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Many language revitalization programs aimed at teaching Indigenous languages are 

small, informal efforts with limited time and resources. Even in communities that still 

have proficient speakers, students in revitalization programs often struggle to gain pro-

ficiency in the language. This paper offers an illustration of how one language revital-

ization program has tried to make teaching more effective by adapting communicative 

language teaching strategies to be more useful and appropriate for their particular con-

text. Having gained empirical support in the field of second language acquisition 

(SLA), communicative language teaching emphasizes the importance of rich and mean-

ingful interaction for language learning to take place. “Rich” refers to the availability 

of target-like input that is not oversimplified. “Meaningful” refers to the type of inter-

action that takes place in real-life situations that necessitate communication. However, 

existing research on these topics has largely ignored language revitalization contexts, 

where providing learners with rich and meaningful interaction can be particularly chal-

lenging. This paper presents strategies for promoting rich and meaningful interaction 

in instructed language revitalization settings, as demonstrated through teacher practices 

at a Zapotec revitalization program in San Pablo Macuiltianguis, Oaxaca, Mexico. The 

focus is on shifting from Spanish language use to Zapotec language use in specific, 

everyday social spaces, then supporting interaction within these spaces. 

1. INTRODUCTION.1 Language teaching has a growing role in language revitaliza-

tion efforts around the world (Cope & Penfield 2011; Hermes 2007; Hinton 2011;

Hornberger 2008a; Reyhner 1997). A global survey of Indigenous language revitaliza-

tion efforts showed that language teaching was a major objective for a majority of pro-

grams that responded (Pérez Báez, Vogel, & Koller 2018; Pérez Báez, Vogel, & Patolo

2019). This suggests that in many communities experiencing language shift, immedi-

ately reestablishing language transmission in the home is not seen as a viable option,

1 Thank you to the anonymous reviewers of this manuscript for your helpful comments. This article 

highlights the hard work and dedication of the Zapotec students, their parents, and the members of the 

Grupo Cultural Tagayu', San Pablo Macuiltianguis (Oaxaca, Mexico). This work is based on data col-

lected with the supported of the National Science Foundation (Grant Number BCS-1451687). Any 

opinions, findings, and conclusions or recommendations expressed in this material are those of the au-

thor and do not necessarily reflect the views of the National Science Foundation. 
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and community members turn to teaching as an alternative. While some language revi-

talization efforts become well-funded, government-backed education initiatives (e.g., 

Benton 1986, 2015; Cowell 2012), many Indigenous language teaching programs are 

small, local efforts with little institutional support. A handful of community members 

may become concerned with the fact that children are not acquiring the language and 

simply decide to begin teaching the language themselves. In consideration of this real-

ity, this article focuses on how teachers at a small, informal language revitalization 

program can employ strategies that maximize opportunities for language learning. 

These language revitalization programs can face enormous challenges, even 

when a community still has proficient speakers. For one thing, Indigenous communities 

may not view schools as places of hope for their languages, as language loss has been 

perpetuated by boarding schools and exclusionary monolingual education around the 

world (Gantt 2016; Hornberger 2008a; White 2006). Even in cases where language 

teaching is seen as a positive path forward (e.g., De Korne 2017; Hermes 2007; Riesten-

berg & Sherris 2018), there is often an understanding that “schools alone are not enough 

to do the job” (Hornberger 2008b:1). As Hinton (2011) argued, Indigenous language 

learning is inextricably tied to one’s identity as belonging to a minority culture, and 

learning an Indigenous language reflects a sociopolitical ideology about cultural auton-

omy and resistance to assimilation. This sociocultural reality sets teaching for Indige-

nous language revitalization apart from the foreign language teaching contexts that 

have received far more scholarly attention. The goals and needs of Indigenous language 

instruction can differ greatly from other language instruction settings, and most re-

sources on effective language teaching are not created with revitalization in mind 

(Riestenberg, in press; Riestenberg & Sherris 2018; White 2006). Indigenous language 

educators may therefore find it difficult to achieve their instructional goals, and alt-

hough the need is urgent, students in many revitalization programs struggle to gain 

proficiency in the language. 

This paper offers an illustration of how one language revitalization program has 

tried to make teaching more effective by adapting communicative language teaching 

strategies so that they were more applicable, useful, and appropriate in an instructed 

language revitalization context. A major concern of this paper is how to maximize lim-

ited time, resources, and access to proficient speakers by promoting rich and meaning-

ful interaction in language teaching. The terms “rich” and “meaningful interaction” 

come from literature on communicative language teaching as discussed further in Sec-

tion 2. “Rich” refers to the availability of target-like language input (i.e., listening) that 

is not oversimplified. “Meaningful” refers to the type of interaction that takes place in 

real-life situations that necessitate communication (e.g., Brandl 2008:5). Instead of de-

signing teaching around the grammar of the language, the instructor designs it around 

the things that students actually need or want to do in the language. The goal is highly 

participatory interactions in which speakers must achieve some communicative goal 

(Lave & Wenger 1991; Long 1996).  

Within this paper, the concepts of rich input and meaningful interaction are re-

considered in light of the specific challenges of instructed Indigenous language revital-

ization, particularly when time and resources are limited. The next section sets up the 

problem of directly applying strategies from communicative language teaching to in-

structed Indigenous language revitalization. The second half of the paper suggests pos-

sible ways of adapting communicative teaching strategies to better meet these chal-

lenges, offering examples from the practices of instructors who teach Sierra Juárez Za-

potec in the community of San Pablo Macuiltianguis, Oaxaca, Mexico, which is further 
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introduced in Section 3. The paper concludes with a consideration of the outcomes and 

remaining challenges involved in applying these strategies. 

 

2. COMMUNICATIVE LANGUAGE TEACHING FOR LANGUAGE REVI-

TALIZATION. Communicative language teaching (CLT) is a meaning-based ap-

proach to language teaching that makes use of “real-life situations that necessitate com-

munication” (Brandl 2008:5; see also Spada 2007). Based in an understanding that the 

primary function of language is social interaction, CLT aims to help learners develop 

‘communicative competence,’ the characteristics of which are summarized by Lillis 

(2006:666) as follows (emphasis added): 

 

 The ability to use a language well involves knowing (either explicitly or implic-

itly) how to use language appropriately in any given context. 

 The ability to speak and understand language is not based solely on grammatical 

knowledge. 

 What counts as appropriate language varies according to context and may in-

volve a range of modes – for example, speaking, writing, singing, whistling, 

drumming. 

 Learning what counts as appropriate language occurs through a process of 

socialization into particular ways of using language through participation in 

particular communities. 

 

CLT can thus be understood not as a specific pedagogical method but rather as any 

approach “that understands language to be inseparable from individual identity and so-

cial behavior” (Savignon 2018:5). While a number of different models of communica-

tive competence for language pedagogy have been proposed (Bachman & Palmer 2010; 

Canale & Swain 1980; Canale 1983; Celce-Murcia, Dornyei & Thurrell 1995), all of 

these models share an emphasis on language use, meaning, and fluency alongside les-

sons on language structure, form, and accuracy. This stands in contrast to methods that 

focus on learning words and grammatical structures without necessarily placing them 

in the context of their communicative objectives, a legacy of the grammar-translation 

method that was widely used in Western schooling in the nineteenth and twentieth cen-

turies but is not considered to be an effective method of developing oral language pro-

ficiency (Brandl 2008; Richards & Rodgers 2001). 

Proponents of CLT argue that the development of oral proficiency can be ac-

celerated through the increased interaction in the language that the approach offers, and 

this is backed by empirical research on second and foreign language instruction (Gass, 

Mackey & Pica 1998; Keck et al. 2006; Mackey 2007; McDonough & Mackey 2013; 

Pica, Kang & Sauro 2006; Seedhouse 1999). This may appeal to teachers in revitaliza-

tion programs, as the need for learners to quickly gain speaking proficiency is often 

seen as urgent. However, offering opportunities for interaction in the language presents 

pedagogical challenges. In many language teaching settings, revitalization or other-

wise, the instructor is the principle or only speaker of the language to whom students 

have regular access. For this reason, a substantial subset of CLT literature has focused 

on how technology can be used to support classroom practices (Chapelle 2007; Thomas 

& Reinders 2010). Use of technology, especially videos and audio of natural language 

use, can be extremely effective for CLT when this is a feasible option, but many lan-

guage revitalization programs do not readily have access to classroom technology, or 

the time and resources to carry out video and audio recordings that are appropriate for 
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classroom use. On the other hand, if language revitalization is taking place in a scenario 

in which learners and proficient speakers are living together in a community, this can 

be seen as an advantage over other language learning contexts in which learners do not 

have such direct access to speakers of the target language.  

CLT may be appealing in revitalization contexts for other reasons as well. Be-

cause CLT proceeds based not on language structure but on the communicative needs 

of learners, the approach can be used in settings that lack extensive language resources 

in the form of grammars and textbooks. By focusing on real-life situations, CLT moves 

away from rote, teacher-fronted practices and focuses instead on interactions among 

learners or between learners and teachers. This in turn lends itself to engaging with 

sociocultural practices while maintaining a focus on language learning. CLT’s focus on 

language as it is authentically used among a community of speakers means that it is 

flexible enough for community members to realize it in the way they see fit. 

Still, a major challenge in applying CLT in revitalization contexts is that there 

may not be any real-life social situations that truly require the learners to speak the 

target language (Riestenberg & Sherris 2018). This puts the focus on authentic or “real-

life” language use that is the basis of CLT directly at odds with the realities of language 

revitalization. Because CLT aims to foster learners’ ability to communicate outside of 

the language classroom, there must be an active speech community on which to base 

authentic and useful communicative tasks for the learners. Speakers must be using the 

language in at least some social domains, and these domains must be accessible to 

learners, at least in principle. This presents a dilemma in Indigenous language contexts 

if language loss has resulted in an overall decrease in language use across social do-

mains and a social divide between older and younger generations. For revitalization to 

be successful, social practices for using the Indigenous language must be identified. 

This involves identifying potential changes to linguistic habits, such as everyday inter-

actions, cultural practices, or routines that could be done in the Indigenous language 

instead of the colonizing language (Riestenberg, in press). Once these spaces of poten-

tial language use are identified, authentic communicative tasks of the type emphasized 

in CLT can emerge. This is not easy to do, however, and the responsibility to create 

these new spaces of language use often falls to language teachers with limited time and 

resources to devote to language instruction and who may themselves be learners of the 

language. 

 It is worth noting that CLT is not incompatible with other widely known ap-

proaches to language revitalization such as master-apprentice programs (Hinton 2001; 

Hinton, Vera & Steele 2002; Olawsky 2013), language nests (e.g., King 2001), and 

immersion schools (e.g., Bishop, Berryman & Richardson 2002; Greymorning 1997; 

Hermes 2007). While these approaches represent different ways to structure a revitali-

zation program, CLT is better thought of as a set of pedagogical ideologies (e.g., a focus 

on social situations that necessitate communication) and strategies (e.g., promoting rich 

and meaningful interaction) that facilitate language learning. Any of these approaches 

can therefore incorporate CLT, or aspects of CLT, into lesson design. When these im-

mersion-based approaches are not feasible due to lack of time or resources, CLT offers 

an alternative way to make the most out of limited instructional time. At the same time, 

it is important to acknowledge that the existing body of research on CLT has largely 

ignored language revitalization contexts, and, in any case, it is widely understood by 

language pedagogy experts that there is no “one-size-fits-all,” single best method for 

language teaching. Instead, it is important to critically consider what strategies are ap-

plicable, useful, and appropriate in a particular setting. 
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 This paper focuses on how teachers at a small language revitalization program 

adapted two particular strategies of CLT to fit their needs. The first strategy is to pro-

vide rich, authentic language input. The second strategy is to support frequent, mean-

ingful interaction among learners or with other interlocutors. In the subsections that 

follow, I summarize how each of these strategies is presented in the CLT literature and 

the challenges for implementing these strategies in revitalization contexts, before turn-

ing in the subsequent section to ways the teachers adapted these strategies to better meet 

these challenges. 

 

3. PROVIDING RICH, AUTHENTIC INPUT. Rich input is authentic, target-like 

input that is not oversimplified. According to Brandl (2008:12), the goal of rich input 

is to offer learners exposure to “a plethora of language patterns, chunks, and phrases in 

numerous contexts and situations.” Long (2015:307) states that rich input should dis-

play “quality, quantity, variety, genuineness, and relevance.” He argues that methods 

such as modeled dialogues, drills, and reading passages tend to offer input that is lin-

guistically impoverished, resulting in limited or even unrealistic “data” for the learners 

who are processing the language. Instead of exposing learners to scripted interactions, 

the goal is to expose them to authentic, real-life discourse. Depending on the context, 

this input may come from the speech of the instructor, of other speakers of the language, 

or from classmates. It may be through face-to-face interactions, phone or video calls, 

or watching or listening to pre-recorded video or audio of people communicating in the 

language in a realistic context. For example, students may listen to someone describing 

how to weave a type of basket before being asked to complete the same task themselves. 

One way to think about providing rich input is to consider both lexically and 

structurally rich input. In terms of lexically rich input, students need to be exposed not 

only to concrete, basic, isolated words (e.g., ‘tree,’ ‘house,’ ‘jump’) but also more ab-

stract words (e.g., ‘tired,’ ‘fun’), category labels (e.g., not just ‘fork,’ ‘knife,’ ‘spoon’ 

but also ‘utensils’), grammaticalized words (e.g., the plural suffixes of ‘cats,’ ‘bugs,’ 

and ‘foxes’), and collocations (e.g., ‘get ready,’ ‘a large amount of,’ ‘a strong feeling’). 

In terms of structurally rich input, students need to be exposed to a variety of sentence 

structures. This may be quite different in different languages, but this could include 

things like using both questions and statements, using subordinate clauses, and using 

different types of agreement (e.g., ‘You like to play baseball and she likes to play bas-

ketball.’). In a CLT approach, these lexically and structurally diverse forms emerge 

naturally through participation in real-life interactions that necessitate communication, 

rather than by teaching these forms directly. After an initial period of getting accus-

tomed to these input floods, learners’ implicit language learning mechanisms kick in, 

and learning takes place at a much more rapid pace than it would without rich input 

(Long 2015, 2016). This is one reason why “immersion” is widely understood to be 

effective for language learning. 

It seems logical that we would want to offer students in instructed language 

revitalization contexts this type of immersive, rich language experience. However, 

providing learners with rich spoken input can be particularly difficult in language revi-

talization settings in which the number of proficient speakers is rapidly declining. Even 

when there are speakers, they may not be available to attend the classes. It may be 

particularly difficult to find existing authentic materials such as the “texts, photographs, 

video selections, and other language resources…not specially prepared for pedagogical 

purposes” suggested by Brandl (2008:13; see also Tschirner 2003), and programs may 

not have access to video or audio recordings, or the time and resources to carry this out. 
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Because many revitalization programs are led by teachers who are also learners, the 

input students receive is sometimes minimal, simple, and highly scripted. At the same 

time, the focus on “authentic” language input is attractive in revitalization settings be-

cause it is unnecessary to generate a large amount of teaching-specific materials. It can 

also help students make important sociocultural connections in the language, learning 

whole phrases and relationships among words instead of isolated words or calques from 

their other language. There are therefore significant benefits to providing rich, authentic 

input in an instructed revitalization setting if the stated challenges can be addressed. 

 

4. SUPPORTING FREQUENT, MEANINGFUL INTERACTION. Interaction in-

volves both input and learner production; learners cannot simply listen to input. Rather, 

they must be active conversational participants who interact and negotiate about the 

type of input they receive. A learner speaking to a teacher might ask for a clarification 

or check whether she has the right word. These kinds of negotiations for meaning take 

place naturally between speakers in everyday interactions to avoid conversational trou-

ble and make oneself understood. It turns out that this type of interaction functions like 

a catalyst that promotes language acquisition. Several studies of instructed language 

learning have shown that a significant amount of learning takes place during interac-

tions between the learners and teachers, other speakers, or other learners (Keck, Iberri-

Shea, Tracy-Ventura, & Wa-Mbaleka, 2006; Mackey, 2007; McDonough & Mackey, 

2013; Pica, Kang, & Sauro, 2006; Seedhouse, 1999).  

In order for communicative interactions to be beneficial in this way, it is crucial 

that the interactions be meaningful. One way of thinking about providing opportunities 

for meaningful language use is through the use of tasks. Task-based language teaching 

(TBLT), a particular pedagogical approach within CLT, is grounded in the principle 

that language learning is most successful when learners engage in activities that are 

“worthwhile for their own sake” (Dewey, 1933:87 as cited in Norris 2009:579). This 

means going beyond language practice to achieve a nonlinguistic objective, such as 

getting to know one’s classmates or learning to cook traditional food. In order to de-

velop tasks, one first conducts a needs analysis (Long 2005; Serafini, Lake & Long 

2015). This involves collecting information using qualitative research methods such as 

interviews, observations, or focus groups in order to identify the real-world tasks that 

learners need to be able to perform in the language and the discourse that is involved in 

completing them. Then instructional versions of these tasks, called pedagogic tasks, are 

developed for the classroom (Long 2015). 

Another conceptualization of a task comes from Ellis (2009:223), who states 

that for a language-teaching activity to qualify as a “task,” it should have the following 

characteristics: 

 

 The primary focus should be on “meaning” (i.e., learners should be mainly con-

cerned with processing the semantic and pragmatic meaning of utterances). 

 There should be a “gap,” a need to convey information, to express an opinion 

or to infer meaning. 

 Learners should largely have to rely on their own resources (linguistic and non-

linguistic) in order to complete the activity. 

 There is a clearly defined outcome other than the use of language (i.e., the lan-

guage serves as the means for achieving the outcome, not as an end in its own 

right). 
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For both Long and Ellis, it is not the task itself but rather the context surrounding the 

task that creates meaningfulness. Introducing yourself to your classmates is not mean-

ingful if everyone already knows your name, or if no one really feels that it is important 

to learn your name. However, introducing yourself to your classmates is meaningful if 

others would truly like to learn your name. Brandl (2008:16) further argues that for a 

language interaction to be meaningful, it should be “relatable to existing knowledge 

that the learner already possesses.” For instance, a lesson on terms used when playing 

basketball is not going to be successful if the learners aren’t familiar with the sport. 

What all of these ways of understanding tasks have in common is their emphasis on 

meaning over decontextualized practice of words and grammar.  

Promoting meaningful interaction is likely to be appealing to instructors work-

ing in language revitalization settings because of the opportunities it creates to engage 

with sociocultural practices while maintaining a focus on language. However, creating 

opportunities for meaningful interaction can be difficult if language shift has resulted 

in an overall decrease in language use across social domains and a social divide between 

older and younger generations. The authentic task idealized in TBLT requires signifi-

cant community investment in the target language, because in Indigenous communities 

that have experienced language shift, there may be few tasks that learners truly need to 

do in the language (Riestenberg & Sherris 2018). This is particularly the case if every-

one in the community is either bilingual or only speaks the colonizing language. Fre-

quent, meaningful interaction is a major advantage of revitalization approaches such as 

Master-Apprentice (Hinton 2001), but this type of program is not practical in every 

community. What if there is only one committed teacher? Even if there are multiple 

proficient speakers participating in a program, are they able to commit to frequently 

(and patiently) interacting with the learners?  

Still, the shift from grammar and vocabulary practice to a focus on language 

meaning can provide an enormous advantage in Indigenous language contexts, partic-

ularly if little linguistic analysis has been conducted. In addition, Riestenberg & Sherris 

(2018) argued that when learners in revitalization programs experience in meaningful, 

communicative use of the target language, this fosters their identities as knowers and 

users of the language and reinforces their relationship to the language as symbolic cap-

ital. This type of learning by doing also demonstrates to community members that stu-

dents can actually use the language, which can foster positive beliefs about language 

revitalization (ibid 2018). 

 

5. MACUILTIANGUIS ZAPOTEC REVITALIZATION PROJECT. The remain-

der of this paper offers examples of strategies for adapting CLT to meet the challenges 

of language revitalization settings described in previous sections. The examples come 

from a program aimed at teaching children the traditional Zapotec language of the com-

munity of San Pablo Macuiltianguis, Oaxaca, Mexico. Zapotec is the term used to des-

ignate a subfamily of “probably twenty-some” (Beam de Azcona, 2016:3) languages of 

the Otomanguean stock primarily spoken in the state of Oaxaca in southern Mexico, 

with many speakers also living in other regions of Mexico and the United States. 

Macuiltianguis Zapotec is the variety spoken in the small municipality of San Pablo 

Macuiltianguis, located in the mountainous Sierra Juárez region north of Oaxaca City. 

The 2010 Mexican census suggested a rapid decrease in the number of Indigenous lan-

guage speakers in Macuiltianguis over the last two generations; 96% of people over age 

45 reported that they spoke an Indigenous language but this was true for only 36% of 

people ages 5-14 (INEGI, 2010). During a year of fieldwork in the community (2015-
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2016), I encountered no Zapotec-speaking children between the ages of 5 and 14, sug-

gesting that there are perhaps even fewer speakers than the census indicates.  

The Grupo Cultural Tagayu' (Macuiltianguis Cultural Group) was founded in 

2008 by several community members with the broad goal of preserving and revitalizing 

the local language. The group established an alphabet for the language and have since 

produced several printed resources, including a Bingo game, a domino game, a booklet 

of songs and stories, a book on counting and measurement, a book on the community’s 

history and traditional knowledge (Grupo Cultural Tagayu' 2017), and a workbook for 

learning the local practical orthography (Grupo Cultural Tagayu' 2018). In 2010, the 

group registered a learning center to teach Zapotec to children with the Center for the 

Study and Development of the Indigenous Languages of Oaxaca (CEDELIO), who pro-

vide training opportunities for Indigenous language activists. Between 2010 and 2015, 

the retired primary school teacher who voluntarily directs the revitalization group spo-

radically taught Zapotec classes to children in the community. In 2014, she attended a 

workshop on TBLT in multilingual contexts that I offered in Oaxaca through 

CEDELIO. We subsequently formed a collaboration to assess, create, adapt, and apply 

communicative and task-based strategies in the Zapotec classes, with the instructor’s 

main goal being to promote authentic spoken interaction among the learners and be-

tween learners and speakers living in the community. 

It is important to acknowledge that I write this paper as a non-Indigenous, out-

sider researcher and auxiliary to the language revitalization group. The reflections in 

this article are written and published with the permission of the community members 

involved and are based on work that took place between August 2015 and June 2016, 

during which time I was living in Macuiltianguis, working closely with the revitaliza-

tion group on lesson plans and language materials, and conducting linguistic research. 

During this time, a fluctuating group of children (mostly ages 7-11) regularly attended 

a two-hour Zapotec class after school around three times per month. All learners were 

true beginners in terms of speaking, reading, and writing, but a few learners had higher-

level listening comprehension abilities. Class lessons were centered on speaking tasks, 

though pedagogical tasks involving listening, reading, and writing skills were often 

used to support speaking task performance. Other members of the revitalization group 

occasionally co-taught classes with the main instructor. The examples presented in this 

article are based on lesson plans and video and audio recordings of class sessions and 

their accompanying transcripts. The latter were collected as part of a larger project to 

document the nature of the target language input learners receive and are archived at 

the Archive of the Indigenous Languages of Latin America (Riestenberg & Grupo Cul-

tural Tagayu' 2019). 

 

6. STRATEGIES FOR CLT IN REVITALIZATION SETTINGS. In Section 2, I 

described the various challenges involved in applying principles of CLT in instructed 

language revitalization settings. I suggested that providing learners with opportunities 

for rich, authentic input and frequent, meaningful interaction can be particularly diffi-

cult because 1) There may not currently be any real-life situations that truly require the 

learners to speak the target language; 2) There may be few highly proficient speakers, 

and/or language use may be restricted to a subset of social domains, and/or the language 

may be rarely used around younger community members; and 3) Access to technology 

may be limited and/or there may not be existing recordings of appropriate conversations 

or narratives in the language. In this section I suggest possible strategies for adapting 
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principles of CLT to better meet these challenges, offering examples from the practices 

of the instructors who teach Macuiltianguis Zapotec.  

The examples from Macuiltianguis may not apply to every language revitaliza-

tion context, and I do not claim that all of these practices are generalizable across set-

tings. The examples I give are most practical when there are at least of handful of speak-

ers in the community where learning is taking place. Although the strategies presented 

are most likely to be of interest to programs that have limited time and resources, some 

strategies may also be worthwhile in Master-Apprentice programs or in full-time im-

mersion programs. Overall, my goal is to share with a wider audience the ways that this 

revitalization group has addressed some of the pedagogical challenges they faced, in 

hopes of sparking others to explore these ideas as they may apply in their own specific 

contexts. 

 

6.1  STRATEGY 1: ESTABLISHING SPACES THAT NECESSITATE COM-

MUNICATION IN THE LANGUAGE. One of the major strengths of CLT is its em-

phasis on real-world language use. However, when the target language is rarely or no 

longer used in in natural communication, it is not clear how CLT can be implemented 

(Riestenberg & Sherris 2018). The experiences of the Macuiltianguis revitalization pro-

gram suggest that it is necessary to reestablish or forge open social spaces that necessi-

tate communication in the target language (Riestenberg, in press). Many people in-

volved in language revitalization have acknowledged the need develop a wider range 

of functional social uses for threatened languages (e.g., Hornberger 2008a), including 

early work on reversing language shift (Fishman 1991), so I do not claim to be the first 

to raise this issue. Nor do I wish to suggest that this is easy or straightforward. My goal 

is only to point out the connection between the need to establish social spaces of lan-

guage use and the practices advocated in CLT. 

In Macuiltianguis, spaces for Zapotec language use were forged open by focus-

ing on encouraging students to speak Zapotec in situations in which they were already 

interacting with Zapotec speakers but doing so in Spanish. This approach emerged from 

interviews and meetings with students, their parents, members of the revitalization 

group, community leaders, and members of the wider community which revealed an 

overwhelming desire for children to speak Zapotec in routine interactions in public 

spaces in the community. Therefore our initial focus was on everyday tasks such as 

greeting others on the street, making small talk, and making purchases at a local store. 

When learning to make purchases in Zapotec, students first practiced the task in the 

classroom by imagining the store setting. The instructor brought items that could be 

purchased at a local general store into the classroom (a bag of black beans, a bag of 

rice, tortillas, an empty carton of milk, an empty water bottle, and so on). First, two 

speakers would model the task for the students, imagining that one person was the 

shopkeeper and the other was there to make a purchase. As a comprehension check, 

students had to answer questions about the interactions they observed. The instructors 

highlighted key phrases for the students and asked them to repeat these phrases. Then 

task practice switched from dyads of two native speakers to dyads of one student with 

one native speaker.  

Eventually, students were taken to local stores where the shopkeepers were Za-

potec speakers to try making purchases in Zapotec. The instructors asked parents ahead 

of time to send students with some change and instructions about which item(s) to buy. 

The shopkeepers were asked ahead of time to only speak Zapotec to the students when 

they came in the store. The Zapotec instructors asked the shopkeepers to keep speaking 
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Zapotec to the students in the class whenever they came into their store. I did not con-

duct any specific follow up observations to check how often this happened, as the scope 

of my research was limited to the classroom setting. However, I later observed a shop-

keeper who had participated in the task speaking Zapotec to students who came into 

the shop on a handful of occasions. 

Another example of a new space for Zapotec use was during students’ basket-

ball games. Basketball has been an important sport in this region since the mid 20th 

century. Communities host all-ages basketball tournaments several times a year. Before 

an important tournament, the Zapotec instructor brought materials to the classroom for 

making signs in Zapotec that people in the crowd could hold when cheering on the 

basketball players. They said things like ¡Tsitsiteba! (Strength!) and ¡Guakaba! (You 

can do it!). During the tournament, when the Zapotec students and instructors were in 

the crowd watching other age groups from Macuiltianguis play, they recited these 

phrases in Zapotec as chants to cheer on the players. 

 Both of these examples illustrate use of Zapotec in a social space that had pre-

viously been Spanish-only. While the impetus for this change started in the classroom 

at the direction of the Zapotec instructors, both examples show ways that the use of 

Zapotec extended beyond the classroom. Another benefit of these activities as they 

were implemented by the Zapotec instructors is that they required very little preparation 

ahead of time. They did not require worksheets, audio recordings, or preparation of 

scripted dialogues. Some materials were required, but these were things that could be 

easily found in the community. The main requirement was willingness on the part of a 

handful of speakers in the community to interact with the children in Zapotec. 

 

6.2 STRATEGY 2: PLANNING MEANINGFUL, FACE-TO-FACE INTERAC-

TION. One advantage for CLT in some language revitalization programs, as compared 

with most foreign language programs, is that students may have regular access to mul-

tiple speakers of the language who live in the same community where the learning is 

taking place. This is the case in Macuiltianguis. It is a small, walkable village, and many 

older members of the community speak Zapotec. The instructors decided to take ad-

vantage of this by planning opportunities for students to interact face-to-face with a 

variety of speakers. This included visits to speakers’ homes in the community, visiting 

speakers at their place of work (as in the shop example given in the previous section), 

or asking speakers to visit the Zapotec classroom. For example, a community member 

who played and coached basketball in the 1970s (when Macuiltianguis was establishing 

itself as a serious contender!) came by the classroom to talk to the students about how 

basketball has changed in the community over time. In another instance, students vis-

ited a speaker’s home and she described the different traditional tools and items in her 

house and what they were used for. One class session even led students on a sort of 

scavenger hunt around the community, visiting with different speakers along the way. 

 Of course, one challenge for the instructors was how to make sure these inter-

actions were meaningful for the students. For one lesson, members of the community 

showed students how to make pan de muerto, a sweet bread baked for Day of the Dead 

in Mexico. The speakers demonstrated and explained the process to the students, but 

the lesson also incorporated ways for students to interact with the speakers using Zapo-

tec by looking for ways to insert communicative “gaps” into the activities (Ellis 2009). 

Students needed to ask for ingredients from speakers or from each other, they needed 

to ask how much of each ingredient was required, and when they finished a step, they 
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had to ask a speaker what to do next. These simple key phrases were practiced ahead 

of time, with instructors first modeling language that could be used.  

 Another way instructors made such interactions more meaningful was by incor-

porating practice using key phrases for negotiating comprehension or requesting clari-

fication. These included phrases such as “Can you say that again?” “How do you say 

___?” “What does ____ mean?” and “I don’t understand.” These kinds of phrases were 

not included in any existing language documentation, and it was not immediately ob-

vious which phrases would be most helpful, so the instructors first had to observe their 

own patterns of meaning negotiation with other speakers and analyze the language that 

was used to be able to teach these phrases to students for their own use. 

Organizing home and classroom visits in this way reflects the value of face-to-

face interaction advocated in language revitalization methods such as Master-Appren-

tice (Hinton 2001). However, when this type of high-commitment model is not feasible, 

this approach makes use of the same principle while spreading the commitment out 

among different speakers. The small amount of time students spend with speakers is 

maximized by ensuring opportunities for meaningful interaction through creating com-

municative gaps (Ellis 2009), modeling the language needed to address those gaps, and 

then asking the students to use the target language to close the gap. 

 

6.3  STRATEGY 3: PRACTICING ELABORATING SPOKEN INPUT OF SELF 

AND OTHERS. Language teachers sometimes worry about exposing students to the 

large quantities of varied input advocated in a CLT approach. Learners in revitalization 

programs are often beginners, and this kind of immersive, input flooding approach can 

be overwhelming, especially if there are few cognates or little typological similarity 

between the target language and the other language(s) the learner knows. In order to 

make the input easier for learners to process and understand, proponents of CLT sug-

gest elaborating input rather than simplifying it. Elaboration of input involves adding 

redundancy and highlighting regularity. Redundancy can be added by through things 

like repetition, gesturing, and paraphrase. Regularity can be highlighted through paral-

lelism (e.g., ‘We get tired when…,’ ‘We get hungry when…,’ ‘We get annoyed 

when…’) or through retention of optional words and morphemes (e.g., ‘Do you want 

to go to the store with me?’ rather than ‘Want to go to the store with me?’). Explicitly 

drawing learners’ attention to grammatical and semantic features by raising your voice, 

writing on the board, or using gestures may also be considered a type of input elabora-

tion. Various empirical studies have demonstrated that students at a variety of levels 

are able to comprehend elaborated input just as well as simplified input (see Long 

2015:248-258 for an overview).  

Most of the CLT literature focuses on elaborating written texts, but this may not 

be very useful for language revitalization programs whose principle goal is to get the 

learners speaking the language. Therefore it may be useful for instructors to focus on 

becoming skilled elaborators of the spoken input they produce in the classroom, as well 

as ways to elaborate the language offered by other speakers. Elaboration mostly occurs 

orally in the Macuiltianguis Zapotec classes. Instructors often repeated and paraphrased 

their own language or the language of other speakers, and they often recasted or ex-

panded upon the utterances of the learners. The transcription in Table 1 shows how the 

Zapotec instructor elaborated a spoken riddle to aid learners’ comprehension (Riesten-

berg & Sherris 2018). 
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TABLE 1: Elaborated spoken input in the Zapotec classroom (Riestenberg & Sherris 

2018) 

1  Instructor: Nu' ruinna na, ruttina 

na. Nu' ruinna na, rut-

tina na. 

 

He who makes it, sells 

it. He who makes it 

sells it.  

repetition 

2  Instructor: Nu' ro'ona na, labí ruki-

na'na na, labí rukina'na 

na 

 

He who buys it, doesn't 

use it, doesn't use it. 

repetition, paral-

lelism 

3  Instructor:  Es mucho nana pero es 

que na “él” y na de las 

cosas que estoy… 

(Spanish) It's a lot of 

nana because there's na 

“he” and na the things 

that I'm… 

explicitly draws 

learners’ attention 

to the fact that na 

is used as both a 

subject pronoun 

“he” and an object 

pronoun “it” 

 

4  Instructor: Nu' ruin…NA…NA, 

ruttina na, ruttina na, 

ruttina, ruttina. 

HE who makes IT, sells 

it, he sells it, he sells, he 

sells. 

use of pauses and 

louder voice to 

make pronouns sa-

lient; repetition 

 

5  Instructor: Inte ruttiya etaxtila, lu 

ruttilu iyya, lu ruttilu 

la'go 

 

I sell bread, you sell 

tools, you sell food 

paraphrase, use of 

verb sell in differ-

ent hypothetical 

contexts 

6  Instructor: Student 1, nancho'a rut-

tiye lha'go, nancho'a rut-

tiye ettatosa lani bela', 

nancho'a ruttiye etaxtila 

Student 1, your mom 

sells food, (to another 

student) your mom sells 

tacos, (to a third stu-

dent) your mom sells 

bread 

 

paraphrase, use of 

verb sell in differ-

ent real life con-

texts 

7  Student 2: El que hace tortillas (Spanish) He who 

makes tortillas 

 

 

 

 

This example shows the Zapotec instructor’s willingness and ability to elaborate spoken 

input in the classroom, using strategies such as repetition, paraphrasing, drawing learn-

ers’ attention to grammatical features, and occasionally translating to the L1. This ex-

ample suggests that without text elaboration, students did not understand the riddle. It 

also illustrates that for this Zapotec instructor, spoken elaboration became natural in the 

Zapotec class. By focusing on elaborated rather than simplified input, the learners re-

ceived exposure to richer and more varied language. 

 

7.  OUTCOMES AND REMAINING CHALLENGES. The primary goal of apply-

ing CLT in the Zapotec program was to increase spoken interaction in the classroom. 

Both students and teachers reported that students speak much more in class than they 
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did before, and this is corroborated by the class videos. A number of community mem-

bers who have worked with the program have commented that they were surprised how 

much children spoke when in a classroom setting. In this sense, the practices outlined 

in this paper offer potential ways for programs with limited time and resources to use 

their limited time and resources efficiently. 

A more ambitious goal in Macuiltianguis, as for most language revitalization 

programs, is to create a new generation of Zapotec speakers. It is less clear how well 

the community is poised to achieve this goal. The program faces various challenges. 

Students tend to stop going to the classes when they reach middle school and their 

regular academic demands become greater, and there has not been enough community 

interest to find a way to teach Zapotec through the regular school system. Class hours 

are limited to just a few hours a month, and no language teaching method can create 

fluent speakers with so few hours of class time. 

Acknowledging these challenges helps to reiterate the fact that the academic 

fields that in principle could have much to offer language revitalization efforts, those 

concerned with second language teaching and learning, have not traditionally con-

cerned themselves with the teaching of endangered Indigenous languages. If these 

fields are to be relevant for the challenges of language revitalization, the approaches 

used must be critically examined and remain open to adjustment. Perhaps future imple-

mentations of CLT in instructed language revitalization contexts can make creating new 

community spaces for language use the central aspect of the program, equally as im-

portant as instructional design. In Indigenous language teaching, reclaiming the value 

of Indigenous knowledge may be just as important as learners’ acquisition of new 

knowledge, and CLT may offer strategies that are useful for this valorization process 

(Riestenberg & Sherris 2018). Analysis of these issues within the community can be 

incorporated into lesson planning. While language teachers may have little control over 

how wider social factors do or do not align with Indigenous language use, they may be 

able to support students’ opportunities to gain proficiency in the language, and a CLT 

approach may be exploited to further these efforts. 
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