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Abstract

The objective of the article is to describe and analyze cultural diversity in in-
digenous schools and the challenges of interculturality in the face of ethnic-ra-
cial discrimination. Methodologically, the article is based on a survey on cul-
tural diversity to a sample of 14 schools and 21 focus groups, with students
and teachers of the 70 schools of the indigenous education system in Baja
California. The findings point to a school cultural diversity fed by the same el-
ements that emerge as objects of ethnic-racial and migrant discrimination as
the basis of the inferiorized construction of the indigenous —migrant and na-
tive categories—, around the practice of some indigenous language, the skin
color, and ancestral origin. Some limitations of the article come from its at-
tention to the population of students and although it considers the teaching
interaction, it does not analyze the diversity of that actor in the school space.

Keywords: cultural diversity, interculturality, school space, ethnic-racial discrimi-
nation, symbolic inferiorization.

Resumen

El objetivo del articulo es describir y analizar la diversidad cultural en escue-
las indigenas y los retos de la interculturalidad frente a la discriminacion ét-
nico-racial. Metodolégicamente, el articulo se basa en una encuesta sobre
diversidad cultural a una muestra de 14 escuelas y en 21 grupos focales, con
alumnado y docentes de las 70 escuelas del sistema de educacién indigena
en Baja California. Los hallazgos senalan una diversidad cultural escolar ali-
mentada por los mismos elementos que surgen como objetos de discrimina-
cién étnico-racial y migrante como base de la construccién inferiorizada de
la categoria indigena —migrante y nativo—, en torno a la practica de alguna
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lengua indigena, el color de la piel y su ancestralidad. Algunas limitaciones del ar-
ticulo provienen de su atencién a la poblaciéon del alumnado y aunque considera
la interaccion docente, no analiza la diversidad de ese actor en el espacio escolar.

Palabras clave: diversidad cultural, interculturalidad, espacio escolar, discriminacién

étnico-racial, inferiorizaciéon simbolica.

Introduction

Since the 1980s there has been criticism concerning the indigenous policies of the
Mexican State, largely nurtured by the indigenous peoples themselves. One of the most
criticized dimensions is bilingual intercultural education as a means of integration of
indigenous peoples. After decades of the paradigm of interculturality in the indigenous
education system as part of the nationalist program, some challenges arise that come,
among other sources, from the configuration of the cultural diversity of Mexico, under
the great internal and international migratory flows. Thus, intercultural education
faces, in practice, a complexity of ethnocultural diversities arising from multi-ethnic
migrations and the existence of indigenous peoples with different cultural matrices.
The objective of this paper is to describe and analyze the cultural diversity that
characterizes schools for indigenous education in Baja California, a northern Mexican
state that has been founded by multi-ethnic migrations from all over the country and
which, at the same time, has the presence of indigenous peoples of the Arid American
region. In particular, it is interesting to understand how such diversity challenges
interculturality in the face of ethnic and racial discrimination dynamics among the
student body. The study arose from an initial pragmatic interest in understanding how
teaching staff in schools within the indigenous education system address the student
body’s cultural diversity in urban and peri-urban contexts that are characterized by

migration and settlement processes in the state of Baja California'.

This article is a first step in the analysis of the results of the study that is situated

in the field of the relationship between school, as a space of cultural encounter, and
other processes of the construction of cultural difference such as racism and ethnic

discrimination. This interest echoes efforts by institutions, indigenous organizations
and civil society to generate knowledge to guide intercultural educational policy
using as a reference the indigenous condition juxtaposed with migrant students and
teaching staff. The study is also inscribed within a broad intellectual horizon that

interrogates the role of schools in cultural transformations in societies with a high
degree of geographic mobility and ethnic difference. The decline of culture as a
reference of unity (Wieviorka, 2003, p. 26), and its strength as a source of division and
fragmentation, demands the attention of scholars and institutions. The study adopts
the perspective that schools are a space where action can be taken to create encounters

and communion among culturally different individuals.

' The research project from which this article arises is Diagnosis and Evaluation of School Strategies for
Interculturality: Local Experiences with the Cultural Diversity of Baja California [Diagnéstico y evaluacion
de las estrategias escolares para la interculturalidad: Experiencias locales ante la diversidad cultural de
Baja California], financed by the ser-Conacyt Sector Research Fund for Education [El fondo sectorial de

investigacion para la educacion sep-Conacyt]. Project 1282 (2014-2015).
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Conceptual Discussion

In Mexico, the controversy over indigenous education is at the origin of the indigenous
project within the framework of Mexican nationalism (Bonfil, 1989; Diaz-Polanco,
1978). According to Guillermo de la Pena, the term indigenism was coined to “refer to
the set of discourses, categorizations, rules, strategies and official actions that have the
express purpose of creating a State domain over the groups designated as indigenous”
(Pena, 2005, p. 719). From very early in the nationalist project, specific educational

and indigenous actions converged in the rural school (Stavenhagen, 2006).

Indigenism has evolved through different models according to the changes of the
Mexican nation-state itself and the indigenous mobilizations in the Latin American
continent. The criticalindigenism of the eighties allowed leaving behind the assimilationist
discourse and moving to what can be denominated as participative indigenism (Barabas,

2000; Pena, 2005) that moves towards the indigenous collective.

In 1992, as a result of Convention 169 of the International Labour Organization
(1LO), a constitutional reform was carried out that recognizes the multi-ethnic and
multicultural character of the country, along the same lines as the Declaration of
Barbados and the demand for the right of indigenous peoples to promote ethno-
development, with the appreciation of languages and customs, among other elements.
This reasoning attempts to establish the satus of right that interculturality takes in
relation to indigenous peoples in Mexico and its implementation of different policies,
including education. As Schmelkes (2004) asserts, to fully meet the constitutional
tenet of Mexico’s multicultural makeup, a participatory intercultural education and
research program is needed to foster the production of knowledge and develop

informed strategies on this issue.?

The challenge proposed by the paradigm of intercultural education is not limited
to the bilingualism of indigenous languages and Spanish, but it also includes the
communication and coexistence of different cultural forms (Grimson, 2011) in
the school environment and its reach in other social spaces. While a focal point of
intercultural education in Mexico is the participation of indigenous peoples, the
challenge of teaching and coexisting in the school environment involves the other
ethnic and regional categories to which administrators, teachers, and students belong
(Corona & Barriga, 2004) since the communication that is implicit in interculturality

involves indigenous and non-indigenous peoples.

A preliminary review indicates a fragmented field of knowledge with contributions
from education institutions such as the National Pedagogical University, organizations
such as the National Congress on Indigenous and Intercultural Education, and the
Mexican Council of Educational Research (coMIk for its acronym in Spanish), certain
research centers with specialists from disciplines such as sociology and anthropology,
and, of course, indigenousand intercultural education professionals and administrators.
It is not unusual for the group of actors involved and interested in the development
of the intercultural model to have markedly different expectations and ideas, which
at times are incompatible and contradictory (Munoz, 2011, p. 310). Dietz, Mendoza,
and Téllez (2008) see indigenous education as a field that struggles between different

2 In 1992, Mexico recognized itself constitutionally as a multicultural country, based originally on indige-

nous peoples (Ramirez & Lara, 2009).
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actors with competing interests. A timely reminder that this educational policy has its
origin in the anti-systemic and anti-colonial criticism of the 1990s (Walsh, 2007), given
the inequality and discrimination of indigenous people in the school environment,

which was soon absorbed by the ethnic policy of the State.

The following two analytical axes are proposed to facilitate the understanding of
the relationship between cultural and intercultural diversity. The first axis addresses
the relationship between education and cultural diversity models, and the second
axis addresses the establishment of a diverse school environment as a result of the

migrations that animate specific regional contexts.

Multiculturalism and Intercultural Education

As Medina (2007) asserts, the research on sociocultural diversity and interculturality
has been positioned as a field of study that has gained a leading place in the social
sciences and the humanities; however, it has done so through different concepts that
are also polysemic such as multiculturalism, cultural diversity, and interculturality. This
situation compels us to make explicit the concepts of multiculturalism, interculturality,

and bilingual intercultural education as they are used in this article.

According to Schmelkes, multiculturalism is “a descriptive concept that refers to
the coexistence of culturally different people and/or groups in particular spaces or
territories; it does not refer to the relationship between these people and groups”
(2004, p. 11) and generally refers to the nation-state. However, interculturality is a
dynamic concept that addresses the relationships that are built between different
cultural systems starting from recognition and respect to difference. According to
the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organization (Unesco),

interculturality is defined as:

The equitable presence and interaction of diverse cultures and the possibility
of generating shared cultural expressions through dialogue and mutual
respect. Interculturality presupposes multiculturalism and results from
<<intercultural>> exchange and dialogue <<on local, regional, national, and

international levels>> (Unesco, 2006, p. 17).

The approach to interculturality as a means of transcending asymmetrical power
relations between cultures and replacing them with new relations based on equality
and respect (Sandoval, 2004, p. 57); can prove to be a complicated practice, however,

it functions adequately as a guiding value to orient institutional action.

The focus of intercultural education proposes “incorporating the differences and
[...] the equality of opportunities by means of respect and tolerance of diversity and
cultural plurality, recognizing and valuing difference in the search for areas of common
ground” (Cedillo et. al., 2002, p. 3). It should be specified that, as Schmelkes (2004)
asserts, the intercultural education model is not fixed; on the contrary, it considers the
characteristics of the social context as well as cultural heterogeneity and the multiple
boundaries within ethnic and cultural categories that come into contact and interact
in the school environment. Furthermore, interculturality not only entails a peaceful
encounter but also the conflictive encounter associated with the power relations that

traverse the school environment.
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In Mexico, the institutionalization of intercultural education began in the 1990s
and reached its peak with the creation of the General Coordination of Intercultural
and Bilingual Education (in Spanish, cGEis), which sought, through:

A series of intentional pedagogical processes, to induct people into an
understanding of reality from different cultural perspectives and that would
allow them to engage in social transformation processes that respect and
benefit cultural diversity. This approach assumes a deep understanding of
one’s own culture as well as an understanding of different cultures (CGEIB,

2014, p. 49).

In this regard, the studies within the “sociocultural teachings and learning and
their curricular articulation” line of research of the Mexican Council of Educational
Research (coMIE) concentrate a body of knowledge, where experiences related to the
articulation between the sociocultural knowledge or practices of the community and
conventional school contents are analyzed, given that, for the authors, the creation of
a school culture associated with interculturality is only possible through linking the
different educational actors (Bertely, 2006; Bertely, Gasché & Podesta, 2008).

The study that provides the empirical basis for this article examines the impact
of intercultural policy on the everyday life of schools, beyond the school curriculum,
creating different projects to promote intercultural coexistence, which not only
implies ethnic difference but other types of cultural difference such as those associated
with the local, regional, and national origins of the student body, an outcome of the
migration and geographic mobility of children and their families.

Intercultural Education, Cultural Diversity and Migration

Multiculturalism, defined above, implies cultural diversity in a specific location. It
suggests the importance of considering the historicity of ethnic configurations at
the national and regional levels in understanding such cultural diversity as well as
the project of intercultural education as a state policy with roots in Latin American
indigenous movements (Dietz & Mateos, 2013). Initially, one might assume that
the cultural makeup of societies that were former colonies such as those of Latin
America would be different than that of societies that are shaped by migrant flows,
as is the case of the United States and Canada. However, throughout history, there
have been cases—such as that of Mexico—in which these two configurations coalesce
as a result of Mexican migration and return migration from the United States. The
ethnic/racial makeup (indigenous, mestizos, and afro-descendants) inherited from
Spanish colonial rule delineates cultural difference between indigenous and mestizo
peoples with long-established relations of subordination and discrimination. The
massive character of the migration of indigenous populations has forged new lines of
cultural differentiation. The cultural contacts produced by internal and international
migration in schools has altered the rigid demarcations of cultural models by putting
children from various local, regional, national, and ethnic origins in contact with one
another. In this way, the school becomes a highly complex mosaic of affiliations and
labels that reshape the lines of power and discrimination imposed on their ancestors.
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This condition of change is highly visible in the Mexican cities and regions focused
on agricultural exports where one can observe indigenous populations from various
generations coexisting in local spaces with populations from different ethnic, racial,
and regional origins.

That said, the complexity of migration does not obscure the colonial ethnic
differentiation and prejudice against indigenous peoples (Schmelkes, 2004). That
is why multiculturalism necessarily entails the multilingual nature of the country,
with 62 ethnolinguistic prehispanic groups, which creates a significant challenge to
the implementation of the intercultural education model. For example, despite the
existence of educational materials in 56 indigenous languages and the distribution of
close to 2.5 million books in indigenous languages (Hamel as quote in Lépez-Bonilla
& Tinajero, 2011, p. 6). The research on educational processes in indigenous schools
(Czarny, 2008; Durin, 2007; Saldivar, 2006) reveal that these schools do not work with
basic instruction in indigenous language because the children speak Spanish and only
have some notions of the language of their community; likewise, the teachers in front
of the group are not always speakers of indigenous language, or they do not speak the
same language as the children. So, in spite of the models promoted and the materials
developed, “bilingualism is less than present” in the so-called indigenous schools
(Barriga-Villanueva as quoted in Lépez-Bonilla & Tinajero, 2011, p. 6).

In societies with a high degree of migration, the challenge of having strictly
bilingual schools—Spanish and an indigenous language—rests on a multiplicity of
factors, among which the following are notable: linguistic heterogeneity and local and
regional affiliations with differentiations such as northerner or southerner, oaxacan
or zacatecan, or other local and interethnic identities within indigenous regions.

The ideal of equality upheld by the intercultural perspective encounters challenges
in structures that are oppressive and discriminatory against indigenous communities
and poor and racialized immigrants in local and national society. For example, based
on a study of indigenous children in public primary schools in Mexico City, Saldivar
(2006) argues that historical racism not only manifests itself in the discrimination of
certain groups but also in the valuation of others for their class, physical appearance,
or ethnic identity. He mentions that in an interview with teachers, Ofomi children
were described as “good for handicrafts (because of their indigenous status) and
good for numbers (because of their poverty status)” (Saldivar, 2006, p. 117). This
is how he concludes that the school makes the mistake of joining characteristics of
cultural identity with social aspects, that is, it subscribes to the discussion on essentialist
discourses that relate phenotypic elements with social and cultural elements.

From this perspective, schools are a space of cultural coexistence and conflict,
where the teaching staff and students generate daily strategies that are not necessarily
associated with institutional planning, but rather they are driven by a creativity that
emerges from daily practices that can either reproduce or overcome inequality.

Cultural Diversity in Indigenous Schools in Baja California

In the nationalist Mexican model, the weight of ethnic/racial difference can obscure
other forms of cultural difference such as that which emerge from migration, class

Estudios Fronterizos, vol. 20, 2019, e022 e-ISSN 2395-9134



Velasco, L. & Renteria, D. / Diversity and interculturality: The indigenous school in the context of migration 7

status, gender, and age. In fact, currently, migration patterns are one of the most
important sources of cultural diversity and discrimination in the world. Consequently,
observing the overlap of migration patterns with other forms of differentiation, such
as those inherited from Spanish colonial rule, can be highly relevant for Mexican
education policy and for local and regional communities in Mexico. Migration
introduces complexity to the educational reality and forces the education system to
quickly adapt to function in the context of student mobility and increasing cultural
diversity, given the regional and ethnic origins of the school population (students and
teaching staff).

The state of Baja California has a component of cultural diversity that is tied to
its proximity and intense social interaction with the state of California in the United
States, to the presence of prehispanic indigenous settlers, and, in turn, to the migrant
flows from southern Mexico. Among these flows, indigenous mixtec and purepecha
peoples, who have settled in different municipalities of the state, stand out because of
their ethnicity. However, the presence of indigenous people in Baja California® is not
only the result of migration; for centuries, local indigenous groups have settled on
both the Mexican and American sides of the border (Garduno, 2003). Since the mid-
20th century, the indigenous population has noticeably increased due to immigration
from southern Mexico to such an extent that in 2000, indigenous migrants made up
99.8 percent of the indigenous population of the state, and local indigenous people
constituted a percentage small enough not to be considered qualitatively important
(Corona & Serrano, 2010).

In 1982, the presence of indigenous immigrants in Baja California led to the
transfer of teachers from the Oaxacan indigenous education system who joined
local indigenous teachers to expand the educational system of the state. Therefore,
between 1982 and 1999, the number of students grew to eleven times its size, from
692 to 7 754, while the number of teachers grew to nine times its size, from 33 to 294
(Lestage & Pérez, 2000). This expansion of the indigenous education system was not
only a result of constant immigration but also due to the emergence of the second
generation of indigenous immigrants. By the year 2000, 41.01% of the members of
indigenous households had been born in the state of Baja California. Furthermore,
given the migration from different regions of Mexico, bilingual indigenous schools
also enrolled non-indigenous children (Velasco, 2010).

In 2000, three decades after the start of this indigenous migrant flow, there
was a total of 56 schools in the indigenous educational system in Baja California,
with an enrollment of 9 453 students. One of the characteristics of the indigenous
educational system is that it’s classrooms include children from very diverse regional
and ethnic origins, both local as well as immigrant, including children who have been
born in the state of California on the other side of the border. It can be said that in
Baja California, there is no pattern of ethnic segregation, with the exception of the

3 Baja California is a state on the northern border with the third largest indigenous population (6%), after
Sonora (10%) and Chihuahua (7.6%) (Corona & Serrano, 2010, p. 34).
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farmworker camps* in the south of the state; rather, there is a trend of dispersion,
with some indigenous centers settled based on their place of origin. For example, in
Tijuana the neighborhoods with greatest indigenous presence are pluriethnic spaces
where people from Oaxaca, Jalisco, Sinaloa or those born in Baja California coexist
(Velasco, 2010). This diversity is an important component of general elementary
schools, having become most noticeable in elementary schools within the indigenous

education system given its focus on interculturality.

Thus, indigenous schools have become a microcosm of the cultural diversity of Baja
California, particularly in cosmopolitan cities such as Tijuana, where 50 percent of the
population was born on the other side of the country. However, the truth is that even
with this increase, the indigenous population of the state achieves lower educational
scores than the nonindigenous population. In 2000, indigenous households reported
one less year of education than nonindigenous households (5.9 years of education,
compared to 6.94 years for nonindigenous households) (Corona & Serrano, 2010).
Nevertheless, if we consider these figures from an intergenerational perspective, the
effect of migration and the process of integration of second-generation indigenous
peoples can be observed. A study conducted in 2005 in the city of Tijuana highlighted
an important generational change in the education levels of children in indigenous
households (Coubes, Vela & Velasco, 2010). The difference between the education
level of the head of household (3.6) and spouse (3.8) compared to that of the children
(7.6) is close to four years. This suggests a process of school integration for the second
generation if we consider that the average education level of indigenous people in
Tijuana is 6.29, which is close to that of nonindigenous people (6.89 years). This
means that for young indigenous people, school is a more important means of social
and cultural integration than it was for their parents, which underscores the mounting
need to understand the educational integration strategies for the cultural diversity of

states with high rates of migration, such as Baja California.

To approach the universe of schools where the populations of indigenous children
are concentrated and migration is also a key issue, it is relevant to consider schools
within the Directorate-General of Indigenous Education (DGEI for its acronym in
Spanish) and schools enrolled in the Basic Education Program for Children of Migrant
Farm Worker Families (PRONIM for its acronym in Spanish), which primarily operate

in farmworker camps.

Taken together, for the 2011-2012 school year, both models of indigenous and
migrant education served 16 446 students in basic education (pre-school, elementary
school, and middle school), representing 2.38 percent of the total student population
of the state, distributed across 132 schools and served by 614 teachers (Sistema

Educativo Estatal [SEE], 2012).

The impact of indigenous migration in the cultural and educational makeup of
Baja California must differentiate the urban context from the rural context. Cities
such as Tijuana, Mexicali, and Ensenada have living conditions that are notably
different than those that dominate the agricultural regions of the state. An analysis

4 These camps in the Valle de San Quintin, in the municipality of Ensenada, have notably decreased over
the last decade and even when it can be said that they are spaces of indigenous segregation, they also
have an ethnic and regional diversity, as indigenous peoples from different historical matrices and poor

mestizos from Sinaloa and Sonora coexist here.
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of indigenous households in Baja California in 2000 (Corona & Serrano, 2010) found
that the average education level of members of indigenous households who were five
years old or older is practically the same as that of nonindigenous households (6.29),
while indigenous households in the municipality of Ensenada—where the majority of
farmworker camps are concentrated—had lagged behind nonindigenous households
in education levels by 3.4 years. It is interesting to consider, through the study of
the education levels of children in the Valle de San Quintin agricultural region in
the municipality of Ensenada, that migration has a greater impact than ethnicity in
children’s school attendance. In other words, children who were born outside of
the municipality attend school for fewer years than local children, which is likely
connected to child labor and geographic mobility (Velasco & Coubes, 2006). Thus,
their condition as migrant agricultural workers more heavily influences the duration
of their education than their identity as indigenous people.

In this scenario, the concept of interculturality is different in each type of rural or
urban settlement. As Cedillo et al. (2002) demonstrate, indigenous schools that are
close to agricultural fields have an ethnic diversity that is connected to residency in
farmworker camps, where workers and their families are housed by landowners and
networks of people from the same community operate, but where interaction with
people from other communities or regions is very frequent. Additionally, children’s
agricultural labor—whether permanent or temporary—is a part of this. This situation
affects their academic progress and the amount of time they have available to dedicate
to their education. The study by Cedillo et al. (2002) also highlights the need for
inter-institutional work among the various agencies that are involved (Secretaria de
Educacién Publica [sEp], Programa Nacional con Jornaleros Agricolas [PRONJAG],
Instituto Nacional para la Educacién de los Adultos [INEA], Desarrollo Integral para la
Familia [DIF]) to create a flexible intercultural bilingual curriculum that can meet the
needs of migrant children. The geographic mobility that characterizes schools with
migrant populations intensifies in agricultural areas, as described by Castro (2002) in
their study of the challenges faced by teachers in indigenous education in the state of
Sinaloa, which include absences from school, shorter school days, and the difficulty of
maintaining continuity in the classroom.

Migration produces a multiculturalism that reaches its peak regionally or locally
and in specific spaces of interaction or interrelation. Each school is a cultural diversity
universe that creates its own intercultural dynamics and simultaneously requires
specific operational strategies that do not always fit within planning or programming
timelines; rather, they are produced through daily institutional actions.

Study Methodology

The research had the schools of the indigenous education system in Baja California
as study universe for two reasons. First, because it departed from the question “How
does this subsystem of indigenous education face migratory and ethnic cultural
diversity through teaching strategies in the classroom?” And second, in previous
studies (Velasco, 2010; Velasco, Zlolniski & Coubes, 2014) the spatial concentration
of the indigenous population in certain colonies of the urban centers of the state

Estudios Fronterizos, vol. 20, 2019, e022 e-ISSN 2395-9134
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and their correspondence with indigenous education schools was documented. Both
reasons founded the decision to concentrate on the indigenous education system.
The methodology considered two phases: the first entailed the design of the study
and gathering the school censuses from a sample of 14 elementary schools within
the indigenous education system, and the second phase entailed 21 focus groups in
a subsample of four schools from the sample that was surveyed from the indigenous
education system in Baja California.’

In the first phase, a census-based questionnaire was conducted in a sample of
14 elementary schools affiliated with the Baja California region of the Directorate-
General for Indigenous Education (in Spanish, bGEer) based on the following diversity
indicators: place of birth, ethnicity, and indigenous language, to determine the
sociodemographic characteristics of the children and their parents.

Asetof 70 indigenous elementary schools in the state of Baja California was selected
based on information from the National School In