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Preserving identities and accessing global knowledge: the educational paradox in indigenous and living language contexts 
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ABSTRACT 

	
This article explores the educational paradox faced by Indigenous communities: the challenge of preserving their cultural and linguistic identities while integrating into a global knowledge society. Based on the case of the Northeast Regional Complex of the Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla (BUAP), the study highlights intercultural educational strategies that avoid assimilationist practices by promoting epistemic equity. Programs such as General and Community Medicine include Indigenous languages and traditional health practices alongside scientific training, fostering horizontal dialogue between knowledge systems. The article underscores the importance of moving beyond folkloric inclusion toward structural curricular changes, interculturally sensitive teacher training, and collaboration with Indigenous communities. It advocates for an educational model rooted in epistemic integration, where Indigenous knowledge is validated and empowered rather than subordinated. Recent studies highlight the need to move beyond the colonial cognitive frameworks that have historically marginalized Indigenous cultures, recognizing them as dynamic and legitimate forms of knowledge that enrich educational and scientific processes. The authors consider that by promoting linguistic revitalization, critical interculturality, and global competencies, including English proficiency, the model will enable all students, especially those from Indigenous communities, to share multiple perspectives from distinct epistemic worlds without renouncing their identities. The BUAP experience demonstrates that it is possible to reconcile the preservation of identity while fulfilling the global commitment to higher education. BUAP is an example of how educational institutions can educate students capable of navigating local and global contexts without sacrificing their cultural heritage, which contributes to the broader goals of educational equity and the decolonization of knowledge.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Contemporary education faces the challenge of articulating two seemingly opposing dimensions in Indigenous contexts: preserving Indigenous cultural and linguistic identities while simultaneously integrating students into a global knowledge society. This tension—far from being a dilemma to be resolved in favor of one extreme or the other—constitutes an educational paradox that demands sensitive, critical, and decolonial approaches.
Recent research highlights the need to rethink educational practices from perspectives that recognize the epistemic value of Indigenous knowledge and reject the colonial cognitive frameworks that have historically marginalized these cultures [24, 4]. The preservation of Indigenous worldviews cannot be understood as a mere exercise in folklore conservation; it implies recognizing them as legitimate and dynamic forms of knowledge that enrich educational and scientific processes [11, 14]. We need to change how we teach by valuing Indigenous knowledge and moving away from the colonial ideas that have pushed these cultures aside [24, 4].
At the same time, various contemporary proposals [1, 22] point to the urgency of developing global competencies in Indigenous students for their active and critical participation in social dynamics. Intercultural education, in this sense, must foster spaces where cultural identity is strengthened in dialogue with universal knowledge and not in opposition to it. This challenge is particularly present at the Northeastern Regional Complex of the Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla (BUAP), which has campuses in Teziutlán, Ixtepec, Cuetzalan del Progreso, Zacapoaxtla, Tlatlauquitepec, and Libres, all located in the mountainous region of the state of Puebla. On the Ixtepec and Cuetzalan del Progreso campuses in particular, more than 80% of the student population comes from Indigenous communities where Nahuatl and Totonac are spoken. This social and cultural situation highlights the need for an educational plan that supports development while respecting diversity, rather than forcing cultural change, and aligns with efforts to connect universities more closely with their communities to improve well-being. The cultural and linguistic relevance of educational projects is essential to avoid epistemic marginalization and promote the effective inclusion of Indigenous Peoples in university spaces [5].
2. The educational paradox of teaching without erasing

The advancement of globalized educational models has generated an ambivalent impact on Indigenous contexts. On the one hand, they offer new opportunities for access to scientific, technological, and humanistic knowledge; on the other, they run the risk of reproducing acculturation dynamics that dismiss or subordinate Indigenous knowledge [5, 16].
In educational spaces such as the Northeastern Regional Complex, this tension is particularly visible since, on the one hand, students in the General and Community Medicine program, for example, are preparing for their integration specifically into the contexts of the region's communities, and, on the other, they also aspire to highly specialized training and access to knowledge of global reach [15]. However, when put in practice these seemingly separate aims converge nicely as the global educational approach helps the General and Community Medicine students to develop skills that allow them to address local needs from a critical intercultural perspective, while acquiring cutting-edge scientific and technological tools that enhance their academic mobility, their capacity for innovation and their contribution to sustainable strengthening of their communities. 
Even though programs like the Minerva Project [3] aim to boost regional growth while honoring cultural differences, there is still a challenge in education: making sure that including Indigenous students in the knowledge society doesn't weaken their cultural, language, and knowledge identities [23]. Traditional teaching methods, which are based on one-size-fits-all approaches, often overlook the special ways that Indigenous peoples understand and experience the world. Traditional pedagogical practices, based on universal and homogenizing logics, tend to render invisible the unique ways of knowing, being, and existing in the world that characterize Indigenous peoples.
However, a fundamental problem arises: how to design and implement educational practices that preserve and strengthen the cultural and linguistic identities of Indigenous students while integrating them critically and reflectively into the globalized knowledge landscape without reproducing cultural assimilation processes?
Answering this question involves critically reviewing current intercultural educational policies, analyzing the pedagogical approaches applied in the region, and proposing strategies that promote epistemic equity in the education of Indigenous students [5]. This educational paradox requires rethinking the content of teaching, as well as the epistemological foundations that support it. Within this framework, it is necessary to analyze proposals for epistemic integration as a path to true intercultural education [7].
3. Intercultural Education and the Paradox of Epistemic Integration 

The Northeastern Regional Complex of the Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla (BUAP) represents a strategic effort to bring higher and upper secondary education closer to regions of high cultural and linguistic diversity in the state of Puebla. The complex has facilities in Teziutlán, Ixtepec, Cuetzalan del Progreso, Zacapoaxtla, Tlatlauquitepec, and Libres. In 2024 the Complex’s total enrollment was 6,297 students, consisting of 2,960 high school students and 3,337 higher education students enrolled in a bachelor's degree program or advanced technical studies [28].
The municipalities of Ixtepec and Cuetzalan del Progreso in particular highlight the unique socio-cultural context of the region. Both have high proportions of Indigenous inhabitants, and more than eight in ten people in these municipalities speak Indigenous languages, mainly Nahuatl and Totonac [28]. This specific social context endows the Complex with a particular challenge and responsibility as it endeavors to serve students who come from culturally diverse contexts, and whose cultural knowledge systems have historically been marginalized in favor of Western models. As such, many of the educational programs offered throughout the Northeastern Regional Complex of BUAP, specifically programs in the areas of health, economics and management, social sciences, and the Complex’s five high schools, are tailored to the unique needs of its multicultural community and student body. Working to include Indigenous perspectives and respond to the needs of the Indigenous communities in these program areas reflects a commitment to the social and economic development of northeastern Puebla, seeking to align academic training with local realities.
An example of this vision is the General and Community Medicine Degree. Through this particular program medical students are trained to the highest international scientific standards to become leading health professionals, without discounting the long held health knowledge and practices of the Indigenous communities they will serve. In contrast to standard medical curricula, this program incorporates an additional cultural component specific to the region, where students can shape their professional sense of self in conversation with local knowledge. Incoming students are required to take language courses in both Totonac and Nahuatl, ensuring that future community doctors recognize the linguistic diversity in the populations where they will work and can communicate effectively in the Indigenous languages, respecting the cultural context of those communities. Additionally, the subjects of General Herbalism, Regional Herbalism, Alternative Therapeutic Procedures, Acupuncture, and Physiotherapeutic Procedures integrate traditional medical practices as a legitimate component of professional health training. Likewise, courses such as History and Philosophy of Community Medicine and Family and Community Medicine I and II reinforce a critical and contextualized perspective, focusing on the social determinants of health, community work, and the transformation of the living conditions of Indigenous peoples. These curriculum characteristics reflect the systematic effort of the educational project promoted by BUAP, in line with the Minerva University Model [3] to advance toward a model of epistemic integration, where Indigenous knowledge and modern scientific knowledge are articulated horizontally, without hierarchies or impositions.
Within this same vision, the “Original Peoples and Living Languages” project has gained special relevance. This initiative, aimed at fostering critical intercultural education, seeks to preserve and promote Indigenous languages and cultures through academic, artistic, and cultural outreach activities.
The high representation of Indigenous students at the Complex provides a rare opportunity to develop an educational model that acknowledges that different ways of knowing can live alongside one another. It also necessitates, however, a constant effort to avoid reproducing assimilationist dynamics and to stimulate a real exchange of knowledge, one in which Indigenous epistemologies are considered legitimate foundations of knowledge and education. 
4. METHODOLOGY
This study adopts a qualitative approach to analyze the educational dynamics at the Northeastern Regional Complex of the Benemérita Universidad Autónoma de Puebla (BUAP), paying special attention to the epistemic and acculturation assimilation problems faced by students from Indigenous communities, especially on the Ixtepec and Cuetzalan del Progreso campuses. These contexts, characterized by a high concentration of speakers of Indigenous languages ​​such as Nahuatl and Totonac, experience tensions between the preservation of cultural and linguistic identities and integration into a global knowledge society.
Data collection was carried out through documentary analysis of curricula, institutional reports, and projects such as the “Indigenous Peoples and Living Languages” Project. In addition, previous research on interculturality, epistemological integration, and Indigenous education in Latin America was reviewed to contextualize the discussions and support the proposals presented, especially using a participatory communication-action approach. The analysis focused on identifying the pedagogical strategies implemented to promote the critical and reflective integration of Indigenous students, as well as evaluating their effectiveness in overcoming assimilationist approaches and fostering a horizontal dialogue between local and global knowledge. To this end, decolonial approaches and critical perspectives that question the dominant epistemological structures in contemporary educational systems were considered.
The results of this analysis seek to contribute to the development of educational models that recognize the value of Indigenous knowledge, foster respect for cultural diversity, and promote true academic inclusion.
5. Critical Reflections: Toward a Non-Assimilationist Education

The analysis of the context of the BUAP Northeastern Regional Complex and the “Indigenous Peoples and Living Languages” project allows us to reflect on the challenges and possibilities of building a truly intercultural education in contexts of high cultural and linguistic diversity. One of the main lessons learned from this experience is that educational inclusion cannot be understood as a process of unilateral adaptation of Indigenous students to hegemonic epistemic and cultural frameworks but rather as the construction of spaces for a horizontal dialogue of knowledge.
The history of educational policies in Latin America shows that integration projects have frequently resulted in assimilationist practices that seek the “inclusion” of Indigenous Peoples at the cost of the loss of their languages, worldviews, and ways of life [4, 25]. This form of forced integration reproduces colonial power relations that consider Indigenous knowledge as “lesser” or “traditional” knowledge and Western knowledge as the only valid source of social and economic participation.
To avoid falling into these patterns, it is necessary to recognize that languages, stories, community practices, and ties to the territory constitute knowledge systems as complex and legitimate as global scientific knowledge [11, 14]. From this viewpoint, non-assimilationist education means teaching about Indigenous cultures while also changing how we teach, so these cultures are seen as important sources of understanding, inquiry, and knowledge creation.
BUAP's intercultural educational project advances in this direction by promoting events, learning centers, and courses in Indigenous languages, in addition to creating spaces for artistic and literary expression that draw on Indigenous epistemologies. However, its sustainability and expansion require addressing several challenges: teacher training with a critical intercultural approach, curricular redesign that overcomes folkloristic views of culture, and the consolidation of alliances with communities to co-construct educational content [1, 6, 9].
Furthermore, it is essential to position interculturality not as a specific or marginal area of the curriculum but as a transversal principle that permeates all areas of knowledge. This entails transforming language and culture programs while simultaneously integrating science, technology, and humanities programs, creating and strengthening diverse epistemic perspectives that allow Indigenous—and non-Indigenous—students to develop a critical, situated, and pluralistic view of the world [12].
The learning of foreign languages, especially English, acquires strategic importance in a glocal educational approach, which promotes the strengthening of local identities and access to global knowledge [11, 20]. Rolan Robertson proposed replacing the traditional view of globalization—as a tension between the global and the local—with the idea of ​​glocalization, where the local is a constituent part of the global. Glocalization transcends the debate between cultural homogenization and heterogenization, showing that both processes coexist and mutually reinforce each other [29, 30].
Teaching English at the BUAP Northeastern Regional Complex, especially through native teachers, allows Indigenous and non-Indigenous students to develop communicative skills that expand their possibilities for academic, professional, and cultural integration in international contexts. This language training, far from diluting cultural identities, empowers them by providing students with tools that allow them to represent and project their knowledge and traditions in global spaces of exchange and collaboration [8, 27].
Improving cross-border exchange models like the Fulbright-García Robles Scholarship has been shown to be a very effective tactic. The presence of fellows of this program in the Northeast Regional Complex has produced great achievements in the field of student mobility, teacher qualification and reinforcement of international academic networks. These experiences enhance English proficiency academically and also generate genuine intercultural communication, to the benefit of both local and visiting participants, and to the building of a more open, pluralistic education based on the values of epistemic equity and heritage respect.
That is, building non-assimilationist education in contexts of cultural diversity requires more than the inclusion of multicultural content: it demands rethinking the power relations that structure knowledge, opening the educational space to other ways of knowing, and developing citizens capable of critically inhabiting multiple epistemic worlds without renouncing their cultural roots [2, 13].
6. Conclusion

The paradox in education experienced by Indigenous people - how to preserve their cultural and linguistic identity while joining the global knowledge society- should not be interpreted as an irresolvable contradiction, but rather as an opportunity to critically re-analyze current educational practices. The case of BUAP Northeastern Regional Complex models how, rather than furthering processes of cultural assimilation, it is possible to devise educational strategies that strengthen Indigenous identities and promote their active participation in multiple epistemic scenarios. The model of epistemic integration that is advocated in this regard consequently challenges conventional educational logics of normalization and cognitive imperialism. By actually teaching the country’s diverse languages, providing spaces for cultural promotion, and encouraging the development of literature in Nahuatl and Totonac, we are taking steps towards an education in which cultural diversity ceases to be a stumbling block and becomes instead a positive driving force that nourishes and enriches the teaching and learning process. 
Consolidating critical intercultural education means altering the structural elements of the curriculum, ensuring specialized teacher preparation and forging substantive connections with Indigenous communities. It also carries with it an obligation on the part of the university to respect and promote Indigenous knowledge systems as part and parcel of the institution. In a world made ever smaller by technology there can be no genuine inclusion that is founded on denying people’s differences, but must instead be rooted in recognizing people’s differences and celebrating them. We need an education that enables Indigenous learners to live in their own cultural skin and to connect pridefully, and critically, to the wider world of the global knowledge society. 
In conclusion, it is not only possible but imperative to confront the educational paradox between the preservation of the cultural and linguistic identity of Indigenous Peoples and their critical integration within a globalized knowledge society, in order to develop a genuinely intercultural education. As argued throughout this work, overcoming homogenizing logics implies recognizing Indigenous knowledge as legitimate foundations of knowledge and designing pedagogical practices that promote horizontal dialogue between different epistemologies. Experiences such as those developed at the BUAP Northeastern Regional Complex, through the Minerva Project and the “Indigenous Peoples and Living Languages” program, demonstrate that it is feasible to educate students capable of strengthening their cultural roots while critically and actively accessing global knowledge. Investing in epistemic integration models contributes to educational equity and empowers Indigenous communities to be protagonists of their own development in a global, plural, and constantly changing world.
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