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Research Question 
 
How can we include New Mexico’s Native American languages and cultures in the protection 
and promotion of bilingualism promised to Hispanic/Spanish-speaking studentshe New Mexico 
Constitution? 
 
Rationale 
 
As a descendant of the original inhabitants of New Mexico, I believe our people and our 
languages have every right to be equally represented in our state’s constitutional assertion that 
calls for respect for bilingual students and residents. The current constitutional language reads 
that teachers and students will be trained to be bilingual in English and Spanish and that no 
citizen can face discrimination because they are Hispanic and/or speak Spanish. This overlooks 
the original languages and people of this state who comprise 11% of New Mexico’s population.   
 
Rather than calling for the elevation of our Native cultures and languages, my ancestors were 
relegated to boarding schools where attempts were made to “Americanize” them and destroy our 
cultures and languages.  There are 23 diverse Native nations in the State of New Mexico 
speaking at least 8 different languages. For too long, the importance and contributions of our 
cultures and languages have been seen as secondary to the needs of citizens who speak English 
and/or Spanish. 
 
Growing up on the reservation, my fellow classmates were ashamed to speak Navajo. Most 
would rather speak English based on what was instilled and forced upon our parents and 
grandparents in school. I was one of them. 
 
Literature Review 
 
Article XII of the New Mexico Constitution addresses education. Section 8 states that “the 
legislature shall provide for the training of teachers in the normal schools… so that they may 
become proficient in both the English and Spanish languages, to qualify them to teach Spanish-
speaking pupils and students in the public schools… and shall provide.. means and methods to 
facilitate the teaching of the English language… to such pupils...” 
 
The document goes on to state in Section 10 that: “Children of Spanish descent in the state of 
New Mexico shall never be denied the right and privilege of admission and attendance in the 
public schools… of the state, and they shall never be classed in separate schools, but shall 
forever enjoy perfect equality with other children in all public schools and educational 
institutions of the state, and the legislature shall provide penalties for the violation of this section. 
This section shall never be amended except upon a vote of the people of this state, in an election 
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at which at least three-fourths of the electors voting in the whole state and at least two-thirds of 
those voting in each county in the state shall vote for such amendment.” 
 
Although the language of the state constitution is inclusive of Spanish-speaking and Hispanic 
students, it is exclusive of the Native peoples of New Mexico. It’s hard to believe this is an 
oversight, but part of the colonization and disenfranchisement of the Native population.  
 
Educational researched is chocked full of calls to teach students in their home language to 
enhance second language learning. This can help with students social emotional health, self-
esteem and self-concept. Native languages are intertwined with Native cultures and students 
must have a connection and understanding of one to fully understand the other. (Yousefi, 2016). 
 
My Study and Results 
  
I completed interviews with people from my Navajo reservation about the importance of being 
treated equally and included just as other nearby school districts. The elders recall learning from 
textbooks that labeled us “savages”. These texts rarely included an accurate portrayal of the 
hardships suffered by Natives. Interviewees talked about the feelings of shame about who we are 
and where we came directly caused by these outright omissions and falsifying of history.  
 
Further, several people pointed out that Native languages are being lost while others are 
protected and preserved under our constitution. Meanwhile, Native languages were and are being 
extinguished in the push for all to learn English. 
 
 Some spoke of their grandparents’ experiences. They were forcefully taken from their families 
without notice. They were labeled as wild “savages” and sent to boarding schools that were 
designed to ‘Americanize’ us. 
 
My grandmother told me that her mother “had to go up to the chalk board full of English names 
and pick our last name. This name was tattoed on her forearm and it is the last name I still use 
today.  She said, “If you dared say a word in your language, you had your mouth washed out 
with a bar of soap, so you would speak English only.” 
 
Others I interviewed pointed out that school text books never speak of the boarding schools and 
harsh treatment used to phase out our languages in schools. They spoke of people being taken on 
the Navajo Long Walk by Kit Carson in 1864. Their homes were burned, livestock killed, 
irrigation destroyed. It was surrender or be killed. After surrendering they were forced to walk 
400 miles over 18 days for being resistant to the new way of colonization of Natives. They spoke 
passionately and with pride about our Navajo Code Talkers. Many went to war and spoke Navajo 
and came up with the code that the Japanese could not crack. Ultimately, they helped win WWII.  
 
Interviewing my own children, they expressed their desire to learn our Native language but 
options in schools are currently very limited. 
 
Recommendations/Policy Implications 
 



Our languages are sacred and should not die out. We need to include the Native American 
languages under the bilingual part that states all students should be bilingual. We need to invest 
in training teachers to teach our Native languages and offer them widely to New Mexico 
students. We need to not only maintain but promote the original languages of New Mexico. 
 
I want to present a constitutional amendment to our legislators that explicitly adds our Native 
people and our languages to the non-discrimination section of the education law. To accomplish 
this, we need to reach out to our Native legislators and to those who sympathize with this cause. 
Finally, we must reach out to the voters of New Mexico to make this a reality. 
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