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Learning Session Objectives
► Participants will understand some ways in which Indigenous 

orientations to health differ from Western conceptions of 
health.

► Participants will gain specific strategies for designing health 
messaging specifically to better align with Indigenous 
approaches to health

► Participants will  see sample materials that use Indigenous 
approaches to health and collaboration among multiple entities 
to design effective health messaging for Indigenous language 
speakers. 



Who’s here?

Share name, pronouns, organization, 
and intentions for this session.



Translation of written, audio, and video materials into Indigenous languages 
spoken in Mexico and Guatemala (hundreds of variants)

Language justice consulting and training

languageaccessflorida@gmail.com



Rural Women’s Health Project

Robin Lewy, 
Co-Founder and 
Director of Programming

Working With Rural Communities To 
Strengthen Their Capacity To Overcome 
Health Barriers.



Our Team 

Robin Lewy Laura Gonzales Erika Hernández CuevasViana Lucía 
Gonzalez Ajiataz





❑    120 Intérpretes 

❑    80 variantes lingüísticas 

24 intérpretes certificados por el INALI 
(Instituto Nacional de Lenguas Indígenas)



Ki’kotemal TV 



Health Literacy
►“The degree to which individuals have the capacity to obtain, process, 

and understand basic health information ... needed to make appropriate 
health decisions.” 1

►“[Health literacy] skills include reading and writing in English; speaking 
and listening in English; numerical computing; critical thinking; and 
decision making.” 2

1 - U.S. Department of Health and Human Services. (2000). Healthy People 2010 (2nd ed.) [with Understanding and Improving Health (vol. 1) 
and Objectives for Improving Health (vol. 2)]. Washington, DC: U.S. Government Printing Office
2 - Singleton, K., Krause, E., (Sept. 30, 2009) "Understanding Cultural and Linguistic Barriers to Health Literacy" OJIN: The Online Journal of Issues 
in Nursing. Vol. 14, No. 3, Manuscript 4.

Isabel Gross (she/her/ella)
Occupational Safety and Health Project Coordinator
Farmworker Justice



Health Literacy and other SDOH

► English proficiency

► Assumption that health literacy means health literacy in 
English

► Co-occurring determinants of health

► “Among Spanish speakers, language-discordant 
relationships with providers resulted in the poorest 
health communication, regardless of health literacy.” 3

3 - Sentell, Tetine, and Kathryn L Braun. “Low health literacy, limited English proficiency, and health status in Asians, Latinos, and other 
racial/ethnic groups in California.” Journal of health communication vol. 17 Suppl 3,Suppl 3 (2012): 82-99. doi:10.1080/10810730.2012.712621

Isabel Gross (she/her/ella)
Occupational Safety and Health Project Coordinator
Farmworker Justice



Health Literacy and other SDOH

► Also intersects with cultural considerations

“While applying [health literacy] skills, one must be able 
to move with some comfort between one’s own cultural 
values and beliefs and those of the dominant healthcare 
system”

-Singleton and Krause

Isabel Gross (she/her/ella)
Occupational Safety and Health Project Coordinator
Farmworker Justice



Effects of Limited Health Literacy

► Affects 9 out of 10 English-speaking adults

► Lower health literacy 🡪 less likely to have health insurance

► Results in:

► Less use of preventative services (flu shots, mammograms)

► Poor management of chronic illness (diabetes, high blood 
pressure)

► Errors taking medications (due to misunderstanding of labels)

► Increase in preventable hospitalizations

► Poor understanding of nutrition/food labels (HHS 8-10)

Isabel Gross (she/her/ella)
Occupational Safety and Health Project Coordinator
Farmworker Justice



What are Indigenous approaches to 
health literacy? 

How can Indigenous orientations help 
us learn about language access in 

healthcare?



Acceso a la información: 
interculturalidad y derechos humanos

“Desde el inicio de la pandemia, la 
información sobre la enfermedad fue 

dándose a cuentagotas. Existía mucha 
desinformación alrededor no solo sobre 
qué era COVID-19, sino cuáles son los 

síntomas para detectarla, cómo cuidarte y 
qué hacer si te contagiabas. Estos 

aspectos eran tan recurrentes en las urbes 
donde los medios de información estaban 

a la mano, sin embargo, hubo sectores 
que se abandonaron totalmente como es 
el caso de las comunidades indígenas”Abigail Castellanos García, Indigenous 

language activist from the community of 
San Juan Tabaá, Oaxaca 

https://gaceta.unadmexico.mx/37-gaceta/mayo-junio-2021/investigacion/52-acceso-a-la-informacion-interculturalidad-y-derechos-humanos?fbclid=IwAR0LJbDTcjKUiW6JSugHswPen1WFjMAjo2heheSQ5uDBYoIvSfN1cd9IOiY
https://gaceta.unadmexico.mx/37-gaceta/mayo-junio-2021/investigacion/52-acceso-a-la-informacion-interculturalidad-y-derechos-humanos?fbclid=IwAR0LJbDTcjKUiW6JSugHswPen1WFjMAjo2heheSQ5uDBYoIvSfN1cd9IOiY


1. Amuzgo
2.Cuicateco 
3.Chatino
4.Chinanteco
5.Chocholteco
6.Ixcateco
7.Mazateco
8.Mixteco
9.Popoloca

10.Triqui
11. Zapoteco
12.Mixe 
13.Zoque
14.Huave
15.Náhuatl
16.Chontal 

En Oaxaca se hablan 16 lenguas

176 variantes lingüísticas

(information provided by Erika Hernández Cuevas, speaker of 
Chatino)



Lesson:

● Language is more than words or information. 

● Language is culture, recognition, participation, land, 

family, heritage.

Artwork provided by Vianna 
Lucía González Ajiataz



Jose, speaker of Q’anjob’al. From 
Huehuetenango, Guatemala. 
Lives in Lake City, Florida

“My boy already speaks three 
languages, Q’anjob’al, Spanish and 
English. At home, I only speak [our] 
dialect (Q’anjob’al) with my son, so he 
can continue learning and won’t 
forget. I want him to learn it because 
one day it’s going to be useful for him 
to be able to help other people.”

 

“I’m like mute, like blind. It’s like I can’t see or hear 
anything. ”

Artwork by Valentina Sierra 
Niño, University of Florida 



Karen Chura, speaker of Aimara. 
From El Alto, Bolivia, lives in 
Gainesville, Florida

Artwork by Valentina Sierra 
Niño, University of Florida 



Karen Chura, speaker of Aimara. 
From El Alto, Bolivia, lives in 
Gainesville, Florida

Artwork by Valentina Sierra 
Niño, University of Florida 



Miguelito (known as 
“el niño trilingüe”)

Speaker of K’iche

Lives in Lake City, Florida

https://youtu.be/Q7otT-62_zM

https://youtu.be/Q7otT-62_zM


What does this have to do with health 
literacy?

Everything!

Indigenous orientations to health are guided by language and its 
connection to land, heritage, and sustainability.

“Mi lengua es cultura, es resistencia”---Karen, speaker of 
Aimara, lives in Gainesville, Florida

To survive a pandemic, you need resistance, resilience, and 
hope for future generations.



Translating and reviewing RWHP’s 
materials 



…the people must read their 
own reality and write their 

own history.

-Paulo Freire
Pedagogy of the Oppressed



All testimonial materials are centralized 
in the communities we serve

Ideas

Identify 
obstacles

Writing/
design

Evaluation 
process

Distribution

Community 
Centered



…it is known 
and timeless.

Friends, the novela is our 
favorite medium.



We take the idea 
of basic health 

prevention steps

• Wash your hands

• Cough into your elbow

• Sleep apart when sick

• Get vaccinated

• When sick use a mask around others

And transform them into a visual story...



A consejo



La Lotería COVID
A game

X

X



A novela



“The Mexican government has produced a lot 
of information in Spanish for the community 
here, but for Indigenous communities, it’s not 
enough to just translate this information. As 
we translated information related to 
COVID-19, we also had to make it more 
relevant for our communities.” 

“Indigenous communities care more about 
our community than we do about ourselves, 
so if we want people to stay home, if we want 
them to skip going to work, we can’t tell 
them to do it just for themselves; we have to 
tell them to do it for their communities.” 

Lessons from Indigenous Language Translators and Activists

Edith Matías Juan, interpreter and translator of Dixhzaa (Zapoteco), 
variant from Villa Díaz Ordaz.



Centro Profesional Indígena 
de Asesoría, Defensa, y 
Traducción, A.C. 

“Contrary to Western ideas, our 
Indigenous communities know that our 
lives don’t end at death, so telling people 
to not get sick because they will die, like 
the Mexican government is telling us, 
doesn’t work as well as telling people to 
instead say “yes!” to life. The focus here 
is on having a better life, in whatever 
form, rather than being guided by a fear 
of death”  

     -Edith

https://cepiadet.org

https://cepiadet.org/


“Even though many people don’t read or 
write in their Indigenous languages, I think 
it’s important to make these writing systems 
visible, make them a part of the cultural 
record.”  

Lessons from Indigenous Language Translators and Activists

Elena García Ortega, interpreter and translator of Ayuuk (Mixe), 
variant from Santiago Atitlán.



1 2



Consejo 15 Audio, 
K’iche
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1c

yfwqFwdEfenwai4zE_l_3G2ed6jKEox

https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1cyfwqFwdEfenwai4zE_l_3G2ed6jKEox
https://drive.google.com/drive/folders/1cyfwqFwdEfenwai4zE_l_3G2ed6jKEox


One health promoter explained that for Indigenous communities living in 
Gainesville, receiving health messages in their Indigenous languages is very 
helpful because “It’s important to give people information in their native 
language.” 

A health promoter also pointed out  that many Indigenous language speakers in 
the US  are “trying to learn to read and write Spanish better,” especially because 
migrant farmworkers, for example, work in the community with 
Spanish  speakers. 

Juan, speaker of Q’anjob’al, listening to the radionovela: “This is the first time I’ve 
heard my language in the US since I came here 7 years ago”

Feedback from RWHP Indigenous Health Promotores 
and Community



• COVID materials in Indigenous languages as information access, language 
preservation, AND language learning (“Each one, teach one”)

• Communicating information in multiple modalities/formats is important for 
health literacy (visuals, audio, and writing, STORIES)

• Specificity is critical (language variants, colors and patterns on Huipiles, 
culturally appropriate and relevant visuals)

• Language access is much more than translation. 

Takeaways



1. “The work that we do as translators of Indigenous 

languages is not just for the people accessing 
information, but also for the benefit of the 
languages themselves.” 

Lessons from Indigenous Language Translators and 
Activists

Vianna Lucía González Ajiataz, linguist, translator, interpreter, and 
teacher of Maya K’iche, from Quetzaltenango, Guatemala





What are some takeaways that 
you can apply in your own work? 



Thank you!

Laura Gonzales, PhD
Language Access Florida
languageaccessflorida@gmail.com

Artwork by Valentina Sierra 
Niño, University of Florida 

Robin Lewy, 
Co-Founder and 
Director of Programming


