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ABSTRACT 

There is a substantial body of research in emerging literacy indicating that prior to 

entering school children develop language skills and concepts about print through 

cultural mediations and practices in their particular sociocultural environment. In 

addition, numerous studies have examined second language acquisition among bilingual 

children. However, the emerging biliteracy field needs research to understand literacy 

development among bilingual children in which the socio-cultural context is a central unit 

of study. In this qualitative study I use ethnographic tools to document in depth the 

multiple literacy practices of two Mayan families living in a rural community in Yucatan, 

Mexico. I explore how young emergent bilingual children make sense of written 

language through their everyday practices.  

Data include field notes from participant observations, video and audio 

recordings, and literacy samples collected during two fieldwork periods. From these data 

I extract the literacy events that occurred in the children’s home, school, and community. 

I explore the communicative functions written language serves, the use of linguistic 

resources, and particular ways of socialization within literacy events. The findings show 

that written language is instrumental in the daily lives of these two households. Literacy 

is used for school-related activities, but also serves other functions such as for 

entertainment, to strengthen relationships, and to gain status. In this context, literacy is 

also used during community assemblies and for social justice. Moreover, due to rapid 

social and economic transformations in the community, new cultural practices are 
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constantly emerging, including new literacy practices (e.g., use of written language to 

manage finances).  

Through the two case studies presented, I document how different language and 

literacy practices shape the various pathways children take to bilingualism and biliteracy. 

The two children I studied are exposed to both Mayan and Spanish in their community, 

but receive formal schooling only in Spanish. Families’ language practices and ideologies 

differ significantly. In one, there is an evident language shift toward Spanish, while in the 

other, both oral Mayan and Spanish are used to make sense of Spanish print.  

The findings of this dissertation challenge public discourses that define 

marginalized children and their families as deficient in literacy. Literacy is part of the 

everyday life activities of economic and cultural minorities, and these experiences 

provide their children with vast amounts of literacy knowledge. It is imperative to 

develop more culturally and linguistically responsive curricula which allow diverse 

students to develop to their maximum potential, including in the development of 

biliteracy. I encourage researchers, teachers, and policymakers to redefine the concept of 

literacy to include local practices and children’s first language as resources for learning. 
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CHAPTER 1 

INTRODUCTION 

Literacy is neither a luxury nor an obligation: it is a right. A right of boys 

and girls who will become free men and women (at least that’s what we 

want), citizens of a world in which linguistic and cultural differences will 

be considered a wealth and not a defect. Different languages and different 

systems of writing are part of our cultural patrimony. Cultural diversity is 

an important biodiversity: if we destroy it, we will not be able to recreate 

it. 

 –Ferreiro, 2003, p. 35 

 The air in the classroom is heavy; it is mid-autumn but still hot and humid. 

The teacher, Mr. Galindo, stands in front of the room. Some children look out the 

window, waiting for the bell to ring, though most listen attentively. Mr. Galindo 

reads from the textbook the exercises he assigned as homework the day before, as 

each child checks his or her own answers. The lesson is about writing similes. He 

reads a section, “el cabello de Oscar es como…” (Oscar’s hair is like…). He 

pauses and waits for the children to complete the simile. The children seem 

confused by the instructions; he gives an example and pauses. When there is still 

no response, Mr. Galindo leaves his book at his desk and paces back and forth 

across the room, impatiently. He then announces to the children, “el medio en el 

que ustedes están no se desenvuelven, ustedes no saben lo que es rubio, rizado. 

Los que salen a la ciudad y conviven con otros niños lo van aprender.” (In the 
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environment where you are growing up, you do not expand your knowledge; you 

do not know what is blond, curly. But, those of you who go to the city and are 

around other children will learn it.) The students just listen silently. He continues, 

“el cabello de Oscar es como el fuego, yo diría que es como el azafrán pero yo se 

lo que es el azafrán; ustedes no saben lo que es rubio, rizado, moreno…” 

(Oscar’s hair is like fire, I could say it is like saffron, but I know what saffron is; 

you don’t know what blond, curly, dark is …). He continues. The class remains 

silent. (field notes, September 20, 2007) 

 This excerpt offers a glaring example of the cultural conflicts that many children 

from linguistically and economically marginalized minority communities experience in 

the academic setting. The institutionalized racism, classism, and linguistic/cultural 

mismatches that these children encounter in school lead to academic failure for many 

(Gee, 2002). One can either take the view, as Mr. Galindo does, that students’ linguistic 

and cultural backgrounds are an obstacle to learning, or one can recognize these as 

resources and integrate them into classroom practices (Ruiz, 1984). This example 

occurred in Chak k’iin,1 an indigenous Mayan community where I conducted the present 

study. There, the dominant culture’s language (Spanish) and ways of learning are 

imposed through the school system and often conflict with inherent values of the Mayan 

community. Such experiences are common for many other minority groups in Mexico 

and the United States. When there is conflict between school and home practices, 

                                                 
1 To maintain confidentiality I use pseudonyms for the town and the participants in my study. 
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students may have to choose between academic success or their home language and 

culture, an untenable position.  

 This dissertation emerged from my participation in the UC MEXUS-CONACYT 

Collaborative Grant Project called “Elementary Education, Culture and Cognitive 

Processes of the Mayan Children of Yucatan, Mexico,” directed by Michelle Cole 

(University of California) and Juan Carlos Mijangos-Noh (Universidad Autónoma de 

Yucatán).2 Mijangos-Noh and a group of college students examined the culture-sensitive 

educational conditions in Chak k’iin with the goal of developing materials that would 

improve the academic performance of children in the community. The results of this 

study indicate that even though the language and educational policies in Mexico 

ostensibly promote the development of bilingualism and biliteracy, in reality, children in 

Chak k’iin receive formal instruction strictly in Spanish, and Mayan remains in the 

peripheral use only as a medium for clarification and reprimand. In addition, some 

teachers perceive the children and their families as culturally inferior, and their ideologies 

are often communicated in a variety of subtle and sometimes not so subtle ways, as the 

example that opens this chapter demonstrates (Mijangos-Noh & Romero-Gamboa, 2006).  

 My participation in the UC MEXUS-CONACYT project was limited to 

theoretical discussions conducted via video conferences. Through these conversations, 

however, I became convinced that an important piece of the puzzle had not been 

explored, namely, the children’s homes. A culturally sensitive curriculum is informed by 

                                                 
2 Dr. Luis C. Moll invited me to participate in this project in 2005. Luis Moll, Suzanne Gaskins, and John 
Lucy were among the experienced researchers invited as advisors.  

 



 
 

17

and incorporates children’s cultural and linguistic practices. Given this fact, I believed it 

was imperative to explore the different contexts in which children participate and learn.  

  As a former teacher I had a special interest in how bilingual children develop 

literacy. It is now widely accepted that in literate societies literacy development starts 

before schooling (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1979; Y. Goodman, 1986, 1996; Haste, 

Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Teale & Sulzby, 1986; Tolchinsky, 2003). However, our 

knowledge of how literacy develops in young emergent bilingual children, especially 

those from indigenous groups, is still limited and fragmented (Dworin & Moll, 2006). For 

this reason, my aim is to contribute to the literature by exploring how young bilingual 

children develop literacy within a social context where their literacy practices and 

language are not recognized or valued as resources in the academic setting.  

My dissertation is informed by a sociocultural perspective, which claims that 

human development is embedded in a social context. Within this perspective, children 

learn to read and write through the interactions they have with people and artifacts in 

their environment (Vygotsky, 1978). Literacy is viewed as a social practice shaped by the 

social context in which it is embedded (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 2000; Street, 1997). 

Thus, being literate means more than knowing to read and write a particular script, it 

involves learning the particular cultural uses, beliefs, values, attitudes, and expectations 

associated with written language in one’s particular language community (Scribner & 

Cole, 1981). As Dyson eloquently explains: 
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[Children] do not simply learn to draw speech, as Vygotsky (1978) emphasized; 

they learn to craft voices: guided by a history of past conversations, the child 

responds to the present social situation by drawing words on paper. Those words 

give voice to the child’s intentions—but they are used words, linked to other 

voices in the child’s world. (Dyson, 1993, p. 80) 

In this study I used an ethnographic approach to document the literacy practices 

of two households with the aim of understanding the complexities of the literacy 

development of Mayan children in Chak k’iin, a rural community in Yucatan, Mexico. I 

share case studies of the literacy development of two emergent bilingual Mayan children, 

Axel and Yadira, seven-year-olds living in Chak k’iin. The following questions guide my 

research:  

1. In this rural Mayan village, how are literacy practices constructed at home, at 

school, and in the community?  

2. How are children socialized to and through written language at home and in 

school? 

3. How do children and their families use oral and written Mayan and Spanish 

during literacy events? 

A key construct is the notion of literacy practices. Barton and Hamilton (1998) 

define literacy practices as “the general cultural ways of utilizing written language which 

people draw upon in their lives” (p. 6). Thus, to understand Axel’s and Yadira’s literacy 

development it is important to understand their social context. I explore their “ecology of 
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written language” (Barton & Hamilton, 1998). In other words, I examine the multiple 

literacy practices to which these children are exposed and how they make sense of written 

language through these everyday practices.  

The findings of this study add another piece to a complex puzzle. It contributes to 

theoretical models of biliteracy development which argue that literacy development 

among bilingual children cannot be studied in isolation. Literacy development is 

embedded in a social context and influenced by multiple interrelated factors. My detailed 

observations in these households challenge teachers’ perceptions that indigenous children 

are culturally and linguistically deficient and provide a rationale why practitioners should 

incorporate children’s oral and written linguistic resources into the classroom curriculum.  

Organization of the Study 

“Literacy Development of Mayan Bilingual Children in Yucatan, Mexico: A 

Study of Literacy Practices in a Changing Cultural Context” is organized into six 

chapters. In Chapter 2 I present my theoretical framework and review the literature that 

has influenced my conceptualization of literacy as a social construct. I also provide an 

overview of the literature in the field of emergent literacy and biliteracy.  

In Chapter 3 I detail my data collection and analysis methods. I used qualitative 

tools to document the everyday literacy practices of selected families. With my teacher-

researcher lenses I collected field notes, writing samples, and video and audio recordings. 

To analyze these data, I identified each literacy event, defined as an instance where 

 



 
 

20

written language was central to the participants’ interactions, and examined the function 

of written language in that situation and the social meaning of the activity (Heath, 1983). 

 Chapter 4 describes the research site, Chak k’iin. To position the reader in this 

particular context, I share some of my general observations regarding the social 

organization and cultural practices of the community. However, a context is not a 

predetermined space that individuals enter; instead, it is dynamic and created through 

social interactions. Thus, there is a great diversity of contexts within the town. In this 

chapter I introduce my two case study children, Axel Canche and Yadira Yah Cab, and 

their families, who exemplify the diversity of literacy and language practices within this 

particular sociocultural context. Their village is in rapid transformation, with changes 

evident even between my initial study in 2006 and fieldwork in 2007, and this upheaval 

has important implications for the literacy history of the families and the community. 

Therefore, the chapter is divided into two sections, describing the village as I first 

encountered it in 2006 and the changes I observed on my return the following year.  

 Chapters 5 and 6 examine the repertoires of literacy practices in the Canche and 

Yah Cab households. I illustrate how these families used multiple literacy practices in 

their daily lives, some “academic” and others “local” (Street, 1995). Formal literacy 

teaching at school was not the main focus of my study. Recognizing, however, that 

schools in minoritized communities tend to support dominant language and literacy 

practices and to teach reading and writing as decontextualized and isolated skills, I 

observed in the children’s classrooms and interviewed their teachers, information I 
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present in Chapter 5. In Chapter 6 I look at the active role children play in their literacy 

learning and how they appropriate, adapt, and redefine the literacy practices in which 

they participate. Throughout these two chapters I detail language use during literacy 

events and examine how language ideologies and practices impact children’s biliteracy 

learning. 

In Chapter 7, I summarize and discuss my findings. Of particular importance is 

the fact that the community is in rapid transformation, and so are residents’ cultural 

practices. New artifacts and ideas are being introduced and are reshaping the social 

structures and activities of these families. I argue that out of this exchange, new practices 

are emerging, including literacies. Moreover, even though Spanish is the language of the 

dominant institutions, community members are actively fostering Mayan-Spanish 

bilingualism in multiple interactions and contexts (including during informal interactions 

in school). I explore the different pathways Yadira and Axel are taking in their biliteracy 

development and how their experiences accord with second language acquisition 

theories. Finally, I discuss the implications and limitations of my work. I invite teachers 

to look within the linguistic resources in their classrooms and take a political stance 

towards literacy teaching. Even though in Chak k’iin printed materials in Mayan are 

scarce, local teachers can and should use children’s first language as a learning tool to 

support their biliteracy development. Ultimately, my case study provides evidence that, if 

supported, children are able transfer their Spanish literacy knowledge to Mayan, even 

with limited direct instruction in the latter language. 
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CHAPTER 2 

FRAMING THE STUDY 

 In literate societies children develop written language naturally through everyday 

interactions with people in their environment (Goodman, 1986; Gregory, Long, & Volk, 

2004; Haste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984; Heath, 1983; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). 

From birth children are immersed in sociocultural events in which oral and written 

language are used for different purposes, thereby learning at an early age a great deal of 

language competence and many concepts about print.  

 But some children are simultaneously exposed to two languages in their 

environment. Do such children follow the same pathways into literacy as their 

monolingual counterparts? What are young emergent bilingual children’s early 

understandings about print, and what do they internalize from their interactions with their 

bilingual environment?  

In search of answers I examined literature in different fields, from cognitive 

psychology to anthropology. In this chapter I offer an overview of the different 

theoretical perspectives that inform my study, including theory and research in new 

literacy studies, sociolinguistics, cultural and developmental psychology, and early 

literacy and biliteracy development. These multiple perspectives help me define literacy 

and better understand how learning occurs as part of a broad and complex system of 

relationships that shape the child’s understandings. My search led me to the design of this 

dissertation.  
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Literacy as a Social Practice 

My research is informed by a sociocultural learning theory in which language and 

cognitive development are conceived of as cultural processes (Rogoff, 2003; Vygotsky, 

1978). In this sense, literacy learning is socially embedded. Children learn written 

language through direct interactions with people and what they observe in specific 

sociocultural contexts (Vygotsky, 1978). Thus, children’s understandings and inventions 

of written language reflect the cultural conventions and ideologies within their social 

context (Moll, Saez & Dworin, 2001). Smith (1997) suggests that learning is as natural as 

breathing and that children learn about language and the world not through formal 

instruction, but through social activities. He suggests that we join different learning 

“clubs” during our lives, including the “literacy club.” This metaphor means that children 

learn through interactions with more experienced members of their community (adults or 

peers), who demonstrate the nature of the club’s activities and provide support for the 

new member to engage in the same activities. Simultaneously, children also learn the 

ways of perceiving the world, attitudes, values, and dislikes of the club’s members. In 

other words, they learn the cultural practices of their community.  

Literacy development is dynamic and does not exist apart from its social actors. 

Thus, it emerges not only as a result of children’s interactions with objects and people, 

but also through their internal representations of thoughts and ideas, and the biological 

basis that allows this process (Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1979; Tolchinsky, 2003; Vygotsky, 

1978). Literacy learning is a constant negotiation and renegotiation of meaning between 

the individual and his or her cultural community (Y. Goodman, 1986).  
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Literacy has typically been narrowly defined as the ability to read and write. 

However, research such as Ken Goodman’s (1996) reading model and writings form the  

New Literacy Studies (Barton & Hamilton, 1998, 2000; Gee, 1989a, 1989b; Luke, 2004; 

The New London Group, 1996;) has broadened the concept to encompass the cultural 

uses and meanings of literacy practices. Literacy, then, “is not simply knowing how to 

read and write a particular script but applying this knowledge for specific purposes in 

specific contexts of use” (Scribner & Cole, 1981, p. 236). 

 Various cross-cultural studies have contributed to the definition of literacy as a 

cultural practice. For example, Scribner and Cole (1981) studied the literacy practices of 

Vai people in Liberia. In testing the intellectual effects associated with literacy learned 

through formal teaching (in English) versus through everyday interactions in the home 

setting (Vai), they found that particular linguistic and cognitive skills were keyed to 

particular literacies. Similarly, in comparing the literacy learned at religious schools in 

Iran and that taught at state (secular) schools, Street (1995) distinguished between 

“autonomous literacy” (that acquired in an academic setting and divorced from its social 

nature) versus “ideological literacy” (that used culturally to serve local functions). These 

two literacies are learned, valued, and used for different purposes.  

Other research has examined the different cultural ways in which communities 

use written language in everyday life (e.g., Barton & Hamilton, 1998; McKeown, 2006; 

Pierre, 2005), demonstrating that the ways individuals use and construct meaning from 

written language is not universal, but rather is influenced by their personal and social 

 



 
 

25

histories and the particular views and ideologies of their society. Thus, literacy is not one 

monolithic construct but multiple practices defined by the sociohistorical context.  

The concept of multiple literacies is strongly related to and supported by the 

psycholinguistic reading model. Ken Goodman (1986) had proven with his miscue 

analysis that regardless of script, all readers use linguistic cues to make sense of text. 

However, the meaning of the text is not universal or set. Rather, it is constructed in a 

transaction between the author’s text and the reader. He explains, “Text has a meaning 

potential but readers change the text by what they bring to it, and change themselves by 

adding to or changing what they know as they read” (p. 107). The text constructed by the 

reader reflects his or her own experiences and ways of viewing the world.  

This construct has been especially important in explaining local or vernacular 

literacy practices that are not supported by social power institutions and thus are less 

visible than the dominant practices (Barton & Hamilton, 1998), particularly those of 

indigenous communities. Some researchers contest the assumption that indigenous 

cultures are inherently oral, arguing that they have a long history of literacy practices 

(Rockwell, 2005, 2006; Schumann-Galvez, 1993). With regard to Mayans in Chiapas, for 

example, Rockwell (2005) argues that although prehispanic writing systems were 

restricted to the elite class, native people have a long post-conquest history of 

appropriation of written language. After the conquest prehispanic books were destroyed 

and the Mayan people were left with few written records. Then, throughout colonial 

history, the missionaries controlled (imposing or denying) the diffusion of Spanish 

literacy as a way to dominate indigenous groups. However, Mayan people and other 
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native groups clandestinely appropriated the alphabetic writing system from the 

conquerors and used it to resist domination and serve their own purposes, such as to 

reconstruct their calendar and to record their history (see Rockwell 2006 for an account 

of such activity among Nahuas in Tlaxcala). Similarly, Hornberger (1996) documents the 

use of literacy as a counter-hegemonic tool among Quechua speakers in Peru. She offers 

three case studies in which Quechua literacy was used to preserve the indigenous 

language, for religious purposes, and to record knowledge. 

According to Rockwell (2005,2006) historical records show that Mayan people 

have used written language in diverse contexts such as ritual, struggle for work and land, 

and schooling. In her view, the notion of indigenous literacies should not be restricted to 

native languages but should include indigenous communities’ history of using written 

Spanish. Although Rockwell focuses on Mayan people in Chiapas, her findings may be 

generalized to other native groups (e.g., Mayas in Yucatan). 

Home Literacy Practices and Children’s Literacy Development 

 Over the past three decades researchers have documented many diverse ways 

children are socialized in different communities (e.g., Schieffelin & Ochs, 1986). Zentella 

(2005) suggests that children are socialized by members of their community to language 

and through language. Children learn to become language users but also, through 

language, they learn to become culturally competent members of their community.  

 Central to an understanding of language and literacy development of young 

children have been studies by Heath (1983) and Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988), who 

explore the literacy practices of families and how these impact their children’s language 
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and literacy learning. Heath’s (1983) ethnographic study describes social and linguistic 

interactions in two working-class communities in the Carolinas (Trackton and Roadville), 

in terms of different “literacy events”; that is, the interactions people have around print 

and the values associated with these practices. Central to this study were the racial 

differences between groups and the changing economic profile of the setting. She found 

that adults in the two communities socialized their children differently, but both sets of 

socialization patterns differed from those used in the middle-class mainstream 

community. The social and linguistic interactions these working-class parents had with 

their children were determined by their beliefs about their role in children’s language 

development. For example, storytelling was a frequent socialization practice. In 

Roadville, adults exposed children to both oral and written stories with moral messages 

(e.g., Bible stories). In contrast, the Trackton adults did not read to children on a regular 

basis; instead, oral storytelling was a central part of their community and a means of 

understanding and sharing experiences. These different literacy practices influenced the 

children’s acquisition of particular language competencies. For example, Trackton 

children were encouraged to fantasize when telling stories; thus, they became imaginative 

storytellers, whereas Roadville children were discouraged from fantasizing because this 

was equated with lying. 

Similarly, in a case study of six White, middle-class families, Taylor (1981) 

reported that the transmission of literacy skills and values was highly dependent on the 

parents’ previous experiences in learning to read and write and their everyday life 

activities. And in a later collaboration, Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) presented an 
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ethnographic description of the wide variety of purposes for which poor, Black, inner-city 

families used literacy in their daily lives, such as following recipes and directions on 

toys; reading letters, magazines, flyers, and Social Security cards; using food stamps; 

writing letters and notes; and filling out welfare applications. They argued that families’ 

racial and economic differences alone are not predictors of school failure. The families 

studied were highly literate, even though they were not educated in the traditional sense.  

The findings of these initial studies combined with the body of literature focusing 

on household literacy practices provide a better understanding of cross-cultural patterns 

of literacy development (Compton-Lilly, 2007; De la Piedra, 2006; De la Piedra & Romo, 

2003; McTavish, 2007; Reyes, 2006; Reyes, Alexandra, & Azuara, 2007; Teale, 1986). 

Equally important, they serve as a counter-narrative to public discourse that assumes 

deficits in literacy among marginalized communities. Literacy is part of the everyday life 

activities of economic and cultural minorities, and these families provide their children 

with vast amounts of literacy knowledge.  

Early Literacy Development among Monolinguals 

 One cannot look at the biliteracy development of bilingual children through 

monolingual lenses. However, the literacy development of monolingual children can give 

important insights and serve as a base line for exploring bilingual children’s early 

understandings about print.  

Goodman (1986, 1989) suggests that the complexity of literacy development 

makes it impossible to identify a specific point at which it originates. According to 

Goodman, at an early age children come to understand that print in their environment 
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contains meaning and start trying to make sense of these written marks. At this point they 

develop the “roots of literacy,” which are nourished by their sociocultural context.  

Early on their path to literacy, children begin to explore the systematic 

organization of written language and to construct hypotheses around different features of 

reading and writing. Children shape and reconstruct their hypotheses until they are able to 

use written language conventionally. Significantly, however, children’s early hypotheses 

about written language are not entirely individual. Children begin learning how to write 

when they first set pen (or crayon) to paper (Rowe, 2008). Even before children develop 

an understanding of the cultural value of making marks on paper, the reactions of literate 

people to the marks they make show them that this is an important activity and provide 

them with information and motivation to begin creating and testing hypotheses about 

literacy. The meaning and production of marks on paper are negotiated through 

interactions between young children and literate individuals. Children create hypotheses 

about written language in collaboration with the community of practice in which they are 

contextualized. 

Children’s Hypotheses about Written Language 

 Many research studies have sought to unveil children’s early understandings of 

written language (Clay, 1989; Ferreiro & Teberosky, 1979; Goodman, 1986; Haste, 

Woodward, & Burke, 1984). Luria and Vygotsky (1978) were pioneers in trying to 

understand the cognitive implications of writing development (see Ferreiro, 1996 for a 

discussion of their work). These researchers see writing as an important sociocultural tool 

that, once learned, facilitates development of higher intellectual functions. Luria and 
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Vygotsky designed an experiment in which children were prompted to use writing as a 

mnemonic tool, an activity which served as a window to describe the children’s writing 

attempts. They described children’s first attempts at writing as “undifferentiated–not 

instrumental” because neither the adults nor the children themselves could decipher their 

meaning. At a certain point, however, children’s undifferentiated marks became 

differentiated. Children started making hypotheses not only about the social functions of 

writing but about its form. For example, their writing might mimic an object’s size and 

shape (e.g., the scribbles children used to write “elephant” were longer or more rounded). 

Vygotsky (1978) states “the written language of children develops in this fashion, 

shifting from drawing of things to drawing of words” (p. 115).  

 Ferreiro and Teberosky (1979) also made a remarkable contribution to the field of 

early literacy through a series of studies with low- and middle-income Spanish-speaking 

children in Argentina and later in Mexico. Their studies were specifically designed to 

describe children’s writing attempts and illuminate their unconventionalities, or what the 

researchers call “constructive errors,” as normal occurrences in children’s development. 

In their view, these systematic “errors” demonstrate that learning is not a matter of 

amassing isolated elements but a process in which the entire system changes as particular 

features are shaped and defined.  

They identified the different notions children generate around written language in 

their attempt to assimilate new information present in the environment. Ferreiro and 

Teberosky (1979) wanted to understand not only what knowledge children acquire from 

their environment, but also how they incorporate and reconstruct this knowledge to make 
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it their own. The authors found that during the early stages of literacy development, text 

is considered dependent on drawings. Children perceive text as a label of a drawing or as 

a caption for an image but in either case do not distinguish text from drawing. Concurring 

with Vygotsky (1978), however, Ferreiro (1996) suggests that this “pictographic stage” is 

not a predecessor to written, or “phonographic,” representation. In her view, writing 

development starts when children make the distinction between iconic and non-iconic 

marks, which is an important shift in their conception of written language: that is, the 

recognition that although drawing and writing can both convey meaning, writing is a 

system that is systematically organized and related to language, and its main goal is to 

represent some of the properties of language. Young children soon discover the different 

functions and purposes of different sign systems (such as drawing) and learn to 

purposefully choose the system that best helps them to represent their intended meaning 

(Martens, 1996). 

In the early development of writing, Ferreiro and Teberosky (1979) identify five 

different levels, or hypotheses, children construct around writing. It is important to clarify 

the authors’ use of the word “levels,” because it often has been misunderstood. Ferreiro 

(1986) explains that certain ideas are constitutive of other ideas, meaning children will 

develop them first, but that does not mean that all children necessarily pass through a 

rigid progression of defined levels. Written language development is not a succession of 

accomplishments or accumulation of skills; instead, it is a dynamic process in which 

children use their different cognitive resources to try to understand how language works. 
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In addition, literacy development is cyclical because children do not discard previous 

hypotheses but rather modify them to incorporate new information.  

Inspired by Ferreiro and Teberosky’s findings, other researchers have explored 

the writing development of children who speak various languages and have discovered 

certain universal features in children’s development of writing across alphabetic writing 

systems (Tolchinsky, 2003; Verona, 1993). These studies show that children make a 

cognitive effort to understand the particular written symbols of their culture. At the same 

time, some particularities related to cultural variables have also been identified in 

children’s literacy development. For example, children’s invented spelling (even 

scribbling) is not random; instead, it resembles the specific writing system of the child’s 

culture. Children’s early pre-alphabetic attempts at writing use the minimal number and 

variety of letters necessary for something to be readable, and they also have a qualitative 

constraint, in that they conform to the possible combinations of letters in that language ( 

Ferreiro, 1993; Haste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984). Thus, children follow the specific 

orthographic rules of their language.  

Insights into Biliteracy Development 

Rethinking the Concepts of Biliteracy 

 Given the many different definitions of “biliteracy” in current use, it is important 

to define how I use the term. According to Dworin (2003) “biliteracy” refers to 

“children’s literate competencies in two languages, to whatever degree, developed either 

simultaneously or successively” (p. 171). This definition is a starting point but needs 

some clarification.  
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 Many bilingual children, from a very early age, are immersed in contexts where 

they explore print in two (or more) languages simultaneously. For others, one language is 

privileged over the other. Still others acquire literacy first in their native language and 

only later in their second language, or vice versa. Thus, there are many pathways to 

biliteracy. However, what is important to highlight is that being bilingual/biliterate is not 

the same as the sum of two monolingual/monoliterate competencies. Comparing the 

literacy development of a young emergent bilingual child to the literacy development of 

two children monolingual in that child’s two languages gives only a fractional view of 

biliteracy (for a complete discussion of the fractional view of bilingualism see Grosjean, 

1985, and for its application in biliteracy, see Dworin, 2003).3 

Many falsely assume that bilingual children are equally competent in two 

languages. Individuals develop language and literacy competencies according to the 

needs and purposes of language in their community. Furthermore, children quickly 

internalize that one of their languages holds more prestige than the other, and they 

develop their own unconscious (and sometimes conscious) motivations to become 

monoliterate or biliterate based on these value judgments. Children’s own internal 

interests and desires are key factors in biliteracy development. Therefore, any theoretical 

model ought to include the psychological dimensions of biliteracy development. 

Martínez-Roldán and Sayers (2006) state that children are “actors of biliteracy,” meaning 

that “individuals can appropriate, reject, resist or change the context in which learning 

                                                 
3 Reyes (2006) adopts the term “emergent bilingual” to refer to young children who speak a native 
language other than the dominant language and are in the dynamic process of developing 
bilingual/biliterate competencies. 
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occurs, while the context in turn shapes the kinds of interactions and learning that can 

occur by setting some boundaries to the individual’s choice” (p. 314).  

We ought to recognize the uniqueness and complexity of literacy development in 

emergent bilingual children and how their social experiences may positively or 

negatively impact their bilingual and biliteracy development. I follow Grosjean (1985) 

and Dworin (2003) in adopting a holistic perspective on biliteracy. Emergent bilingual 

children have interdependent sets of linguistic competencies in their languages, which are 

subject to the context of use.  

From early in life emergent bilingual children experience two linguistic and 

cultural systems and have the potential to become full-fledged bilingual/biliterate adults 

through interactions with and mediation from people in their bilingual/bicultural 

environment (Reyes, 2006; Reyes & Azuara, 2008). However, accounting for the 

different factors that influence biliteracy development and the different paths that this 

development may take is a complex task. Not surprisingly, few studies have attempted to 

take a holistic view of biliteracy and bilingualism, but we can identify some work that 

addresses particular aspects of early biliteracy development.  

Print Awareness 

 Yetta Goodman (1986) suggests that the first root to literacy is the development 

of print awareness in a situational context. Children use cues in print and other sign 

systems to help them read specific instances of environmental print. Goodman and 

Altwerger (1981) explored environmental print awareness and concepts about print 

among children ages 3 to 5. Overall, they found that at an early age children recognize 
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print in their environment, especially when it occurs with contextual support (e.g., in a 

product logo). In addition, they found that children across all age groups have a sense of 

story, know the functions of a book, and know how to hold a book right-side-up. Only 

some of the older children in their study showed knowledge of directionality of print and 

could distinguish between print and drawing.  

Romero (1983) and Reyes and Azuara (2008) built on Goodman and Altwerger’s 

work in similar studies that further probed young Spanish-English bilingual children’s 

early understandings about print. Both studies show that young bilingual children show 

similar concepts about print as their monolingual counterparts in book handling tasks 

such as book handling, function and orientation of a book, concepts of beginning and end 

of a sentence, and directionality. Researchers also found that when children are presented 

with actual consumer products or the labels from them, they recognize the item and 

usually identify it by its generic name rather than the brand name (e.g., “toothpaste” for 

“Colgate brand toothpaste”).   

Even though Romero (1983) and Reyes and Azuara (2008) obtained similar 

findings regarding bilingual children’s early literacy abilities, they differed with regard to 

language choice. In her environmental print awareness task, Romero (1983) found that 

children most frequently responded in Spanish only, followed by English only; only a 

few responded bilingually. Romero hypothesized that children identify the language of 

the print based on their language preference or on the language used in the contexts 

where they experienced the item.  
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In contrast, Reyes and Azuara’s (2008) data show that most of children’s oral 

responses were in Spanish, but when they were specifically prompted to identify the 

language of the print on the item or label, they seemed to select the language (English or 

Spanish) at random or, less frequently, identified the print as bilingual. Their responses 

had no apparent relationship to the product or particular grammatical or orthographic 

aspects of print. However, Reyes and Azuara’s naturalistic observations and the 

children’s bilingual responses to environmental print provided evidence of children’s 

early awareness that in the sociocultural context of the U.S. Southwest environmental 

print often appears in both Spanish and English. Although these young emergent 

bilingual children were not yet able to identify the language of the print, they did 

understand that different languages are marked in specific ways and were creating 

hypotheses around how to identify the language of print.  

Metalinguistic Awareness 

 Krenner, Kress, Al-Khatib, Kam, and Ku-Chun Tsai (2004) also try to account for 

how young emergent biliterates are able to understand the principles of and deal flexibly 

with different writing systems. Their study was carried out in London with six bilingual 

children who were receiving instruction in English at school, but simultaneously being 

instructed in their first language through community language schools. Children were 

exposed to oral and written English at school, and Spanish, Arabic, or Chinese at home 

and in their community (e.g., church). 

In a mixed-methods study that included observations in different settings and a 

semi-controlled experimental design, the authors encouraged the children to peer-teach a 
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classmate about the writing system of their first language. From their data the authors 

concluded that children could identify distinctive features of different writing systems 

and could explain the principles underlying each one. Even though the children in their 

study did not have the formal concepts or vocabulary to refer to specific characteristics of 

the different writing systems, they were able to use sophisticated explanations in their 

peer-teaching sessions. Furthermore, these children who were becoming biliterate found 

creative ways to transfer their knowledge from one language to another. Not only did the 

children learn from their environment but they did additional cognitive work in an 

attempt to understand the principles of the language, add their own understanding, and 

adapt this knowledge, which they taught to their peers in a coherent way.  

This study suggests that when children are exposed to different writing systems, 

they are prompted to reflect on the differences between them, which leads to the 

acquisition of metalinguistic knowledge. Children might become more sensitive to the 

ordinate features of languages. As Bialystok, Shenfield, and Codd (2000) suggest, 

bilingual children are aware of the symbolic function of print at an earlier age than 

monolingual children because they learn that it is possible for one object or concept to be 

expressed in two different words, which might also lead them to pay attention to the form 

of the words.  

 Early Understandings about Writing 

 There have been two lines of research exploring children’s early understandings 

about writing: qualitative descriptions of children’s responses to experimental situations 

and naturalistic observations in home and classroom contexts. With regard to qualitative 
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descriptions, Yaden and Tardibuono (2004) replicated Ferreiro and Teberosky’s (1979) 

experimental tasks with bilingual Latino children living in Los Angeles. They found that 

the bilingual children followed the same patterns and constructed the same hypotheses as 

the monolingual Spanish-speaking children. They did not identify qualitative differences 

in literacy development but did find that the children in their study acquired 

understanding of different features of written language at a similar age as the middle-

class monolingual children but earlier than the low-income ones. Certainly this study 

offers evidence that being exposed to two languages does not hinder the natural 

development of literacy, but it fails to provide a finely tuned analysis of what children 

understand about the principles of the two written languages to which they are exposed. 

Thus, their methods of investigation fall into what Grosejean (1985) calls a fractional 

view of bilingualism.4 Other studies suggest that bilingual children’s early 

understandings about print are distinctly different from those of their monolingual peers 

because they also construct hypotheses about the functions of print and ways to represent 

print in the two (or more) languages they encounter in their environment (Moll, Saez & 

Dworin, 2001; Reyes, 2006; Reyes & Azuara, 2008).  

Data from Edelsky and Jilbert’s (1985) naturalistic observations in bilingual 

classrooms (first, second, and third grade) also identify unique features of the writing 

development of bilingual children. For example, children invented consonant-and-vowel 

spellings for both English and Spanish texts but had fewer unconventional segments in 

                                                 
4 Ferreiro does not distinguish bilingual children in her research. In the case study I review, Ferreiro (1986) 
describes the writing development of Mariana, a young Spanish-speaking girl who is exposed to a second 
oral and written language (English) in her kindergarten. Ferreiro describes Mariana as “not a bilingual 
child” and analyzes her writing development as monolingual.  
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English texts than in Spanish. In addition, children who had little mastery of English 

writing used their knowledge of Spanish orthography to write English (e.g., nariet for 

“not it”), but as their experience with English increased, they used English phonics in 

their invented English spellings. Children’s oral competence in their first language also 

appeared in their writing of their second language (e.g., writing “a noise very awful” 

versus “a very awful noise”). Furthermore, the authors provide important insights into the 

use of code-switching by bilingual children. In their data, code-switching rarely occurred 

in the children’s writing, even among children who frequently code-switched in their oral 

speech. On the rare instances where code-switching occurred, it was mostly in Spanish 

texts and was used purposefully to add emphasis. Code-switching in English seemed 

more accidental, like a “slip of the pen.” 

Finally, Pellicer (1999) offers insights into the biliteracy development of bilingual 

Mayan children who have little or no exposure to print in their first language. This study 

reveals that children do not always develop initial literacy skills in their first language 

then transfer them to their second language. The children Pellicer examined used both 

their Spanish and Mayan oral linguistic resources to try to understand the principles 

governing Spanish written language. In addition, they used their Spanish literacy 

knowledge and the Spanish alphabet in attempting to represent Mayan. In trying to write 

phonemes that are used in Mayan but not Spanish, the children assigned different sound 

values to Spanish letters or used combinations of Spanish letters to represent the sounds 

of Mayan. Her study points to children’s potential to become biliterate. Without formal 
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instruction, children use the linguistic resources available to them to represent the 

languages in their environment.  

In summary, the research discussed in this chapter provided me with the 

theoretical constructs that guided my dissertation. For this study I define 

literacy/biliteracy as a social practice. Through actively participating in literacy events, 

children learn to use the particular script(s) of their community, and the values and ideas 

associated with written language. Children, then, as literacy actors, assimilate, adapt, and 

redefine their early understandings about print, while shaping their sociocultural context. 

In the following chapter I describe the methods used for data collection and procedures 

and categories employed for data analysis.  
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODS 

 The purpose of this study is to understand the complexities of the literacy 

development of Mayan children. Using qualitative tools I document and examine the 

literacy practices of two Mayan households in a rural community in Yucatan, Mexico, 

that I call Chak k’iin. I develop two case studies focusing on the intimate culture of the 

Canche and Yah Cab families, situating and examining their cultural practices within a 

larger socio-historical context. As Serpell, Baker, and Sonnenschein (2005) suggest, each 

family has its own intimate culture which encompasses “the unique constellation of 

persons, activities, and meanings that make up the life of a family” (p. 65). My research 

questions are (1) how are literacy practices constructed at home, at school, and in the 

community; (2) how are children socialized to and through written language at home and 

in the school context; and (3) how do participants use oral and written Mayan and 

Spanish during literacy events?  

 This chapter outlines the methods used in my study. It is organized into three 

main sections, detailing the setting, the participants and data collection methods, and 

finally, the procedures and categories used for data analysis. To understand the different 

and complex layers that comprise the ecology of these families, it is crucial to situate the 

study in the context of Chak k’iin. Therefore, I give a brief orientation here and in 

Chapter 4 I provide a meticulous description of the research site.  
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Chak k’iin: The Research Site 

The state of Yucatan is located in the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. It is divided 

into 106 districts, each one with an administrative seat. Chak k’iin is the administrative 

center of the district of the same name, which also contains nine smaller towns. It is 

located 104 km southeast of Merida, the state capital. A rural farming community, Chak 

k’iin is characterized by economic marginalization but is rich in cultural and linguistic 

traditions. The district has a population of 2,244 inhabitants, 98.73% of whom speak 

Mayan and self-identify as Maya. 

Yucatec Maya is the language spoken in Chak k’iin.5 One of 30 Mayan languages 

(England, 2003; Schumann-Galvez, 1993), it is also spoken in the states of Yucatan, 

Campeche, Quintana Roo, and southern Belize (Solórzano, 2004). Among Mayan 

languages, Yucatec has the second largest number of speakers after Quiché (spoken in 

Guatemala). It is not classified as a threatened or dying language, but instead as a living 

language in resistance (Schumann-Galvez, 1993).  

 The Mexican Constitution on paper recognizes the pluralistic nature of the nation. 

Its Article 2 recognizes and codifies the right of indigenous people to self-determination 

and to the preservation and enrichment of their language, knowledge, and every aspect of 

their cultural identity. Moreover, Section B1 of this article promotes bilingual-bicultural 

education: 

[Authorities shall] enforce and increase the educational levels, favoring bilingual 

and intercultural education, the teaching of reading and writing, the completion of 

                                                 
5 Throughout the dissertation I will refer to Yucatec Mayan simply as Mayan. 
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basic education, productive training, and both preparatory and higher education. 

They shall also be obligated to establish a system of scholarships for indigenous 

students and—according to the relevant laws and taking into account the 

indigenous communities’ opinions—to define and develop educational programs 

which, from a regional perspective, stress the cultural heritage of the indigenous 

peoples. The aforementioned authorities shall also be obligated to encourage, 

protect, and promote cultural diversity across the nation.” (Constitución Política 

de los Estados Unidos Mexicanos, my translation) 

In contrast to the national discourse, in practice, indigenous groups face forced 

castellanización; that is, practices that replace native languages with Spanish.6 The Maya 

in Yucatan are no exception, but in Chak k’iin both Mayan and Spanish are widely used. 

Even though the community is ethnically Mayan, only 27.34% of the population are 

monolingual Mayan speakers (INEGI, 2005; Solórzano, 2004). As is occurring 

throughout the state of Yucatan, in Chak k’iin the number of bilingual speakers is 

increasing as indigenous people acquire the hegemonic language, Spanish, while 

maintaining their native language (Bracamonte & Lizama, 2004). Community members 

consider speaking Mayan an important part of their ethnic identity (Mijangos-Noh, 

2001), and from an early age children in this community are exposed to both oral Mayan 

and oral Spanish. Printed materials are almost exclusively in Spanish. Written Maya in 

Chak k’iin is neither used or available, with the exception of a few Mayan Bibles and 

textbooks distributed by the Secretaría de Educación Pública, SEP (Office of Public 

                                                 
6 In Chak k’iin a formal Programa de Castellanización ran from 1978 to 1980 (interview with Mrs. Flora, 
October 18, 2007). This program was similar to the “Americanization” programs for U.S. immigrants.  
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Education). Interviewees in Chak k’iin say they find these artifacts incomprehensible 

because they were produced by outsiders and introduced to the community. They are 

written in a different dialect, which villagers refer as “formal Mayan.” Many people 

explained that they cannot understand these texts because they are not “Mayeros,” 

meaning that they do not use “pure Mayan.”  

 Most families in Chak k’iin practice subsistence farming, growing corn, beans, 

zucchini, and chilies in their milpas (small agricultural plots). They supplement their 

income with other forms of production, such as raising livestock and bees, and weaving 

hammocks. Still, most families live in extreme poverty by Mexican standards. Of Chak 

k’iin’s heads of household, 87.66% make less than the national minimum wage of $51.95 

pesos a day (Secretaría de Administración Tributaria, 2009). Table 3.1 shows various 

indicators of the conditions in which most families live. For this and other reasons, the 

population relies heavily on several material (e.g., grain and fertilizers) and economic 

government subsidies (e.g., Procampo, Oportunidades, Programa Cobijar). 

Table 3.1 

 Indicators of socioeconomic marginalization in Chak k’iin 

Indicator Percentage (%) 
People with less than an elementary education (age 15 
years and older) 

62.97 

Houses with no sewer system 65.57 

Houses with no piped water  1.28 

Houses with dirt floors 23.69 
Source: Adapted from Solórzano (2004) and INEGI (2005).  

The town has one preschool, one elementary school, and a combined middle and 

high school. The elementary school has two separate shifts. The school is part of the 
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Sistema de Educación Indígena (Indigenous Educational System, a subdivision of the 

SEP), in which instruction in the students’ native language is mandated. In practice, 

however, Spanish is the language of instruction. Teachers I interviewed reported that 

either they do not feel comfortable teaching in Mayan or do not have the language skills 

to do so. Even though the SEP provides Mayan textbooks from preschool on, teachers 

explained that formal instruction in Mayan is not introduced until third grade. Children 

are expected to learn to read and write in Spanish first, even though the great majority 

speak Mayan as their first language.  

 This enormous disconnect between the language and culture of the community 

versus the school and the pervasive poverty of the community place Mayan children at a 

great disadvantage. According to state statistics, in Yucatan as a whole 9% of the 

population has no schooling, and 20.5% drop out before completing a basic education 

(INEGI, 2005). Yet, as Table 1 shows, dropout rates in Chak k’iin are some three times 

higher than the state average (INEGI, 2005; Solórzano, 2004). In addition, I observed a 

wide range of literacy skills during my home and school visits in Chak k’iin, leading me 

to conclude that the national literacy statistics are deceiving. Specifically, a great number 

of children who complete elementary school still either cannot read and write 

conventionally or read way below grade level in Spanish, and are even less proficient in 

Mayan.  

The dearth of economic opportunities in Chak’kiin is forcing many residents to 

migrate locally and transnationally in search of a better standard of living. Young women 

and men are leaving the family farms to work in Merida or Cancun in low-paying service 
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jobs such as housekeeping and construction. This migration is weakening the cultural and 

linguistic fabric of the town. As I will describe in detail in Chapter 4, the town is in rapid 

transformation as residents adapt and incorporate new cultural tools, ideologies, and 

lifestyles (e.g., furniture, house arrangement, and food) into their everyday lives. 

Observation Procedure 

I conducted two rounds of fieldwork, first during the summer of 2006 and again a 

year later during the summer and fall of 2007. In 2006 Dr. Juan Carlos Mijangos-Noh, a 

local researcher from the Autonomous University of Yucatan, introduced me to some 

local families. Aware of my interest in researching the literacy development of 

indigenous children, he took me to visit several households with young children. From 

these families I chose to follow five that had at least one preschool or early-elementary-

age child who (1) could be identified as an emergent literate (i.e., was in the earliest stage 

of literacy development according to Teale & Sulzby’s, 1986, definition); and (2) spoke 

both Spanish and Mayan at home.  

Literacy development is a complex, nonlinear process that is influenced by many 

multifaceted micro, macro, and individual factors. To understand this phenomenon I 

documented the children’s everyday routines and practices across a variety of settings. 

During the summer of 2006 I visited the five selected families at least twice a week for 

six weeks, observing and participating in their everyday activities. I wrote descriptive 

field notes, photographed the children’s activities, and collected writing samples. Once I 

had developed sufficient rapport with the families, I also audio- and video-recorded 

activities if they felt comfortable with my doing so.  
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The community is relatively segregated by strong gender roles, so I had access 

primarily to the women’s and children’s spaces and activities. I joined them in making 

tortillas, washing clothes, watching cartoons and soap operas, feeding the animals, 

playing lotería (Mexican bingo), or coloring. Because extended family is important in 

Mayan culture, we were frequently joined in these everyday activities by grandmothers, 

aunts, and other relatives. While working, we carried on deep conversations (informal 

interviews) about the participants’ oral and written language practices and attitudes. We 

were genuinely interested in exploring our similarities and differences, and they asked me 

as many questions about my lifestyle and lifeways as I asked them about their linguistic 

practices. During this initial fieldwork visit, I collected extensive field notes from the five 

households, as well as some audio- and videotapes, though not as many of the latter as I 

had initially hoped because of the time necessary to develop trusting relationships with 

the participants.  

Vital to my experience was the opportunity to live with one of the families, the 

Canches—Marcia, Tino, and their three children—during both of my stays in town, in 

2006 and 2007. They lent me a hammock and allowed me to live in a little foyer they had 

between their main room and the external kitchen. I paid rent weekly and also shared the 

family’s chores, such as cutting firewood, cleaning, collecting water, winnowing grain, 

and so on. These activities offered me opportunities to glimpse the cultural practices of 

one Chak k’iin family who, as I discuss later, was probably more assimilated and literate 

in Spanish than the average community member. 
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 A preliminary analysis of the data I collected during the summer of 2006 gave me 

a solid baseline for my study. I found commonalities in cultural practices among families, 

but also important differences, as would be true among the members of any community 

(Rogoff, 2003). Each family is an organism with its own dynamic, rules, and history that 

shape its individual activities and ways of viewing the world. For this reason and given 

the limited fieldwork time available to me, during my 2007 visit I elected to focus my 

observations on two families as in-depth case studies, while still continuing to visit the 

three other families I had initially observed. This narrower project enabled me to invest 

sufficient time to understand in detail the complex linguistic and cultural issues shaping 

these children’s biliteracy practices. 

The two families selected, the Canches and Yah Cabs, represent distinct practices 

in the community (see Table 3.2 for the two families’ characteristics). I selected them for 

two reasons. First, each family had a child of a similar age and in the same grade (Axel 

and Yadira, both 8 years old and in third grade by the time I finished collecting data). I 

was able to follow the two target children from the end of first grade into third grade. 

When I met both children, they were emergent literates who were not yet reading or 

writing conventionally. My second consideration was that, despite their surface 

similarities, the two families had important differences.  

 

 

 

 

 



 
 

49

Table 3.2 

Families’ characteristics 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Canche 
Family 

Name Relation (age 
when met) 

Language Use 
P = proficient 
E = emergent 
(self- or mother-
rated) 

Education Occupation 

Doña 
Francisca 

Maternal 
grandmother 

L1 Mayan (P) 
L2 Spanish (P) 

Continuing 
elementary school 
through adult 
education 

Proprietor of 
small convenience 
store 

Don Ku  Maternal 
grandfather 

L1 Mayan (P) 
L2 Spanish (P) 

Did not finish 
elementary school 

Farmer 

Hilda Aunt (18) L1 Spanish (P) 
L2 Mayan (E) 

High school diploma Homemaker 

Claudia Aunt (12) L1 Spanish (P) 
L2 Mayan (E) 
 

Elementary school 
certificate (not 
accepted to middle 
school for lack of 
literacy skills) 

Homemaker 

Marcia 
 

Mother L1 Mayan (P) 
L2 Spanish (P) 

Elementary school 
certificate; 
continuing middle 
school through adult 
education 

Works for UN 
organization and 
raises pigs 

Tino Father L1 Mayan (P) 
L2 Spanish (P) 

High school diploma 
Several workshops 
on organic farming 

Works for UCI-
RED organizing 
cooperatives, 
raises pigs, and 
farms (2006); 
migrated to 
Canada for farm 
work (2007) 

 Raúl Sibling (9) L1 Spanish (P) 
L2 Mayan (E) 

Fourth grade 
(emergent literate) 

Student 

Axel Target child 
(7) 

L1 Spanish (P) 
L2 Mayan (E) 

Third grade 
(emergent literate) 

Student 

Roberto Sibling (1) L1 Spanish (E) NA NA 
 
 
 
Yah Cab 
Family 

Victoria Mother L1 Mayan (P) 
L2 Spanish (P) 

Middle school 
certificate 

Homemaker, 
works for 
community 
cooperatives 

Félix Father L1 Mayan (P) 
L2 Spanish (P) 

Elementary school 
certificate 

Farmer 

Yadira Target child 
(7) 

L1 Spanish (P) 
L2 Mayan (P) 

Third grade Student, helps 
mother with 
housekeeping 

Gina Sibling (4) L1 Spanish (P) 
L2 Mayan (P) 

Preschool Student, helps 
mother with 
housekeeping 
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The adults in both families were native Mayan speakers who spoke Spanish as 

their second language. As they explained to me, however, in order to prepare their 

children for school, they spoke to them mainly in Spanish. The Canche children were 

exposed to Mayan in their everyday activities, because they spent most of their free time 

in their Mayan-dominant grandparents’ house. But with their parents and siblings they 

used only Spanish to communicate, showing a generational language shift. In contrast, 

the Yah Cab children used both Mayan and Spanish during family interactions. Finally, 

the Canche parents had given up traditional farming to work for an international 

organization, which required both parents to write grants, e-mails, reports, and the like in 

Spanish. They had also incorporated new artifacts and practices into their repertoire of 

cultural and literacy practices. The Mayan-dominant Yah Cabs, in contrast, still practiced 

subsistence agriculture. 

Both sets of parents reported that at school their children received instruction in 

Spanish with some clarification in Mayan. Most of the schoolteachers are not Mayan and 

do not live in the community, so they are largely unfamiliar with the students’ language 

and culture. However, the children interact with monolingual Mayan-speaking peers to 

various degrees.  

During my second visit in the summer and fall of 2007, I again lived with Marcia 

Canche and her family for six months. During this period I collected data in different 

contexts (home, school, and community) and developed in-depth case studies of the 

children and their families (see Merriam, 1998). I observed the two families on two 

consecutive days each week, rotating the days. Conducting consecutive observations 
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allowed me to observe the continuity of their family routines. My home visits sometimes 

lasted 12 hours or more, from the time when the children finished school until bedtime.  

After obtaining the teachers’ permission, each morning I walked to school with 

one of the children, observing in each classroom two or three days per week. In the 

school setting I wrote field notes, took photographs, collected materials and children’s 

writing samples, and made occasional audio recordings. Even though these data were 

secondary to my study, my observations gave me important insights into the distinct 

literacy practices in the different settings where children were interacting. I also gained 

important information about the language ideologies children were internalizing from 

school personnel, which often contradicted those of their families.  

Even though I had such intimate access to my participant families, I am Mexican 

and a native Spanish speaker, so I do not share their cultural and linguistic history. I 

acknowledge that my restricted knowledge of the Mayan language and culture are 

important limitations that could have led me to overlook or misinterpret data. For that 

reason, I carefully monitored my own ideological positions during data collection and 

analysis and recruited two local informants. One informant, a Chak’kiin villager and 

native Mayan speaker, served as research assistant and interpreter during numerous 

community events conducted in Mayan. She played a key role during data collection, 

taking independent notes and validating my observations. The second informant, a native 

Mayan speaker living in Merida, helped me transcribe and translate video recordings, and 

helped me understand and frame my observations. 
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The data collection focused on capturing the cultural and literacy practices of both 

households. My data include: 

1. Field notes: I took detailed field notes of each home or school visit. I visited each 

family an average of twelve times a month over six months. During each visit I 

scribbled down brief reminders at the time, and later transcribed a complete 

account in as much detail as possible. When my field assistant was present (at 

least once a week), she independently recorded her observations. At the end of the 

visit we would sit together and compare notes, and I would add her observations 

to my records. 

2. Audio and video recordings: To facilitate micro-analysis of the literacy events I 

made audio and video recordings of the families’ everyday activities when the 

family permitted. I strategically placed the camera or tape recorder where it would 

not disrupt the family’s routine, and I hoped they would soon ignore it. Because I 

wanted to capture natural interactions, during my visits I did not ask anyone to 

perform any specific tasks, with the exception of two occasions, when I asked the 

children to read me a book. I did not audio- or video-record every visit, but was 

still able to collect a considerable number of tapes. I collected 15 video recordings 

in the Yah Cab household, which were transcribed and translated with the 

assistance of two language consultants who also helped me understand the 

Mayan-language interactions. I collected 24 videos in the Canche household, but I 

transcribed only those used for analysis (to balance my observations, I analyzed 

an equal amount of time from each family).  
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3. Informal interviews: My observations were also informed by three informal, 

audio-recorded interviews about the family members’ ideologies around 

language. Both parents, when present, participated during these interviews. I had 

a basic set of guiding questions, but the conversations often took their own 

trajectories, based on the interviewees’ experiences. 

4. Pictures and writing samples: To document the families’ literacy practices, I also 

collected pictures, artifacts, and writing samples. Whenever possible, I would ask 

to keep the original copy of the child’s work, or would seek permission to 

photograph it.  

Data Analysis 

I analyzed the qualitative data collected in these settings at different levels, 

following procedures used in previous studies (Reyes, Alexandra, & Azuara, 2007; Teale, 

1986). First, I made theme transcriptions for all my field notes and the 455 minutes of 

video recordings of the two families. Because I lived with the Canches, I spent 

considerably more time with them. To compensate, I first did a topic transcription of all 

the Yah Cab family video recordings, then analyzed the same number of minutes of video 

from my more extensive observations of the Canches. Subsequently, from the topic 

transcriptions I selected literacy events recorded in both my field notes and the videos. 

The literacy events thus extracted are my unit of analysis. Following Heath (1983), I 

defined a literacy event as any instance in which written language was central to the 

participants’ interactions, including the cultural uses and meanings brought to these 

practices.  
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I analyzed each literacy event in terms of the function that written language 

served for the different participants in that instance, which in this study I refer as 

domains. For this analysis, I compared the coding schemes used in previous studies 

(Reyes, Alexandra, & Azuara, 2007; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986) as a 

guide to developing my own functional domains. The entertainment domain, for example, 

encompasses events in which written language is used in leisure time or to plan 

recreational activities (e.g., playing lotería, because participants read the labels on the 

deck of cards). In Table 3.3 I define each domain and provide an example. My analysis 

identified two domains not used in previous studies but which emerged from the data in 

this specific sociocultural context: Community Assemblies and Social Change. A 

limitation of the initial coding scheme was that most domains were described from an 

adult perspective. I considered it vital to include domains that captured children’s literacy 

goals and perspectives, which might be distinct from adults’ purposes; this was my 

reason for including Demonstrate Literacy Knowledge.  

In addition to the functions of written language, I analyzed the participant 

structure of each literacy event in terms of who initiated the event as well as the different 

roles of each participant during the activity. Finally, I analyzed the language(s) used in 

relation to the participants, function, and context (see Appendix A for categories). To 

document the macro-level factors (e.g., language policies, ideologies, and socioeconomic 

characteristics) that shape literacy practices and use of Mayan or Spanish in the 

community, I analyzed the semi-structured interviews. This triangulation of data allowed 
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me to identify the various dimensions at work and to understand the language ideologies 

and literacy practices at home and school. 

Table 3.3 

Coding scheme of literacy events 

Domain Definition Example 
Instrumental  Use of written language in practices of 

everyday life, to gain information for 
practical needs 

Reading calendars, selecting 
food, paying bills, washing 
clothes, filling a prescription 

Entertainment Use of written language in leisure time 
or to plan recreational events 

a) As a source of entertainment 

 
 
Reading a novel, doing a 
puzzle 

b) Instrumental to entertainment Reading a TV guide or game 
manual 

c) Incidental to entertainment Viewing subtitles on cartoons 
or on-screen instructions in 
Nintendo 

Financial Use of written language to consider or 
change economic circumstances 

Filling out a deposit form, 
writing a check 

Work Related Literacy practices as a function of 
employment or to secure or maintain 
employment 

Writing reports or e-mails, 
filling out forms, charting 
animals’ weight, reading help-
wanted advertisements 

School Related Literacy activities directly related to 
the school  

Reading teachers’ notes or 
letters, doing homework, 
reading school announcements 

Educational  Literacy practices used 
a) To gain knowledge or confirm 

religious beliefs 

Reading the Bible, completing 
catechism homework 

 b) To learn to read and write Helping a child to write 
his/her name, practicing 
shorthand 

Community 
Assemblies 

Use of oral language to convey 
information  

Staging plays on topics such 
as HIV transmission or 
domestic violence 

Social Change Use of literacy to change social 
conditions 

Collecting signatures, writing 
letters to public officials 
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To test the reliability of my coding, an experienced researcher familiar with the 

coding scheme coded two randomly selected video recordings. These codings were 

compared with my own and we discussed any discrepancies until we reached consensus.  

In summary, my purpose in this study is to examine literacy practices in a small 

rural Mayan community, particularly how children are socialized to and through written 

language, and how oral and written Mayan and Spanish are used in this process. I 

selected two families representing different degrees of Spanish assimilation for in-depth 

observation. I lived with one of these families for a period of more than six months, 

participating in their daily activities while observing in the home, at school, and during 

community events. I collected detailed field notes in addition to audio and video 

recordings when the families permitted. With the help of Mayan speakers, each literacy 

event in these data was analyzed in terms of its participant structure, the functions written 

language served, and the language or languages used.  

Before moving on to the findings of my study (Chapters 5 and 6), in Chapter 4 I 

provide a detailed description of Chak k’iin to help position the reader in this particular 

socio-historical context. My description is based on my observations as well as the views 

of my research participants and other community members, rather than statistical data. 

An important feature of the context is the rapid change the community is undergoing as a 

result of globalization. 
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CHAPTER 4 

CHAK K’IIN 

In Chapter 3 I briefly contextualized this study and described the methods used 

for data collection and analysis. Because the data can only be interpreted in relation to the 

specific and varied practices of this particular sociocultural context, in this chapter I 

provide a meticulous description of the community and its practices. I present what I 

observed in many of the households visited. However, it is important to note that 

although it seems as normative practices, I found enormous variations between and 

within families. Cultures are inherently heterogeneous and dynamic, and this community 

is undergoing particularly rapid transformation. Cultures are constantly being reproduced, 

adapted, or challenged through everyday practices (Rockwell, 1991). 

Central to this study is the community’s rapid transformation, largely as a result 

of outside influences. Therefore, I divide this chapter into two sections, describing the 

village as I first encountered it in 2006 and the changes I observed when I returned in 

2007. Note that my description of the town was created in collaboration with the 

residents. During my second visit I encountered many changes, not all of them positive to 

my mind. Aware of my biases and seeking to present an accurate picture of Chak k’iin, I 

asked the participating families; different community leaders, such as the priest and 

mayor; and a group of youths I organized, to help me describe their town. Once I 

summarized their ideas, I went back to them for feedback. Some new ideas and 

perspectives were added, but surprisingly, their description of the town was not much 

different from mine.  
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My First Encounter 

After an almost three-hour bus ride from Merida, the capital of the state of 

Yucatan, I reached Chak k’iin (pseudonym), my research site. Chak k’iin is a small, rural 

Mayan community surrounded by small milpas (agricultural plots). It consists of six 

blocks running north-south and six blocks running east-west. The streets are narrow, 

mostly unpaved, and thick with red mud. Bordering the large square in the center of town 

are the main public buildings: the police station, the mayor’s office, a bright yellow 

church with a spacious courtyard, and the elementary public school. In the center are a 

kiosk and a volleyball court that on schooldays are often crowded with barefooted 

children.  

The houses are modest and typical of many Mayan communities in the region 

(Figure 4.1). Most houses are one-room structures with concrete or adobe walls and 

huano (palm) roofs. They are furnished with little more than an occasional dresser, a 

television or radio, and colorful hammocks hanging in an organized arrangement from 

one end of the room to the other. The exteriors of the houses are sometimes decorated 

with hanging pots made out of empty cans or buckets, creating a pleasing contrast 

between the green foliage and the red clay of the ground. Each property is bounded with 

a fragile fence of stacked rocks. In the patio surrounding the house is a simple shed of 

sticks that serves as a kitchen and for grain storage. Many patios also contain an 

outhouse, washing tubs, clotheslines, some pigs tied up to tree trunks, chickens followed 

by their chicks, turkeys, ducks, and lots of dogs.  
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Figure 4.1. A typical house in Chak k’iin. 

As the sun rises over Chak k’iin, roosters crow and a loudspeaker announces 

where a pig has been butchered and the meat is available for sale. Soon thereafter, 

children run to school and women head off to the mill to grind their corn. Wearing their 

traditional dresses, hipiles, the women walk gracefully, balancing containers of mixtamal 

(corn dough) on their heads. Before noon, children leave school to play in the streets. 

They spin tops, exchange tazos (plastic cards), chase each other shooting rubber bands, or 

jump in puddles after the frequent rains. Some children are dressed and combed neatly, 

whereas others have dirty faces and wear rags. They share the streets with the large 

number of dogs and some pigs that wander freely, eating the sparse grass growing along 

the sidewalks. Most children (and many adults) walk barefoot, and I found their ability to 

avoid stepping on the animal waste that litters the streets remarkable.  

At dusk some young adults gather in the plaza to play volleyball, and the police 

officers come out of the station either to join them or to watch. At this time as well, the 

streets are taken over by males chatting on the corners and by groups of adolescent males 

cruising the streets on their bikes, often riding the bike with one hand while holding a 
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bottle of beer in the other. Occasionally, one might find a courting couple holding hands 

and laughing discreetly in front of the young lady’s house. Woman remain inside their 

homes at this time, usually standing in front of their looms weaving hammocks or 

embroidering a dress to wear at the next town fiesta while simultaneously watching their 

favorite soap operas on TV. On occasion, women and children gather on the patio to play 

lotería (Mexican bingo).  

Figure 4.2 illustrates the levels of social structures in Chak k’iin. The public and 

private spaces are clearly divided by age and gender. Males and females participate 

jointly in community gatherings such as masses or occasional special events (e.g., talent 

show, community meetings), but even then their physical spaces remain clearly divided. 

Women and children often gather at the front while males stand in the back or along the 

sides. Similarly, in the private sphere most women spend a large part of their day their 

day doing their domestic chores: cleaning, cooking, washing clothes, raising animals, 

weaving hammocks, and grinding corn. Most males, on the other hand, go to the fields 

before sunrise and return home at noon for lunch. When at home, they rarely engage in 

joint activities with their spouses. At mealtime, for example, the family does not eat 

together. Typically, females kneel next to the fire pit, making tortillas or feeding the 

younger children, while the males se enfrían de la milpa (cool down from working in the 

field), lying in their hammocks. After a short rest, the men eat, often receiving the best 

food (e.g., the piece of meat used to season the beans). Females eat last. After everyone 

has eaten, the women continue their household chores with the help of young girls who, 

for example, are responsible for cleaning the dishes. In the meantime males generally 
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have leisure time to read the newspaper or watch television before returning to the fields. 

After they finish their chores, the women occasionally join the men in watching 

television.  

International Organizations

National Policies & Ideologies

School & Church

Community Relationships

Family

Children

Adult♀ Adult♂

 

Figure 4.2. Social structures in Chak k’iin. 

I, like other researchers investigating children’s activities in Yucatan (Gaskin, 

2000; Kramer, 2005), observed that children in Chak k’iin are usually unsupervised as 

they play or do their chores. Older children (as young as age 5) are skillful caregivers and 

comforters of younger siblings. Children participate in domestic tasks and farmwork from 

an early age (Figures 4.3 and 4.4). Adult males often take boys along to the fields. Even 

very young girls participate in such activities as cooking, washing dishes and clothes, 

raising animals, running errands, and grinding corn (Kramer; 2005). Just as many girls in 

urban Mexican communities learn about gender roles and adult responsibilities through 

dramatic play with dolls and tea sets, girls in Chak k’iin learn by actively participating in 
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daily tasks, becoming apprentices at home. Adults consider it their duty to pass down 

trades or skills that will help the next generation make a living and become independent. 

Through culturally mediated experiences, children learn not only the task itself (e.g., for 

girls, tortear, to make tortillas by hand), but also the values and beliefs implicitly 

embedded in it (e.g., they never eat the first tortilla they put on the comal [griddle] 

because that would bring bad luck and blind their menfolk working in the fields). 

 

Figure 4.3. Girls shucking corn. 

 

Figure 4.4. A young boy working in the field. 

In many households, female activities are done communally; most females 

participate, usually supervised and directed by the oldest female. Girls are gradually 

integrated into these activities until they get their first menstrual period. At this point they 
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are considered young adults and are expected to participate fully in female roles and give 

up child’s play. Between their household chores, their school responsibilities, and the 

weaving of hammocks, teenagers have little time for recreation. Not surprisingly, the 

early transition into adult life often makes young girls (as young as 13) eager to form 

their own families or leave town to work as housekeepers.  

 In Chak k’iin strong family ties extend beyond the nuclear family, and a 

household often contains members of the extended family. Women usually move into 

their in-laws’ house initially on their marriage and do not have a house of their own until 

several years later. Displays of loyalty and respect among family members are very 

important. As one walks down the street, passersby greet one by name. When introducing 

themselves, people show respect by naming their lineage, often based on blood but 

sometimes also built around compadrazgo (godparentage). However, beneath the 

apparent unity, the town is severely fractured along political lines, and houses are often 

painted with propaganda for one or another political party.7 These political divisions have 

economic consequences. Unconditional loyalty to the party in power guarantees a paid 

job for at least one family member, as well as numerous favors, such as preferential 

access to whatever federal or state aid reaches town. As an example, during my stay the 

town was hit by Hurricane Dean. Many crops were lost and the Yucatan state government 

sent grain and money to help the farmers. However, only those affiliated with the ruling 

party received aid. People from the opposition not only did not receive the emergency aid 

                                                 
7 Even though the left-wing party, Partido de la Revolución Democrática (PRD), is popular among the 
working class, in Chak k’iin the two parties with the most adherents are the Partido de Acción Nacional 
(PAN, right-wing party) and the Partido Revolucionario Institucional (PRI, center to rightist party). 
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but were insulted and reminded of their betrayal when they approached the mayor’s 

office asking for help. 

As regards their language and cultural identity, people in Chak k’iin self-identify 

as indigenous Mayas who adhere to those ancient traditions and language. Their Mayan 

identity is apparent in syncretic, or “hybrid” (Gonzales, 2005), cultural practices and 

language. People still participate in native religious ceremonies and healing practices. For 

example, during the primicias (harvest), a Catholic mass is held at the church and the 

Xmen (religious guide) is invited to participate in this ceremony where congregants thank 

the gods for their crops. In addition, many traditional beliefs are entrenched and guide 

everyday life. For example, a pregnant woman is rubbed several times during her 

pregnancy by a curandera (healer) to prevent the baby from sticking to her stomach. 

When challenged to explain such practices, community members give a vague reply such 

as “porque lo decían nuestros abuelos” (because our grandparents said so). 

Spanish is the dominant national language, but the Mayan language plays a 

central role in the community’s indigenous identity (Mijangos-Noh, 2001). In fact, 

language proficiency determines “how Mayan” a person is perceived to be. The more 

proficient in Mayan (Mayero) the more mestizo (indigenous), a person is considered.8 

The ability to speak, understand, and write “formal” Mayan holds high prestige. Most of 

the people speak Mayan, but do not consider themselves Mayeros (meaning that they do 

not speak “pure Mayan”). As one woman explained, “lo malo que tenemos porque lo 

hablamos pero no lo sabemos escribir, hay veces que ni pronunciarlo porque lo que 

                                                 
8 According to people in Chak k’iin, mestizo refers to being of pure indigenous blood, as opposed to having 
a mix of Spanish and indigenous blood, which is the usual meaning.  
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hablamos es mezclado” (what is wrong with us is because we do not know how to write it 

[Mayan], there are times that we do not even know how to speak it because what we say 

is a mix; field notes, November 13, 2007). There are mutual influences between Spanish 

and Mayan, evident in frequent Spanish borrowings in spoken Mayan, as well as the 

intrusion of Mayan words and conceptions into their Spanish dialect. For example, when 

referring to siblings in Spanish people make a clear distinction between older 

(hermano/a) and younger (hermanito/a) siblings because in Mayan these are two distinct 

words, suku’un (older brother) and íits'in (younger brother) (G. Chan May, personal 

communication, June 10, 2009).  

 Both Mayan and Spanish are widely used around town, and children are exposed 

to both languages from an early age at home and in the community. Without exception, 

parents express a desire that their children become bilingual. In their discourse, they 

identify Spanish as the language of opportunity and social mobility, and Mayan as part of 

their identity and cultural capital. Some parents even wish their children to become 

trilingual, because the ability to speak English opens better job opportunities in tourist 

resorts. The national discourse supposedly supports the community’s ideas about 

language, but in most institutions (e.g., government, school) Spanish is the dominant 

language. Nevertheless, people in Chak k’iin do not perceive this as a particular threat to 

their native language; instead, they take it for granted that schoolchildren will learn both 

languages. Until recently, their attitude has been corroborated by statistics showing that 

the number of Mayan speakers in town has not decreased; instead, more people have 

become bilingual. Literacy and literary artifacts in Mayan are not widespread or 
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accessible. In town, some posters distributed by the state government, textbooks 

distributed by the federal government, and Bibles are printed in Mayan, but not much else 

is. There is no local Mayan newspaper, but there is a radio station that broadcasts local 

news and music in Mayan.  

As is true of many rural indigenous communities, people in Chak k’iin live in 

extreme poverty. Most of the families earn less than the national minimum wage of 

$51.95 pesos a day (Secretaría de Administración Tributaria, 2009). They practice 

subsistence farming, supplementing their income by weaving hammocks (hurdido) and 

operating small stores out of their houses. Another important source of income is various 

forms of government assistance and subsidies, such as Procampo and Oportunidades. 

Procampo, known locally as “Pro-cantina” (pro-bars) because the money is often spent 

on alcohol, is an annual subsidy given to farmers based on the number of hectares they 

cultivate; farmers receive cash (approximately $1,050 pesos per hectare of land), seeds, 

and fertilizer. Oportunidades is an inter-institutional federal program to help individuals 

in extreme poverty attend school. Female heads of household receive a bimonthly cash 

stipend for themselves and for every child attending school beyond the third grade. The 

amount varies according to the child’s grade level and gender (Figure 4.5).  
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Figure 4.5. Women waiting to receive Oportunidades. 

Marginalization is also evident in the lack of basic public services in Chak k’iin. 

Families receive running water for only a couple of hours during the morning, so they 

save it and use it sparingly. People wishing to access most health-care services and 

modern means of communication (Internet, postal service, mobile or land-line telephone 

services) must travel 20 minutes by car to the closest town. There is a small health center 

in town, but it is not stocked with basic medicines and it is run by nurse practitioners, 

with an itinerant doctor visiting just a few times a week. Few families own cars, and 

those who do use them as taxis. Public transportation is minimal and expensive, making it 

unaffordable for many families, even to meet their basic needs. For this reason, one 

woman in town has an informal pharmacy in her house. Customers tell her their 

symptoms, she looks them up in a book, and then sells the sufferers appropriate 

medicines. 

Children in Chak k’iin receive free basic education.9 There is one preschool, an 

elementary school, and a middle and high school. The elementary school has two shifts 

                                                 
9 In Mexico basic education (preschool to middle school) is free and mandatory. Children can enroll in 
preschool beginning at age 3 and elementary school at age 6. After completing this basic education, 

 



 
 

68

with independent faculties. The morning session has two classrooms of about 25 children 

per grade level. In the afternoon session, in contrast, the classes are multi-grade and class 

size depends on enrollment. Most parents prefer the afternoon shift, feeling that those 

teachers are better prepared. Parents are not given a choice, however, and the morning 

session is filled first. When the morning session is full, the remaining children are 

assigned to the afternoon.  

In the elementary school I observed, morning classes are supposed to run from 

7:00 to 11:30 a.m., with a half-hour recess. In reality, however, the school day starts later 

and ends earlier than the scheduled time. There are numerous interruptions during the 

school day (e.g., daily free breakfast for some children and teachers’ meetings), which 

further shorten instructional time. Neither children nor teachers are punctual, and there 

are no attendance or tardiness policies. Children are welcomed into the classroom even 

when the school day is about to end.  

The school functions with very limited resources. Some classrooms are equipped 

with new plastic tables and chairs, but the majority have old broken, wooden tables. The 

classroom materials consist of some teacher-made posters, a handful of old children’s 

books (all in Spanish and many translated from English), and government-provided 

textbooks (Figures 4.6 and 4.7). Children’s work is not displayed, and art materials such 

as crayons and markers are luxuries not present in the classrooms.  

 

                                                                                                                                                 
students who want to continue to high school must register, pay a fee ($400 pesos a year), and purchase 
their own books and materials. Some families make huge sacrifices to send at least one of their children to 
secondary school, but for many the fee is beyond their means.  
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Figure 4.6. A typical classroom setup. 

 

Figure 4.7. Classroom materials. 

 The administrator and all the teachers except for one preschool teacher commute 

to the school every morning from two larger towns (with more services) as far as an hour 

away. Teachers, therefore, do not consider themselves part of the community and usually 

distinguish between “us” and “them” when referring to the people of Chak k’iin. Most 

importantly, according to my interviews, most of the teachers understand and speak at 

least some Mayan but are not sufficiently fluent to use it for instruction. Even though the 

school is part of the Indigenous Educational System, which in theory promotes bilingual-

bicultural education, in practice Spanish is the language of schooling. As I confirmed by 

observation, Mayan is used in the classroom only for clarification and directives 
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(Mijangos-Noh & Romero-Gamboa, 2007). On the playground, though, Mayan is many 

children’s preferred language. Teachers also switch to Mayan to communicate with 

parents who frequently visit the classroom to inquire about their children’s school 

progress or to sell their produce.  

Despite the marked linguistic and cultural disconnect between the school and the 

community, many parents are actively involved in their children’s education. Parents do 

not observe or volunteer in the classrooms but do attend school meetings. When 

necessary, they also organize to advocate for their children. For example, in 2006 parents 

noticed that the teachers were not starting the school day on time and that classes were 

often interrupted by meetings or social events. After their complaints to administrators 

were ignored, a group of mothers organized themselves and closed the school for a whole 

week, arguing that if their children were not receiving an education anyway, then the 

teachers’ services (and hence their jobs) were not needed.10 

Finally, people in Chak k’iin use the standard Gregorian calendar (12 months of 

30 or 31 days), but their everyday practices reflect the traditional Mayan concept of 

cyclical time. Children engage in different games according to the season. For example, 

during summer the streets become the fields of their baseball tournaments. Then in early 

fall they start chasing each other with rubber bands, using them like catapults to launch 

little wads of paper or other projectiles at each other. When fall arrives, the rubber bands 

go into storage and the children play with spinning tops instead. As winter arrives, they 

                                                 
10 Various mothers in the community told me slightly different versions of this event. However, they all 
proudly highlighted their ability to organize to demand their children’s rights.  
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play with pebbles and gather in the streets to exchange their tazos (plastic circles with 

cartoon characters that come in bags of chips). Finally, they welcome spring with kites.  

My Return Visit in 2007  

As I explained earlier, I first visited the town for six weeks in the summer of 

2006, then returned for six months in 2007. On my second visit I noticed many changes 

in the village. The community that I had thought untouched by time was hardly the same. 

Some changes were obvious, like a big basketball court in the middle of the plaza, but 

others were subtle and perhaps only apparent to someone who had been gone for an 

extended period. 

As is happening in many other communities in Yucatan, Chak k’iin’s rural 

lifeways and Mayan language are being disrupted by local and transnational migration 

(Lewin-Fischer, 2007). During my first visit in 2006, I noticed that social and economic 

marginalization had forced some families to abandon their farming traditions to work 

construction or housekeeping jobs in nearby tourist cities, or to immigrate to the United 

States or Canada. Some of my participant families were already paying other family or 

community members to work their land while they migrated or worked in the city for 

national (e.g., Misioneros, a Christian group) or international (e.g., United Nations) 

organizations. These new experiences were transforming their social practices. For 

example, one family whose father had lived in the United States for a number of years 

had a dining set as a central feature of their house, and all family members shared their 

meals there together, in sharp contrast to the segregated dining practices of all the other 

families. 
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I understand that cultural practices are dynamic. Cultural communities continually 

change as their individuals relate and connect in various ways to other communities and 

economies. I was therefore prepared to find changes in the town on my return visit, but 

the rapid transformation in only a year’s time was striking. A basketball court, children’s 

swings, and monkey bars had been added in the main plaza. Many huano roofs had been 

replaced by concrete ones. Also, many families had replaced their houses entirely or had 

added on a room made of sterile concrete block, paid for by economic incentives given 

by different political parties’ campaigns. The majority of the houses continued to be one-

room, dirt-floored structures with an external kitchen and latrine. Yet as more young 

adults than ever had migrated to the United States or Canada—either as illegal 

immigrants or for short-term work contracts—I also found several urban-looking homes 

with several rooms, constructed with remittances sent by immigrants. Most of these 

houses were unoccupied since it was considered inappropriate and even dangerous for 

women to live by themselves with their children.  

On my second visit I also found that people had appropriated new cultural 

artifacts that shaped or created novel forms of interaction. For example, some houses 

sported couches where their colorful hammocks had once hung. Even despite broken 

couches and crowded spaces, families now regularly gathered to watch television 

together. A variety of new foods had also been introduced into the local diet (e.g., canned 

tuna, ham, cheese). Some of the consequences of the exchange of ideas and values 

inherent in so-called modernization or globalization were to my mind unfortunate. The 

practice of adults and children playing lotería (Mexican bingo) together had been largely 
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displaced by video game machines and slot machines, on which children and adults 

indiscriminately spent a considerable amount of time and money (Figure 4.8). There had 

also been an increase in alcohol consumption, and drugs had been introduced, including 

marijuana and inhalants. Alcohol and drugs were sold clandestinely, and even though in 

an interview with me the mayor expressed concern about the problem and acknowledged 

knowing who was involved, he was doing nothing to combat it (interview, October 17, 

2008). As a direct result, women reported increases in both physical and psychological 

domestic violence and complained of not being able to travel the streets in safety. This 

was especially true on weekends, when young adults returned from their out-of-town jobs 

and spent their recreational time drinking.  

 

Figure 4.8. Children playing video games. 

Authorities and community members alike recognize that some of the changes are 

detrimental to residents. As within any context, though, there are various competing 

dynamics that add to the social complexity. For example, the video game and slot 

machines are owned by people from outside the community. Residents of Chak k’iin, 

especially mothers, complain about having these machines in town because during school 
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recess children use their time and what little money they have to play them instead of 

having lunch. Yet many families agree to host the machines in their houses because they 

receive a percentage of the profits. Thus, what is an apparent problem to some is an 

important source of income to many others. 

These changes are evident even to young children. When I asked a group of 

children to describe Chak k’iin, they all stressed the beauty of their town and its houses. 

They said Chak k’iin had good people and beautiful houses. One girl, for example, 

highlighted the lively vaquería (annual town party) when there are live bands and people 

wear their best outfits (Figure 4.9). Some children, in their own ways, pointed to the 

town’s Mayan identity, mentioning not only their traditional customs and dress, but also 

the use of both Mayan and Spanish.  

 

Figure 4.9. Description of the annual vaquería festivities. 
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However, two of the children also cited the changes I had already observed. One 

child wrote (Figure 4.10): 

[Chak k’iin] tiene letrero, casas grandes y chicas, tiene topes, carreteras nuevas y 

centro de salud, Oportunidades, escuelas grandes, kinder, primaria, secundaria y 

Cobai, la gente de Chak k’iin habla maya [y] español, la gente hay veces, los 

jóvenes toman cerveza alcohol, drogas o cocaína ([Chak k’iin] has a sign, large 

and small houses, it has speed bumps and new roads, it has a clinic, 

Oportunidades, big schools, kinder, elementary, middle school and Cobai, the 

people in Chak k’iin speak Maya and Spanish, people sometimes, the young men 

use beer, alcohol, drugs, or cocaine). 

 

Figure 4.10. A boy’s description of Chak k’iin. 

As this narrative reveals, at a young age children become aware of the different 

factors that make up their environment and identity. This boy mentions the infrastructure 
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of his town, the languages used, and even the federal Oportunidades program. It did not 

surprise me that he mentioned this program, because adults and children alike eagerly 

await these payments. It is an important source of income, and when the payments arrive, 

so do vendors from other towns who come to sell their products at a crowded market in 

the plaza. Children and adults buy novelties or just entertain themselves browsing among 

the tents of clothes, plastic containers and toys, pirated music and movies, and other 

merchandise. What struck me more in this narrative was this boy’s awareness of young 

males’ alcohol and drug consumption and its inherent dangers. From our conversation it 

was evident that he is not only afraid of being in the streets when young men are drunk, 

but also fears that a member of his own family could get involved in these activities.  

Another important change in the community revolved around the church, a vital 

institution in the residents’ lives. In 2006, the priest in Chak k’iin was actively involved 

in the community. Even though he was born and raised in Merida, he self-identified and 

was perceived as a member of the community. His role in town extended beyond that of 

spiritual guide. He helped organize different cooperatives and served as an intermediary 

to help farmers sell their produce in Merida. The priest was also an advocate for the use 

of Mayan. He introduced Mayan Bibles, conducted masses in Mayan, and even taught 

some residents how to read and write in Mayan. By the time of my second visit, however, 

he had for personal and political reasons renounced the priesthood and left both the 

Catholic Church and Chak k’iin. A young priest, also from Merida, was assigned in his 

place. This new cleric was well intentioned but limited his activities to religious matters 

and treated the villages somewhat paternalistically. He did not speak or understand 
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Mayan, so his interactions were limited by the language barrier and he conducted his 

masses exclusively in Spanish.  

Finally, it is important to point out that my presence in Chak k’iin’s also affected 

people’s lifeways. I assumed different roles during my study: la güerita (blondie), friend, 

teacher, and advocate. Many families opened their doors to me, and inevitably I entered 

their homes bearing my own values, beliefs, and ways of viewing the world. My own 

cultural practices permeated their lives as well. For example, I wanted to have as little 

impact as possible, so initially I ate whatever was available in the Canche home. Even 

after several weeks my body did not adjust to the new diet, however, and I developed a 

stomach infection that would not respond to antibiotics. After discussing my problem 

with Marcia, we agreed to acquire a small fridge where I could keep fruit and yogurt, 

which were not available locally. I gave them the fridge as a gift for their hospitality 

without foreseeing the impact this artifact would have on their daily family life. When the 

refrigerator finally arrived, it became central to their house. They built a small stand to 

protect it from the dirt floor and meticulously cleaned it every day. Most importantly, 

their diet and routines changed. Previously, Marcia used to prepare powdered milk for 

breakfast. Once the fridge was acquired, the children started consuming fresh milk, and 

Marcia would wake up earlier to prepare cheese and jam sandwiches. In addition, in order 

not to waste any of the prepared chocolate milk, she would pour it in small bags, freeze 

them on sticks, and sell them as ice pops. My needs thus created new practices and needs 

for them too. As I did, Marcia began to travel to a larger town at least once a week to buy 

the fresh milk, fruit, and other products her children now demanded. This is only one of 
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many examples of my impact on the town. As participant-researcher, I became part of the 

community and through the interactions we shared, we mutually adapted our cultural 

practices and shaped our identities. 

 In summary, Chak k’iin is in rapid transformation, as new artifacts and cultural 

practices are reproduced and adapted to people’s everyday activities. This phenomenon is 

central to this study because it brings with it new language and literacy practices. In the 

following two chapters I present the findings of this study. In Chapter 5 I discuss the 

literacy practices found in the Canche and Yah Cab households and in the school context. 

I also report on the families’ language use during literacy events. Chapter 6 presents the 

ways mothers socialize their children during literacy events and how children appropriate 

their home and school literacy practices.   
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CHAPTER 5 

LITERACY IN THE HOME, SCHOOL, AND COMMUNITY 

Literacy is a socially constructed cultural tool that is learned, valued, and used for 

different purposes in different sociocultural contexts (Scribner and Cole, 1981; Street, 

1995). The ways in which individuals use and construct meaning from written language 

are influenced by their personal and social histories and the particular attitudes and 

ideologies of their society. Vygotsky (1978) asserts that children learn written language 

through direct interactions with people and the dynamics they find in a specific 

sociocultural context. Within this perspective, then, literacy development involves not 

only learning how to read and write using a particular writing system, but also implies 

being able to use this knowledge for specific functions in particular contexts of use 

(Scribner and Cole, 1981).  

As described in Chapter 2, researchers have analyzed the functions of written 

language in different communities (Heath, 1983; Reyes, Alexandra, & Azuara, 2007; 

Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986). This body of literature demonstrates that 

for children, regardless of their socioeconomic status, a great deal of their literacy 

knowledge is mediated through their experiences in their home environment. In this 

chapter I document the different literacy practices to which Axel and Yadira are exposed, 

mainly in their home environments, but also in their school and community. Through 

these two case studies I attempt to present the diversity of the community and situate the 

literacy practices that exist in this local site within a larger context. As detailed in Chapter 

3 I extracted the literacy events from the data I collected, then for each event I analyzed 
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the function written language served in the event, the participant structures, and the 

language(s) used. I adapted the domains used in previous studies and included new 

domains that emerged in this particular context (e.g., Community Assemblies; refer to 

Table 3.3 for a detailed description of these domains). It is important to note that these 

domains were not discrete or mutually exclusive, but rather overlapping, which helps 

illustrate the complexity of studying literacy as a social phenomenon.  

In this chapter I describe my two case studies in detail and answer my first two 

questions: (1) how are literacy practices constructed at home, at school, and in the 

community; and (2) how do children and their families use oral and written Mayan and 

Spanish during literacy events? This chapter presents a portrait of the repertoires of 

literacy practices in Axel’s and Yadira’s households and classrooms. The picture would 

be incomplete if I did not present the children’s points of view, however. For this reason, 

in chapter 6 I reexamine some of the literacy events, this time exploring how children 

appropriate, adapt, and redefine the literacy practices in which they participate. Chapter 6 

also answers my third question: how are children socialized to and through written 

language at home and in school? 

The Canche Family 

It was my first night in Chak k’iin and I was looking for a place to stay. Dr. 

Mijangos took me to the Canches’ home. As we opened the gate, a soft light was coming 

from inside the house. Marcia opened the door and invited us to enter and sit in one of the 

colorful hammocks that was neatly arranged in their one-bedroom house. She sat next to 

her husband, Tino. After a few minutes of talking they agreed to participate in my 
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preliminary study and humbly offered that I could stay in their house during my visit. 

They offered me a hammock in which to sleep and a table to work at in a small hallway 

between the main room and the exterior kitchen. I accepted, delighted with our incipient 

friendship and what was to become my home during my study. 

The Canches’ house is modest. It has one main room plus the small hallway, 

concrete floors, a huano (palm) roof, and an external kitchen. Compared to other 

households in Chak k’iin, the family possesses considerably more commodities, however. 

They have a full, tiled bathroom inside their house, a dresser, and a big entertainment 

center with a stereo and two color televisions. Behind the house they have built a big 

shed with concrete floors where they raise pigs. The Canche family owns an old car that, 

even though it hovers on the verge of breaking down, allows them to commute 

conveniently to the different towns where they work and buy services and products not 

available in Chak k’iin.  

Every morning during my stay Axel, my study child, would wake me up. He is a 

gregarious, inquisitive boy who lives with his parents and two brothers, Raúl, who is the 

eldest, and Roberto, who is five years younger than Axel. Axel was seven at the time I 

met him and was just finishing first grade. He was still an emergent literate. Axel loves 

numbers and likes to create mathematical problems to solve with his calculator. Every 

day he looks at the calendar to keep track of special events. Axel is also aware of the 

broader world and constantly asked me to explain the local or international news he had 

heard on television or read in the newspaper. He wants to become a doctor when he 

grows up.  
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Even though literary artifacts are scarce in their home environment, the Canche 

children do have access to a variety of materials. They have notebooks, notes, reports, 

pens, calendars, a puzzle, plastic numbers, and a book of fairy tales that their mother 

bought them on one of her trips to Merida. In one corner of the room, they have a small 

table with religious figures, candles, a Bible in Spanish, and prayer cards. Print also 

serves as decoration. On the walls hang calendars, two framed diplomas Tino earned for 

completing courses in land management and organic farming at the School of 

Agriculture, and homemade charts where they keep track of the food they give to their 

pigs. In addition, the bathroom floor is covered with newspaper (in place of floor mats), 

which is carefully changed every few days. All the literacy materials present in the 

Canche family are written in Spanish with the exception of some school textbooks and 

the printed song lyrics that accompany bilingual Spanish/Mayan CDs Marcia had 

purchased in Merida. 

Tino Canche is bilingual, but grew up in a monolingual Mayan-speaking family. 

His parents did not attend school and still do not know how to read and write 

conventionally. Tino had formal schooling in Spanish, finishing high school as an adult. 

He learned how to work the land from an early age and considers himself an organic 

farmer, but by the time I met him he was paying other people (especially his father-in-

law) to work his land while he worked for an outside organization, UCI-RED,11 as a 

community leader. Through this organization he has been trained in organic farming, 

                                                 
11 UCI-RED (Universidad Campesina e Indígena en Red) is a national grassroots organization that serves 
various functions. One is to help farmers gain skills (from organic farming to technology) that will allow 
them to develop different community projects.  
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apiculture, and veterinary care, and also has received literacy instruction in Mayan. His 

role in this organization is to train other farmers and help them organize cooperatives that 

will recover traditional ways of farming. He greatly enjoys looking after animals and has 

great pride in his role as the veterinarian for the community. During the second year of 

my visit, Tino was working on a farm in Canada on a temporary work permit. He went 

there with the main goal of saving money to build a second room on their house and 

replace their huano (palm) roof with a concrete one.  

Unlike other fathers in the community, Tino does not regularly take his children 

to the milpa (cornfield) for a couple of reasons. First, his new job affords him little time 

to work his own land or even to be with his children. He is constantly traveling to other 

towns to meet with farmers or working in places where a computer is available. Second, 

the fact that his children have light chores and focus on their schoolwork instead of 

contributing to the family’s income is a symbol of high social status. Being a community 

leader and having economic stability give Tino and his children commodities and status. 

Axel and Roberto are expected only to do their schoolwork and certain household chores 

such as cutting the weeds, feeding the dogs, and washing the floors once a week. On a 

few occasions they do accompany their parents to the milpa to fertilize the crops or 

collect firewood.  

Marcia is the hub of the Canche family. She is a strong, motivated woman. Her 

physical and internal beauty is noted by many members of the community. She does not 

adhere to the traditional female gender roles. For example, she holds a job instead of 

staying at home to cook and take care of her children, and she also makes more money 
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than her husband. She explained she often feels tension between her passion for work and 

her cultural traditions. She has pride in her work, but also concern about what other 

people in the community might be saying about her and her family because women are 

expected to be homemakers. She also worries that because she often travels outside the 

community, people in town might think she is unfaithful to her husband and does not care 

for her children. 

Marcia couldn’t continue her education because her family had only enough 

resources to send one child to middle school.12 Marcia’s parents asked her to drop out of 

school to give the opportunity to her brother, arguing that she wouldn’t need to further 

her education because she was expected to become a stay-at-home mother and wife. 

However, Marcia, like many other young girls in her community, migrated to Chetumal 

at age 15 to work as a housekeeper. After saving some money and helping her parents 

built their house, she went back to Chak k’iin and married Tino when she turned 17. 

Marcia would like to further her education, and even though she perceives higher 

education as an impossible dream, she is currently finishing her middle school education 

through secundaria abierta (a self-guided middle school program), and one day she 

would like to become a nurse. 

When Marcia was growing up, her parents spoke to her in Spanish, believing this 

was the key to success in school. She learned to speak Mayan through interactions with 

her classmates. In school she also learned how to read and write in Mayan, and later as 

                                                 
12 In Marcia and Tino’s generation, children had to move to a different town or to Merida to continue their 
education beyond the elementary grades. Only recently did the middle and high school open in town. Thus, 
in Marcia’s day, sending a child to school required paying not only for tuition and supplies, but also for 
room and board.  
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part of her work, she took seminars to improve her Mayan literacy skills. Marcia is proud 

of being bilingual and biliterate, and during an informal conversation she expressed her 

desire that her children become fluent in both languages (field notes, July 10, 2006). She 

explained that as a young child she was alienated from her classmates because she could 

not speak Mayan and the other children laughed at her. Thus, even though she believes 

proficiency in oral and written Spanish is the key to academic success, she does not want 

her children to feel the same discrimination. In addition, she acknowledges that a crucial 

factor in obtaining her current job was her fluency in both oral and written Mayan and 

Spanish.  

Marcia helps Tino with farming, collecting wood for the kitchen, and raising their 

pigs. However, ever since they got married, and against her in-laws’ wishes, she has 

always held a job outside her home. Her first job was as a promotora social (community 

developer), teaching adults how to read and write in Spanish. She currently leads groups 

of women who are recovering their embroidery traditions and works for the United 

Nations, helping prepare communities to respond to natural disasters. She is highly 

motivated and loves her job, even though she regrets not being able to spend much time 

with her children, who are cared for by her mother and younger sisters. The children 

spend most of the day with their maternal grandparents and two teenaged aunts, Claudia 

and Hilda. Marcia pays one of her sisters a modest amount for taking care of her baby 

boy and for washing her family’s clothes.  

Marcia’s agency is not limited to her work sphere. She searches for answers when 

needed and never allows a lack of resources to become an obstacle. For example, Axel 
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was a premature baby, but unfortunately they did not have the resources to keep him in 

the hospital and pay for an incubator. However, as instructed by the doctor, Marcia used 

the “kangaroo technique” to help Axel develop (interview, August 15, 2006). She bound 

Axel against her chest and kept him close to her body for weeks until he grew and gained 

weight. In another instance, Marcia’s mother broke her foot, and it took a couple of days 

to arrange transportation to the nearest hospital. During this time, Marcia read a first-aid 

book she had been given in the family clinic, cut a piece of wood, and devised a simple 

splint to immobilize the foot until they could reach the doctor (field notes, November 11, 

2007). 

Marcia and Tino are fluent bilinguals, but oral Spanish is the language they use at 

home, both between themselves and with their children. They switch comfortably 

between Spanish and Mayan when speaking with their parents and other community 

members. Both are biliterate but do not consider themselves proficient in reading and 

writing Mayan. Tino explained to me, “no somos mayeros pero nos defendemos” (we are 

not Mayeros but we manage to communicate; e-mail, November 23, 2006). He argued 

that although they have some skill in oral and written Mayan, they are not Mayeros 

because they insert some Spanish words in their Mayan communication, meaning they 

are not fully proficient. According to this “purist” language ideology, they have lost the 

language of their elders.  

Two different discourses surfaced not only in their conversations but in their 

everyday language preferences. On the one hand, they are proud of being bilingual. 

Mayan is a central part of their everyday life in Chak k’iin and of their indigenous 
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identity. They express pride in being Mayan and concern for promoting their language 

and recovering cultural traditions (such as la jarana) in the next generation.13 On the 

other hand, their discourse and practices promote use of only oral and written Spanish at 

home. They explained that the Mayan language is stigmatized by the larger society, and 

they want to protect their children from this discrimination (interview, August 15, 2006). 

At the same time, however, Mayan is still the dominant language of the community and 

Marcia wants her children to have enough Mayan that they are not teased by their peers. 

Two different and often contradictory discourses emerged at various times: what Messing 

(2003) describes as the pro-indígena discourse, which attempts to relocate indigenous 

identity as a marker of prestige, and the menosprecio (devaluation) of their indigenous 

and language identity. 

The Canches’ Literacy Practices 

How are literacy practices constructed in the Canche household? To answer this 

question I extracted the literacy events from the field notes and videos collected in the 

Canche household and then categorized them according to the domains described in 

Chapter 3. I found a wide variety of literacy events in the family. As I describe in detail 

in this section, they use written language for different purposes in their daily activities 

(Figure 5.1 shows the domains and number of occurrences observed for each).  

 

                                                 
13 La jarana is a dance that originated in precolonial times, and people in Yucatan consider it their 
traditional dance. Females wear formal dresses called ternos and decorate their heads with colorful flowers. 
Men wear cotton pants and shirt, a hat, and handmade sandals. In Chak k’iin people dance la jarana once a 
year during la vaquería, the annual community fiesta. 
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Figure 5.1. Functions of written language in the Canche household. 

Both the Canche children and adults value written language and associate 

schooling and formal literacy in Spanish with social mobility. The children are often 

encouraged to improve their literacy skills and seek a higher education. Marcia tells her 

children, “[La milpa] es una bonita tradición pero si no quieren estar como sus papás y 

sus abuelos tienen que aprender a leer y escribir porque la milpa es duro” (Farming is a 

nice tradition, but if you do not want to end up like your parents and grandparents, you 

have to learn how to read and write because working the fields is harsh; field notes, 

August 9, 2007).  

Work-related literacy practices have always been present in Marcia and Tino’s 

household, as the figure shows. As mentioned, Marcia has worked as a community 

developer, helping adults learn how to read and write in Spanish. They also incorporate 

written language in their farming activities and pig raising. Tino keeps detailed records of 

the kind and amount of food given to their pigs, in order to evaluate their productivity. In 

addition, when they are planning to butcher one of their pigs, Marcia goes from house to 
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house to take orders. She makes a list with the prospective customers’ names and the 

amounts of meat they wish to buy. When the pig is butchered, she and Tino go over the 

list and distribute the preordered meat, then sell the rest to other customers. They also 

make an additional list of fiados (borrowers), that is, customers who take meat on credit.  

Axel and his brothers spend considerable time with their maternal grandparents. 

After school they go to the grandparents’ house, where they have lunch, complete their 

homework, and stay until their parents come home from work. Axel’s grandparents own 

a mill and a small in-home store consisting of two stands with shelves and a table with 

products for sale. Marcia purchases many of these products in other towns for resale in 

Chak k’iin. This context provides Axel and his brothers with numerous opportunities to 

observe work-related literacy events, learn math skills, and explore environmental print 

(Figure 5.2). Axel often reads the print in his environment, which is almost exclusively in 

Spanish. He explores the labels and notices special promotions advertised on them. He 

also observes his grandma using Spanish writing when she makes lists of borrowers and 

gets receipts for merchandise she has ordered (e.g., a truck with Coca-Cola products 

sporadically supplies her convenience store). 
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Figure 5.2. Grandmother’s convenience store. 

Marcia and Tino have recently had to rapidly acquire a new repertoire of work-

related literacy practices. Literacy, in fact, is now central to both their jobs as they have 

moved from traditional farming to work for international organizations. Both parents 

write elaborate grants in Spanish to obtain funds for diverse projects and must use the 

computer skillfully in order to do so. They were trained in how to use basic computer 

programs on their jobs; however, through trial and error they have taught themselves to 

prepare documents in Spanish and navigate the Internet. They both have personal e-mail 

accounts that they use regularly to communicate with their supervisors in the central 

office in Merida. They have to write plans, and in order to be paid, they must fill out 

forms reporting the progress of their work (Figure 5.3).  
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Figure 5.3. Marcia’s report to the UN after Hurricane Dean. 

Marcia and Tino were hired for their current jobs because they are literate and 

bilingual, two essential skills for their work. As leaders of the cooperatives formed 

through these external organizations (e.g., a beekeepers’ cooperative), they help other 

members of the community navigate between the two languages. In addition to writing 

grant proposals, they receive written information that must be conveyed to the members 

of the different cooperatives. Many of these members are older, monolingual Mayan 

speakers, who cannot read and write conventionally; therefore, Tino and Marcia become 

language and literacy mediators, not only serving as language brokers but reconstructing 

the text in translation. As I observed, when they need to share a document, they read it to 

their audience in Spanish as written and then rephrase it in oral Mayan (field notes, 

November 12, 2006).  
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Their work has also influenced how they manage their money, resulting in new 

financial literacy events (see Figure 5.1). Marcia’s employer required her to open a bank 

account so that she could be paid through direct deposits. Every other week she travels 

two hours by bus to a bigger town to check her balance and withdraw her pay. Before, 

when they were living off their land and the weaving of hammocks, Tino and Marcia 

used to keep their money in a secure place at home and use cash as needed. Now, 

however, they are able to read bank statements and fill out the different forms required to 

make bank transactions, something almost no one else in the community can do. In 

addition, during my second fieldwork visit, Tino was sending Marcia remittances from 

Canada, which were also deposited and managed in their bank account. 

Literacy is instrumental in the Canche household, as Figure 5.1 shows. It helps the 

parents fulfill practical needs such as paying bills and filling out forms to receive 

government aid. Their Spanish literacy abilities are important resources not only for them 

but also for their community. They possess human capital that contributes to the 

community’s resources, which confers high status on them. Specifically, their literacy 

skills and technological knowledge allow them to become literacy mediators and obtain 

resources to benefit themselves and others. Other community members often ask Tino or 

Marcia to read documents and bills, fill out forms, or request resources from outside 

institutions (e.g., sewing machines so that women can embroider their hipiles, or money 

for the annual fiesta).  

Tino and Marcia are aware of the prestige and status they derive from being 

literate and bilingual. They often use this status strategically and make their literacy 
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knowledge visible to position themselves in a given context. For example, Marcia often 

goes to other communities to organize committees that plan evacuations in case of natural 

disasters (particularly hurricanes). Even though transportation is hard to arrange, she 

takes a computer, a screen, and a projector (owned by the international organization) to 

present her work plan. She accompanies her oral presentation (in Mayan) with a 

PowerPoint presentation (in Spanish). Her visual material is crowded with small print, 

which makes it almost impossible to read for even the most proficient reader. In addition, 

her audiences often live in remote areas and are monolingual Mayan speakers. In these 

assemblies the written text has no functionality for the audience, because it does not 

provide them with additional information that would allow them to construct meaning. 

Instead, the text has symbolic value. As Marcia clarifies, it is a tool that gives her 

credibility and respect (field notes, July 18, 2007). Marcia is a natural leader, but she 

lacks self-confidence and uses her literacy and technology skills to bolster it.  

In addition to being crucial for work, literacy plays a major role in the family’s 

entertainment, this being its most frequent function (28 occurrences; refer to Figure 5.1). 

Reading and writing was sometimes incidental to the recreational activity (labeled 

Entertainment/incidental in Figure 5.1); for example reading the score of a soccer match. 

In addition, during my first visit in 2006, playing lotería was an important family 

interaction where children had experience with print.14 As described in Chapter 4, social 

spaces in Chak k’iin are clearly segregated by age and gender, and there is little 

interaction between adults and children. An exception is playing lotería, when children’s 

                                                 
14 Lotería is a Mexican game similar to bingo, played with a deck of cards containing the names and images 
of popular Mexican objects.  
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and adults’ social spaces intersect as family members pool their change to bet on the 

game (Figure 5.4). This game is played with a deck of cards, each card containing the 

picture and written label (in Spanish) of a common object, and game boards with pictures 

of selected objects in different arrangements. One player turns over the cards one at a 

time and calls out the pictured item while the rest look for it on their game boards. The 

object is to cover all the pictures in one row. Unfortunately, by 2007, this game had been 

largely supplanted by electronic gaming. Now, children and adults gather around the slot 

machines, spending their coins in hopes of hitting the jackpot. 

Written language is also used to plan leisure time, another example of the 

incidental entertainment function. For example, the family carefully planned Axel’s 

birthday party for months in advance. During every trip to a larger town, Marcia bought 

something for celebrating her son’s birthday, including invitations, which the family 

carefully filled out and distributed among relatives and friends. As I will discuss later, 

these invitations were mnemonic artifacts to plan leisure time and tools to strengthen 

relationships with loved ones, since only the people closest to the family were invited. 

 

Figure 5.4. Family playing lotería. 
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On other occasions, literacy was the source of entertainment (labeled as 

Entertainment/source in Figure 5.1). School textbooks are important sources of stories 

and entertainment. Both children and adults often browse and read stories from their 

current and former textbooks. The values and uses of books and reading materials are 

also locally established. For example, some children color or cut pictures out of their old 

textbooks. 

Chak k’iin residents believe that when it is raining no one should work or use any 

electronic devices. It is at these times that literacy often becomes a source of 

entertainment. The family gathers, lying down in their hammocks or sitting around the 

kitchen table, browsing through old books, the newspaper, or the Bible. Reading is 

preferred over writing for entertainment purposes, but I did observe some writing 

activities, such as copying a song list from a CD or experimenting with different kinds of 

handwriting. Interestingly, many times the source of entertainment does not involve 

constructing meaning from the text, but instead the simple act of flipping through a book 

or exploring print. For example, one day Grandma was lying down looking at a book in 

Spanish (video, November 12, 2007). When asked what the book was about, she 

responded that it was a dictionary; in reality, it was a compilation of poems.15 In this 

example, the entertainment for Grandma was reading each word individually, not 

constructing meaning from the text. 

The value of reading and writing is evident in both the Canche and Marcia’s 

parents’ households. Just as Tino and Marcia used their literacy skills strategically to gain 

                                                 
15 This was the only book I saw in Marcia’s parents’ house. The book is old and has lost its cover but is 
carefully stored on a shelf that only the adults can access.  
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status in their community, I observed that the children frequently pretended to be reading. 

Particularly for the less conventional readers and writers, doing so was not only a source 

of entertainment but a way to gain recognition through literacy. Marcia’s youngest sister, 

Claudia, and eldest son, Raúl, who are mocked for their poor literacy skills, are often 

found with books in their hands, underlining words or just scanning pages. Even though a 

middle school education is supposedly mandatory, Claudia was denied entrance because 

of her low literacy skills; however, I often found her browsing Grandma’s book of poems 

while waiting for Axel and Raúl to come home from school. She has underlined the 

words on several pages, a strategy she learned in school when learning to read and write 

by the syllabic method. Therefore, for Raúl and Claudia, it is important to exhibit 

behaviors they associate with accomplished readers in an attempt to be recognized as 

members of the literate world. 

Not surprisingly, I frequently observed school-related literacy events as well (16 

occurrences; see Figure 5.1). Adults often initiated such events in helping the children to 

complete their school assignments. On most occasions this homework involved 

practicing isolated Spanish writing skills that did not lead to the construction of 

meaning.16 Most teachers reinforced the practice of isolated skills and the trappings of 

literacy (e.g., reading aloud loudly and clearly, and writing with nice handwriting) over 

functional reading and writing. Sometimes however adults and children engaged in joint 

efforts to construct meaning. For example, one day Axel had to do a science experiment, 

blowing up a balloon inside a soda bottle and reporting his observations (video, October 

                                                 
16 I detail my observations regarding school-related literacy events in the final section of the chapter.  
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3, 2007). Marcia, Axel, and Claudia actively participated in the event together, taking 

turns reading the instructions, blowing up the balloon, and commenting on their 

experiences. From the kitchen both grandparents were listening carefully to the 

conversation and also giving advice. Everyone discussed their observations, and when 

they reached consensus, Axel wrote the results. 

In the Canches’ world, written language is also used for interpersonal 

communication (see Figure 5.1). It serves as a medium to strengthen and maintain social 

relationships. For example, Hilda, Axel’s aunt, received letters (in Spanish) from her 

boyfriend who was working in a distant town, and she treasured these and read them over 

and over again. I also observed the younger children watching their parents writing letters 

and doing the same themselves, both spontaneously and when prompted by their parents. 

For example, the children are required to write thank-you letters to their padrinos 

(godparents or benefactors) from an American Christian organization that provides 

school supplies and small presents on special holidays. This letters are written in Spanish 

and later translated by the organization into English. In the same way, children receive 

letters in English from their godparents with an attached translation in Spanish. The 

children are actually passive observers in writing the letters to their benefactors, as Tino 

and Marcia not only write the message but also draw a picture and simply ask the child to 

color it. On other occasions, however, I observed Axel spontaneously using written 

language for interpersonal communication (field notes, August 11 and September 21, 

2007). As I will describe in Chapter 6, Axel likes to write letters and poems to his loved 

ones as gifts on special occasions such as birthdays.  
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My observations of the use of literacy for interpersonal communication also 

provided evidence of the value that the Canche family assigns to written language. As I 

mentioned, for special celebrations, the family distributes invitations to their guests. 

When Tino’s sister was married, wedding invitations were ordered from an out-of-town 

printer, and before Axel’s birthday, the family sat together and carefully filled out the 

invitations. On both occasions the text was written in Spanish. An invitation was then 

personally handed to each guest, and at this time the details of the event explained. Many 

guests did not read and write conventionally or were monolingual Mayan speakers (e.g., 

Axel’s paternal grandparents); thus, these invitations did not serve the typical function of 

conveying information about an upcoming event; nevertheless, giving out invitations is 

an important medium for strengthening social relationships. In these interactions the 

invitation was also a mediating tool with symbolic and mnemonic value (as a reminder).  

I also observed news-related literacy events in the Canche household. The 

Canches buy the newspaper a couple of times a week, and it serves a variety of functions 

in their home. Tino, Marcia, and sometimes even the children participate in a locally 

organized lottery. One man in the community goes from house to house with a pad 

containing a list of numbers, and each participant selects a number combination for which 

they pay a modest amount (less than a dollar). The winner is the person who matches the 

last three numbers of the winning numbers from the National Lottery. Tino, hoping to 

win the local lottery, diligently buys the newspaper.17 After he checks the winning 

                                                 
17 Considerable amounts of cash circulate through this locally organized lottery. Tino and Marcia won the 
jackpot between my first and second visits. They used the money to pay off some debts and install a door 
on their bathroom.  
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numbers in the National Lottery, the paper is left around the house and all family 

members then have an opportunity to browse it. Marcia and Tino also stay informed 

about current local, national, and international news. Marcia, for example, expressed her 

concern about the war in Iraq and, even though ignorant of the location of the country, 

she knew the gist of what was happening there. They especially enjoy reading about 

popular entertainment personalities and news in the tabloid section, which is filled with 

accounts of gruesome murders, accidents, etc. After Tino and Marcia have read the 

newspaper, it then serves as a bathmat. Marcia spreads sheets of newspaper on the floor 

to keep it clean. Newspapers are always within the children’s reach, and on several 

occasions I found Axel reading an article or advertisement (Figure 5.5). The information 

he reads he later brings up in his conversations. For example, one day on waking he told 

us, “Ivonne deja huella” (Ivonne leaves a legacy). Intrigued, we asked him to explain. 

Axel then told us he had read in the newspaper that the governor had promised shoes to 

every child in the state (field notes, November 12, 2007). After reading this news, Axel 

became interested in the young female governor, and for several days he asked when his 

shoes were going to arrive.  
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Figure 5.5. Axel scanning the newspaper. 

Literacy is a medium for learning in contexts other than reading the newspaper 

(20 observations, categorized as Educational). On some occasions parents or other more 

literate people assist children in learning to read and write (labeled as educational/literacy 

in Figure 5.1) and on other occasions reading is the medium to gain knowledge or 

confirm religious beliefs (labeled as Educational/religion in Figure 5.1). 

Marcia volunteers in the church as a catechist and in this role she engages in 

numerous literacy events categorized as Educational/religion. For example, with the 

priest and the other catechists she plans what should be taught that week. Marcia then 

reads the Bible (written in Spanish) to gain information about the topic and prepares her 

lesson plans and materials to impart the information to young children through bilingual 

songs and stories. She enjoys her role as catechist, and whenever she has the opportunity 

to go to Merida she searches for and purchases materials for her lessons. Marcia has 

purchased a couple of CDs of bilingual religious children’s songs. She enjoys singing, 

and through this medium she attempts to incorporate Mayan, making the lessons more 

meaningful to children who are Mayan-dominant and teaching Mayan as a second 
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language to those children who, like her own, are Spanish-dominant. Marcia’s 

incorporation of the community’s heritage language into the church is an isolated 

attempt, however, because Spanish is the language used during masses and catechism. 

The church is also a context in which the Canche children engage in Educational 

literacy events (categorized as Educational/religion). During catechism children are 

required to copy sentences or phrases from the Bible and then illustrate them. Sometimes 

a passage is read to the children, and then they respond in writing to comprehension 

questions about it. All these events use written Spanish but sometimes the text is 

accompanied with clarification in oral Mayan. In addition, to be able to participate in 

First Communion, children have to pass a written exam. As the priest explains, many 

children are not able to pass this exam because they cannot express their ideas and 

understandings in writing, particularly not in Spanish. In spite of this awareness, 

however, he does not use other forms of assessment. Instead, during children’s masses, 

he encourages the children to work hard in school and, as shown in the following 

example, he even explicitly teaches some features of written language.  

The priest reads from the missal and asks children to follow him with their eyes 

and fingers. After reading he asks, “en el Evangelio ¿qué le preguntan a Jesús?” 

(What do they ask Jesus in the Gospel?) Axel looks in his missal and reads in a 

low voice. Some children respond but they do not give the right answer. Then the 

priest explains the function of the question marks. He asks the children to look for 

the question marks in their missals. Some children show him the ones they find, 
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then he asks them to read along with him to find the answer. The children read, 

tracking the words with their fingers (field notes, August 26, 2007). 

Religion is an important part of the Canches’ everyday lives. Marcia helps Raúl 

complete his religious homework, she usually being the one who searches in the Bible for 

the answer and then explains the content to him. Every night, she also turns off the 

television and lights and prays with the children. She leads the prayer while Raúl and 

Axel repeat after her. In addition, sometimes Marcia and Axel can be found swinging in a 

hammock singing along with a CD of Catholic hymns. Interestingly, Marcia’s attempts to 

sing in Mayan sometimes backfire because Axel feels alienated. On a couple of occasions 

Axel expressed frustration that he could not understand and asked his mother to stop 

singing in Mayan: “odio las canciones en maya porque no entiendo su significado” (I 

hate Mayan songs because I do not understand what they mean; video, October 11, 

2007).  

In Chak k’iin Mayan remains the dominant spoken but not written language, 

because so few materials are written in Mayan. For this reason, I felt it was important to 

examine traditional oral literacy activities in which information is transmitted through 

oral text. I categorized this events as Community Assemblies (see Figure 5.1), domain 

that emerged from my data. I twice observed members of the Canche family participating 

in such events during my stay. In these Community Assemblies plays are used to educate 

the community about different topics. For example, one of Marcia’s sisters participated in 

a play about domestic violence (field notes, September 19, 2007). Marcia helped organize 

another performance to inform people about different ways to prepare for a hurricane and 
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evacuate in case of disaster (field notes, July 19, 2006). Most of the actors and organizers 

of these community assemblies are young adults who volunteer as actors or set designers. 

There is typically a leader, but the script is co-constructed by the participants. Through an 

exchange of ideas, participants discuss their roles and prepare their dialogues. In these 

discussions I observed young adults code-switching between the two languages. 

However, they used only Mayan during the play itself.  

The Canches’ Language Use during Literacy Events 

 How do Axel and his family use oral and written Mayan and Spanish during 

literacy events? Even though I observed some of the family members (e.g., the 

grandparents, Tino, Marcia, and Hilda) using Mayan outside the domestic sphere, 

Spanish was the language used during most of the literacy events I analyzed. As 

summarized in Figure 5.6, in 88% of the literacy events the texts used were written in 

Spanish, and the accompanying oral exchanges were in Spanish as well. On only one 

occasion did I observe the family reading a bilingual text (the lyrics of religious songs) or 

using some words or short phrases in oral Mayan (Code switching–Bilingual text in 

Figure 5.6). I did not observe any use of a Mayan Bible or any other Mayan texts except 

for school textbooks. I found that when the text was written in Mayan the family code-

switched during the event (Code switching–Mayan text in Figure 5.6). For example, in 

one instance Axel had to copy a Mayan text as a school assignment (field notes, October 

18, 2007). The goal of this activity was for children to pay attention to the different 

features of Mayan orthography (e.g., accent marks and double consonants). When asked, 

 



 
 

104

Axel explained he was just copying the letters, but did not understand what he was 

writing. 

 

Figure 5.6. The Canches’ language use during literacy events. 

Summary 

 My analysis of the literacy events in the Canche household shows that written 

language is highly valued and is perceived as human capital that leads to social mobility. 

They use written language for a variety of purposes in their daily life, most frequently for 

entertainment, educational, and school-related domains. The family typically uses oral 

Spanish to communicate amongst themselves; thus, most of the literacy events involve 

Spanish text with accompanying interaction in oral Spanish. When the text is in Mayan 

they code-switch, using Spanish as a tool to make sense of the text.  

The Yah Cab Family 

Yadira Yah Cab is serious girl who was 7 years old at the time I met her. 

Although shy in public, she could be very outgoing at home with people she knows well. 

She lives with her sister, Gina (three years younger), and both parents in a one-bedroom 

house with a concrete roof and floor. On the patio they have an exterior kitchen, a ramada 
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with no walls and a huano roof where the girls spend much of their time playing, and a 

small shed made of sticks where they keep grain and the girls store their toys and old 

books and notebooks from school. The family does not have an inside bathroom or toilet, 

only a small covered space attached to the bedroom where they bathe using buckets of 

water. The main room has a dresser where they all keep their clothes and a table with a 

television and a sound system. Although the girls store some of their old notebooks and 

textbooks, there are no other literacy artifacts in obvious sight.  

 Félix, Yadira’s father, is a farmer. He grew up in Chak k’iin in a monolingual 

Mayan-speaking family. Neither of his parents received a formal education. He learned 

Spanish in school through interactions with his peers and teachers. At the time he 

finished elementary school there was no middle school in town, and his family did not 

have the resources to send him away for further education; thus, Félix left school after the 

sixth grade. He feels insecure about his literacy skills in Spanish and states that he cannot 

read or write Mayan. Félix belongs to a cooperative originally organized by the priest. He 

co-owns with 11 partners a piece of land where they grow mainly corn, chiles, beans, 

squash, and cucumbers. Through a Christian organization, Misioneros, they sell some of 

their produce in Merida, but most of it is for their families’ consumption.  

Victoria, Yadira’s mother, contributes to the household income by weaving 

hammocks and selling cooked corn and hibiscus syrup. She is a quiet but strong woman 

who spends most of the day in her house doing her chores. I often found her washing 

clothes or squatting next to the fire pit forming perfectly round tortillas. Her daughters 
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enjoy her company and like to play close to her. She does not take part in their play but 

on occasion laughs with them or scolds them for playing with the dirty animals.  

Victoria was orphaned at an early age and had to learn to take care of her siblings. 

Her parents did not attend school. Victoria’s mother did not know the alphabet letters or 

even how to sign her name. Her father started school but was afraid of the teachers 

because he observed them physically punishing children. He acquired only basic literacy 

skills in Spanish, but aware of the value of being able to read and write, he wanted 

Victoria to attend school and become literate (interview, October 16, 2007). Victoria 

finished middle school and thereafter (at age 14) migrated to Merida to work as a nanny 

and housekeeper. Victoria said during an interview that even though her formal education 

was in Spanish, she did not understand the language until she started working outside the 

community. At age 23 she moved back to Chak k’iin to marry Félix.  

Victoria and Félix are bilingual in Mayan and Spanish and communicate together 

mainly in Spanish; both have some degree of Spanish literacy. Victoria states she can 

read Mayan texts but cannot write in Mayan.18 Interestingly, during my 2006 

observations, both parents communicated with their girls in Spanish, even though the 

girls spoke to each other and replied to their parents in Mayan. Victoria explained they 

were doing this “porque la maestra no entiende maya” (because the teacher does not 

speak Mayan; interview, July 14, 2006). Recognizing that the dominant language in 

school was Spanish, Victoria wanted to make sure her daughters had the necessary 

                                                 
18 This is a common response among residents in Chak k’iin. Even though the Mayan texts are mainly 
written in a different dialect than that used in the community, people can decode and construct meaning 
from them. However, they think that writing in Mayan is complex and far beyond their ability because they 
do not know the writing conventions.  
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language skills to succeed academically. When I returned in 2007, however, I noticed the 

parents using both Mayan and Spanish to communicate with their children. When I asked 

about this change (interview, October 4, 2007), Victoria simply replied “no puedo” 

(meaning that she gave up). Now that both girls were attending school, they understood 

more Spanish than she did. At home the girls still preferred to use Mayan; so even though 

she still used more Spanish than Mayan, Victoria also often used her daughters’ language 

of choice. In contrast to Marcia, who wanted her children to learn Mayan at school 

through interactions with their peers, Victoria wanted the girls to strengthen their Spanish 

skills at school. 

 Yadira, even though young, has numerous responsibilities at home. She takes care 

of her sister while her mother runs errands, plus she warms the water for their baths, 

washes the dishes, and husks the corn. Nonetheless, she still spends most of her time 

watching cartoons or playing with her sister and cousins. Together they pretend to be 

wrestlers, teachers, or shopkeepers, and also like to chase each other or their animals. 

Yadira is often the leader, and her younger sister and cousins follow her instructions 

diligently. 

Yadira does not like attending school and, as I observed, her behavior is very 

different there. At home Yadira is outspoken and even bossy with her sister and cousins. 

At school, however, she is shy and very quiet. She often cries when corrected or asked to 

speak in front of the class. During recess, she usually plays by herself or remains at her 

desk completing her work.  
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Both parents are actively involved in the girls’ education. Victoria visits the 

school regularly. She sells vegetables and prepares food for different teachers. During 

these visits, she stops by Yadira’s classroom to inquire about her progress. When Yadira 

comes home without any homework, the following morning Victoria often goes to school 

to speak with the teacher. She uses the amount of homework given as a means of holding 

the teacher accountable for educating her daughter. Once, when the teacher not only did 

not assign homework but also dismissed the children early, Victoria threatened to report 

him to the authorities in Merida if he did not teach her daughter (field notes, November 

13, 2007). 

Victoria and Félix consider themselves Catholics and participate in religious 

traditions, such as rezar novenas (praying the novenas). However, the family does not 

own a Bible or attend mass in the local church, and Yadira does not attend catechism 

class, as many other children her age do. In one of my conversations with Victoria, it 

became clear to me that she does not attend church not only because Spanish is used in 

mass, but also because she feels a disconnect between the religious teachings and her 

own values and beliefs (audio tape, July 14, 2006).  

Victoria: Se que soy católica pero no voy a la iglesia, a veces le digo a mi 

suegra ¿para qué me sirve ir a la iglesia cada sábado, cada 

domingo si no entiendo lo que dice el padre? (I know I am 

Catholic but I do not go to church; sometimes I tell my mother-in-

law, why should I go to church every Saturday, every Sunday, if I 

do not understand what the priest says?) 
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Patricia: ¿Por qué no le entiendes? (Why do you not understand?) 

Victoria: Por que a veces dice que cosas que no entiendo, a veces cuando 

van los niños [a la iglesia] no les dan comida hasta que no recen, 

pero son niños, no entienden. (Because sometimes [the priest] says 

things I do not understand; sometimes when the children go [to 

church], he does not give them food until they pray, but they are 

children, they do not understand.)  

The Yah Cabs’ Literacy Practices 

In the Yah Cab household, written language was used mainly for entertainment (9 

occurrences) and in school-related activities (8 occurrences; refer to Figure 5.7 for 

summary of the domains and number of occurrences observed). When looking at the 

participant structure of these events, I found that in contrast to the Canches, many of 

whose literacy events centered around the parents’ activities (especially their work), most 

of the Yah Cabs’ literacy events were either initiated or centered around the girls’ 

activities. I observed only two instances where the literacy event centered on the adults’ 

needs and the girls were merely observers. In one Victoria was ordering products from a 

catalogue (categorized as Instrumental Reading in Figure 5.7). In the other, Félix was 

making labels and packing chiles to sell in Merida (categorized as Work Related in 

Figure 5.7).  
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Figure 5.7. The functions of written language in the Yah Cab household. 

The newspaper is sometimes present in the Yah Cab household. However, Félix 

explained that he only buys a newspaper when he needs to wrap vegetables. Before using 

the paper for this purpose, he browses the headlines and reads the sports section. Victoria, 

in contrast, does not like to read the paper because the sensationalist news stories make 

her uneasy (interview, October 4, 2007). The only newspaper available in town is a 

tabloid featuring graphic photos and accounts of accidents and crimes. 

Yadira and Gina are very active girls who like physical games such as chasing 

their animals and each other. They also enjoy watching the cartoons on television and 

listening to a radio station that transmits music and news in both Mayan and Spanish. 

However, they often participate in literacy events at home, and written language is an 

important source of entertainment. Yadira and Gina do not own many toys, only a plastic 
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tea set and a couple of dolls. Nonetheless, they use the materials available in their 

environment for pretend play, incorporating written language for different functions (this 

events were categorized as Entertainment/source; see Figure 5.7). For example, the 

children send letters (in Spanish) to each other, or Yadira pretends to be a teacher and 

uses old notebooks to create attendance lists and assign homework to her sister and 

cousins (Figure 5.8). They also collect rocks or strips of paper cut from an old textbook to 

use as money when playing store. Old Spanish textbooks are also sources of stories and 

material to create new texts or other artifacts.  

 

Figure 5.8. The Yah Cab children playing school. 

Yadira assumes many roles while playing; however, she told me she does not yet 

know what she wants to be when she grows up. In a conversation, Victoria explained that 

after middle school girls are expected to leave Chak k’iin and work as housekeepers, just 

as she did (field notes, August 29, 2007). I asked if she and Félix would allow their 

daughters to attend high school so that they could obtain more highly skilled jobs than 

housekeeping. She immediately answered, “Aquí no, casi no dejan a las mujeres trabajar 

en oficinas” (here no, they barely allow women to work in offices). Yet, on another 
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occasion, when I directly asked Félix and Victoria what they wished for Yadira, Félix 

diffidently shrugged his shoulders and laughed softly (interview, October 16, 2007). 

Victoria then answered that they want Yadira to further her education and will support 

her if she wants to continue studying. 

Various factors will determine Yadira’s future educational opportunities, 

including her current school experiences, the family’s economic status, and local gender 

expectations. Even though Yadira’s educational future is uncertain, there is evidence that 

education in general and written language in particular are highly valued in the Yah Cab 

household. Every day, Félix and Victoria ask their daughters if they have homework and 

help them complete it (Figure 5.9). In these interactions the parents take the lead as 

teachers. In almost all the school-related literacy events I observed, Yadira assumed a 

passive role. Her parents would read the directions and give her the answers to the 

problems. Yadira then recorded the responses as her parents directed.  

 

Figure 5.9. Victoria supervising Yadira in completing her homework. 

I also observed Victoria engaging in literacy events not directly related to school 

but designed to reinforce literacy or mathematical skills (categorized as Educational/ 
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literacy; see Figure 5.7). Victoria uses old notebooks and assigns the girls exercises to 

practice their handwriting or computation (e.g., writing their names repeatedly or doing 

addition problems). As described, she keeps a close eye on her daughters’ literacy 

learning and achievement in school.  

The Yah Cabs’ Language Use during Literacy Events 

Yadira and her family frequently use both Spanish and Mayan during literacy 

events (see Figure 5.10 for a summary of language use during literacy events and 

percentages of occurrence). Most of the print present in the home is written in Spanish. A 

little more than a third of the time (35%), they use oral Spanish to talk about reading or 

writing Spanish text. However, family members also often code-switch (46% of 

occurrences) in oral interactions around Spanish text. In the following example, Yadira is 

reading a Spanish book with her mother (video, October 16, 2007):  

Lela’ letie’e maamao, maama eela’ [le je’ela’ leti’e na’tzila’, na’tzil le je’ela’] 

(this is the mom, is this the mom?) ¿La mamá es esta? (is this the mom?) 

#she points to the illustration of the book and asks her mom in a loud voice# 

Máam bán u k’áat u ya’alela’ # she keeps reading the text# A mi papá le huelen 

los pies. Por la calavera, mi tío perdió el color… ¿leti’ tío le je’ela’? [¿le tío 

leti’e je’el wáa?] (My father has stinky feet… because of the skeleton my uncle 

turned pale… is this the uncle?) 

 As this excerpt shows, Yadira uses both languages as resources to construct 

meaning from print. She reads in Spanish, but then asks questions about or comments on 

the text in Mayan. Sometimes, she reads a phrase in Spanish then immediately translates 
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it into Mayan, perhaps as a cognitive strategy to monitor her comprehension. I also 

observed that in their play, the children read and write in Spanish, but almost all of their 

oral interaction is in Mayan only. It is evident that Yadira uses her first language as a tool 

to mediate her literacy learning and as an important linguistic resource to construct 

meaning from text.  

 

Figure 5.10. The Yah Cabs’ language use during literacy events. 

Summary 

 In summary, I learned that the Yah Cab family used literacy at home most 

frequently to complete school assignments, but it was also an important source of 

entertainment. The Yah Cab girls initiated and were active participants in most of the 

literacy events I analyzed. Finally, the only available written texts were in Spanish; 

however, the family often uses Mayan oral language to construct meaning from these 

texts.   
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Literacy Practices in the School  

The school context has its own ecology, and to understand its complexities one 

must explore the different layers that compose it. Doing so is beyond the scope of my 

study, so I do not attempt to give a complete description of the school’s practices and 

ideologies. Nevertheless, in order to understand Axel’s and Yadira’s literacy 

development and ideas about written language, I needed to understand how literacy 

practices were constructed in their classrooms. It was also important to identify the points 

where school and home literacy practices intersected. For this reason, during my second 

fieldwork period, I conducted daily observations at the school, alternating between 

Axel’s and Yadira’s classrooms. I also engaged in numerous formal and informal 

conversations with the teachers to understand the beliefs and attitudes behind their 

teaching practices.  

In the fall of 2007, Axel and Yadira were beginning the third grade. Axel attended 

Mrs. Flora’s classroom, which had 31 children. Mrs. Flora had more than 30 years of 

experience teaching. Although raised by a family of farmers, she and her three siblings all 

became teachers. (Her brother was the principal of the morning shift.) On finishing 

middle school, she enrolled in a three-year teacher-training program.19 She enjoyed 

teaching and cared for her students’ well-being. Even though she sometimes felt 

overwhelmed by the number of children and lack of resources, she continued to accept 

children in her class, especially those labeled as struggling learners. She realized that 

                                                 
19 Both teachers participated in the same program through the Normal (public teacher training school) after 
completing middle school. This intensive teaching preparation program lasted three years, during which 
they attended classes in Merida on weekends, summers, and holidays. 
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doing so did not create an optimal learning environment, but she saw systemic problems 

in the school, and said that if she did not take these children, they would not receive any 

accommodation or instruction whatsoever. Axel was happy in her class. Children sat in 

groups and Mrs. Flora allowed them to move around and converse while working (Figure 

5.11). Mrs. Flora did not finish the school year. Near the time of my departure, she was 

notified that she needed to retire to open her position to a newly graduated incoming 

teacher.  

 

Figure 5.11. Children working in Mrs. Flora’s classroom. 

Yadira attended Mr. Galindo’s class, which had 18 students. He had been 

teaching for 28 years and was also close to retirement. On finishing middle school, he 

enrolled in the same teacher preparation program as Mrs. Flora. Teaching was his main 

job, but he supplemented his salary by raising and selling animals. He talked with pride 

and passion about his animals. The tables in Mr. Galindo’s classroom were arranged in 

horizontal rows (Figure 5.12), with two children sharing one table; however, he did not 

encourage conversation preferring that students work individually and at their desks.  
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Figure 5.12. Mr. Galindo’s classroom. 

I observed significant differences between Mrs. Flora’s and Mr. Galindo’s 

classrooms, especially in their ideologies towards their students’ culture and language 

and the children’s attitudes towards learning. Both teachers were well intentioned, but 

their practices influenced the children’s learning and identities in different ways. Mrs. 

Flora’s interactions with children and class arrangement promoted participation and 

cooperative learning. She explained that she encouraged cooperative learning because 

children learn from each other, “pues se ayudan a veces me decían ‘me están copiando’ 

pero ese niño al copiar está haciedo un esfuerzo para que logre integrarse” (they help 

each other, sometimes they complain ‘they are copying me,’ [i.e., one student will 

complain that another is copying his work] but the child who is copying is making an 

effort to succeed along with the others; interview, November 11, 2007). Most children in 

Mrs. Flora’s class, especially those who were Spanish-dominant, were outspoken and 

eager to participate. In contrast, Mr. Galindo’s students were shy and needed to be 

prompted to participate. His ideologies towards the students’ cultural and linguistic 

background also interfered with children’s learning. On occasion Mr. Galindo’s 
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perspectives about the community were evident not only to me as an adult, but also to the 

children. On several occasions, implicitly or explicitly, he described the children and 

their families as ignorant (e.g., see the excerpt at the beginning of Chapter 1). 

Nonetheless, Mrs. Flora’s and Mr. Galindo’s literacy practices and language use 

were noticeably similar. As mentioned before, the school’s official schedule was from 

7:00 a.m. to 11:30 a.m. (with a half-hour recess), but on average teachers started the 

school day around 7:50 a.m. The school day was also often interrupted by different 

visitors, and teachers constantly left their students doing busywork while they had 

meetings or were involved in other bureaucratic procedures. In the short school day most 

of the time was spent on literacy instruction. I observed some math instruction and a very 

few science lessons, but no other subjects were covered. Teaching students how to read 

and write was the priority. Mrs. Flora explained, “una vez que aprendan a leer y a 

escribir ya pueden estudiar, ya pueden dedicarse a otras asignaturas, no meramente en 

Español… tienen que aprender a leer, pero si no saben leer no, no pueden desenvolverse 

en esas otras asignaturas” (once they know how to read and write then they can learn, 

they can focus on other subjects not solely on language arts . . . they have to learn how to 

read, otherwise they cannot learn other subjects; interview, November 11, 2007). In 

addition, both teachers blocked out time in their weekly schedule for Mayan instruction; 

however, during this time I observed children merely copying in their notebooks stories 

from their Mayan textbook. I did not observe Mayan literacy instruction. 

Mrs. Flora and Mr. Galindo both grew up in Spanish-speaking families but 

learned Mayan through interactions with extended family and peers. When interviewed, 
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both said Mayan should be used as a tool for teaching and learning, and should be 

introduced beginning in the early grades. They even recognized that many children 

struggled academically because of the language barrier they encountered in school. Yet 

despite this stated language ideology, in practice both used Spanish as the language of 

instruction and used Mayan only for directives or clarification. Interestingly, during a 

conversation Mr. Galindo expressed that Spanish was the language of power and Mayan 

a tool of domination: “enseñarles maya es una manera del gobierno para manipular a la 

gente, para mantenerlo restringido, tienen que saber español para no dejarse llevar” 

(teaching them Mayan is a tool the government uses to manipulate the people, to keep 

them oppressed; they need to know Spanish to be able to defend themselves; field notes, 

October 2, 2007). He consciously taught in Spanish because he believed this was the way 

to promote equity in Mexican society. He believed he was helping his students develop 

the language skills necessary to be able to oppose the system.  

Even though Mrs. Flora said she encouraged children to write in either language, 

biliteracy development was not fostered or expected in the school context. Children were 

becoming literate in Spanish through formal instruction as well as through observing 

other literate people engaging in literacy events. Informally, children observed their 

teachers constantly filling out forms (e.g., teachers needed to fill out attendance reports 

on each child in order for the child to receive the Oportunidades subsidy), making 

classroom posters, and ordering products through catalogues (e.g., cosmetics from Avon). 

The teachers also read documents they received from school administrators or the 

Education Department in Merida. On a few occasions, I observed Mr. Galindo reading 
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the newspaper while waiting for his students to arrive. Reading and writing were also part 

of school routines such as taking attendance or reading short historical passages during 

honores a la bandera (pledge of allegiance).  

Both teachers expressed the purpose of becoming literate as being to learn about 

the world (para que vayan descubriendo su mundo; interview with Mr. Galindo, 

November 14, 2007). They defined reading as the construction of meaning from text, and 

writing as the ability to express ideas through written language. They both spoke of the 

importance of teaching comprehension, but in fact their teaching practices focused more 

on mechanics and form than on content and construction of meaning. In practice, reading 

was about decoding and writing about tracing clear letters. I observed only a limited set 

of literacy instruction strategies. For reading these strategies included:  

• reading syllables (e.g., ma, me, mi, mo, mu) 

• reading aloud and copying sentences (some of them nonsensical) in order 

to practice letter identification (Figure 5.13) 

• choral reading, children reading aloud simultaneously (the teacher usually 

led) 

• round-robin reading, with each child reading a passage of the text 
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Figure 5.13. Materials used for reading instruction. 

Mrs. Flora also read aloud to her students, albeit infrequently. While reading, she 

frequently paused to rephrase the text in Spanish or translate it into Mayan. She explained 

that she needed to translate the text to include the Mayan-speaking children. More 

importantly, she needed to rephrase the text in Spanish—even for those children whose 

first language was Spanish—because the students’ cultural experiences differed from 

those portrayed in the text. In her example she highlighted how linguistic cues were 

culturally embedded. 

… a veces ya lo leyeron [el texto] entonces les leemos otra vez y les 

explicamos en maya para ver si ya entendieron, si captan que es lo que quiere 

decir, porque a veces [no entienden] palabras sencillas. Por ejemplo la palabra 

‘patio,’ cuando uno les dice ‘patio’ ellos no entienden el terreno sino que 

entienden que están yendo al escusado o están yendo al baño. Allá me doy cuenta 

que a veces que con una palabra sencilla no entienden. … Ellos lo entienden por 

otra cosa. Cuando van al baño dice su mamá “d’zok u bi’n patio” ya se fue al 

patio, pero el no, no en su terreno, sino ya que fue a hacer del baño, a veces por 

 



 
 

122

eso no entienden lo que leen. (There are times when they have read [the text], but 

we have to read it again and explain it in Mayan to check for comprehension, to 

see if they understand what it says, because sometimes [they do not understand] 

even simple words. For example, the word “patio,” when it says “patio” they do 

not understand that it refers to a yard; they think it refers to the act of going to the 

bathroom, to the toilet. It is then I realize that even a simple word can prevent 

them from understanding… They understand a different thing. When they go to 

the bathroom, their mother says “d’zok u bi’n patio” [he/she went to the patio], 

but no, it does not just mean the yard, it means they went out to take care of their 

needs. That is why sometimes they do not understand what they read). (Interview, 

November 11, 2007)  

When asked, both teachers said they used the Método Global for literacy 

instruction. When asked to describe this method more precisely, they explained that 

children are expected to learn vowels, then consonants, then syllables, and then 

sentences. By global (holistic) they mean using words familiar to the children, rather than 

what might be referred to in English as whole language instruction. In their view, then, 

literacy development is the sequential acquisition of discrete skills. Given this view and 

the fact that most of the children were still emergent literates, I was not surprised that the 

teachers did not use teaching strategies or dialogues that fostered comprehension and 

critical thinking. Comprehension was assessed through closed questions to which 

children were to respond orally or in writing (e.g., What is the name of the character?).  
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To improve their handwriting children were also assigned numerous planas 

(writing the same sentence multiple times, see Figure 5.14) and entire texts to copy from 

their textbooks. They also copied texts from their Mayan textbook. Mrs. Flora stated she 

used this strategy to help students pay attention to the unique conventions of Mayan 

writing, a prerequisite to learning how to read and write. In the school context, I did not 

observe children using writing as a communicative tool. Interestingly, as I observed in 

Axel’s household, some children would copy paragraphs from their textbooks as a form 

of entertainment in their free time.  

 

Figure 5.14. Yadira’s writing assignment. 

In summary, in the school context the teachers’ language and stated literacy 

ideologies are contradicted by their practice. Spanish is the language of instruction and 

oral Mayan is seldom used as a resource for learning. In addition, the children learn about 

the functional uses of written language through observing adults in activities that are 

peripheral to their own schoolwork—assuming that all the children even pay attention to 

the teachers’ engagement in literacy events—rather than by practicing writing in 

meaningful contexts. The teachers state that reading comprehension is important as it will 
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allow children to use printed matter a tool for learning about their world, yet their 

teaching practices focus on drilling isolated features of written language rather than 

fostering comprehension.  

Summary 

 In this chapter I described how literacy events were constructed in the Canche and 

Yah Cab households and the languages they used during these events. From my 

observations I learned that both families used literacy in their everyday lives. I found 

significantly more literacy events in the Canche than in the Yah Cab household, a 

difference that might have been closely related to the Canche parents’ work with 

international organizations. Reading and writing were central to Tino’s and Marcia’s 

jobs; thus their children had more exposure to literacy activities and also the means to 

acquire literacy artifacts. 

 My observations at school helped me understand some of the literacy practices 

and language ideologies I observed in the two children’s homes. At school literacy 

instruction was focused on the mechanics of reading and writing, rather than the 

construction of meaning. Parents, as a result, sometimes reproduced the school’s drill-

based practices, especially during school-related and educational literacy events.  

In addition, even though national and local discourses promoted bilingual/ 

bicultural education, in practice Spanish was the hegemonic language. Both sets of 

parents attempted to use Spanish at home as a way to promote school success and better 

job opportunities for their children. During literacy events, however, I found more variety 

in language use in the Yah Cab household. Most of the Canches’ literacy events involved 
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oral Spanish used to interact around Spanish text. In contrast, the Yah Cabs, who were 

more balanced bilinguals, used both Mayan and Spanish during literacy events. Even 

though all texts were written in Spanish, they used their oral Mayan skills as a linguistic 

tool to construct meaning from text. Yadira’s bilingualism was being nurtured at home, 

while a language shift can be observed in Axel’s home.  

 In the following chapter I focus on the children’s roles during literacy events. I 

discuss how children are socialized during literacy events. I also analyze how Axel and 

Yadira appropriate, adapt, and redefine the literacy practices in which they participate in 

their home and school contexts.  
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CHAPTER 6 

CHILDREN’S APPROPRIATION OF THEIR HOME AND SCHOOL LITERACY 

PRACTICES 

Being literate entails not only knowing how to read and write using a particular 

writing system, but also being able to use this knowledge for specific functions in 

particular contexts of use (Scribner and Cole, 1981). Children learn language to and 

through language (Ochs, 1986; Zentella, 2005). Through exposure to and participation in 

interactions with people in their environment, children learn to become users of language, 

both spoken and written. Additionally, children learn to become culturally competent 

members of their community through the use of language. In Gee’s (1989) terms, 

children learn the components of language (reading, writing, speaking, and listening), 

while simultaneously learning the discourse of their community, which is the socially 

constructed ways of perceiving the world, and the attitudes, values, and dislikes of their 

culture.  

Since the 1970s linguists, anthropologists, developmental psychologists, and 

educators have been carefully observing and analyzing how children are socialized in 

different cultures. As Hischfeld (2002) argues, however, most of this literature represents 

the child and childhood through an adult lens, ignoring the contributions that children 

make to their own development. If we view socialization as a co-constructive process in 

which children are active participants, then their personal abilities, preferences, and 

personalities are important factors that influence their learning and development.  
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In this chapter I address my second question: how are children socialized during 

literacy events? I explore Yadira’s and Axel’s mothers’ perceptions about literacy and 

how their ideologies shape the ways they socialize their children. Then I describe the 

children’s own understandings about print. Finally, I explore how Yadira and Axel 

appropriate, adapt, and redefine the literacy practices in which they participate in their 

home and school contexts.  

Invitations to the Literacy Club 

As I documented in Chapter 5, Yadira and Axel were exposed to a variety of 

literacy practices at home and in school. Both had numerous opportunities to observe or 

actively participate in literacy events involving the use of print, and through these 

experiences they learned to become users of written language. Through these interactions 

they learned about the different functions of written language and the values associated 

with being literate. In both households literacy was highly valued and associated with 

social mobility. According to Marcia, 

Si ellos saben leer, saben escribir y saben moverse, pues creo que no se 

les cerrarían las puertas tan fácilmente porque [si saben] escribir, saben, 

aprenden. (If they know how to read, they know how to write and tap into 

their social networks, then I think doors will not close easily because [if 

they know] how to write, they have knowledge, they learn; audio tape July 

25, 2007).  

All of the adults, including the children’s parents and teachers, view written 

language as an important avenue for learning about the world. Thus, Victoria and Marcia 
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believe it is essential for their children to become literate. In the following excerpts, both 

mothers reinforced that being literate is about acquiring the necessary skills to understand 

and use print as a communicative tool.  

Pus [Pues], que entienda lo que está escribiendo. Porque si no, si sólo está 

escribiendo y no sabe, no es el chiste, sólo está escribiendo. Que tal que no sabe 

lo que dice, para mí no está bien. (Well, that they understand what is written. 

Because if you do not understand, if you are just writing and do not know, then it 

is not worth it, it is just scribbling. If you do not know what it says, then for me it 

is not right; interview with Victoria, October 16, 2007.) 

[Leer es] que sepan las ortografías, que sepan las letras, que sepan las 

lecturas… ¿cómo te diré? que sepan leer bien, claro y que entiendan lo que están 

leyendo. Es como les digo a ellos no es solamente leer sino que entiendan lo que 

estoy leyendo. (Reading is to know the orthography, knowing the letters, knowing 

the text… how can I explain it to you? That they know how to read well and, of 

course, that they understand what they are reading. It is like I tell them, to read is 

not only decoding but to understand what they are reading; interview with Marcia, 

October 21, 2007.) 

However, Marcia’s and Victoria’s practices did not always seem consistent with 

their expressed perceptions and ideas. When I analyzed the literacy events in which 

parents and children engaged together, I observed that children were socialized to use 

written language in different ways based on the participants, the function print served in 

that instance, and parents’ perceptions about their children’s literacy knowledge.  

 



 
 

129

In some instances, parents and children focused on the function of written 

language in a joint activity. For example, when Marcia and Axel were swinging in their 

hammock singing bilingual religious songs, they took turns as partners reading and 

constructing meaning from the text while simultaneously enjoying singing along with the 

music (field notes, October 11, 2007). Similarly, the following interaction illustrates how 

Victoria and Yadira co-constructed meaning from text. In this instance, mother and 

daughter read a new Spanish children’s book together. This book contained many 

unfamiliar vocabulary words for both of them. It was evident that Victoria was learning 

from interacting with the book while also mediating her daughter’s learning. Mother and 

daughter took turns decoding and used a question-and-answer strategy to clarify and 

check for understanding. Bidirectional learning occurred because neither participant was 

positioned as the expert (except in a few instances where Victoria helped Yadira decode 

the text); instead, both were apprentices learning from and with the text. In addition, one 

important feature of this example is when Victoria asked me about the language in which 

part of the text was written (turn 01 in the transcript below).20 Through her question she 

implicitly shared her ideas about reading, conveying to her daughter that reading is about 

constructing meaning. Victoria was decoding the text, but could not understand the 

content, so she assumed that the text must be written in a foreign language. Victoria 

reasoned that her inability to understand the print was due to a language barrier. 

 

 

                                                 
20 I omitted some turns in this example because they were a part of a parallel conversation between Victoria 
and the younger daughter, Gina.  
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01 M:  #starts reading the first pages of the book, hesitates, and  

turns to Patricia# ¿vera [verdad] que esto, esto es en maya 

vera [verdad]? Donde dice el per(r)o apestoso del mundo, 

la que dice ¿Está en inglés está o en maya? Lo que dice 

(This is, this is in Maya, right? Where it says the stinkiest 

dog in the world, the one that says that, is that in English or 

in Maya? This one) 

05 Y:  Ah tu wiix [táan u wiix] (it is urinating) #she reads from the  

text# huele a popo el jabalí (the javelina smells like poop) 

túuyan le jabali’o [Tu’ux yaan le jabali’o’] (where is the 

jabali?) 

06 M: Es como el cochino de monte ¿verdad? (It is like the wild 

  pig, right?) #turns to ask Patricia#  

07 G:  Ata mi tajeya [Aquí está mi tarea] (here is my homework)  

#younger sister directs this to her mother. Victoria is 

ignoring her, so she uses a loud and angry voice #  

08  M:  Porque el zorrillo es la que apesta y mientras se le echa  

esto, se va a apestar más (because it is the skunk who 

stinks, if he throws this it will stink more) #mom points to 

the picture in the book and smiles# este es un cerdo (this is 

a pig) #she points to a picture# 

 
Parent-child interactions followed a different pattern in literacy events where the 

goal was to explicitly teach children features of written language, such as in school-

related events or literacy activities for the sake of teaching/learning literacy. On most 

such occasions, parents assumed the role of experts and the children were apprentices. 

The school’s ideologies and practices permeated the home environment during these 

types of events. At home the parents reproduced the patterns of socialization and 
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practices that they had experienced in their own schooling. Almost without exception, in 

school-related literacy events, parents guided the interaction in an asymmetric 

relationship (e.g., when Yadira was completing her homework, her parents typically read 

the assignment and gave her the answers.) Children had little input, and their inventions 

were often corrected as nonstandard. For example, attempts to explore print and 

communicate with nonconventional words or invented spelling were not promoted or 

even accepted. Parents often modeled for their children the correct way to write a word 

and did not accept any omission or substitution of letters. The emphasis in these 

interactions was on the form and accuracy of the orthography, and the mechanics of 

reading and writing, not on using written language functionally or constructing meaning. 

As I also observed at school, reading then became an act of decoding loudly and clearly, 

and writing became copying text with legible handwriting. For example, one day during 

the school vacation Marcia (the mother who writes elaborate grants for her work) had her 

children practice their literacy skills. She modeled for Axel how to write a phrase, La 

cuna de mi bebé (My baby’s crib), which she instructed him to copy several times. She 

also asked Raúl to read from a book of exercises that consisted of syllables (e.g., ta, te, ti, 

to, tu), isolated words (e.g., mate, mata, tapa), and short sentences with controlled 

vocabulary. There was no real communicative purpose or meaning to be constructed from 

either text. In Axel’s case, for example, Marcia chose to write bebé (baby) instead of 

nene, which is the word used in Chak k’iin to refer to babies. She also chose to use the 

word cuna (crib), a piece of furniture unknown in the community, because babies sleep in 

hammocks from the day they are born. The goal of this exercise was to practice isolated 
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skills; thus, my first impulse was to label this event as decontextualized and meaningless. 

However, this event was indeed contextualized, purposeful (practicing isolated skills), 

and meaningful when situated in the school context. The literacy practices of home 

intersected with those of the school.  

Interestingly, I observed that as Marcia came to view Axel as a reader, and Axel 

positioned himself as literate, their participation and roles in the literacy events changed. 

Marcia gave Axel ownership of his work and the learning process, and they both assumed 

the role of learners when they interacted, making the interaction less asymmetrical. In 

line with their behavior in other domains, their focus in their joint interaction was on 

understanding content and constructing meaning from print. However, Marcia remained 

highly directive and drill-oriented with Axel’s elder brother who, despite being in fourth 

grade, was still an emergent literate and perceived as a “poor reader.”  

Children’s Literacy Practices 

I started my fieldwork with the theoretical perspective that children learn written 

language through different interactions with more literate people and with the tools 

available in their environment. However, in these two households where the adults’ and 

children’s physical spaces and activities are usually separate, the repertoire of literacy 

practices I observed did not bear out this assumption. Therefore, it was especially 

important to explore the social nature of literacy learning. I started by analyzing the 

participant structure during literacy events, in terms of who initiated the event and what 

role each participant took. I found that 59% of the literacy events in Yadira’s home 

involved children only; that is, there were no adults or more literate people mediating the 
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children’s learning in these situations. In Axel’s case, 30% of the time he was either on 

the periphery of a literacy event his parents were engaging in or was not present at all. I 

believe that children are active participants in their learning process, so I started to 

wonder what children were really learning from these interactions. I looked for evidence 

of what literacy knowledge children were appropriating, how they were shaping it, and 

which new contributions they were making to their own literacy development. Following 

I present two examples that allowed me to explore the children’s understanding of 

literacy events occurring in their households.  

Children’s Understandings about Print 

Axel and Yadira were emergent literates when I first met them in the summer of 

2006. They knew most of the letters of the alphabet, but they were not reading and 

writing conventionally. Both sets of parents were proud of their children’s literacy 

knowledge, but they also discouraged them from attempting to write or from using 

invented spelling. Adults often erased children’s writing attempts and asked them to 

rewrite the words correctly. At that time Axel and Yadira did not want to take risks, and 

they did not want to try to read or write, even when prompted.  

By 2007, the second year of data collection, both children were still emergent 

literates; however, their reading and writing skills were more conventional, especially for 

Axel, who loved to read. Both children engaged in literacy events at home. As 

mentioned, Axel enjoyed reading song lyrics from CDs, the headlines and advertisements 

in the newspaper, and different propaganda distributed around town or written on the 
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walls. Yadira enjoyed writing more than reading, and she frequently incorporated written 

language in her play.  

Yadira and Axel had learned to value education in general and literacy in 

particular. For example, one day when Axel and I were walking down the street, a 

woman wearing ragged clothing passed us (field notes, August 5, 2007). Axel 

commented after she passed, “Ella no sabe leer y escribir, por eso son tan pobres.” (She 

does not know how to read and write; therefore, they are really poor.) Axel’s comment 

revealed that he associated illiteracy with poverty. Through interactions with his mother 

and others in the community he had internalized the message that literacy provides status 

and the possibility for economic and social mobility. Although Axel was rarely present 

when his parents engaged in work-related literacy events or used the computer, he spoke 

with pride about his parents’ literacy and technological knowledge. He was well aware of 

his family’s human capital.  

Yadira did not express the value associated with literacy directly, as Axel did; 

however, her ideas were evident in her play and interactions with her younger sister and 

cousins. For example, on several occasions Yadira’s younger sister pretended to use 

written language, and Yadira often corrected her in an authoritarian voice, “tu no sabes 

leer” (you do not know how to read). Although Yadira was still an emergent literate, she 

positioned herself as the expert who mediated her sister’s and her cousin’s learning. She 

was fully aware that literacy was an asset. Her literacy knowledge gave her status and 

privilege over the younger children, who perceived her as literate.  
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It was also interesting to observe children’s awareness and dialogue around print 

in their environment, especially in relation to politics. For example, Axel once asked me 

if I knew the meaning of the emblem PAN (Figure 6.1). Interested in his understandings 

about environmental print, I countered by asking him the same question. He answered 

“Fox,” the name of the Mexican president at the time. For Axel the acronym PAN 

(standing for the National Action Party, the political party to which Fox belonged) 

represented the president’s name (perhaps coincidentally both had three letters). 

However, his answer also reflected his knowledge about local and national politics. One 

would not expect children so young to be able to associate politicians with their party 

affiliation. However, Axel did so because politics and political propaganda played a 

central role in the life of his community.  

 

Figure 6.1. Environmental print in Chak k’iin containing the logo of a political party. 

 Political propaganda was often distributed around town, and Yadira and Axel 

treasured these messages. Yadira, for example, enjoyed copying the messages into her 

old notebooks. Nevertheless, for the children, the act of reading political propaganda or 

the newspaper often served a different function than it did for adults. For Yadira, copying 
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political slogans was a source of entertainment because she enjoyed practicing her 

handwriting. She liked copying the messages, which were printed on colored paper, 

although when I asked she acknowledged she did not understand the messages.  

 Axel, on the other hand, enjoyed reading the newspaper headlines. Sometimes he 

read part of an article to gain information, but for the most part he was only interested in 

reading the date and exploring the print on the paper. The artifact itself mediated Axel’s 

learning through his engagement with the print. For example, one day after exploring an 

article about a passing hurricane, Axel excitedly realized that the map on the page 

provided information related to the text, specifically the hurricane’s course (field notes, 

August 10, 2007). Axel also used these instances to demonstrate his literacy knowledge 

to others. If an adult was around, he enjoyed showing off what he read, not only to share 

information, but also to show others that he was a member of the literacy club. 

 But how do Axel and Yadira learn about the functions of written language? After 

analyzing and reflecting upon the different pieces of data I collected in different contexts, 

I realized that the children were learning the values and uses of print not through formal 

instruction, but through observing or engaging in literacy events at home, at school (e.g., 

seeing their teacher read the newspaper), and in the community. Children gathered 

information from these different contexts (especially from their home environment), 

interpreted it, and adapted it to their own understandings. I next illustrate how Axel and 

Yadira learned to use written language for interpersonal communication. In the following 

examples, the intent of Yadira’s first message and of Axel’s letter was to express 
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affection and maintain social relationships through a written text. Yadira’s second 

example illustrates her attempt to explore these functions of language. 

Axel’s Birthday Letter 

During my time in Axel’s home, I observed adults and children exchanging 

letters. Children received and wrote letters to their benefactors from a U.S. Christian 

organization, although the adults often wrote the letters and made the accompanying 

drawings. (The children sometimes copied the messages in their own handwriting and 

colored the drawings.) In addition, one of Axel’s aunts, whom he saw on a daily basis, 

often received letters from her boyfriend, who was working out of town. Axel observed 

her reading these letters repeatedly and folding them carefully before placing them in a 

bag that hung over her hammock. Axel did not directly participate in these events, 

because his aunt often asked him to leave while she read the letter. Yet he still learned 

that letters were valued artifacts and that written language could be used to express 

feelings and strengthen relationships.  
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From Axel from Axel 
 
Patricia you are as beautiful as a 
butterfly 
 
And I hope everything goes well 
on August 11th 
 
And I tell God to be by your side 
everywhere 
 
To 
Patricia 
 
Signed Date 
Axel August 14, 2007 
 

Figure 6.2. Axel’s letter. 

Axel wrote the letter in Figure 6.2 to me a few days after my birthday. He wrote 

this during summer vacation and before he was formally taught how to write a letter in 

school. So it is an important piece of evidence that he had learned from his home 

experiences that a letter, or written language, could be used for interpersonal 

communication—to express his best wishes in a birthday card. He opened with the simile 

“Patricia eres como una linda mariposa” (Patricia, you are as beautiful as a butterfly). 

He was strategic and effective in his use of language. He attempted to create a powerful 

effect on his reader and to strengthen our relationship by explicitly stating the basis of the 

comparison. The religious values he had learned at home were also evident in his writing. 

(And I tell God to be by your side everywhere.) Axel included many formal elements of a 

letter (date, opening, and signature) and even labeled them to ensure that I was aware of 

his literacy knowledge. In this example, Axel was writing conventionally but he still 
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faced spelling challenges. He used invented spelling for some words, such as valla vien 

for vaya bien (goes well), but these did not interfere with conveying his message.  

Yadira’s Letter 

Yadira also wrote letters to her donors in the United States. Like Axel, Yadira’s 

participation was limited to copying the model written by her parents and then drawing or 

coloring a picture. I did not observe other instances of Yadira or other family members 

exchanging letters, notes, or drawings; however, I did observe Yadira using written 

language for interpersonal communication. Figure 6.3 shows a card Yadira made for me 

to welcome me back to town in 2007. It was clearly Yadira’s idea to create the card, since 

her mother and I were visiting a relative when she made it. However, it was not evident 

what prompted Yadira to make this gesture, since writing letters or cards was not a 

practice commonly observed in her home. I can only speculate that Yadira had 

internalized the value of written messages from her experiences of writing to her donors. 

Additionally, I had given Yadira the markers as a gift, so she might have inferred that I 

valued writing. In any case, Yadira knew that she could use written language as a 

medium to express her affection for others. She made a nice picture and wrote “te 

manda(o) es te [este] bivojo [dibujo]” (I send you this drawing). At this point in her 

literacy development, Yadira was writing conventionally using one grapheme to 

represent each sound. Her spelling of dibujo (drawing) is unconventional, as she uses b 

for d and v for b, but represents her knowledge of sound-to-letter correspondence. The 

meaning of her text is clear.  
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Figure 6.3. Yadira’s welcome back card.  

Interestingly, Yadira was confused when she learned in school how to write a 

formal letter. The concept seemed unfamiliar to her. She did have previous experiences to 

draw upon, but the framing of the lesson in the school context made it unfamiliar to her. 

This situation created disequilibrium and prompted Yadira to revise and adapt her 

understanding and use of writing for interpersonal communication. One day when I 

arrived at Yadira’s home, she met me frustrated and in tears. Yadira’s mother explained 

to me that the children were learning how to write letters in school. However, Yadira had 

never experienced receiving or sending a letter. There was no post office or mail service 

in her town. Thus, Yadira could not understand how a person who lived very far away 

from another could send a letter and have it delivered by a third party. Yadira’s mother 

asked for my help, and I tried to explain to Yadira the process of sending and receiving a 
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letter so that she could complete her homework. Yadira did her work in tears and did not 

seem convinced by our explanations (video and field notes, September 19, 2007). Some 

days later, however, I found Yadira pretending to be a letter carrier and spontaneously 

creating letters with her sister and cousin (video, October 2, 2007). The children were in 

the yard cutting out and pasting figures from an old textbook. Yadira announced her 

intention to write a letter, and her sister and cousin watched her while they made their 

own projects. Yadira sang in Spanish while writing “voy a mandar una carta, voy a 

mandar una carta.” (I will send a letter, I will send a letter.) She then delivered her letter 

to her cousin Quico. She did not include the different components of a letter (e.g., 

salutation, body, closing, signature) but did distinguish it from other kinds of writing by 

making an envelope, which made her purpose explicit (Figure 6.4). Her written message 

was clear and neatly written. In this literacy event she was assimilating the new 

knowledge gained in school and accommodating it to her previous experiences. Not 

surprisingly, this letter reflected the school’s literacy practices and language preference. 

Specifically, Yadira gave special attention to the mechanics of writing. She carefully 

wrote one letter in each box of the graph paper. She also followed common patterns used 

during literacy instruction; she repeated the same sentence structure with different words 

inserted. Nevertheless, she personalized her message by using familiar people: “Quico 

ama a su mamá; Quico ama a su papá; Quico ama a su primas, . . . tíos” (Quico loves 

his mother/father/cousins/aunts and uncles.) She wrote in Spanish, but all of her oral 

interaction around her pretend play was in Mayan. 
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Figure 6.4. Yadira’s Letter to Quico. 

In this instance, Yadira reconstructed the action of writing a letter by adapting her 

experiences and creating new understandings. And, as the following excerpt shows, 

through the interactions in this event she was also mediating her sister’s and cousin’s 

learning:  

Y:  Quico je’el a carta’a (Quico, here is your letter) #she hands him 

the letter she wrote# 

Q:  #looks at the envelope# tun [tu’ux] yan [yaan]? (where is it?)  
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Y:  leelo, leelo (read it, read it) #takes the paper out# si, jaj-… je’ela 

Quico (here it is)  

Q:  taache’ [taase’] (give it to me) #takes the paper # 

Y:  #starts writing on another piece of paper# in ka’aj in dzíibt u tia’al 

Carlitos beora’ (now I will write to Carlitos) . . . Carlitos ama a 

sus hermanas (Carlitos loves his sisters) 

C: # he sees she is writing a letter to him and becomes curious# ma’a 

beyo’ (is not like this) . . . y su hermanos (and his brothers) 

Q:  una caita [carta] (a letter) #responds to C, explaining what Y is 

doing# 

Y:  Esto es para . . . como se llama? . . . después es para, nadien 

[nadie] … (this is for … what is her name? Then, it is for no one) 

#gets a piece of paper and folds it to make an envelope # tu [tu’ux] 

yaan le resistolo’?.. a k’almaj menso le beetik (where is the glue? 

It is closed, silly, that is why) #grabs the glue from the table# no lo 

ha abrido [abierto] (it is not opened) 

Q:  #tries to open the glue# a que chi [sí] (it is) 

Y:  Leelo y lo oye (read it and she will hear) #grabs the paper and 

directs to researcher # dile a Patricia que lo lea, tú no sabes leer 

(ask Patricia to read it because you do not know how to read) 

Q:  Sí (yes) #protesting in response to her comment# 

Y:  Masa’ [máasima’] ma’ a wojel xooki’ Quico? (you do not know 

how to read, right, Quico?) #she goes back to writing a letter to her 

other cousin# Carlitos ama a su papá (Carlitos loves his dad) #she 

says while writing# 

Q:  # he gets frustrated and insulted by Y’s comment # Waay [ba’ax] 

cartai [carta] le ba’ala’ ka’a in jatej? (what is this letter? I will 

tear it) 

Y:  Lee #grabs the paper and models how to read# Quico ama a su  

 



 
 

144

mamá, Quico ama a su papá, Quico ama a su ti prima, Quico ama 

a su tío . . . listo (read, Quico loves his mom, Quico loves his dad, 

Quico loves his cousin, Quico loves his uncle . . . done). 

Language Preference 

There was a marked difference in the languages Yadira and Axel chose to use 

during literacy events. Axel refrained from speaking Mayan and often exhibited 

frustration at his lack of understanding of spoken Mayan. He knew the value his parents 

placed on speaking and understanding Mayan. Therefore, his attitude and apparent 

hostility towards oral Mayan were probably strategies to avoid risk-taking and facing 

correction if he misspoke. Axel’s exposure to written Mayan was limited to the school 

context, but like Victoria, he understood that it was represented differently from Spanish. 

For example, one day Axel was listening to music on his CD player, and the batteries ran 

out. He came to me and asked for my assistance to understand the meaning of the “low 

bat” message. It transpired that Axel thought this message was written in Mayan (field 

notes, 2007).  

Yadira, in contrast, used Mayan almost exclusively while engaging in literacy 

practices. At home, even when the print was in Spanish, Yadira’s spoken interactions 

were in Mayan, and she often translated text into Mayan as a strategy to confirm her 

understanding. Yadira was bilingual, and her linguistic skills in both languages were 

constantly evident. For example, one day we were reading a children’s book about 

spiders. The book was written in Spanish with simple sentences explaining what spiders 

do and where they live. Yadira read, “Las arañas tejen sus telarañas” (spiders weave 

their webs). However, never at any time—even in her prediction about the book and in 
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retelling it—did Yadira use the word web. Instead, she referred to the webs as hammocks. 

Moreover, when Yadira’s father returned home from the field, she excitedly shared with 

him the book she had just read. Together, Yadira and her father looked through the pages 

and then read them. Her father also referred to the web as the spider’s hammock. In this 

bilingual household, this “miscue” makes sense, because in Mayan the word for web is 

k’aan am, which literally translates to hamaca de la araña (spider’s hammock) in 

Spanish.21 This example reveals Yadira’s bilingual strategies and how she draws from 

her Mayan and Spanish linguistic skills. Furthermore, she did not learn or use the 

languages as two independent identities; instead, each influenced the other.  

Both Axel and Yadira had little exposure to written Mayan. However, I was 

curious to find out whether they were transferring their Spanish literacy skills into 

Mayan. To find out, during one of my school visits I presented both children with the 

same text (taken from their Mayan textbook) in three different languages: Spanish, 

Mayan, and English. One of my research assistants, a fluent bilingual/biliterate, translated 

the Mayan text into Spanish. I translated the Spanish text into English.  

I wanted to know whether the children could read the Spanish and Mayan texts, 

and whether they could identify the orthographic features that distinguished the 

languages. For this reason, I asked each to select the Spanish text first and read it. Then I 

placed the Mayan and English texts on the table and asked them to read the Mayan text. 

Yadira refused to participate and burst into tears. I assumed that because we were at 

                                                 
21 The term miscue was developed by Ken Goodman (1996). He suggests that when a reader produces an 
unexpected response, a miscue, she is using the same linguistic cues that occur within the expected 
response.  
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school, she perceived this task as an assessment. She was still an emergent literate so I 

had no expectation that she would be able to read the text. She attached so much value to 

being literate that the intellectual problem I presented made her anxious. Axel, on the 

other hand, was able to distinguish the Spanish text from the English, but was not able to 

identify the Mayan text. Axel’s strategy was to read the title of each document to 

determine which language he could understand. He chose the Spanish text this way. 

However, his strategy did not work when he tried to distinguish the Mayan text from the 

English one. At this point in his biliteracy development, Axel did not attend to the 

specific orthographic features of the Mayan language and relied solely on 

comprehension.  

 In summary in this chapter I explore the ways in which children are socialized 

during literacy events. I learned that in most events adults and children negotiate and 

renegotiate the meaning of text. However, school’s literacy practices and ideologies 

permeate the home. When the goal of the activity is to teach features of written language 

mothers re-create the school’s patterns of socialization which focus on form and not in 

the use of written language as a communicative tool. Interestingly, Marcia moved from a 

focus on form devoid of meaning to more meaningful activities as Axel became a more 

proficient reader and writer. Even in this community where adult-child interactions seem 

limited, literacy learning is social in nature. Children appropriate and re-create the 

literacy ideologies and practices they observe in their environment. In addition, even 

though she was herself an emergent literate, Yadira assumed the role of literacy mediator 
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with her younger sister and cousin. In the following chapter I discuss the implications of 

the findings reported in this chapter and the preceding one.        
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CHAPTER 7 

LEARNING FROM THE CHAK K’IIN FAMILIES:  

DISCUSSION AND NEW POSSIBILITIES 

The previous two chapters provided evidence to answer the three questions that 

guided my study: (1) How are literacy practices constructed at home, at school, and in the 

community? (2) How are children socialized to and through written language at home 

and in school? and (3) How do children and their families use oral and written Mayan and 

Spanish during literacy events? In those chapters I described in detail the repertoire of 

literacy practices in the two families I studied. In order to immerse the reader in the two 

households and the Chak k’iin community, I chose to be descriptive and rarely alluded to 

the theoretical concepts that guided my study. In this chapter I review the findings and 

discuss their implications for the study of emergent literacy/biliteracy. Finally, from a 

teacher-researcher perspective I explore the pedagogical implications of these findings. I 

share my recommendations as an invitation to dialogue about new possibilities for 

educating emergent bilingual children.  

Literacy as a Social Practice 

Oral and written language are socially constructed tools used and learned within a 

specific context. Sociocultural-historical theorists concur that to understand 

literacy/biliteracy development it is necessary to explore the social and material 

environment of everyday life within which children interact (Scribner and Cole, 1981; 

Vygtosky, 1978). Rogoff (2003, p. 3) suggests, “People develop as participants in 
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cultural communities. Their development can be understood only in the light of the 

cultural practices and circumstances of their communities—which also change.” 

In order to answer my research questions I examined the literacy practices of Axel 

Canche’s and Yadira Yah Cab’s households and how these shaped the children’s literacy 

learning. Axel’s and Yadira’s literacy development is fostered by the multiple 

opportunities they have to play with literacy artifacts and participate in print-embedded 

activities in different contexts. 

 The cases of these two children and their families help us better understand 

literacy development as a social practice. Children do not acquire literacy only through 

formal instruction; instead, they learn not only the conventions of written language, but 

also the cultural uses of literacy, through actively participating in naturally occurring 

literacy events in their homes and communities (Scribner and Cole, 1981; Street, 1995). 

Through such participation they learn the values, attitudes, and feelings attached to print 

in their culture (which can be multiple), what Gee (1989) calls discourse. Multiple 

observations support that conclusion. For example, Claudia pretending to be reading to 

gain status in her household, Axel associating illiteracy with poverty, and Yadira 

mocking her sister and cousins for their inability to read and write conventionally are 

reflections of the high value attached to education and literacy in these children’s homes.  

I looked at the functions literacy serves in the specific context of each event and 

categorized it into what I called a domain (see Table 3.3). From this analysis I found that 

in these two families, and in the community at large, literacy, especially formal literacy 

acquired through schooling, is associated with social mobility. Although the repertoire of 
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literacy practices in the Canche and Yah Cab families encompasses a wide variety of 

functions (Figure 7.1), the domain most frequently observed for both families was 

school-related activities. This again reveals the symbolic value placed on becoming 

literate as a means to prestige and status. Mckeown (2006) describes how people in a 

Papua New Guinea community write signs for public display, even if others cannot read 

them. I found similar indications of the social meaning of literacy in my data; for 

example, I observed some illiterate or emergent literate Mayan family members 

emulating attributes and behaviors they associate with being an accomplished reader and 

writer in order to gain prestige (e.g., Axel’s grandmother and aunt scan through a book, 

pretending to be reading). 22 

Cultural communities are in continuous change, and so are their literacy practices 

(Rogoff, 2003). Axel’s and Yadira’s family stories provide evidence of the dynamic and 

fluid history of their cultural community, not only in relation to literacy but also to 

language use. For example, most of the grandparents (except for Marcia’s parents) are 

monolingual Mayan speakers, but the parents are proficient Spanish-Mayan bilinguals. In 

addition, in the grandparents’ generation literacy was not central to everyday life in the 

community and being illiterate did not prevent them from carrying out their daily 

activities. For the youngest generation, however, being literate is much more important, 

especially for participating in government programs and for obtaining better paying jobs 

outside Chak k’iin (e.g., as a waitress in a tourist resort). This change can be attributed to 

many factors. One is the construction of a middle and high school in town, meaning that 

                                                 
22 Here I use the term illiterate to refer to adults who identify themselves as unable to read and write. I will 
further discuss my position regarding this term 
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students can continue their education beyond the elementary grades without having to 

board in a distant town. I am not implying that formal instruction in a school setting is the 

only or most important way of becoming literate, as I discuss in the next section. 

However, the practices, language, values, and attitudes of school and the dominant 

Mexican culture permeate the community, coexisting with or even suppressing those of 

the indigenous community. 

In Chapter 5, I described the different domains observed in the repertoire of 

literacy practices of these two households. Like previous researchers (Heath, 1983; 

Reyes, Alexandra, & Azuara, 2007; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988; Teale, 1986), I found 

that written language serves different functions in the daily lives of these families. 

Sometimes it serves an instrumental function (e.g., filling out forms to participate in 

public assistance programs such as Oportunidades), other times it is a source of 

entertainment (e.g., reading an old textbook) or is incidental to a leisure activity (e.g., a 

soccer score flashed on the television screen). Written language also helps individuals 

maintain or strengthen their relationships with family and close friends (e.g., giving out 

birthday and wedding invitations). Interestingly, this is true even when the recipients of 

these cards cannot read the print because they understand the social intention of written 

language.  

Two domains not cited in previous studies emerged from my data: social change 

and community assemblies. The social change domain included practices in which the 

participants were using written language to promote social justice and change their 

immediate environment (see Chapter 5). If, as Freire (1984) states, the goal of reading is 
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to reflect and act upon the world in a critical way, then this domain is of great 

importance. For example, some parents collected signatures on a petition to remove an 

ineffective teacher from the school. The signatures themselves did not have any value—

to the authorities, it was just a piece of paper with names of unknown people—but the 

practice of collecting them gave them symbolic value. In that context the list of names 

meant a community coming together to demand their rights. Children thereby witnessed 

their parents using written language critically to advocate for their needs.  

The other category that emerged from this study was community assemblies, 

which recognized and acknowledged the importance of oral texts as an alternate form of 

literacy in this cultural tradition (see Chapter 5). Transmission of knowledge through oral 

text is a common (but not the only) literacy practice in many indigenous communities 

(Rockwell, 2006). In addition, community members reported not being able to 

comprehend the few texts available in Mayan because of the differences between formal 

written Mayan and their local spoken dialect; therefore, community assemblies are 

important as events in which lack of proficiency in Spanish does not constitute a barrier 

to engagement.  

Literacy practices are dynamic and socially situated. Barton and Hamilton (1998) 

suggest that literacy practices change and novel ones are frequently appropriated through 

processes of informal learning and sense making. This idea is central to my study. Chak 

k’iin, like many indigenous communities in Yucatan (Gaskins, 2003; Lewin-Fischer, 

2007), is undergoing rapid transformation due to political and religious shifts, local and 

international migration, and the presence of national or international organizations in the 
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community. Likewise Marcia and Tino Canche, a former subsistence farmer and weaver, 

are now adopting, interpreting, and shaping new artifacts and practices, and with them 

new discourses, in their new role as community organizers. This has had an impact on 

their language and cultural practices. As illustrated in Figure 7.1, which compares the 

literacy events observed in the Canche versus Yah Cab households, we find that the 

former engages in a significantly higher frequency and variety of domains. This 

comparison is important because it appears that these differences might be directly 

attributable to the parents’ employment. Marcia and Tino have acquired new literacies as 

their new jobs have demanded and as new resources have become available: they write 

grants and reports, have learned how to use a computer and navigate the Internet, 

organize community assemblies and cooperatives, manage a bank account, and possess 

the financial means to acquire literacy materials.  
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Figure 7.1. The Canches’ and Yah Cabs’ Literacy Practices. 

In any cultural group, variations across and within the community are expected. 

These two case studies are no more than examples of the different ways families in Chak 

k’iin utilize literacy in their everyday lives. As is almost certainly already obvious to the 
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reader, the Canche family is not typical of the community at large. They are outliers, but 

their history of literacy is important to understanding the range of experiences in the 

community.23 Their case illustrates intergenerational change at the family level and 

potentially portrays the emergent practices of the community. 

It is essential to trace the literacy history and social changes of the community 

because these have important implications for its sociocultural development. All 

communities are dynamic and in constant change. However, as I described in detail in 

Chapter 4, the degree of change in Chak k’iin one year, between 2006 and 2007, was 

striking. I found that new artifacts, technologies, and ideas had been introduced both 

through outsiders coming into the town and through community members migrating out 

for work. These novel artifacts and ideas have influenced how people go about their 

everyday lives and even the social organization of the community. For example, Marcia’s 

brother-in-law, who lived in the United States for nine years as a migrant worker, has a 

dining table in his house and participates in the preparation of meals, which is unique in 

the community. Unlike other males in the community, he also eats meals together with 

his wife and children, a novel sociocultural practice reflected in the spatial arrangement 

of his house. Moreover, if human development is in fact cultural, new cultural and 

literacy practices may have other consequences. Cole and Scribner’s work (1981) among 

the Vai suggests that some types of literacy are associated with the development of 

                                                 
23 The Canches are outliers but not unique. For example, Gloria, my field assistant, was a friend of Marcia’s 
whose family I included in my summer 2006 fieldwork, but whom I visited only sporadically during the 
fall of 2007. She has a similar level of family literacy as Marcia and Tino Canche. For example, she 
conducts an informal pharmacy from her house, consulting a reference book to diagnose her patients and 
dispense appropriate medicines. Gloria also works as a seamstress. In making clothes she relies heavily on 
her literacy and numeracy knowledge. Her literacy practices extend to reading music as well. She taught 
herself from a book how to play the guitar and now participates in the church chorus.  
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specific cognitive abilities. Thus, one can hypothesize that the appropriation of new 

technology and new literacy practices might even influence the mental structures of 

community members. 

An analysis of the Canches’ ecological environment and social distribution of 

knowledge demonstrates that just as external forces are influencing their literacy 

practices, at the same time Tino and Marcia are impacting their community. The concept 

of funds of knowledge is apropos here. Funds of knowledge have been defined as the 

historically accumulated knowledge, skills, and social networks that allow a family to 

obtain social or material resources (Gozález et al., 2001; Moll, Vélez-Ibañez, & 

Greenberg, 1990; Moll et al, 1992). Marcia and Tino possess the literacy and linguistic 

funds of knowledge that allow them to obtain material and technological resources not 

available in their community. However, as De la Piedra (2004) observed in a Quechua 

community in Peru, these literacy funds of knowledge also form part of the distributed 

knowledge of the community. Marcia and Tino serve as language, literacy, and cultural 

brokers, helping their neighbors bridge the Mayan- and Spanish-speaking worlds. They 

help community members fill out forms and read letters. In meetings and community 

assemblies they become literacy mediators by reading, writing, and translating documents 

for other participants (e.g., government memoranda, reports or instructions from external 

organizations). Their translations are not verbatim; instead, I observed a negotiation of 

meaning in which they interpret and adapt the content of the original text, using the 

participants’ cultural background as a point of reference. They also mediate changes in 

the medium and language of texts (e.g., from oral Mayan to written Spanish text). In 
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addition, Marcia’s and Tino’s language and literacy skills, and knowledge of the 

dominant linguistic, cultural, and political system, are essential for the community’s 

economic capital. They write grants to obtain financial and material resources for the 

town (e.g., sewing machines for community use).  

After comparing the literacy events of both families an obvious question comes to 

mind: if literacy is learned through participation, then have the Canche boys gained a 

better understanding of print than the Yah Cab girls? Not necessarily, as there are 

different environmental and inherent factors that influence children’s literacy 

development and identities as learners. In Chapter 2 I argue for a socio-transactional view 

of literacy development in which children’s abilities and agency are accounted for 

(Goodman, 1996). Rogoff (1990) suggests that “biology and culture are not alternative 

influences but inseparable aspects of a system with which individuals develop” (p. 28). 

Thus, I consider it imperative to examine the microgenetic development of the individual, 

unpacking his or her own, unique understandings about written language. 

I concur with Axel’s mother’s conclusion that literacy practices at home cannot 

alone predict reading achievement, because children’s inherent abilities and attitudes 

towards learning, and their experience and practice with written language, are important 

factors that shape their development (interview April 22, 2009). For example, even 

though Axel and his elder brother, Raúl, are both intelligent boys growing up in the same 

environment with access to the same literacy artifacts, there are important differences in 

their literacy abilities and identities as readers and writers. Axel is an eager reader who 

loves to write letters and poems for his relatives, whereas Raúl has a negative attitude 
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towards learning and still struggles to make sense of text or convey his ideas in writing. 

In fact, when I made a brief return visit in 2009, he had taken charge of his family’s 

agricultural plot and expressed his desire to complete only the mandatory schooling 

(middle school) and then work in the fields as his grandparents did.  

I also found that the adult caregivers’ work-related activities did not directly 

influence the ways they socialized their children to written language. Although I found a 

higher frequency and variety of domains in the Canches’ than the Yah Cabs’ literacy 

practices (see Figure 7.1), both families socialized their children in similar ways. In 

several events, literacy learning took the form of apprenticeship (Lave & Wenger, 1991). 

Parents assumed the role of masters guiding their children’s literacy learning, and 

together they negotiated and renegotiated the meaning of text. However, in other 

instances, children were peripheral to the activity, learning though what Rogoff (2003) 

describes as “keen observation and listening.”24 In these cases, children were not active 

participants in the activity but learned from observing and listening as others engaged in 

the literacy event. Parents also socialized their children through intentional teaching: 

activities whose goal was to explicitly teach features of reading and writing (e.g., in 

school-related and literacy for the sake of teaching/learning literacy domains). In such 

activities, they reproduced patterns of socialization they had observed and experienced 

themselves in school. The local educational system is strongly characterized by an 

“assembly-line tradition” (Rogoff 2003, Rogoff et al., 2007) where children are drilled in 

                                                 
24 Rogoff uses this term to describe the interactions and ways of learning in a Mayan community in 
Guatemala. Even though she did not specifically examine literacy development, her term is applicable in 
the context of literacy learning viewed as a sociocultural practice.  
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unchallenging literacy activities decontextualized from the functional and social uses of 

reading and writing. One could argue that the literacy and language practices of school 

are permeating the home. However, I am inclined to believe that the ways children were 

socialized may also be influenced by the parents’ ideas about emergent literacy and how 

to promote literacy for schooling. For example, once Axel positioned himself as an 

accomplished reader and writer, Marcia relinquished her control over literacy events and 

began instead assisting her son as an apprentice rather than a master. She did not do this 

with her son Raúl, who had much weaker literacy skills.  

For many families, the social organization of the community sets boundaries 

between children’s and adults’ activities and physical spaces (see Chapter 4). In these two 

families children mostly play under the supervision of older siblings but unattended by 

adults. Thus, peers also play a central role in children’s literacy and language 

development, especially in this context. For example, Yadira mediates her sister’s and 

younger cousin’s literacy learning through play, not only when she assumes the role of 

teacher during pretend play, but also when they observe her reading and writing texts. 

My data also reveal differences between Axel’s and Yadira’s literacy 

development. For example, if we examine the children’s letters presented in Chapter 6, 

we can see that Axel could create more complex texts than Yadira could. However, the 

samples analyzed show that both children could use written language as a communicative 

tool. They also confirm that children learn to read and write by practicing reading and 

writing, by making sense of print, and by figuring out the different features of written 

language (K. Goodman, 1996; Smith, 1997). In their direct, formal instruction at home 
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and in school, these children are learning isolated skills of reading and writing, and 

through naturalistic activities they are learning the functions of print. Yadira’s letter to 

her cousin illustrates the literacy learning process. She is not a passive recipient of 

information; instead, through her play she is assimilating and reconstructing her 

understanding about the functions of written language. Both Axel and Yadira engage in 

numerous literacy events with others and by themselves. For them, print does not always 

serve the same functions as it does for adults. The children’s literacy events are often an 

inquiry process in which they are experimenting with print. They try to figure out how 

this semiotic system works, and in the process the artifact itself (text) mediates their 

learning.  

Language Use 

Because I subscribe to a holistic view of biliteracy (Dworin, 2003), examining 

language use during literacy events is central to my study. In this section I want to 

highlight some important insights into biliteracy development in young emergent 

bilinguals. In this case, both my target children are Mayan-Spanish bilingual speakers but 

are primarily literate in Spanish due to dominant language ideologies found in school and 

the paucity of Mayan printed texts. 

When I first met Axel and Yadira, their parents were speaking to them in Spanish 

at home, but they were exposed to Mayan in different community contexts, and even at 

home when the parents interacted with relatives and others who were Mayan speakers. 

For this reason, at the beginning of the study I viewed them as emergent sequential 

bilinguals who had the potential to become biliterate. They had access to two languages 
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and therefore had the potential to become bilingual and biliterate (Reyes & Azuara, 

2008). However, each child was following a different pathway to bilingualism and 

biliteracy that was shaped by the opportunities and constraints of the environment as well 

as the child’s personal preferences. 

At the national level there are two contradictory discourses. On the one hand the 

Mexican Constitution acknowledges the pluralistic composition of the nation and 

endorses the maintenance of heritage languages. On the other hand, the discourse of 

menosprecio (Messing, 2003) surfaces in practices at school and in other governmental 

institutions, which perpetuate discrimination toward minority languages and promote the 

homogenization of the nation. Despite the Mexican government’s national discourse and 

policies, it is clear that there is an asymmetric power relationship between Spanish—the 

language of the school, church, and governing class—and indigenous languages. Both the 

Yah Cab and Canche parents deliberately speak Spanish at home because they recognize 

that ability to speak Spanish will help their children succeed academically (the Canches 

speak exclusively Spanish and the Yah Cabs a mixture of both languages). The 

imposition of Spanish through different institutions does symbolic violence to indigenous 

peoples’ languages and ways of viewing the world. However, some scholars also suggest 

that indigenous people can be actors in their cultural process and contest their oppressors 

through appropriation, adaptation, and resistance (Rockwell, 2005). Bonfil Batalla 

(1987), for example, asserts that indigenous groups in Mexico have been able to survive 

because of their daily, tenacious resistance that has enabled them to maintain their 

traditions and language. 
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 In Chak k’iin the hegemonic literacy practices and language are dominant in 

some contexts, but they do not exclude local ones. I saw a variety of evidence that new 

practices are being interpreted and renegotiated by the community to produce new, 

hybrid practices (Gonzales, 2005). Examples are syncretism in Mayan concepts of time, 

religious ceremonies, and healing practices. The oral Mayan language remains the 

dominant language in the community and holds high status. As has been observed in 

other indigenous communities, in Chak k’iin the maintenance of the heritage language is 

a critical element in the formation and maintenance of people’s ethnic identity (England, 

2003; Hornberger & Coronel-Molina, 2004). The pro-indigenista discourse, to use 

Messing’s (2003) term, emerges in local practices attempting to relocate local identity as 

a marker of prestige. Within this discourse there is an additive view towards bilingualism 

(Ruiz, 1984) among community members. They view oral and written Spanish as 

resources to access the dominant discourses and obtain material goods, and the 

maintenance of Mayan as their cultural right. Neither of the families in my case study 

believes their native language is in jeopardy, and both take it for granted that their 

children will become bilingual. They recognize a shared Mayan identity among 

community members that is closely tied to the preservation of their indigenous language. 

Thus, they feel confident that even though they speak predominantly Spanish at home, 

the children will become bilingual through experiences and interactions outside the 

domestic sphere.  

For example, Marcia and Tino view Mayan as a valuable cultural and linguistic 

resource. Nonetheless, to prevent discrimination and support their children’s academic 
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success, they have shifted to using only Spanish with their children at home, assuming 

that the children will acquire Mayan through interactions with their monolingual 

grandparents and school peers. Certainly, on my most recent visit in 2009, the two older 

Canche children were exhibiting various degrees of bilingual competence. Even though 

Axel continues to express hostility towards Mayan (expressing his frustration that he 

cannot understand it as well as Spanish, see Chapter 5), as his parents predicted, his 

affective filter has not prevented him from acquiring Mayan. He now uses Mayan to 

communicate with his monolingual grandparents and with friends. Moreover, he is an 

emergent biliterate. Aware of my interest in bilingualism and biliteracy, during my visit 

he proudly read and translated a Mayan text for me (field notes, April 23, 2009). Raúl, on 

the other hand, states that he cannot read Mayan. But he is proficient in spoken Mayan 

and Spanish, and switches comfortably between the two languages. Sometimes he 

assumes the role of linguistic broker between community members and his younger 

brothers. These differences between siblings reinforce that cognitive and personality 

characteristics are important variables in literacy and second language learning (and, 

indeed, all learning).  

It is unavoidable and important to note Axel’s attitude and construction of identity 

as a Mayan speaker and member of the community, even though an analysis of this is 

beyond the scope of my study. The literacy practices in his home are rapidly changing as 

a result of the local cultural and economic transformations; and so is the language of the 

community at large. The community members I spoke with do not at present perceive this 

shift as a threat. Yet many more speakers are leaving their home community and learning 
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Spanish to obtain better paying jobs. This on top of the fact that schoolteachers use only 

Spanish for instruction is resulting in an increase of bilingual speakers. Even though 

scholars in the area assert that Yucatec Mayan is not in danger of being lost because it is 

strongly tied to ethnic identity (Bracamonte & Lizama, 2004; Mijangos-Noh, 2001), other 

scholars would argue that the increase of bilingualism in a community is the first sign of 

language loss (e.g., England, 2003). In fact, with globalization, community members are 

also expressing a desire to learn English. As people leave their hometown, they find that 

their heritage language not only is not valued or useful to obtain well paying jobs, but is 

highly stigmatized. Indigenous languages are associated in many outsiders’ minds with 

poverty and ignorance (England, 2003) and the discourse of menosprecio emerges 

(Messing, 2003), as illustrated in Mr. Galindo’s remarks that his students were too 

ignorant to understand the examples provided while teaching how to form similes (see 

Chapter 1). In Chak k’iin, many community members’ language attitudes and practices 

are being shaped by new experiences, and they are at the same time molding the next 

generation’s identities as Mayan speakers. Axel, for example, is caught between two 

contradictory discourses not only in school but at home; one discourse promotes the 

acquisition of Mayan for community membership and cultural reaffirmation, while the 

other diminishes its value and use. He is in the process of trying to figure out where he 

belongs and how to position himself as a Mayan minority in the Mexican nation.  

With regard to the development of literacy Yadira’s and Axel’s different 

pathways to biliteracy are important pieces of evidence that support particular literacy 

and second language acquisition theories and challenge certain assumptions in the field of 
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bilingual education. To understand the literacy acquisition process, I rely on Ken 

Goodman’s (1996) socio-psycholinguistic reading model, which states that literacy is a 

meaning-making process in which the reader uses culturally embedded linguistic cues 

(graphophonemic, semantic, syntactic, and pragmatic) to make sense of text. As I 

described in Chapter 5, the formal literacy instruction children receive (at home and at 

school) focuses heavily on graphophonic cues. Meanwhile, in more informal play-based 

activities, the children experiment to figure out how the four sets of cues work together to 

make meaning.  

When analyzing language use during literacy events, I found that in the Yah Cab 

family, both languages were almost always used when making sense of print (in 

Spanish). Although Yadira’s formal education was in Spanish and the literacy artifacts in 

her home and community were almost exclusively in Spanish, her oral Mayan linguistic 

skills played an important role in her literacy development. Yadira used Spanish for 

writing; however, most of her interactions around the text were in oral Mayan. Similarly, 

when reading a Spanish text, she first accessed the text through the graphophonic cues of 

Spanish. But because in her bilingual mind her Mayan and Spanish language skills 

interrelate and inform each other; she relied on the linguistic cuing systems of both 

languages to derive meaning from the text. A clear example is provided in Chapter 6 

when Yadira and her father were retelling a story and used the word hammock to refer to 

what was called a spider web in the text. This and other pieces of evidence (see Chapter 

6) showed that when interpreting text Yadira uses both her Spanish and her Mayan 

semantic knowledge to inform her understanding. This process is not a translation of 
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words, but a cultural interpretation of meaning (recall also Mrs. Flora’s example that 

Mayan children interpret the word patio not as a play space but as an outhouse, see 

Chapter 5).  

Axel followed a different pathway to biliteracy than Yadira did. He was exposed 

to two languages at the time I collected my data in 2007, but I did not observe him to use 

any bilingual strategies while reading and writing because he was Spanish-dominant. In 

contrast, by my third visit (April 2009), he was reading Mayan. His teacher does not 

know Mayan, and his mother says that she did not formally teach him to read and write in 

Mayan at home. Therefore, it seems clear that he spontaneously transferred his literacy 

knowledge from Spanish to Mayan.  

The literacy/biliteracy development of these two children also supports the 

bidirectionality of literacy/language learning (Dworin, 2003; Reyes & Azuara, 2008). 

Bilinguals have proficiencies in common across their two languages (Cummins, 1981). 

This interdependence means that skills learned in one language can transfer to the other 

as the two languages serve as resources for each other (Ruiz, 1984). 

Biliteracy development is a bidirectional process in which transactions with two 

written languages mediate the literacy learning of both (Dworin, 2003). In their early 

steps toward becoming literate, young children exposed simultaneously to two languages 

in their environment initially engage in a cognitively demanding attempt to make sense of 

print as a semiotic system. Their first understandings about print constitute a cross-

linguistic underlying literacy knowledge. Gradually, and only if their bilingual/biliteracy 
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potential is nurtured, they start becoming metalinguistically aware and begin 

distinguishing the linguistic differences between their languages. 

Towards a Critical Pedagogy 

I mentioned that the literacy history of families in Chak k’iin is changing, and that 

perhaps the illiteracy of Axel’s and Yadira’s (mostly Mayan monolingual) grandparents 

compared to the children’s bilingualism/biliteracy can be explained as a historical 

change. There is, however, another way to interpret this shift. Note that, unlike in 

previous chapters, here I purposefully use the term illiteracy. On the one hand, I believe 

that illiteracy is a social construct and is problematic because it is ambiguous. For 

example, Axel’s grandmother considers herself illiterate because did not completed 

elementary, but in fact she uses literacy in her daily activities (e.g., keeping a list of 

customers who take merchandise from her store on credit). On the other hand, I also 

believe that the term emergent literate is not appropriate to refer to adults who describe 

themselves as unable to read and write a simple message. Adults in literate societies have 

had many more experiences with print (and thus opportunities to learn to read and write) 

than children have. Why is it then that some adults possess only basic literacy skills? It is 

worth asking such questions that probe the economic, political, and social factors that 

prevent those people from developing the necessary abilities to use written language as a 

tool for transformation (Freire, 1984). For this reason and for lack of a better term, I use 

illiteracy to take a critical stand.  

Concurring with Freire (1984) and Ferreiro (2003), I argue that illiteracy is an 

important component of economic and sociocultural oppression. The grandparents’ (self-
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identified) illiteracy and the high percentage of Chak k’iin’s children who finish 

elementary education having mastered only basic literacy skills are stark evidence of the 

systemic inequities of the Mexican educational system.  

 Literacy has historically been a tool of control and acculturation into the dominant 

ways of knowing and viewing the world (Ferreiro, 2003; Luke & Freeboy, 1997; 

Rockwell, 2005). Moll (1998) suggests that schools function with two contradictory 

underlying goals: on the one hand they work to facilitate access to literacy, but on the 

other, they attempt to control access to literacy through selective transmission of 

knowledge to different sectors of society. My observations show that, as is true in many 

other classrooms in rural communities in Latin America (Ferreiro, 1992), in Axel’s and 

Yadira’s classrooms literacy instruction is reduced to practicing isolated features of 

written language (e.g., copying texts, making planas), making the transition into literacy 

learning more difficult. The children experience something that resembles reading and 

writing, but it is not literacy (Edelsky, 2006). Most importantly, these practices make it 

difficult for them to recognize the functional links between everyday literacy practices 

and school literacy. For example, Yadira had made me a card to welcome me back to the 

community (refer to Chapter 6); however, she had great difficulty understanding the 

concept of letter writing when it was presented at school because that instruction was 

divorced from the functional uses of letter writing she was familiar with. As a result of 

such fragmented literacy instruction, children’s identities as learners are being 

jeopardized. Raúl’s and Yadira’s futures are being shaped negatively because they have 

become alienated from the classroom community at a young age.  
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In Chapter 5 I described some of the literacy practices and language ideologies 

Axel and Yadira encountered in their classrooms, as testimony of the ways literacy is 

constructed at school. Most importantly, this evidence shows the cycles of social 

reproduction of the socioeconomic context in which these children are being raised. 

Although one can argue that teachers have agency (as Mrs. Flora does) and should be 

agents of change, the teachers themselves experience and perpetuate the economic and 

sociocultural inequalities of the Mexican nation. Exploring teachers’ ideologies, 

practices, and agency is an important undertaking but one that is beyond the scope of this 

study. Nevertheless, it is important to recognize that different factors, including school 

experiences, influence children’s development.  

Literacy teaching is a political issue and can never be politically neutral. Schools 

should be reconstructed into spaces that legitimate students’ multiple literacy practices, 

languages, and ways of knowing while at the same time teaching them to control the 

dominant discourses (Gee, 1997). As Mr. Galindo attested, our goal as teachers should be 

to aid students in acquiring literacy skills “para que vayan descubriendo su mundo” (so 

that they can begin discovering their world; interview with Mr. Galindo, November 14, 

2007). Freire (1984) states:  

Saber leer y escribir es relativamente fácil, pero tener la capacidad para 

desarrollar un constante proceso cognoscitivo para pronunciar el mundo, requiere 

de un esfuerzo mayor, es necesario que los hombres y las mujeres asuman un 

papel creativo y pensante ante su realidad. (p. 17) 
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(To know how to read and write is relatively easy, but to develop the cognitive 

capacity to read the world requires a major, ongoing effort; it is crucial for men 

and women to assume a creative and critical role in their reality) (my translation) 

To promote a critical pedagogy where students are supported in reading the word 

and the world (Freire, 1970), literacy instruction in the classroom must change. Children 

come to school with a vast amount of literacy knowledge and, as Axel and Yadira 

demonstrated, they learn to read and write through reading and writing in meaningful 

literacy activities. Teaching the conventions of writing has its place in the curriculum 

(when embedded in a broader context), but when instruction is organized around 

reductive literacy practices, important learning opportunities are missed. Oral and written 

language should be tools of thinking and transformation. This implies moving from 

treating literacy as an object of study removed from its social nature to recognizing that 

written language serves a variety of functions in social life. Thus, literacy instruction 

should always revolve around meaning making. Children’s literacy practices should be 

integrated into the curriculum, but teachers should also help students expand their 

repertoire of practices by allowing them to freely explore different genres, negotiate the 

meaning of text, and read and write for meaningful social purposes. Most importantly, 

teachers should help them learn how to deconstruct and reconstruct text (Luke & 

Freebody, 1997). When children learn how to think critically about oral and written 

language, they can understand other social worlds and how their own identities are being 

constructed by others. Through dialogue and critical thinking they are then enabled to 

take control of and construct their own identities as learners.  
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How children perceive themselves as learners/readers has important implications 

for their development. Thus, we must foster a positive attitude towards learning, 

particularly with emergent literates. Their stories, oral and written, should be valued as 

texts and used as gateways into learning. Even young children’s writing has a 

communicative purpose; thus, rather than being corrected for being nonstandard, their 

meaning-making attempts should be celebrated.  

A child’s potential to become bilingual and biliterate should be nurtured. Children 

should be allowed and encouraged to communicate in their first language, even if they do 

not use standard orthographic conventions in their writing. Currently, in Chak k’iin there 

is no cultural use for written Mayan, and other than some textbooks (which are 

problematic because they do not use the local dialect) teachers do not have materials in 

Mayan that they can include in their curriculum. Therefore, using children’s first 

language for literacy instruction is not a viable alternative. However it is a misconception 

that students have to acquire literacy skills in their first language before they can do so in 

their second language (Cummins, 1998, 2000; Edelsky & Jilbert, 1985). Bilingualism, 

and optimally biliteracy, should be fostered. Children can transfer their Spanish literacy 

knowledge to learn how to read in Mayan, as Axel did. Teachers can promote 

bilingualism and biliteracy by encouraging discussion in Mayan about Spanish-language 

texts and by co-creating with their students books and materials in Mayan that can serve 

as learning resources. These books should mirror children’s language and cultural 

background. 
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Although it is hard to predict whether Yadira will have other employment options 

besides working as a housekeeper in a tourist resort or Axel will achieve his goal of 

becoming a doctor, I hope my work stimulates teachers to explore their own classroom 

practices. The findings of this study are applicable to other minority or marginalized 

communities (Azuara & Reyes, 2008; Reyes, Alexandra & Azuara, 2007). Therefore, the 

implications of these findings can be extended to other communities in Mexico and the 

United States. We teachers can become teacher-researchers (Short, 1993), teacher-

ethnographers (Heath, 1983), and “kid watchers” (Goodman, 1986) to learn more about 

our students and their families. We teachers have voices that even in constraining 

contexts cannot be silenced. We need to reflect on the ideologies that guide our practice 

and to challenge our assumptions. Through our practices we can contest dominant 

discourses that portray minority children and their families as deficient and ignorant. It is 

imperative that teacher preparation programs and professional development provide 

teachers with a deep understanding of the reading process and the tools to understand 

literacy as a social practice. In order to promote more equitable educational opportunities 

and more supportive environments for culturally and linguistically diverse students, 

teachers should recognize and acknowledge the diversity in their classrooms, creating 

classrooms where students’ linguistic and literacy funds of knowledge are used as 

instructional tools (Moll et al., 1992).  
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Limitations of this Study 

There is an emotional dimension to fieldwork that is often overlooked (Messing, 

2003). For me, assuming different roles during my study was rewarding but also 

challenging. I positioned myself as a participant-observer, and to gain a better 

understanding of the community’s cultural practices, I decided to live there with one of 

my participant families, sharing a one-bedroom space with Marcia and her three children. 

I assumed that my observations and my own experience of being socialized to the 

community’s activities would give me a better perspective on how the children were 

being socialized. Surprised that at my age I was not able to make tortillas, the women 

patiently taught me how to tortear (make tortillas by hand), how to wash clothes, and 

even how to address other people and behave in their presence. By participating in their 

daily activities with them, I learned their cultural norms and expectations. However, as 

mentioned in Chapter 3, community members assigned me a variety of roles: la güerita 

(blondie, marking my status as an outsider), maestra (teacher), driver, and even mediator 

between authorities and people in the community.  

Through some of these roles my biases and beliefs became apparent to the 

families. For example, in my role as teacher, a group of mothers asked me to tutor their 

children, particularly in literacy. Even though I was aware of my privileged position and 

could not deny that I have professional experience teaching children how to read and 

write, I was opposed to the idea of becoming “the teacher,” so instead I suggested we 

work together. In preparing for these tutoring sessions I looked for materials but found 

only a couple of old and tattered children’s books in the community library; thus, I tapped 
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into my social networks and obtained a large number of children’s books (some 

professors and friends in the United States even shipped me books). Together we created 

a space in the library where children could freely explore the books, and we organized an 

after-school “reading time” (Figures 7.2 and 7.3). My enjoyment of reading and attitudes 

towards literacy became explicit through this process, influencing the practices of some 

of the mothers who were working with me and the lives of many children in the 

community. It was not unusual for children to engage in literacy activities in my presence 

in order to demonstrate their literacy knowledge and gain recognition from me. This 

example is just one of many I could cite illustrating how my presence and the artifacts I 

brought to town (e.g., books, cameras, markers, crayons, and a refrigerator) influenced 

people’s attitudes and behaviors. I was very careful to exclude from my data any events 

in which it was obvious to me that the activity was not “natural” or “typical.” And, even 

though to this day I do not regret assuming multiple roles during my study, I am also 

aware that doing so might have clouded my objectivity or influenced the data I obtained. 

 

Figure 7.2. Mothers writing with children. 
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Figure 7.3. Children browsing books. 

 I tried to overcome this limitation by reflecting on my assumptions and practices 

and identifying my biases as I collected and analyzed my data. I also included 

participants in writing their own stories. For example, I asked different community 

members to describe their town, which became the basis of Chapter 4, and later shared 

with them what I had written. Later in a third visit in 2009, I shared Chapters 3 through 6 

with Marcia and Victoria, and I seriously considered their comments, suggestions, and 

revisions.  

 My having little knowledge of the Mayan language was another significant 

limitation. During the study period, a member of the community taught me some words 

and phrases that helped me get around. It was important to me that families saw me 

making an effort to learn their language. Because I did not want to overlook or 

misinterpret information, I hired two local research assistants to help me collect, 

transcribe, translate, and interpret the data. They did not accompany me on every home 

visit, but they were key to my understanding of the language use in these two families.  
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Research Possibilities 

 I employed naturalistic techniques for my data collection, so had little control 

over the settings and activities in which the participants engaged. Thus, as in any 

qualitative research, my data were vast and messy, and not all of them have been 

included here. For example, I collected reading samples from 13 other students (Yadira’s 

and Axel’s classmates whom their teachers considered accomplished readers) and 

interviewed their families about their literacy practices and language use at home. I plan 

to analyze these data to expand my understanding of literacy practices in this community 

and to seek possible relationships between households’ material, literacy, and linguistic 

resources and students’ reading abilities.  

The findings of this study can be used for cross-cultural comparison with other 

contexts to identify commonalities that can help develop a framework to study emergent 

literacy among bilingual children in different situations. I plan to continue these 

comparisons, especially in contexts in Mexico and the United States where students’ first 

language is not used as language of instruction in schools (Azuara & Reyes, 2008). 

Understanding the commonalities among contexts will lead to greater understanding of 

the learning process and support the creation of more effective polices and teaching 

practices to serve children in diverse communities. 
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Epilogue 

 In April 2009 I returned to Chak k’iin. The main goal of this trip was to share 

with the participants my analysis and interpretation of the data I had collected during my 

previous visits in 2006 and 2007.  

 Almost all the streets in town are now paved, and few of the traditional adobe 

houses with palm roofs remain. Marcia explained that during my absence the government 

implemented a new program, Casa Digna (Dignified House), which helps families 

construct concrete houses with indoor bathrooms. Many of these are one-bedroom 

houses. Numerous two-story houses have also been built and stand out from the rest 

because of their size and decorative details (e.g., balconies). These houses are being 

financed with remittances from individuals working in the United States and Canada. 

Bicycles remain the main mode of transportation, but more families now own cars. 

Marcia estimates that 30 families, including hers, have telephone lines. The mayor has 

also installed one computer with Internet access for public use. 

 In my absence Tino came back from Canada, and with the money he had earned 

the Canches remodeled their house. They built a second story with a room for their 

children and a master bedroom for themselves. Unfortunately, in January 2009 Marcia 

was involved in a car accident that limited her mobility. Now she and her children live 

permanently with her parents. Marcia can no longer work, so Tino has had to go back to 

Canada to earn enough to pay the medical bills and support the family. One of Marcia’s 

younger sisters was married and now has a child. They all share the one home. In total, 

Axel now lives with his mother and 11 other family members. Raúl, Axel’s elder brother, 
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is now in charge of the family fields. He goes to school in the morning, has lunch, and 

then takes care of the crops. The family survives on their crops and the money Tino 

sends. Marcia can no longer travel to other towns for work, so she does not bring back 

merchandise to resell in her mother’s convenience store. They dismantled the store 

because it was no longer profitable. Marcia cannot stand for long periods, so weaving 

hammocks to supplement the family income is not an option. Although Marcia remains 

calm and positive, and the family’s joyful character has not changed, they cannot disguise 

that their finances are very tight, which affects their daily life. The Canche children now 

have more responsibilities. Raúl works the land and Axel is constantly running errands.  

 I also found changes in the social organization of Yadira’s home. Victoria has had 

a new baby girl, who has become the center of attention. They are proud of the child’s 

skin color (a couple of shades lighter than the rest of the family’s), and they even call her 

by the nickname Muñeca (doll). The girls’ roles have changed with the arrival of the new 

baby. Gina is now more responsible and does not act or speak like a young girl. Yadira is 

assuming more responsibilities and is in charge of taking care of her sisters while her 

mother runs errands. She even bathes the baby at night.  

 During this visit I asked Yadira and Axel to read me a book in Spanish I thought 

would be appropriate to their grade level. Axel and Yadira both read fluently and retold 

the story with detail, showing comprehension. I was surprised that although Axel still 

says he hates Mayan, after reading my Spanish book, he spontaneously took out his 

Mayan textbook and read a passage to me. After he finished reading he retold the story in 
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Spanish for me. According to his mother, he understands what he reads in Mayan. I also 

observed him communicating in Mayan with the people visiting his mother.  

The school has also expanded. An office has been built for the principal and the 

preschool has added two new classrooms. Mr. Galindo is now the principal of the 

elementary school. According to Marcia and Victoria some mothers protested when he 

was appointed, to no avail. To appease them, though, the school authorities in Merida 

have said that Mr. Galindo will be only an interim principal until they find someone else 

to take his place. Yadira has a new male teacher. Axel remains with the same young 

teacher who took Mrs. Flora’s position when she retired. This time, I was not able to 

conduct observations at the school.  

 The priest’s role has also changed since my visit in 2007. I was not able to talk 

with him, but according to Marcia and the mayor, he is taking a more proactive role in 

the community. The priest approached the school principal and the mayor to express his 

concerns about the children’s poor literacy skills. In this meeting they enumerated the 

different challenges that need to be addressed in the school and community. As a result, 

the school is now encouraging punctuality by closing the gate at 7:30 a.m., when school 

starts. The priest also helped some mothers organize a petition drive and collect 

signatures to remove the slot machines, which continue to be a problem because children 

spend a considerable amount of time and what little money they have playing them.  

 During my visit I also observed and talked with people from a Presbyterian 

church in central Mexico who were visiting the town. Marcia explained that over the last 

year different missionaries from this denomination have been proselytizing in the village. 
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They approach people on the street and ask to be received into their homes. If the resident 

accepts, they constantly visit the house, aggressively trying to convert him or her. As I 

personally observed, they give out Bibles and other religious books in Mayan. During 

their visits, they also encourage family members to read the Mayan or Spanish Bible 

along with them. Interestingly, Marcia told me that Raúl has become involved with this 

group, and even though she opposes their religious beliefs, she does not discourage Raúl 

because indirectly he is being encouraged to read.  

 Finally, the library space with children’s books that I established with the group 

of mothers still exists. There is no longer an after-school program, but the space is nicely 

kept and is being used. Some mothers I met on the street told me they now take their 

young children there to browse through the books, and the youngsters even cry when it is 

time to leave. Many books seem to be missing, but this is a good indication that they are 

being used. 
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APPENDIX A 

CODING CATEGORIES 

Abbreviation Definition 

 
Language used during literacy events 

S Spanish 

M Mayan 

CS Code-switching 

St-S Spanish text—oral Spanish 

St-S/M Spanish text—oral Spanish and Mayan 

Mt-M Mayan text—oral Mayan 

Mt-M/S Mayan text—oral Mayan and Spanish 

Bt-S Bilingual text—oral Spanish 

Bt-CS Bilingual text—oral code-switching 

Participant structure 

CDI-CI Child directly involved, child-initiated activity

CDI-AI Child directly involved, adult-initiated activity

CDI-OI Child directly involved, sibling- or peer-initiated activity

CO-A Child observes adult engaging in the activity

CO-OI Child observes siblings or peers engaged in the activity

CO-AO Child observes adult engaged with other emergent literate person 

CPNDI Child present but not directly observing or participating in literacy event 
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