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This is a report on some of my experiences with peonle of two dif-
ferent language backgrounds: The Mazhuatl- and Spanish-speaking people of
Ilaquilpan, Veracruz. It is presented in the hope that it will help FSL
teachers gain a belter understanding of their students' oprobless.

The word Tlaguilpan is 2 compound word containing two roots and a
suffix: tlaj, which means land, earth or soil (land in Lhis context);
quilitl, which means quelite, a typce of spinach; and the suffix an, on
the surface. This town is surrounded by pine trses, a great variety of
other trees, and flowers of all kinds. It is approximately 2,000 meters
above sea level, and it is extremely cold and humid all year round. The
fact that it rains throughout the year has made peonle very conscious of
the weather. There are special words for rain/clouds and dry/clauds,
a?d people can tell if it will rain by simply idenLifying a Lype of
cloud.

Until apnoroximately thirty vears ago, this town was about 98% mono-
Tingual. Now it is about 98% bilingual, although not bicultural, since
their customs have not changed with the language. Currently Nahuatl is
only used at home and by some people from the rancherias whe have not
learned Spanish. ARG B

Tlaquilpan has about one thousand neople, Y97 of which are Indians,
the remaining 1% are neople nf Spanish descent. The area is served by
four schools, one of which is a boarding scinnl far children who have no
money. Tn this particular school Lhe children sludy balf day and work
the land the ether half. The remaining three schaols are primary schools.

When T went tn school there, our teachers, who were from different
tomns, did not speak Nahuatl: therefore the classes were taught in
Spanish, This caused aboul 90% of Lhe sludents to drop out. I the
remaining children did not learn or did not do their homework correctly,
they were hit by the Leacher. Since these children did not speak
Spanish, they did not undersland why Lhey were being nunished. Xeedless
Lo say, this atmosphere of hostility was not conducive Lo learning.




Avound 1958 the Deparlwent of Education started employing bilingual
teachers (Spanish-Nahuatl speakers}; although Lbcy wer not trained in
methods of bilingual education, Lhe results have been mosl gqratifying.
Siudents have lecarned Spanish with surprising ease.

Today the use of Nahuatl is lTimited to whal we could call intimate
language, that is, iL is used in very small groups (up to a maximm of
four). When the group gets larger, the speakers switch Lo Spanish.
Nahuazl is alsc used when speaking to a close friend, but Spanish is the
language of choice if Lhe speakers do not share an intimate relation-

ship.

About ninety years ago a group of blond, blue-eyed peaple tried to
settle in Tlaquilpan, but they werce thrown outl by the natives. They
seliled on the other side of Lhe mountains in a town they called
Masitualla. No one knows what the name means or where the setticrs came
from. Some people think they came from France; others think Lhey came
from Germany. The only thing that is known with cerlainty is thal they
spoke Spanish badly. Since Lhey could not learn Nahuatl, the [ndians
called them xoxos/sosos/ which describes 2 person who has difficulties
with lanyuage or in performing a skill.

These peonle were also called pecos which means stained or freckled.
They were yiven this name because Lhey did nol bathe regularly and the
dirt would show up on their while skin, which was a novelty for Lhe
Indians whose brown skin did not show Lhe dirt

If 2 white man married an Indian woman, Lhey could live neither in
Tlaquilpan nor in Masitualla since they were then considered oulcasts by
both the whiles and the Indians. So Lhese peaple built anotiher town
called Xoxocotla, a word derived from xoxo (imability to speak well) and
ncotl (pine tree), Lhe sense of which would be, a stupid bilingual among
the pine trees.

From this mixlure of badly-spoken Spanish and Nahuatl, a new lan-
guage has emerged which is ncither Spanish nor Nahuatl, but a combination
of the twe. [For exampler the ending ito in Spanish forms the diminutive
of the noung, as in mafz, forming maicito. In Nahuatl the diminutive
js formed by the addition of Lzintle: so Nahuatl Lleple (corn} becomes
Llepltzintle. But in Xoxocotla, LhCy use the Nahuatl noun tleole and the
Spanish dimnutive ito giving tleclito.

From this simple but clear cxample we can see Lhat the process of
acculturation is time-consuming and often painful . Perhaps we as Leachers
of tnqlish need to become more sensitive to the mative culture of our
ctudents. We are teaching both language skills and cultural awarencss,
but too often we focus on the target culture as we teach the target lan-
guage. Many times teacher expectations, both linguistic and cultural,




are high. Any awareness of the time and offor:s necessary to cre

ate any

process oOf élCCl.‘]f.Ll"dtiDﬂ on the pnrt of 'rr'ﬂlibh ]anguag{. teachers would
perhaps gencrate more rapid assimilation of bolh language and culture by

the student,




