Yucatec Maya Linguistics
and Culture. The first two programs responded to the provincial government's interest in forming
professionals for the touristic projections for the region. However, the Yucatec Maya Linguistics
and Culture undergraduate program was a response to the political and social forces pressing to
include an intercultural element at the new university, given the fact that most students attending
would have an Indigenous Maya ethnic background.

Some of the participants of this study are former students of the Yucatec Maya
Linguistics and Culture undergraduate program. While the curriculum of such a program aligns
with the official intercultural perspective, the educational institution in which it operates is
considered a mainstream public university.

Yucatec Maya Linguistics and Culture Undergraduate Program. The official goal of
this program is to give students the knowledge and skills in Yucatec Maya linguistics to engage
in language revitalization, educational, and/or cultural promotion initiatives. Potential
occupations for students with an undergraduate degree in Yucatec Maya Linguistics and Culture
include work in education, advertising or publishing, translation and interpretation, research, and
consulting in the public or private sector.

In its institutional website, the Yucatec Maya Linguistics and Culture undergraduate
program considers an advantage for future students to understand, speak and, optimally, to read
and write Yucatec Maya. Throughout the length of their program, students take diverse Yucatec

Maya language courses. English language courses are not part of their plan of studies.
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Participants
Participant Inclusion Criteria

The participants of this project are Indigenous Maya current and former students of a
Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate program in the Yucatan Peninsula. The first
inclusion criteria for current and former students in the participants” ethnic membership to the
Indigenous Maya group, which draws from the Instituto Nacional de Estadistica, Geografia e
Informatica’s parameter of Indigenous as being a person over 3 years old who is known to speak
an Indigenous language or who has an Indigenous family name.

In Mexico, the three indicators of being Indigenous or having Indigenous status are
speaking an Indigenous language, having an Indigenous family name, and/or self-identifying as
Indigenous. The Mexican Ley General de Derechos Lingiiisticos de los Pueblos Indigenas
(General Law on Linguistic Rights of Indigenous Peoples) defines Indigenous languages as those
belonging to the peoples who inhabited the land before the creation of the Mexican nation-state,
as well as those from other Indo American groups who had established themselves in the above -
mentioned territory.

For this study, the participants are considered Indigenous Maya because they self-
identified as belonging to the Maya Indigenous ethnic group in the first instrument distributed,
titled “Online Participant Survey.”

A second inclusion criteria for current student and former student participants is to be or
to have been enrolled in a Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate program in the

Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico.
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Ethical Considerations

In regard to the ethical requirements of a project whose participants are members of the
Mexican Maya Indigenous group or self-identify as being Maya, I consulted Dr. Miguel Gliemes
Pineda, a Mexican scholar who has been the Coordinator of the Unidad de Ciencias Sociales
(Social Sciences Unit) from the Centro de Investigaciones Regionales Dr. Hideyo Noguchi (Dr.
Hideyo Noguchi Regional Research Centre) from the Universidad Autonoma de Yucatan
(Autonomous University of Yucatan). His line of work deals with reproductive health among the
regional Maya population. In a written exchange of communication, I asked him about the
requirements to obtain authorization to work with Indigenous population in Yucatan, taking into
consideration as well that I do not self-identify as Indigenous or Maya. He stated that ethics
committees do not exist in the Social Sciences field in Yucatan (Giiemes, personal
communication, November 12, 2020). In addition, he shared that what we have done with thesis
students—especially with those that come from abroad—is an institutional letter of introduction,
in which we ask the community’s authorities—local mayor, health authority, etc.—to provide
suitable conditions for the project to be carried out, while specifying that the research only has
academic purposes, thesis purposes, etc. In case the interviews were to be recorded or if
photographs were to be included in the final work, then written authorization for such purposes
must be obtained from the community as well (Giiemes, personal communication, November 12,
2020).

Since my research did not include the population of one specific community, but rather
dealt with individuals from different places of origin and who were willing to participate and

share their personal experiences, the project description in the invitation to participate
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(recruitment text) and the information contained in the consent form were deemed sufficient to
proceed with the data collection with the participants.
Recruitment

The recruitment of participants for this study was criterion-based through snowball
sampling (Creswell, 2013) among the Indigenous Maya students who were either currently
enrolled in or recently graduated from the Language/Linguistics and Culture undergraduate
program at this site.

The recruitment of Indigenous Maya current and former students of a
Language/Linguistics and culture undergraduate program required institutional authorization
first. The procedure is described chronologically below.

After receiving the certificate of ethics approval from the University of Ottawa in June
2022, I contacted the Mexican public university I was planning to work with. More specifically, I
wrote to the Indigenous Linguistics and Culture undergraduate program coordinator, with whom
I had been in contact since the early stages of my doctoral program. I sent her the package of
documents containing the certificate of ethics approval, a letter to the university president
describing my project, a letter for the undergraduate program coordinator describing the project
and the recruitment process, and the invitation letter for the students to participate (see Appendix
A), which the coordinator would distribute to her students. I tried following up with my potential
site in July without success. In August, I contacted a colleague from the region and asked him for
recommendations on what to do. He suggested considering another public university that offers a
similar undergraduate program, and so I went over the information from that institution.

In early September, I sent my second potential site the documents that describe my

research project, namely, the certificate of ethics approval, a letter to the university President
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describing my project, and a letter to the undergraduate program coordinator describing the
project and the recruitment process.

Towards the end of October, I received the official letter of approval from University A,
granting me authorization to do my doctoral research work in their university. Following the
instructions provided in the authorization letter, I then contacted the Language and Culture
undergraduate program coordinator as well as another professor who had been appointed as
liaison, and I sent them the project description, the recruitment procedure, and the invitation
letter (recruitment text) to distribute among the program students. In mid-November, [ was
notified by the Language and Culture undergraduate program Coordinator that the invitation
letter has been sent to the students. I then received emails from three potential participant
students who showed interest in my project, and I replied to each of them providing the
description of the project and asking them to go over the project information in order to see if
they agree to participate. Only one student replied confirming her interest in participating, and |
began my data collection process with my first participant. Nonetheless, nobody else reached out
showing interest in my study.

In February of 2023, and due to the lack of participants, I discussed with my supervisor
the possibility of expanding my participant sample. I created and submitted a modification to the
Review of Ethics Board (REB) at the University of Ottawa, expanding the participant sample to
also include former students of the two undergraduate programs. The participant recruitment
process was modified to include snowball sampling and asking the program Coordinators to send
a reminder to their students with the project information. In mid-April, I received approval from

REB to carry out my research project data collection with the modifications submitted.
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The recruitment of Indigenous Maya former students of a Language/Linguistics and
culture undergraduate program followed a direct contact between the researcher and some former
students with whom the researcher had a colleague-to-colleague relationship a few years ago.
This responded to the fact that the researcher had a professional relationship with former students
of the above-mentioned programs and could send them the invitation to participate (see
Appendix B) in the study. It is important to mention that the researcher informed the person that
they were free to participate in the study, and that their decision would not put at risk the
relationship with the researcher. The invitation to participate specified the undergraduate
program that the potential participants had been part of when it was sent directly to their email.
The email also included the consent form with the link to the Online Participant Survey.

In late April, I started working (data gathering) w