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Background

Thirty indigenous Mayan languages are still spoken in Guatemala, Belize, Honduras,
and Mexico. Kaqchikel—with half a million speakers in the central highlands of
Guatemala—is among the largest, and it has been taught at KU for decades.
The CTE’s Faculty Seminar program supported a redesign of Elementary Kaqchikel II
(KQKL 114 / LAC 602) and Advanced Kaqchikel II (KQKL 360 / LAC 602). The
elementary course orients beginner students in grammar, conversation, and
composition, while the advanced course builds upon this foundation and challenges
students to work toward proficiency. In 2020-21 the pandemic required migration to a
virtual, synchronous format, but the small cohort of nine beginning students and seven
advanced students made the transition easy. Both sections have attracted a mixture
of undergraduate and graduate students from interdisciplinary backgrounds, and
they have developed a closely-knit camaraderie as they learn the uniquely complex
linguistic features that distinguish Kaqchikel from most Indo-European languages.

Issues to address

In most Kaqchikel language classes in the US, students receive a Kaqchikel name.
These are historical, calendrical names, and they are heavily gendered. Until now, I’d
only provided a list of conventional naming options, which might have felt
exclusionary for a student of Kaqchikel who identifies as gender non-binary. Similarly,
in the dialogues and vignettes that I write for class, the characters have always had
“whole” bodies (two eyes, two arms, and two legs). Characters are never blind or
deaf, either. Thus, my beginning and advanced Kaqchikel courses try to account for a
broader, intersectional spectrum of students who might otherwise have felt
underrepresented in previous semesters, as much in their adopted Kaqchikel identities
as in printed learning materials.
In short, the goals for this course transformation were to rethink diversity, equity, and
inclusion (DEI) in Kaqchikel language classes. I view teaching as an endless process
where a collection of minor changes to DEI over time can provide substantial
improvements in a learning environment. Two approaches guided DEI in my classes:
1. Structural changes that incorporate evidenced-based best teaching practices.
Structural changes include a new focus on weekly learning modules, new active
learning exercises, teaching methods, and a syllabus that increases transparency,
social belonging, critical engagement of difference, and structured interactions.
2. Kaqchikel contextual changes that make slight adjustments to the learning
environment to emphasize diversity, equity, and inclusion.

Implementation

1. Structural Changes
The Spring 2021 semester ushered in new, inexpensive course materials to relieve
students’ budgets for textbooks. A revised syllabus included explicit statements on DEI,
disability, and counseling resources. It also promoted a more welcoming environment
by including a photograph of me and by encouraging the use of personal pronouns.
Finally, our Blackboard site provided students with more content for them to use
outside of our synchronous online meetings. These resources were created with
universal design in mind, whereby written, audio, and reading activities offered
students multiple ways to engage and demonstrate their learning.
2. Kaqchikel Contextual Changes
After consulting and partnering with cultural and linguistic experts of the Mayan world,
I’ve produced a new handout to guide students in selecting their Kaqchikel names.
This new guide offers a non-binary name exploration path that is equal in scope and
historical richness to the conventional paths of binary name exploration. Three
students have already tested this new approach.
Likewise, the lesson for learning parts of the body in Kaqchikel has undergone an
overhaul. One of the fictional characters, Ixmasat, now has a prosthetic leg, and this
lesson will debut at the end of the Spring 2021 semester.

Student learning

Many of the changes made in the course transformation demonstrate a benefit to
student learning. We now cover more content, and more deeply, with the transition to
weekly modules from our previous unit-based approach. Meanwhile, additional
content-loading outside of class allowed us to present a broader swath of material
within a single semester.
Second, students’ participation and performance have improved and seem to
complement one another in a sort of positive feedback loop. For instance, I’ve
introduced low-stakes practice with exam content and format before a test. This
activity has correlated to richer learning and better performance on tests. The success
boosts students’ confidence and extends to office hours, where I’ve seen an uptick in
student participation. Their incremental engagement, in turn, reproduces strong
performances on tests and higher levels of in-class participation.
Finally, I’ve placed more emphasis on opportunities for students to reflect
metacognitively about what they know and what they have learned from their
classmates. These reflections have revealed a level of student learning and critical
thinking across-the-board that surpassed my expectations from prior semesters.

Reflections
Learning a language can be a scary endeavor—it makes one vulnerable. Students
deserve a learning environment where no one feels ashamed for making mistakes
and where they are empowered to take risks in their language learning. It’s imperative
that students feel safe, included, valued in their diversity, and that they belong.
I’ve received feedback from some students that the many improvements of
substance to the courses are noticeable and appreciated. More than one student
gave positive feedback that the course materials were a fraction of the cost that they
had been in prior semesters. Others have commented on the more welcoming and
useful syllabus, the expanded office hours, or the more transparent expectations and
rubrics for graded assignments.
I’m already in the planning stages for additional changes, such as a contract-based
grading system, for the year to come. The work of this course redesign will be carried
forward, with additional improvements in each subsequent semester.
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