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Indigenous communities working to reclaim their languages have called for 
a shift from the traditional research paradigm of language documentation 
and description, in which outsider scholars set the agenda, to one in which 
community language workers take on leadership roles at every stage of 
the process, possibly with secondary support from outsider linguists. 
This article describes one such effort, a collaboration between a diasporic 
Mexican Indigenous (Indígena) community and university-based linguists 
to support community language maintenance goals in California. We discuss 
five key previous or ongoing project activities: (1) community-centered 
documentation of local Mixtec varieties; (2) literacy classes for these varieties; 
(3) a special class on linguistic research and activism for Indígena youth; 
(4) a community survey of attitudes toward and use of Indígena languages, 
Spanish, and English; and (5) the creation of language and literacy materials 
for community use. 

The article offers a model of collaborative, community-centered language 
documentation and maintenance research that prioritizes community 
members’ agency, perspectives, and goals for their languages. The 
collaboration also serves as an example of linguistic research with and for 
diasporic communities, a context of growing need that remains neglected in 
the field. We highlight our focus on mobilizing data and analysis to create 
practical language materials, and we discuss some challenges we have faced.
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1. Introduction 	
One of the central ethical responsibilities of language documentation research is to serve the community to whom the 
language belongs, not only through the documentary record but also through technical training (England 1992), ac-
cess to institutional resources, and creation of language resources that result from the work. To this end, the field has 
increasingly moved toward community-based, socioculturally-grounded, and reclamation- and revitalization-oriented 
research frameworks, which help ensure that community members’ goals for linguistic research are either prioritized 
outright or, at a minimum, placed on an equal footing with outsider researchers’ agendas (e.g., Benedicto et al. 2007; 
Czaykowska-Higgins 2009; Leonard & Haynes 2010; Cruz & Woodbury 2014; Kroskrity & Meek 2017; Sapién 2018; Bis-
choff & Jany 2019). While this shift does not erase the substantial social, structural, and institutional power differences 
between Indigenous communities and academic linguists, who are still overwhelmingly non-Indigenous, the approach 
respects community partners’ expertise, agency, and sovereignty by following their lead regarding their needs and 
the kinds of projects that are relevant and useful to them in advancing their language goals. In this model, the role of 
academic linguists, particularly those who are not themselves members of the partner community, is consultative and 
secondary rather than authoritative and primary. Linguists can and should take responsibility, first, to provide the com-
munity with specialized information, skills, and training in alignment with community needs and goals and, second, to 
break down barriers to institutionally restricted resources to which they have access as academics, such as grant fund-
ing and management, digital infrastructure, and research and teaching networks. 

While a great deal of research both in linguistics and in other fields is now framed as community-based, such work in-
cludes a range of relationships between researcher and community, from merely situating the research in a community 
setting, as opposed to an academic setting, to projects in which community members are full collaborators or make up 
the entire research team. We therefore differentiate the following concepts: 

•	 community-based research: academic research that takes place in community settings, which may or may not 
fully engage community members as collaborators

•	 community-centered research: community-based research which involves close consultation between outsider 
researchers and community members and prioritizes community goals and needs 

•	 community-led research: community research in which researchers from within the community, who may or 
may not have academic affiliations, set the research agenda and direct the work, with or without assistance 
from outsider researchers

We classify our own work as community-centered, with some aspects moving toward community-led research. We 
recognize, however, that community-led research may not be realistic or desirable in every community or for every 
community member. We also frame our work as language reclamation rather than language revitalization. Building 
on the work of Leonard (e.g., 2008; 2011), we understand the goal of language reclamation not as enhancing the status 
of individual community languages from the standpoint of Linguistics (e.g., “revitalizing” an “endangered” language) 
but rather as redressing the colonial oppression of all Indigenous languages; language reclamation research therefore 
centers community understandings and goals and rejects linguistic theories and methods that perpetuate colonizing 
practices (Leonard 2021).

When community-centered and community-led documentation and reclamation projects are conducted in partnership 
with academic linguists, a necessary step is dismantling institutional barriers that deny community members equitable 
access to the tools, resources, and power of academic research. This goal may be achieved in part by providing training 
in linguistics for team members from the community who do not already have a research background in the discipline, 
and in part by facilitating academic affiliations for those team members who wish to have such institutional roles, 
whether as research specialists or consultants, undergraduate or graduate students, postdoctoral fellows, or faculty. 
Such affiliations, which admittedly are easiest to establish when the collaborating community is local to the academic 
institution, help undo some of the grossest inequities in the research relationship while providing these team members 
with the material support and symbolic prestige of academic institutions in their language work.

Our community-centered research over the past eight years has focused on an ongoing collaboration between a major 
research university and a diasporic Mexican community living in the United States. In Mexico as elsewhere around the 
globe, migration of Indigenous groups is on the rise due to the increased instability of ecological, economic, and polit-
ical systems (McAuliffe & Khadria 2019). However, as we ourselves have experienced, the languages of these diasporic 
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communities are often not considered legitimate foci of research by linguists and funding agencies due to longstanding 
disciplinary ideologies rooted in linguistic purism, which view the only authentic or ideal language users as those who 
live in their traditional homelands (for critiques of these ideologies, see Hill et al. 2002; Leonard 2008; 2011; Meek 2011; 
Henderson 2015; Davis 2017). Diasporic communities also challenge conventional linguistic understandings of commu-
nity as statically anchored in a single traditional homeland – or, indeed, in any geographic location (Reyes Basurto et 
al. 2021). The transnationalism, mobility, and multilingualism of diasporic Indigenous communities creates a situation 
of intense language contact and societal marginalization, in which community members are likely to experience severe 
social and economic pressures to shift to hegemonic languages. There is thus an urgent need for academic linguists to 
support these communities. In this article we discuss our efforts to create a community-centered collaboration that 
addresses the varied language-related goals of some diasporic Mexican Indigenous community members in coastal Cal-
ifornia.

2. The diasporic Indígena community in California 	
Due to the social, economic, and ecological impacts of colonialism and neoliberal policies over the last half-millennium, 
Indigenous peoples from Mexico and Central America have been mobile and transnational for decades (Edinger 1985; 
Lopez 2016). Substantial migration to the United States began in the 1930s and then increased significantly, especially 
among male temporary workers, during the 1942‒1964 US-Mexico agricultural worker agreement known as the Bracero 
Program (Fox 2006: 40). Women and children began migrating in larger numbers in the 1980s (Rivera-Salgado 1999a: 
28‒29). More recently, as restrictions on movement across the border have tightened, fixed and seasonally migrating 
communities have become established around the United States, including in Florida, Georgia, Illinois, New York, Texas, 
and especially along the West Coast in California, Oregon, and Washington. People’s personal reasons for migrating to 
the United States include seeking better economic opportunities for themselves, financially supporting their families, 
and/or seeking asylum due to local violence in their communities. Others were brought with family members when 
they were young, or were born in the U.S. and then raised by extended family members back in Mexico before rejoining 
their family in the U.S. later at school age.

	 Escala Rabadán and Rivera-Salgado (2018) estimate that at least 350,000 Mexican Indigenous migrants now re-
side in California, about a quarter of whom live in and around Los Angeles and work in construction, landscaping, and 
other low-wage manual labor sectors. The majority, however, work in the state’s enormous agricultural industry (Mines 
et al. 2010), and large farmworker populations, mostly of Mixtec heritage, have settled in and near Fresno, San Diego, 
and the Central Coast counties of Ventura, Santa Barbara, Monterey, and Santa Cruz (Kresge 2007). In this article, we use 
the term Indígena to refer to Indigenous Californians whose deeper roots lie in southern Mexico in order to distinguish 
them from Indigenous groups such as the Chumash, Tongva/Kizh, Salinan, Ohlone, and many others that have much 
longer histories as the stewards of what is now California (Reyes Basurto et al. 2021). We acknowledge that the term 
Indígena, like most labels applied to groups of people, is problematic: It is too broad, and it defines peoples exclusively in 
relation to the (generally colonial) State whose borders have been drawn around them, rather than as nations in their 
own right (Gil 2020). Other terms such as pueblos (or lenguas) originarios/as or milenarios/as are currently increasing in 
usage. We use Indígena in this article because it is currently the most widely used term.

	 Indígena farmworkers perform grueling physical labor for exploitative wages (Holmes 2013; Thompson 2017), 
often without health benefits (Zabin et al. 1993). They are often not provided with protective equipment or measures 
while working in extreme and unsafe conditions (Saxton 2014), including being exposed to unsafe air quality from 
ever more frequent wildfires (Méndez et al. 2020) and facing a disproportionate risk of infection during the COVID-19 
pandemic (Tuirán & Roberts 2020). During the pandemic, Indígena farmworkers became more widely recognized as 
essential workers (see, e.g., Kerwin et al. 2020), exposing the too often buried fact that they are an integral part of Cali-
fornia’s, and the nation’s, economy and food supply chain.

The challenges faced by Indígena migrant communities are not limited to the workplace: Marginalization and dis-
crimination pervade daily life in diaspora (Maxwell et al. 2015). Indígena people face continuous discrimination due to 
xenophobia and racism in the dominant U.S. culture (Boletín EMIF Norte 2018), combined with anti-Indígena racism 
among mestizxs, or non-Indígena Mexicans (Perez et al. 2016), on both sides of the border. In the U.S. education system, 
Indígena youth confront a lack of recognition of their ethnic identities as distinct from broader Chicanx and/or Latinx 
groups (Campbell-Montalvo 2023), and they are targets of racist bullying in schools (Gitlin et al. 2003; Barillas-Chón 
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2010; Perez et al. 2016; see also Machado-Casas 2012), often from mestizx peers (Kovats 2010). Due to widespread un-
awareness of their linguistic differences from other Mexicans, Indígena migrants are rarely provided with appropriate 
language interpretation in medical (Chen et al. 2007; Uliasz 2018) and legal (León 2014) contexts, making them some of 
the most poorly served and marginalized Californians.

In response to decades of these shared struggles, Indígena people have exercised their agency in a number of ways. 
Diverse groups of Indígena migrants in California have leveraged their large numbers as well as their emerging shared 
Indígena social identity and political consciousness (Nagengast & Kearney 1990) to establish nonprofit organizations, 
including the Frente Indígena Oaxaqueño Binacional (FIOB), founded in Los Angeles in 1991, the Centro Binacional 
para el Desarrollo Indígena Oaxaqueño (CBDIO), founded in Fresno in 1993, and Comunidades Indígenas en Liderazgo 
(CIELO), founded in Los Angeles in 2016. These organizations serve Indígena community members, build solidarity, and 
further shape transnational and diasporic Indígena identities (Kearney & Nagengast 1989; Kearney 1995; Rivera-Sal-
gado 1999b), crystallizing broader multiethnic pan-Mixtec, pan-Oaxacan, and pan-Indígena identities (Kearney 2000; 
Fox & Rivera-Salgado 2004; Velasco Ortiz 2005; Fox 2006). In the collaboration we discuss below, a key role is played by 
one such nonprofit organization, the Mixteco/Indígena Community Organizing Project (MICOP), which was founded in 
2001 in the agricultural community of Oxnard, in California’s Ventura County, by Indígena community members and a 
non-Indígena activist nurse. 

Guided by its mission to “support, organize and empower the indigenous migrant communities in California’s Central 
Coast,” MICOP offers a wide range of programs for the local Indígena community: Spanish literacy classes, primary and 
secondary school equivalency certification, health classes focused on women and infants, domestic violence awareness 
training, political and labor advocacy, interpreting services, and the Tequio Youth Group, which undertakes projects 
such as organizing anti-bullying campaigns and advocating for language access in public schools. MICOP holds monthly 
meetings where community members receive important information related to health, legal rights, workplace safety, 
and general well-being in the diaspora. The organization also hosts a noncommercial community radio station, Radio 
Indígena, which broadcasts in multiple Mixtec varieties, Zapotec, P’urhépecha, and other Indígena languages and of-
fers programming to promote social justice and support the community. However, despite their growing visibility and 
impact, Indígena community organizations such as MICOP often receive a disproportionately small amount of pub-
lic funding, especially considering the extensive public services that they provide, a disparity that is even greater in 
non-urban spheres such as California’s Central Coast (de Graauw et al. 2013). 

Such community-led organizations have always recognized that language rights are essential for countering the racism 
and structural barriers to justice that Indígena communities face in diaspora. The lack of linguistic access in schools 
and the absence of adequate (or any) Indígena language interpretation in medical and legal contexts have direct nega-
tive impacts on community members’ education, health, safety, and economic status. These and other factors have re-
sulted in language shift within the first generation of (im)migration (Bax 2020) rather than over the three generations 
typically considered to be the norm (Fishman 1991), with profound impacts on diasporic communities. Studies have 
shown that maintaining and reclaiming Indigenous languages is a vital component of cultural continuity and identity 
that is important for community health and well-being (Hallett et al. 2007; Oster et al. 2014; Whalen et al. 2016; Taff et 
al. 2018).

3. The Tu’un Savi (Mixtec) languages 	
As MICOP’s name suggests, the majority of Indígena community members that it serves identify as Na Ñuu Savi (Mix-
tec people), although significant numbers of Otomí, P’urhépecha, Zapotec, and other groups also reside in the region 
(Kresge 2007). Tu’un Savi is often used as a general endonym for the Mixtec languages, which also have their own indi-
vidual endonyms (e.g., Tù’ùn Nda’ví, Tù’un Ntá’vi; see INALI 2009). Tu’un Savi, Cuicatec, and Triqui comprise the Mix-
tecan language group (Longacre 1957), a large subgroup of the highly diverse Otomanguean language family (Rensch 
1976; L. Campbell 1997; E. Campbell 2017a). Tu’un Savi is not a single language but a language complex (Kaufman 2006) 
consisting of as many as 200 distinct varieties spoken natively in at least 189 municipalities in the Mexican states of 
Oaxaca, Guerrero, and Puebla (Smith Stark 1995). Tu’un Savi varieties display significant linguistic diversity (Jiménez 
Moreno 1962), and many are not mutually intelligible (Egland 1983). The principal scholarship on Tu’un Savi diversifi-
cation is Josserand’s (1983) seminal work, in which she classifies into twelve “dialect areas” the 120 varieties surveyed 
by her team. However, her classification remains tentative, and very little is known about the proximity among variet-
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ies beneath her twelve groupings, either genealogically (E. Campbell 2017b) or with respect to intervariety intelligibil-
ity (e.g., Padgett 2017), and recent work using Bayesian phylogenetics suggests subgrouping that differs in some ways 
from Josserand’s (Auderset et al. 2023).

Tu’un Savi languages, like Zapotec and many other Otomanguean languages, display predominantly head-initial struc-
tures, with VS/VAO basic constituent order. The morphology occurs mostly on the verb; it is head-marking and mod-
erately synthetic, with some fusion. Verbs inflect for aspect and mood (not tense) in somewhat formally-unpredictable 
ways, falling into complex inflectional classes (Palancar et al. 2016; Peters et al. in prep.). Many varieties display a rich 
inventory of pronominal distinctions for person, number, and clusivity, with a range of third-person distinctions that 
are often mirrored in a set of NP-initial light nouns (or classifiers; e.g., de León Pascual 1988; Ventayol-Boada 2021) in 
various constructions. Otomanguean languages are known for the complexity of their sound systems, especially with 
respect to tone and other laryngeal articulations (Pike 1948; Dürr 1987; Castillo García 2007), the fullest elaboration of 
which is often found in the expression of grammatical functions.

Varieties of Tu’un Savi from at least 60 towns from 27 municipalities, belonging to perhaps six of Josserand’s group-
ings, are spoken in and around Ventura and Santa Barbara counties, California, yet relatively little is known about their 
structure, diversity, and mutual intelligibility, their degree of language maintenance in diaspora, the effects of language 
contact on their structure and use, or the impact of these factors on individuals and communities. All of these ques-
tions are addressed in our collaboration.

4. The MILPA collective 	
In response to the linguistic challenges facing the diasporic community, Indígena community members affiliated with 
MICOP and linguists from the University of California, Santa Barbara (UCSB) partnered to form the Mexican Indigenous 
Languages Promotion and Advocacy collective, or MILPA. The collaboration began in 2015 when MICOP helped recruit 
Griselda Reyes Basurto, who speaks the Tu’un Savi variety of Tlahuapa, Guerrero, to participate in UCSB’s year-long 
linguistic Field Methods course. MILPA now involves over a dozen community members and academic linguists and en-
compasses several interrelated lines of research, teaching, and language maintenance activities. The overarching goal 
of our collaboration is to use the tools and methods of documentary linguistics (Himmelmann 1998; Woodbury 2003) 
and sociocultural linguistics (a broad interdisciplinary field that includes sociolinguistics, linguistic anthropology, and 
other subfields; Bucholtz & Hall 2008) to support and advance community members’ language-related goals to foster 
literacy, intergenerational language maintenance, linguistic and cultural identity, and institutional language access. 
While a holistic approach of this kind is advisable in any language documentation project (Woodbury 2011: 173‒177), 
it is especially necessary for MILPA, given the extremely multilingual nature of the Indígena community in the Central 
Coast as well as community members’ language goals, which center on sociocultural issues. Documentary linguistics is 
needed to describe the structure of the many Tu’un Savi varieties spoken in the community (Campbell & Reyes Basurto 
2023), to better understand the structural effects of contact between varieties, and to create accurate multilingual ma-
terials to promote language maintenance. Meanwhile, sociocultural linguistics is necessary in order to situate diasporic 
Tu’un Savi within a larger sociocultural context, to understand the social factors leading to language marginalization, 
shift, or maintenance in the Indígena community, and to advance sociolinguistic justice (Bucholtz et al. 2014).

The first phase of the MILPA collaboration, which we describe here, has focused on creating the necessary foundation 
for maintaining Indígena languages in diaspora. Most of the work from 2015 to 2021 focused on Tu’un Savi varieties, 
with initial work on P’urhépecha and Zapotec beginning in 2021. To achieve this general goal, since its inception in 
2015 MILPA’s work has comprised four major components: collaborative language documentation to address commu-
nity language goals (§4.1); dedicated literacy classes for locally spoken Tu’un Savi varieties (§4.2); a specially designed 
sociocultural linguistics class for MICOP’s Tequio Youth Group (§4.3); and a community survey of Mexican Indígena 
languages, Spanish, and English (§4.4). Each of these components is community-centered and often community-led to 
at least some extent, and all of them feed directly into the creation of multilingual and multivariety language mainte-
nance materials for community use, which we discuss in §5. Below, we discuss our contributions to the collective as well 
as those of other MILPA members.
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4.1. Collaborative language documentation
MILPA’s language documentation activities have taken place in three contexts: a university-based field methods class, 
a working group open to all community members held at MICOP (or online during the pandemic), and individual and 
small-group projects headed by community language experts, often in partnership with graduate and undergraduate 
students working toward milestone projects for their degrees (e.g., senior theses, master’s theses, dissertations). By 
design, these activities use similar methods in order to facilitate their integration into the larger project. At the same 
time, carrying out similar kinds of work in different contexts enables us to document Tu’un Savi varieties both deeply 
and broadly, while ensuring that a wide range of community members and linguistics students are able to participate. 

4.1.1. The Field Methods class 	
As noted above, the starting point for what eventually became MILPA was UCSB’s year-long graduate-level Field Meth-
ods course, which continues to be a core component of our project. This biennially offered class is designed to avoid 
the extractive, colonial methods of traditional language documentation training as described by Tsikewa (2021) and to 
expand community access to linguistic knowledge, skills, and material and human resources in order to support com-
munity language goals. Thanks to the existing infrastructure that the course provides, it serves as a training ground 
in linguistic methodologies not only, as is conventional, for advanced graduate students in linguistics, but also for 
collaborators from the Indígena community. Thus far, Griselda and two other Na Ñuu Savi community members, Car-
men Hernández Martínez and Jeremías Salazar, as well as one P’urhépecha community member, Martín Gabriel Ruiz, 
have participated as language experts in the class, where they received and provided hands-on training alongside the 
student participants in topics such as phonological and morphosyntactic analysis (including lexical and grammatical 
tone in Tu’un Savi); orthography development and writing; the recording, transcription, and translation of spoken 
discourse; lexicography; data management; and ethics in research with Indigenous communities (following discussions 
in e.g., Cameron et al. 1992; Rice 2006; Pérez González 2020). Unlike traditional field methods classes, the course also 
prioritizes the creation of multilingual, multiliteracy language maintenance materials for community use (see §5), an 
undertaking in which all class members participate. To further reduce linguistic and institutional hierarchies and to ac-
commodate the linguistic preferences of course members, multiple varieties of Spanish, English, and sometimes Tu’un 
Savi are all used in the class. Alexia, Anna, and Simon all took the course as PhD students in Linguistics at UCSB, while 
Inî took it as a Linguistics major, the first undergraduate to do so. 

Crucial to the success of this component of the collaboration is the fact that the graduate students and the community 
language experts typically bring complementary and mutually reinforcing bodies of knowledge to the course: While 
most students have already had extensive training in linguistic analysis, they lack detailed knowledge of Tu’un Savi or 
other Mesoamerican languages, or the lived experience of being Indígena either in Mexico or in diaspora. Conversely, 
the community consultants are experts in the structure and use of their family language varieties, but the Field Meth-
ods class is typically their first exposure to linguistic analysis. Another crucial component is that expert consultants 
remain active team members going forward and are also invited to participate in later iterations of the course, thereby 
broadening their expertise in linguistics through in-depth study of other varieties while contributing a valuable com-
parative perspective. The course instructor, Eric, has expertise in language documentation and Otomanguean languag-
es; as an outsider linguist he has worked in partnership with the diasporic Mixtec community as well as other Indígena 
communities, students, and scholars in Mexico for many years. Thus, in the collaborative model of UCSB’s Field Meth-
ods class, all participants share knowledge with and learn from one another. Finally, this model helps the university to 
meet its basic ethical responsibilities to the public by expanding access to the resources and infrastructure of a major 
research institution for members of the local community who urgently need these resources as they fight for linguistic 
justice (E. Campbell et al. 2021).

4.1.2. The language documentation working group 	
Parallel to the biennial Field Methods course, beginning in 2016 MILPA launched an informal language-documentation 
working group, which met once or twice weekly at the MICOP offices. The larger meetings were paused in March 2020 
due to the COVID-19 crisis, but smaller sessions held via videoconferencing have increased (§4.1.3). The larger group 
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focuses centrally on language variation, which is especially important since the Field Methods course documents only 
a single language or variety each time it is offered. The group began with about a dozen participants from UCSB, the Na 
Ñuu Savi community, or both, focusing on around eight Tu’un Savi varieties (Figure 1). Anna, Alexia, Eric, Griselda, Inî 
and Simon were involved in this group.

Figure 1. Language documentation working group in the MICOP offices (June 2017). Clockwise from far left: Juvenal 
Solano, Griselda Reyes Basurto, Inî G. Mendoza, Yésica Ramírez, Simon L. Peters, and Sandra Auderset. (Photo by Eric W. 

Campbell). 

The working group fosters participants’ multilingual and multiliteracy skills while providing a basis for comparative 
analysis. The group follows methodologies developed in the Field Methods course: The research team starts by compil-
ing a phonemic and tonal inventory for each variety by analyzing sound patterns in basic vocabulary and then creating 
variety-specific orthographies informed by the norms established by Ve’e Tu’un Savi (Tu’un Savi Language Academy) 
(Julián Caballero 1999; 2012). Then, data for each variety is added to a multivariety lexical database (Figure 2) and a 
multivariety verbal inflection database. For ease of access and collaboration, the team uses password-protected online 
spreadsheets for initial data storage, which allow multiple team members to work on different parts of the data from 
different locations and to have permanent access to their data both for reference and for use in personal projects, un-
mediated by outsider researchers.
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Figure 2. Multivariety Tu’un Savi lexical database from language documentation workshop.

4.1.3. Individual and small-group projects 	
In addition to the general documentation work described above, a range of focused individual and small-group lan-
guage documentation projects with explicit language maintenance or language access goals are led by Indígena mem-
bers of MILPA. For example, Inî, a speaker of Tù’un Ntá’vi/Sàjvǐ of Kàjvǎ Ntsiáá (Piedra Azul), San Martín Peras, Oaxaca, 
recorded, transcribed, and translated a small corpus of spoken language addressing the transmission of traditional 
knowledge and narratives in the California diasporic context. Carmen Hernández Martínez, the community language 
expert for the 2017‒18 Field Methods course, developed a language learning website for the San Martín Duraznos vari-
ety with graduate student team members Albert Ventayol-Boada (Linguistics), John Cano Barrios (Education), and San-
dra Auderset (Linguistics), as well as Eric (see §5.3.2 below). Carmen and Sandra received a Small Grant from the Endan-
gered Languages Documentation Programme to document language use in Carmen’s hometown community. Griselda 
has developed projects related to language and health, lexicographically investigating and documenting terminology 
related to women’s health and reproduction, as well as creating videos and print resources for best health practices 
in the COVID-19 era (Salazar et al. 2021; Salazar et al. 2022; Salazar et al. 2024). These are just a few of the projects that 
MILPA team members have engaged in or continue to engage in.

4.2. First-language literacy classes 	
Building on the language documentation working group (§4.1.2), in 2016‒17 Inî launched and taught MICOP’s first 
weekly Tu’un Savi first-language literacy classes for adult community members (Figure 3), sponsored by the Mexican 
National Institute for Adult Education (INEA) in coordination with the Institute for Mexicans Abroad (IME) and MICOP. 
The class focused on the Tù’un Ntá’vi/Sàjvǐ variety (San Martín Peras). Most participants were dominant in this variety 
and began with limited literacy in any language, so the classes provided an opportunity for people to work toward liter-
acy in their first language first, rather than a second, colonial language. The evening classes were mobile, taking place 
in MICOP’s offices, public schools, and homes, according to participants’ access needs.
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Figure 3. Inî G. Mendoza leads an adult first-language literacy class in the Tù’un Ntá’vi/Sàjvǐ variety (San Martín Peras) 
at a local elementary school. (March 2017; photo by Eric W. Campbell).

While he was a community college student, Inî designed and implemented the Tu’un Savi literacy course with support 
from other MILPA team members. As a transfer student in Linguistics at UCSB, he used his expertise to write his senior 
honors thesis (Mendoza 2020) before entering graduate school in Linguistics.

4.3. School Kids Investigating Language in Life and Society (SKILLS)
The third component of MILPA is a collaboration between MICOP’s Tequio Youth Group and UCSB’s School Kids Investi-
gating Language in Life and Society (SKILLS) program. SKILLS is an educational justice program founded by Mary, which 
guides children and youth from racialized communities in California’s Central Coast region to carry out original re-
search and action projects on language, race, power, and identity in their lives and communities (Bucholtz et al. 2018a). 
The program, which emphasizes sociolinguistic justice and culturally sustaining pedagogies that center youth linguistic 
and cultural expertise (Bucholtz et al. 2017), is led by Spanish–English bilingual UCSB graduate student teaching fel-
lows, supported by Latinx and Indígena undergraduate mentors. 

	 Each year, when funding is available, Tequio members are invited to participate in the SKILLS program by en-
rolling in a specially designed semester-long college-level class in sociocultural linguistics (Bucholtz et al. 2018b); the 
class meets once a week in the evenings at MICOP (or via Zoom during the pandemic). Students who successfully com-
plete the program receive free college credit through a UCSB partnership with a Ventura County university, California 
Lutheran University. We focus here on the Spring 2018 version of the SKILLS class, which was team-taught by Anna and 
Simon, supported by undergraduate mentor Mario Oliver Sadao Zúñiga, a Linguistics major of Mexican heritage. (Anna 
and Simon had both previously taken Mary’s year-long graduate course for SKILLS instructors; Anna had previously co-
taught the Spring 2016 and Spring 2017 iterations of the class as well.) The class enrolled around 16 students ranging in 
age from 14 to 20 and from ninth grade to community college (in some iterations of the class, younger or older students 
may also participate). Nearly all came from Indígena families. To accommodate students’ linguistic preferences, the 
class was taught in both Spanish and English. 

The SKILLS curriculum varies from site to site and year to year, depending on the interests and goals of the students as 
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well as the instructors. The Tequio version of SKILLS starts by teaching linguistic topics relevant to diasporic Indígena 
communities. In 2018, the first part of the course covered language maintenance and shift, historical linguistics, Me-
soamerican writing systems, orthography development, and language activism. The second part of the course focused 
on community-based research methods and ethics, the IRB process, audio and video recording techniques, and data 
management. This component was included in anticipation of students’ involvement as interviewers in the commu-
nity language survey (§4.4); however, for both logistical and ethical reasons the interviews were ultimately conducted 
mostly by Griselda and Inî. In the third part of the course, students carried out their own projects, including developing 
language-learning materials for younger students as well as a very successful class-wide project involving the use of 
Indígena languages on Twitter, using students’ own innovative spellings, following Lillehaugen (2016) (Figure 4). The 
students formally presented their projects at SKILLS Night at a local public library to an audience of around fifty family 
and community members. The projects were also highlighted in a newsletter distributed both at the event and in the 
MICOP office. 

Figure 4. Esmeralda Mendoza’s bilingual tweet in San Martín Peras Tù’un Ntá’vi/Sàjvǐ and Spanish. 

The Twitter project was a transformative experience for many SKILLS students. As one student, Marisol Garcia, wrote, 

Mi experiencia con la escritura creativa fue maravillosa. Aprendí que podemos escribir lo que quer-
emos en nuestra lengua materna u otros idiomas ... Hacer uso de tu lengua materna es muy impor-
tante porque te identifica y dice de donde vienes [My experience with creative writing was amazing. I 
learned that we can write whatever we want in our mother tongue and other languages ... Making use 
of your mother tongue is very important because it identifies you and tells where you are from].

4.4. Community language survey 
A fourth component of MILPA is a large-scale language survey, the first of its kind in the community. The survey, which 
drew on work by Pérez Báez (2012), had several goals: to gain a greater understanding of the linguistic diversity of Ven-
tura County’s Indígena community; to inform MICOP’s outreach efforts and identify the needs of community members 
with regard to medical, legal, and other interpreting services; and to provide a foundation for more in-depth structural 
and sociocultural linguistic research. 

The survey’s three areas of focus were demographic information (such as the interviewee’s Indígena language variety 
or varieties), sociolinguistic information (such as interviewee attitudes toward codeswitching and translanguaging, 
beliefs about language shift and maintenance, and experiences with professional and informal interpretation), and, for 
participants who currently use an Indígena language, elicitation of a basic wordlist for cross-varietal comparison.

The survey was collaboratively designed and pilot-tested with leadership from the Indígena members of the team, 
Griselda and Inî. As noted above, these team members also conducted the interviews. A total of 499 individuals in 
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Ventura County were interviewed between February 2018 and June 2020, including a pilot phase (15 surveys were 
unusable for various reasons). Interviews were conducted in Spanish or Tu’un Savi, depending on the interviewee’s 
preference and the degree of mutual intelligibility between the interviewer’s and interviewee’s varieties; nearly 150 
interviews were conducted partly or wholly in Tu’un Savi. (Although interviewees also had the option of being inter-
viewed in English, only about 20 participants used English to any degree in their responses.)

This component of the project has also provided a training opportunity for MILPA undergraduate interns at UCSB, most 
of whom are themselves Latinx or Indígena. The intern team processed the Spanish-language survey data, assisting 
with coding and transcription. Not only have these team members gained experience in linguistic methods and tools, 
including ELAN, Praat, and the Qualtrics survey tool, but they have also contributed substantively to the improvement 
of our methods, for example, by giving feedback on how to refine the interview questions based on the quality of the 
responses in the processed data as well as providing analytic insights into the data through the lens of their varied aca-
demic training and lived experiences (Bucholtz et al. 2023). 

Figure 5. A page from the English-language version of the community language survey guide.

5. Language documentation and maintenance materials for community use 	
MILPA emphasizes sharing research materials in accessible ways for community use for language maintenance, learn-
ing, reclamation, documentation, and access. This focus on community resources is a deliberate shift away from the 
priorities of traditional language documentation research. The centerpiece of a typical documentation project is an 
annotated audiovisual corpus of diverse genres of language use, which constitute the core “deliverables” for documen-
tation research supported by institutions such as the National Science Foundation and the Endangered Languages Doc-
umentation Programme. However, such collections often omit even simple presentational formats of documentation 
material that are readable, editable, and printable. As a result, as many scholars have noted, the products of traditional 
language documentation are not readily usable by Indigenous community members without extensive training in 
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linguistics (e.g., Leonard 2018; Tsikewa 2021: e294). While the language documentation transcription and translation 
process is notoriously time-consuming and labor-intensive and requires significant expertise to carry out, producing 
accompanying presentational formats is often much less time-consuming and makes the material accessible in a fixed 
and human-usable format such as PDF or MP4 video with subtitles. Here we describe three kinds of resources: cultural 
texts, children’s games and activities, and printed and digital pedagogical materials.

5.1. Cultural texts 	
Perhaps the easiest language-related materials for MILPA to produce for community use are cultural texts, which are 
collected as part of the language documentation process. MILPA creates trilingual printable texts directly from the 
documentary corpora, formatted and accompanied by metadata, authorship credits, and culturally-appropriate illus-
trations that are Creative Commons-licensed. MILPA produces texts in printed and bound formats, which community 
members share with others, and posts them on variety-specific websites for viewing or downloading (see e.g., Salazar et 
al. 2021). 

One such text is a trilingual personal narrative in Tlahuapa Tu’un Savi, Spanish, and English that was produced by 
Griselda and Linguistics graduate student Brendon Yoder in the 2015–16 Field Methods course (Figure 6). The narrative 
relates a childhood memory of sisters playing on a swing; one sister pushed the swing so hard that another sister fell 
off.

Figure 6. Trilingual personal narrative in Tlahuapa Tu’un Savi, Spanish, and English, produced by Griselda Reyes Basur-
to and Brendon E. Yoder.

Youth in the SKILLS program also create cultural texts as part of their research and action projects. In Spring 2018 
when Anna and Simon taught the class, these ranged from an original Zapotec story about a boy who was afraid to play 
basketball in public, to a YouTube makeup tutorial in Tu’un Savi, to a translation of the traditional Mexican story of the 
founding of Tenochtitlan (Mexico) into both Otomí and English (Figure 7). These projects enabled students to collabo-
rate not only with their peers but also with family members. Moreover, such texts reflect the long history and ongoing 
vibrancy of Indígena languages as well as their cultural relevance in both Mexico and the United States, contributing to 
a robust language ecology (Grenoble 2011) for Indígena languages in diaspora.
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Figure 7. Tequio SKILLS students Marisol García and Dulce García’s translation of Mexico’s foundation story from Santa 
Ana Hueytlalpan Otomí to Spanish and English, as told by Celso García de Jesús.

A more elaborate example of a cultural text created by MILPA is the documentation and sharing of traditional music 
(Sleeper 2018; Sleeper & Reyes Basurto 2022). In the 2015–16 Field Methods course, Griselda and UCSB Linguistics grad-
uate student Morgan Sleeper recorded, transcribed, and translated three traditional Tlahuapa Tu’un Savi songs. Mor-
gan then adapted the ABC text-based musical transcription system (Walshaw 2011) for inclusion in a special ELAN tier 
(the tier “speaker-mu” shown in Figure 8). 

Figure 8. ELAN transcription of Tlahuapa Tu’un Savi song with ABC musical notation tier (from Sleeper 2018).
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The transcription, Spanish and English translations, and ABC notation in ELAN are exportable to Western musical staff 
notation, which can then be saved in a PDF presentational format (Figure 9). One of the songs, a tale of lost love sung by 
Griselda’s mother, involves many meter and key changes along with various vocal ornamentations that push the limits 
of the Western musical notation (Figure 9). This documentation activity thus contributes to knowledge in multiple dis-
ciplines, including linguistics, ethnomusicology, and more, as well as providing the community with a lasting cultural 
record. 

Figure 9. Presentational format of musical score output from ELAN with ABC notation (from Sleeper 2018).

The benefits of the production and dissemination of such cultural texts are multiple. First, Indigenous languages of 
Mexico are often referred to pejoratively as dialectos ‘dialects’ and are widely viewed as incomplete languages: non-sys-
tematic in their structure, inadequate for expressing modern concepts, and incapable of representation in written 
form. Accurate and consistent written texts can undermine these misguided and stigmatizing colonial language ideol-
ogies and foster linguistic pride within the community. Second, texts that document cultural knowledge and personal 
experiences hold particular value and meaning for Indígena communities as they work to maintain cultural and histori-
cal continuity (Kwachka 1992; Fitzgerald 2017; Galla & Goodwill 2017), especially in diaspora. Third, language vitality of-
ten directly correlates with breadth of domains of language use, and the dissemination of recordings and texts in novel 
spaces nurtures and expands the language ecologies necessary for language maintenance.

5.2. Children’s games and activities 	
As part of its commitment to fostering a rich intergenerational language ecology, MILPA aims to facilitate the use of 
Indígena languages in new domains through games and similarly engaging activities. These materials have been de-
veloped in response to Indígena team members’ expressed desire for interactive materials involving both spoken and 
written language for use at community and family gatherings. A central goal was to create materials that would appeal 
to children, in order to maintain and expand the younger generation’s interest in and use of their family languages in 
the diasporic context. 

An example of such an activity is a set of playing cards created in 2016 by UCSB Linguistics graduate student Patrick 
Hall, Griselda, and Eric (Figure 10). Each card has a number from 1 to 13 associated with a specific insect or animal, as 
well as a border in one of four colors, corresponding to the four suits of a traditional deck of cards. On each card, the 
animal’s or insect’s name is written in Tlahuapa Tu’un Savi, Spanish, and English, and the numeral is spelled out in 
Tu’un Savi. Written trilingual instructions are provided for several familiar children’s card games (Go Fish, Crazy 8s, 
and Concentration). 
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Figure 10. Set of trilingual playing cards in Tlahuapa Tu’un Savi, Spanish, and English, created by Patrick Hall, Griselda 
Reyes Basurto, and Eric W. Campbell. 

Another children’s activity developed by MILPA team members is a set of coloring books for several Tu’un Savi variet-
ies, loosely adapted from a Zenzontepec Chatino coloring book created by Emiliana Cruz in 2010, with images of ani-
mals and other culturally central items. Figure 11 shows pages from the San Sebastián del Monte Tù’ùn Nda’ví coloring 
book created by Eric and Juvenal Solano, a senior community organizer at MICOP.

Figure 11. Coloring book for San Sebastián del Monte Tù’ùn Nda’ví, developed by Eric W. Campbell and Juvenal Solano.
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A further example likewise highlights the importance of intergenerational engagement for maintaining linguistic and 
cultural continuity in the diaspora. Figure 12 illustrates a version of the popular Mexican game Lotería, which is similar 
to Bingo. This game was developed for San Martín Duraznos Tù’un Ntá’ví by Carmen and Simon in the 2017–18 Field 
Methods course and was later adapted to other varieties spoken by MILPA team members. Playing the game at commu-
nity gatherings has sparked intergenerational metalinguistic discussion and provides a fun context for players to devel-
op multilingual and multiliteracy skills by connecting spoken language, writing, and images. 

Figure 12. Left and center: Lotería cards and playing board for San Martín Duraznos Tù’un Ntá’ví, developed by Car-
men Hernández Martínez and Simon L. Peters. Right: The game in use at a MICOP monthly meeting. (Photo by Yi-Yang 

Cheng).

Copies of these materials are printed at UCSB and reprinted upon request from community members, who distribute 
them to the community and store extra copies in the MICOP offices.

5.3. Pedagogical materials 	
As the above examples show, the language-related games and activities created by MILPA team members are designed 
to support Indígena informal language learning and literacy development. Alongside these resources, MILPA has de-
veloped a variety of more formal pedagogical materials in hand-drawn, printed, and digital formats, which can be used 
for learners of all ages in a range of settings. Several factors have positioned MILPA for pedagogical work. First, UCSB 
Linguistics has strong collaborations with UCSB’s Gevirtz Graduate School of Education. Most MILPA graduate students 
pursue UCSB’s interdisciplinary Applied Linguistics Ph.D. Emphasis, which provides coursework and mentoring for 
language pedagogy from faculty across multiple departments, divisions, and schools in the humanities, social sciences, 
and education; both Mary and Eric are affiliated faculty in this emphasis. Second, Eric was trained in the Pedagogical 
Grammar Workshops (Talleres de Gramáticas Pedagógicas 2016‒2018) and the Workshop on Literacy (Taller de Literacidad 
2019) in Oaxaca, as part of the longer series of Workshops for Speakers of Otomanguean Languages (Talleres para hablan-
tes de Lenguas Otomangues 2012‒2018) (see Cruz Cruz 2022: 2‒3). Eric draws on this training in teaching Field Methods, 
where creating pedagogical materials is built into assignments in which the language expert and the students plan a 
language learning lesson or other resource together and develop it in stages. Our creation of pedagogical materials is 
cumulative, since most language workers choose to allow their original materials to be used as templates and adapted 
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for other language varieties worked on by MILPA. As additional original materials are created in Field Methods courses, 
these are shared with previous language experts as templates, allowing for future materials development independent 
of the class.

5.3.1. Hard-copy pedagogical materials 	
Some pedagogical materials are printed in hard copy for interactive use. One such pedagogical resource that stimulates 
intergenerational interaction around Indígena language varieties is an activity sheet created by Alexia and Carmen 
(Figure 13). The sheet presents a cartoon image of a human body, with a line drawn from each body part to a box in 
which to write the corresponding word in the child’s linguistic variety. The activity has been used at MICOP monthly 
meetings, where it generates discussion of key vocabulary and encourages community members, both children and 
adults, to explore writing in their own varieties.

Figure 13. Body part identification activity created by Alexia Z. Fawcett and Carmen Hernández Martínez in use at a 
MICOP monthly meeting. (Photo by Yi-Yang Cheng).

In addition, building on the orthographic model of the Ve’e Tu’un Savi (Tu’un Savi Language Academy) cited above, 
Carmen and Albert created an alphabet chart for the San Martín Duraznos variety in the 2017–18 Field Methods course. 
This resource has served as a template for creating similar charts for other varieties, based on phonological analysis 
and orthography design for each variety developed in Field Methods courses, in the working group discussed in 4.1.2, 
or in individual projects like those described in 4.1.3. The chart for Kàjvǎ Ntsiáá (Piedra Azul, San Martín Peras) Tù’un 
Ntá’vi/Sàjvǐ is shown in Figure 14. Each grapheme of the alphabet is highlighted in an example word, which is in turn 
illustrated by a corresponding full-color image. MILPA’s undergraduate interns have been involved in the process of 
adapting the chart for other varieties, consulting with community members in the selection of example words from 
the database and images from the open-access LIMEDLA (2013) repository formerly available online. The charts are dis-
played in community members’ homes and the MICOP offices.
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Figure 14. Kàjvǎ Ntsiáá (Piedra Azul, San Martín Peras) Tù’un Ntá’vi/Sàjvǐ alphabet chart. 

SKILLS students are also involved in the creation of language-learning materials for younger community members, an 
activity that supports language maintenance for older and younger children alike. These materials typically take the 
form of multilingual educational posters, often hand-drawn, illustrating vocabulary for colors or animals, for example.

5.3.2. Digital pedagogical materials 	
MILPA’s efforts to develop language materials for community use are increasingly concentrated on the digital domain, 
a focus that intensified during the COVID-19 pandemic. As noted in §4.1.3 above, Albert, Carmen, John, Sandra, and Eric 
created the Let’s Learn Mixteco website (https://letslearnmixteco.wixsite.com/letslearnmixteco) for the San Martín 
Duraznos variety (Tù’un na Ñuu Sá Mátxíí Ntxè’è), which has multiple materials: gamified language-learning activities; 
downloadable resources, including some of the printable games and activities described in the previous sections; the al-
phabet chart; and linked YouTube videos of vocabulary pronunciation with images (Ventayol-Boada et al. 2024). Figure 
15 illustrates one of the site’s activities. In addition to the website, Let’s Learn Mixteco is active on Facebook (https://
www.facebook.com/people/Lets-Learn-Mixteco/100034534732181/) and Instagram (@lets_learn_mixteco). The MILPA 
team continues to develop digital materials to extend our work as broadly as possible in order to support the diasporic 
Indígena community. 
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Figure 15. Clothing vocabulary-learning activity for the Tù’un na Ñuu Sá Mátxíí Ntxè’è variety on the Let’s Learn Mix-
teco website.

6. Conclusion 	
In this article, we have outlined a model of a community-centered partnership that prioritizes the needs and goals of 
community members throughout the research process while embracing the complexity and diversity of Mexican Indig-
enous languages in diaspora. The MILPA collective combines the expertise of Indígena language workers and university 
faculty and students to carry out urgently needed language documentation and maintenance projects in support of the 
highly marginalized diasporic Indígena community on California’s Central Coast. Our activities take different forms 
but are closely intertwined, from language documentation training to community-led research projects; from first-lan-
guage literacy workshops for adults to linguistics classes for youth. A top priority of all of these activities is the devel-
opment of language and literacy resources for community use, in addition to the more usual scholarly outputs of lin-
guistic research. MILPA also prioritizes the agency of community members, from the planning of grant applications, to 
the teaching of Field Methods classes, to survey design and implementation, to development of orthographies for each 
variety, to deciding what content is created for community use and how it is shared, and to planning how translation is 
done and where it is included or not in pedagogical or literary materials. 

MILPA is not a project with monolithic community or scholarly goals. Rather, it is a dynamic collective whose members 
are often involved in multiple projects or activities, sometimes simultaneously. Making our collaboration as effective 
as possible requires that we be flexible and responsive to community concerns and emergent needs. We are currently 
trying to make outcomes of MILPA’s language work directly relevant to and able to be incorporated into MICOP’s wide 
range of programs. We also aim to bridge MILPA’s activities with language projects in Mexico. Some community lan-
guage workers have begun engaging with home communities in Mexico, starting with social media and then traveling 
to share their work with people and schools in their hometowns. MILPA’s activities are also becoming more integrated 
into academic spheres in Mexico in workshops, conferences, and publications (e.g., Campbell & Reyes Basurto 2023).

Challenges have included securing sufficient ongoing funding for community members who wish to remain engaged 
in their language work part- or full-time, as gaps in MILPA funding are disruptive to their livelihoods and can burden 
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them with the need to find short-term employment. A major federal research grant provided a budget that was large-
ly subcontracted to MICOP and supported roughly half-time employment for three language workers for three years. 
Smaller grants from language and culture documentation funders, and UCSB internal funds, have supported communi-
ty members for 6–10 hours per week, usually for one year, to carry out smaller projects and maintain UCSB affiliations 
as laboratory researchers. Given our wide range of activities, it has been difficult to implement a meaningful evaluation 
process for the impact of our work, although we are encouraged by community members’ reports that they enjoy the 
practical language materials produced by MILPA and by comments from youth in SKILLS classes that the program had a 
significant impact on them. Finally, the mismatch between the slow time scale of research and the community’s urgent 
need for information such as survey results can present a serious obstacle to full reciprocity in the research relation-
ship. 

In all its forms, our work is guided by the overarching goal of supporting community self-determination with respect to 
language. We recognize that we are not always successful in advancing this goal due to the contradictions inherent in 
using the tools of academia to undo structural inequities. However, we strive to the best of our ability to do so by reject-
ing traditional colonizing practices of data extraction, following the insights of Indígena team members, welcoming the 
voices and perspectives of all community members, and working to make the resources of the research university more 
accessible as part of our collective commitment to social and linguistic justice for California’s Indígena community.
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