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Understanding and
Supporting Indigenous
Latine Students and
their Families

By Luis Gonzalez-Quizhpe and Américo Mendoza-Mori

................................................................................................. Inside
In January 2026, striking images of five-year-old Liam Conejo »  Who are Indigenous Latine
Ramos, in his blue bunny hat and Spiderman backpack, outside Students?

»  Challenges Faced by Indigenous
Latine Youth in Schools
»  Strengths and Assets of

his Minneapolis-area home and surrounded by federal immigration
agents made national and international headlines." Originally from

Ecuador, Liam and his father had been pursuing an asylum claim Indigenous Latine Communities
and following established legal protocols. Yet largely absent from »  How Educators Can Support
the national coverage of his detention was a fundamental dimen- Indigenous Latine Students &
sion of his family’s ethnic-racial identity. Liam comes from the Families

Kichwa Otavalo community of Quinchuqui,2 and part of a growing
and often invisibilized population of Indigenous Latine families in
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the United States, whose distinct
cultural, linguistic, and ethnic-racial
identities are often overlooked, even in
the moments when their lives become
national news.

Liam'’s story is not an isolated one.
According to the U.S. Census, between
2010 and 2020 the Indigenous
population from Latin America in the
United States grew by 344.7%, rising
from 172,280 to 766,112 individuals.?
From Ecuadorian Kichwa* communities
to K'iche* families from Guatemala,
Indigenous Latine families have
established roots in urban centers, rural
towns, and suburban communities like
the one Liam called home. Yet within
U.S. public schools, these students

are almost never recognized for their
Indigenous identity and are routinely
categorized under the broad ethnic label
of “Latinidad,” obscuring the linguistic,
cultural, and ethnic attributes that make
their experiences and needs unique.®

This invisibility has real consequences.
Indigenous Latine youth navigate
school systems that may misread their
identities, not recognize their languages,
and lack the institutional knowledge to
support their education. At the same
time, these students and their families
bring remarkable cultural strengths,
multilingual capacities, and community
assets that go equally unrecognized.

In this Immigration Initiative at Harvard
Educator Brief, we will provide an
overview of who Indigenous Latine
students are, describe the unique
challenges they face in U.S. schools,
highlight the strengths and assets they
bring, and offer recommendations to
help educators better support their
academic journeys and ethnic-racial
identity development.
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DEFINITIONS:

A FEW WORDS ABOUT WORDS
Indigenous
The term “Indigenous” refers to peoples who hold distinct cultures, languages, and
historical ties to their ancestral lands prior to colonization. In the Latin American
context, Indigenous peoples include hundreds of distinct communities, from the
Andean Quechua and Kichwa peoples of Ecuador, Peru, and Bolivia, to the Zapotec,
Mixtec, and P’'urhépecha communities of Mexico, among many others.® Indigenous
identity is rooted in living relationships with specific languages, knowledge
systems, and communal practices that persist and evolve across generations.” The
term “Indigenous” is preferred, given its inclusive nature and its widespread use in
international frameworks, including multilateral organizations such as the United
Nations, which recognizes Indigenous peoples across every continent of the world.®
This use also helps avoid labels such as “Indian,” which carries colonial and often
derogatory connotations and histories.

Latine

This brief uses the term “Latine” as a gender-neutral alternative to ‘Latino/Latina’ or
‘Latinx’, following established usage across the Americas and intended to reflect a
commitment to inclusivity and respect for the diverse identities within Latinidad.®
For a deeper review of this definition, see the Immigration Initiative at Harvard’s
Educator Brief Supporting Latine Immigrant-Origin Students and Families.

Indigenous Latine

Indigenous Latine refers to individuals who are both of Latin American origin

and hold membership in a specific Indigenous community. This ethnic-racial
identity is distinct from the broader “Latine” or mestizo identity that dominates
representations of Latin America in U.S. public life. As scholars have noted,
‘Hispanic’ or ‘Latine’ have historically obscured Indigenous identities within these
broad categories,'™ forcing Indigenous Latine people into a constant process of
negotiation for recognition and, at times, into tension with dominant narratives of
Latinidad.” Recognizing the Indigenous Latine identities means acknowledging
that Latin America is not culturally or linguistically homogenous and that many
of its peoples carry distinct ways of being and knowing that are not captured by
national or pan-ethnic labels.'> 3

Multilingual vs. “Limited English Proficiency”

Many Indigenous Latine students arrive to U.S. schools already navigating two or
more languages: an Indigenous language and Spanish, in addition to the English
they are acquiring in their new community. However, in some cases, students may
only know their Indigenous language, even though they come from a country where
Spanish is the main language used.

Students who do know multiple languages are routinely classified under deficit
labels such as “Limited English Proficient” that obscure their existing linguistic
knowledge and frame multilingualism as a deficiency rather than an asset.™
Throughout this Ed Brief, we use the term “multilingual” to reflect Indigenous Latine
students’ full communicative abilities that allow them to bridge across diverse
languages and cultures.™

For a fuller discussion of heritage language and multilingualism, see the
Immigration Initiative at Harvard’s Educator Brief Why Heritage Language is
Important for Immigrant Origin Children’s Development & Learning.
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WHO ARE INDIGENOUS LATINE
STUDENTS?

It is important to note that for many
Indigenous communities, migration is
not a new phenomenon, but an integral
part of their past and present histories
of mobility, shaped by colonization,
economic displacement, and the
ongoing extraction of resources within
their territories.’®"” In many cases,
these migration trajectories also include
earlier movements to cities within Latin
America before extending to the United
States.'® Indigenous Latine youth and
families come from many countries and
are found across all four regions of the
United States: Indigenous groups from
Cochabamba, Bolivia have established
communities in Washington, D.C. and
along the East Coast;" Kichwa Saraguro
farmers from Ecuador reside in rural
towns across Wisconsin;?® Guatemalan
Maya communities have established
roots in Colorado highlands;*' and
Zapotec families from Mexico have long
called Los Angeles home.?2 Many of these
communities have also developed active
cultural and linguistic infrastructure in
the U.S., not solely due to labor migration,
but as a desire to continue long-standing
traditions and strengthen community-
building.?®24

Although Spanish is the main language
for many countries of origin, Indigenous
Latine immigrant youth and families may
only speak their Indigenous language.?
Other students may be multilingual and
capable of communicating in both their
Indigenous language, in addition to
Spanish. Physical characteristics may
also distinguish Indigenous youth in
relation to non-Indigenous Latine youth.
For instance, long hair is worn by some
Indigenous Latine boys and males in
recognition of their Indigenous identity.?
Yet, such identities are not static but
continuously shaped by interactions
within different cultural and linguistic
contexts, incorporating Indigenous
Latine students are rarely recognized as
a distinct population in school district
demographics,?” elements from their

Indigenous and immigrant experiences.?®

Despite this richness in diversity,
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Indigenous Latine students are rarely
recognized as a distinct population
in school district demographics,?
where they are typically included

. under the broad label of “Latine.” In

. turn, these circumstances render their
- specific linguistic, ethnic, and cultural
. needs invisible to administrators and

educators.®°

CHALLENGES FACED BY INDIGENOUS
LATINE YOUTH IN SCHOOLS

Due to legacies of coloniality, Indigenous
. Latine students, while ethnically and
¢ culturally unique, share common

challenges within U.S. public schools.
These challenges stem from their
Indigenous language, their phenotypic
and cultural visibility, and the structural

. failure of educational institutions to

: recognize and serve them properly. The

. following sections outline three intercon-
: nected challenges educators should

understand.

+ Language and Misidentification.
Because Indigenous Latine youth
are often associated with Latin
American countries where Spanish
is considered the dominant
language, educators may frequently
assume that these students speak
Spanish or that Spanish-language
supports will be sufficient to meet
students’ communicative and
learning needs. This perception can
misidentify Indigenous Latine youth
as belonging to a homogenous
ethnic-racial group that shares one
single language, when in fact their
identities are deeply connected to
their Indigenous language that is
intertwined with and shapes their
ethnic-racial identity.>" Though some
Spanish-language resources could
help students who do communicate
in Spanish, at times this assumption
can be considered incorrect
and carry real consequences.

Such misidentification can route
Indigenous Latine students to

programs designed around Spanish/ :

English language development yet
fail to address the students’ actual
linguistic needs and indirectly

EDUCATOR e BRIEF SERIES

communicate that their Indigenous
language has not place within

their school environment. This

type of negative message can

also reach into these students’
homes; research has documented
how some parents are actively
discouraged by teachers from
speaking their Indigenous language
with their children, with educators
framing their Indigenous language
development as an impediment to
their academic success, despite
evidence to the contrary.’? As a
consequence of these conditions
and without any intervention, these
intersecting forms of racism can
result in Indigenous youth gradually
losing their Indigenous language
and attachment to their identity.*

Discrimination and Racism.
Instances of discrimination and
racism negatively impact how
Indigenous Latine youth maneuver
through their academic experiences.
Language is a cultural factor that
can engender these negative
experiences. Upon speaking their
Indigenous language, Indigenous
students may be made fun of or

put down due to a perceived lack

of Spanish-speaking and English-
speaking skillsets, both by non-
Indigenous students and even those
of Latin American origin.?* 3 Other
instances of discrimination and
racism pertain to physical attributes.
Indigenous students report being
treated negatively due to their skin
color and physical stature, fueling
discriminatory behaviors such as
receiving belittling and racist terms
from peers.® For Indigenous boys
from certain Indigenous Latine
communities, wearing their hair long
is an important part of their cultural
identity. Yet, doing so in U.S. school
settings can create tension, as these
students report difficulties “standing
out” because of this phenotypical
characteristic while seeking a sense
of belonging among their peers.®’
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* Institutional Invisibility.
Indigenous Latine students also
navigate forms of structural
erasure embedded within the
schools they attend. Indigenous
Latine students also navigate
forms of structural erasure
embedded within the schools
they attend. Indigenous
Latine communities are rarely
recognized as a distinct
population in school or district
demographic data, making
it difficult for administrators
to identify and address their
specific needs.® Research
across seven U.S. states
illustrates this, finding that most
state education agencies lack
the language codes needed
to distinguish between the
hundreds of distinct Indigenous
languages spoken by students
of Mesoamerican origin and
instead collapse them into
broad categories or omit
them entirely.* Indigenous
Latine cultures, histories, and
knowledge systems remain
largely absent from school
curricula. This broader lack of
publicly available curricular
materials also limits the
extent to which this brief can
recommend specific classroom
resources. When schools
do acknowledge Indigenous
cultures, it is almost exclusively
in reference to the distant past,
rather than as living knowledge
systems with contemporary
significance.*’ In response,
Indigenous Latine communities
have had to build their own
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visibility through alternative
channels, such as developing
community organizations,

creating digital spaces,*" and
fostering language revitalization
efforts, precisely because formal
institutions have failed to recognize
them.#? Schools are one of those
institutions, and educators have the
power to change that.

STRENGTHS AND ASSETS OF
INDIGENOUS LATINE COMMUNITIES

Despite the substantial challenges that
. students face, Indigenous Latine youth
. and their families bring remarkable

cultural, linguistic, and communal
strengths to their new contexts. Rather
than viewing Indigenous youth through
a deficit lens, educators can draw on an

: assets-based framework to recognize
- and build upon these strengths. Tara
. Yosso's framework of Community

Cultural Wealth*® aptly captures the
knowledge, skills, and cultural assets
that Indigenous Latine families carry
that dominant institutions often
overlook. Yosso's framework expands

- upon Bourdieu’s cultural capital theory
. by identifying specific forms of capital
¢ nurtured within communities of color

that are rarely recognized in school
settings.* These forms of capital

shed light on specific ways in which
Indigenous Latine youth draw upon
their families, communities, and cultural

. wealth as resiliencies that enable them
- to navigate and overcome challenges,
¢ while allowing them to leverage their

linguistic, communal, and cultural
experiences as sources of strength.

*  Linguistic Capital. Indigenous
Latine students who navigate an
Indigenous language, Spanish,
and English possess exceptional
communicative and cognitive
range. Far from being a liability, this
multilingualism constitutes a form
of linguistic capital that connects
students to their cultural identity,
their families, and their broader
communities across generations.*®
Research shows that students
developing their heritage language

EDUCATOR o BRIEF SERIES

does not negatively affect their
English language development.*®
Rather, through multilingualism,
Indigenous Latine students

are provided the opportunity to
understand cultural values and
practices across languages: a
necessity within this globalized
world and especially within the
United States, where diverse
languages and cultures have
come to coexist.*’ Preserving

the Indigenous language of these
students is fundamental, as it
allows for further connection

and identification with students’
own Indigenous identities.*®
Indigenous Latine students have
shown this relationship through
testimonios, an oral storytelling
tradition through which they affirm
tradition through which they affirm
their Indigenous identities and
lived experiences within spaces
that have historically overlooked
them.*® Through affirming students’
Indigenous languages, educators
are recognizing a genuine form of
knowledge and strength of their
students.

Familial and Community Capital.
While Yosso distinguishes family
and social capital as separate
forms, Indigenous Latine
communities’ use of both capitals
is deeply intertwined, and both are
addressed together in this section.
Indigenous Latine families are
guided by cosmovision principles
that shape deep kinship networks,
communal practices, and relational
understanding of the ecological
environment, providing stability,
belonging, and social support in
the face of migration. Cosmovision
principles such as the ayni
(Quechua reciprocity and collective
collaboration®), tequio (Nahuatl-
rooted traditions of communal
labor and service®'), and the suma
gamaiia (an Aymara teaching of
collective wellbeing and harmonious
living in community with nature®?)

HARVARD 9
[o\/o]
OAO,

Immigration
Initiative
AT HARVARD

GRADUATE SCHOOI
OF EDUCATION



Educator Brief

illustrate how Indigenous
knowledge systems shape
the values and worldviews of
Indigenous Latine youth and
families.

Crucially, cosmovision principles
continue to be living practices
that Indigenous Latine families
bring with them and sustain in
diaspora. Indigenous children
learn these values through
active participation in family and
community life, where communal
belonging is something
demonstrated through
contribution, reciprocal labor,
and collective responsibility
across generations.5®
Furthermore, these principles
find institutional expression

in Home-town Associations
(HTAs), dancing fraternities,

and Indigenous community
organizations, which extend and
strengthen these transnational
networks, connecting families in
the U.S. with their communities
of origin and one another.>*

% As such, educators who
understand these structures and
recognize, for example, that a
student’s absence may reflect
tequio obligations, that family
decision-making may involve
extended networks rather than a
single guardian, or that a child’s
sense of belonging is tied to

a community far beyond the
classroom, are better positioned
to build more meaningful,
respectful, and culturally
sustaining relationships with
Indigenous Latine families.

*  Resistance Capital and Cultural
Identity as Protective Factor.
Indigenous Latine communi-
ties carry an ongoing history
of resisting erasure. As acts
of resistance, current younger
generations are increasingly
reclaiming and reaffirming their
Indigenous identity and language
through art,®® music,%” and pub-
lic platforms.58

immigrationinitiative.harvard.edu

Schools should continue supporting
these positive ethnic-racial identity
development processes for Indige-
nous Latine youth. When teachers
inadvertently or directly suppress or
ignore their students’ cultural iden-
tity, such actions may actually un-
dermine one of the most powerful
sources of resilience for In-digenous
Latine students. Through school en-
vironments actively recognizing and
affirming their ethnic-racial identity,
Indigenous Latine youth are more
likely to develop a positive sense of
their ethnic-racial identity,*® which

in turn is associated with students
having a greater sense of belonging
and academic motivation.®® At the

individual level, providing Indigenous

Latine youth the necessary aca-
demic and socioemotional support
for the development and expres-
sion of their ethnic-racial identity
can mitigate against the harmful
side-effects of discrimination and
racism.®” Hence, resistance capital

and cultural identity serve as import-
ant protective factors that educators

must recognize and actively nurture
in Indigenous Latine youth.

Navigational Capital. Indigenous
Latine youth are able to navigate
multiple social, linguistic, and insti-
tutional worlds, moving between
their Indigenous community, Latine

EDUCATOR e BRIEF SERIES

( I

peer contexts, and school settings.
This includes maneuvering through
institutions that were not designed
with their linguistic or cultural back-
grounds in mind.%2 Through acting
as cultural and linguistic brokers

for their families, Indigenous youth
exercise sophisticated navigational
knowledge.®® This navigation also
extends to how youth manage their
visible Indigenous identity in school.
For instance, Kichwa Saraguro youth
in rural Wisconsin continuously
navigate decisions about whether
to wear their traditional clothing or
keep their hair braided in schools,
where peers and teachers alike tend
to categorize them simply as “His-
panic” or “Mexican.”®* As such, rec-
ognizing this navigation as a form of
capability and resilience can allow
educators to better understand and
support the complex realities Indig-
enous Latine youth bring with them
into school spaces.

: HOW EDUCATORS CAN SUPPORT
INDIGENOUS LATINE STUDENTS &
FAMILIES

As educators, it is critical to support

. the academic journeys and identity

¢ development of Indigenous Latine youth.
Understanding the challenges noted

- within this Ed Brief can provide a small

. insight into the everyday experiences of
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Indigenous youth in U.S. public
schools who may have a sense

of exclusion or feel unwelcomed.

As such, educators have both the
responsibility and the power to
establish and reinforce social norms
that affirm the students in their care.
The following recommendations
offer concrete starting points for
building schools where Indigenous
Latine youth feel recognized and
supported.

Foster a sense of belonging. It

is necessary to foster a sense

of social belonging in order for
Indigenous youth to feel welcomed
and supported. Providing spaces
where Indigenous Latine youth can
feel comfortable being their true
selves can foment a positive sense
of identity. Through being socially
connected and accepted by non-
Indigenous students and teachers
alike, Indigenous Latine youth can
gain significant academic benefits®®
in terms of academic attitudes,
school belonging, and academic
performance.® This means creating
space for Indigenous Latine
students to share their cultures,
histories, and languages, and not
solely on designated multicultural
occasions. Educators can also
invite students’ families to lead
classroom discussions or showcase
cultural presentations, signaling to
all students that Indigenous Latine
students and their ways of knowing
are valued within the school

immigrationinitiative.harvard.edu

community.®” 68

Support and Affirm Multilingualism.
Supporting the multilingualism

of Indigenous Latine students
benefits both their academic
success and ethnic-racial identity
development. Educators should
actively resist treating the use of
Indigenous languages as a problem
to be corrected and should never
discourage families from speaking
their Indigenous language at home,®
a critical connection to cultural
identity and intergenerational
connect Indigenous Latine students
to heritage language resources
when possible’" and recognize
existing community-based language
programs as integral and legitimate
educational spaces.”? Through the
affirmation of multilingualism in
school, Indigenous Latine students
receive the message that their full
linguistic selves are welcomed and
valued.”®

Address Discrimination Proactively.
As authoritative figures within
school environments, teachers and
school administrators have the
power to establish and reinforce
social norms amongst their
students. Initiating discussions
regarding Indigenous Latine
cultures present within the school
community or providing spaces
for Indigenous Latine students

and parents to lead classroom

discussions can minimize instances

of discrimination and racism that
youth face and, in turn, promote a
sense of positive belonging and
inclusion.” Selecting materials that
reflect the diversity of Indigenous
Latine communities and explicitly
naming and challenging forms of
bullying related to appearance,
cultural practices, and language
are some of the proactive ways
educators can mitigate these
problems. This includes addressing
mockery directed at students

for speaking their Indigenous
language,”® ridicule based on
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physical appearance, and the social
exclusion that Indigenous boys
with long hair or traditional clothing
may face at school.”® By naming
these forms of discrimination and
signaling that they are not tolerated
within schooling spaces, educators
communicate clear expectations
as doing so undermines heritage
language development and severs
about the norms of their classroom
community.

Engage Parents and Families.
Indigenous Latine parents may
engage with their children’s
education in ways that differ

from institutional expectations.
However, these differences should
not be misread as disinterest or
disengagement. Educators should
build trust gradually, meet families
where they are, and keep the
following in mind:

»  When a parent does not
speak Spanish or English. Do
not assume that providing
Spanish-language materials
or interpreters is appropriate.
Seek out Indigenous-language
interpreters or networks where
possible and connect with
community organizations that
can help bridge communication.
Educators can also send
translated communications
home with students, reach out
to families directly, spend time
in community spaces where
families gather, and coordinate
home visits when appropriate.
These efforts help ensure
that families can participate
meaningfully in their children’s
education.

»  When a parent is reluctant to
engage with school institutions.
This reluctance may reflect
a well-founded wariness of
institutions that have historically
not served Indigenous
communities well. Avoid
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interpreting non-attendance at
school events as lack of care
or investment in their child’s
education. Instead, educators
should seek opportunities

to gradually build trust with
parents and meet families
where they are.

»  When a parent is asked about
immigration or documentation
status. Do not ask. Under Plyler
v. Doe, all children, regardless
of immigration status, have
the right to a free public K-12
education and schools are
not required to inquire about
documentation. ”” Schools
should communicate clearly
and proactively, so that all
families feel safe and welcome,
that documentation status will
not be sought or shared.”®

Partner with Indigenous Community
Organizations. Fostering
relationships with Indigenous Latine
community-based organizations
can help promote a sense of
appreciation for Indigenous
languages and cultures both within
and outside school spaces.”
Schools cannot and should not

try to support Indigenous Latine
students in isolation, as Indigenous
community organizations play a
vital role in sustaining the cultural
practices, community networks,
and navigational knowledge that
protect and strengthen Indigenous
Latine youth.®® 8 Educators and
school administrators can actively
seek out these partnerships,
treating community organizations
as collaborators and co-educators,
rather than external resources.
Across the U.S., organizations
such as the Sapiyay Collective®?
and Kichwa Hatari® in the East
Coast, the Kichwa Community

of Chicago® and Comunidad
Maya Pixan Ixim® in the Midwest,
and MICOP®(Mixteco/Indigena
Community Organizing Project),
CIELO® (Comunidades Indigenas en
Liderazgo), and CBDIO®

immigrationinitiative.harvard.edu

(Centro Binacional para el Desarrollo
Indigena Oaxaqueno) on the West
Coast offer community-led cultural
and educational and can be strong
allies for schools to learn from and
build meaningful relationships with.
It is important to note this is not an
exhaustive list, so when in doubt,
ask your students: they and their
families are often the best guide.

. By providing Indigenous Latine youth the
. necessary academic and socioemotional : -
. support, schools can offer an

. appropriate and welcoming environment

for Indigenous Latine youth so that they
can thrive and succeed within the U.S.
public school system and society.
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LESSON PLANS AND EDUCATIONAL
. MATERIALS

. We acknowledge that community

resources are not always readily available,
which is why inviting family members,
community members, and elders into

the classroom to share oral stories and
cultural knowledge is itself an important
and meaningful form of teaching. The
following materials are provided as a
resource.

Indigenous Latin American People’s
Lesson Plans by the University of
Florida Center for Latin American
Studies

Indigenous Students from Latin
America in the United States by the
Cervantes Observatory at the Faculty
of Arts and Sciences of Harvard
University

Kawsay Ukhunchay, Andean and
Amazonian educational collection by
The Ohio State University
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+  Kichwa Saraguro in Wisconsin: A P4
short video series on the Indigenous
Kichwa Saraguro people of
Ecuador living in Wisconsin by PBS
Wisconsin and the Wisconsin Latinx : 5.
History Collective :

+  Living Maya Time by the
Smithsonian Institution

»  Saraguros in Wisconsin: Preserving
Culture in the Diaspora — Curricula
for 4th, 8th, and 10th Grade Level 6.
Students by the Wisconsin Latinx :
History Collective

+  Teaching Indigenous Heritage in a
6th Grade Classroom by Teaching
Central America and Teaching for L7
Change ‘

« Una Vida, Dos Paises: A
documentary and bilingual
curriculum for middle and high
school students exploring
transborder youth navigating life 8.
between the U.S. and Mexico by
Tatyana Kleyn, William Perez, and
Rafael Vasquez
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