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RESUMEN 

Este estudio examina la opinión de la comunidad Waorani de Guiyero de la 

Amazonia ecuatoriana sobre la enseñanza del inglés, especialmente cuando se 

enfrentan al reto de mantener viva su lengua nativa, el Wao Terero, en medio del 

creciente uso del español y el inglés. A través de entrevistas con padres y miembros de 

la comunidad Waorani, esta investigación explora cómo ven el inglés tanto como una 

amenaza potencial para su lengua como una herramienta para el crecimiento 

económico, especialmente en el turismo. Los resultados muestran que, aunque los 

Waorani valoran el inglés por su potencial para abrir oportunidades laborales, creen 

firmemente que el Wao Terero debe seguir siendo un elemento central de su cultura e 

identidad. Abogan por un enfoque que empiece por el Wao Terero, seguido de otras 

lenguas. El estudio también pone de relieve algunos problemas, como la escasez de 

recursos bilingües y la falta de comprensión cultural en las escuelas, lo que refuerza la 

necesidad de una educación que respete su cultura y su lengua. Esta investigación 

ofrece ideas sobre el equilibrio entre la preservación de la lengua y los beneficios del 

aprendizaje del inglés, sugiriendo formas de apoyar los objetivos de los Waorani de 

fortaleza cultural y crecimiento sostenible. 

 

Palabras clave: Preservación de la lengua indígena, Cambio de idioma, 

Educación en inglés, Comunidad Waorani, Educación bilingüe, Multilingüismo en 

comunidades indígenas, Amazonía ecuatoriana, Perspectivas indígenas sobre el 

idioma. 

 

  



8 
 

 

ABSTRACT 

This study looks at how the Waorani community of Guiyero in the Ecuadorian 

Amazon views English language education, especially as they face challenges in keeping their 

native language, Wao Terero, alive amid the growing use of Spanish and English. Through 

interviews with Waorani parents and community members, this research explores how they 

see English as both a potential threat to their language and a tool for economic growth, 

particularly in tourism. Findings show that while the Waorani value English for its potential 

to open job opportunities, they strongly feel that Wao Terero should remain central to their 

culture and identity. They advocate for an approach that begins with Wao Terero, followed by 

other languages. The study also highlights challenges, such as limited bilingual resources and 

a lack of cultural understanding in schools, reinforcing the need for education that respects 

their culture and language. This research offers insights into the balance of language 

preservation and the benefits of learning English, suggesting ways to support the Waorani 

goals of cultural strength and sustainable growth. 

 

Key words: Indigenous Language Preservation, Language Shift, English Language 

Education, Waorani Community, Bilingual Education, Multilingualism in Indigenous 

Communities, Ecuadoran Amazon, Indigenous Perspectives on Language. 
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INTRODUCTION 

Language is fundamental to cultural identity, carrying unique worldviews, traditions, 

and communal knowledge across generations. This is especially true for indigenous 

communities, where language ties people to ancestral lands, spirituality, and cultural memory. 

However, many indigenous languages face severe threats, with sociopolitical, economic, and 

cultural pressures pushing them towards extinction. The Waorani of the Ecuadorian Amazon, 

a small yet resilient community, confront these challenges as they strive to preserve Wao 

Terero, their native language. Increasingly, Wao Terero is overshadowed by Spanish, 

Ecuador's official language, and the global spread of English. This study examines how 

Waorani community members perceive English language education amid language loss, 

exploring their desire to protect Wao Terero alongside the potential benefits of English. 

 

The expansion of dominant languages, particularly English, raises questions about the 

future of linguistic diversity. English is often described as a "killer language," potentially 

marginalizing or replacing indigenous languages (Crystal, 2000). However, English can also 

serve as a tool for empowerment, offering access to economic opportunities, knowledge, and 

social mobility (Pennycook, 2017). The Waorani, alongside several other indigenous nations, 

thus view English with complexity: while it provides ways to engage with the wider world, it 

also threatens their native language and cultural heritage. Understanding the role of English in 

Waorani education is essential for developing strategies that balance these benefits and risks. 

This research aims to address this duality by analyzing the Waorani community's perspectives 

on English education within a context of language loss. 
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The Waorani, or Wao in singular, inhabit forests in the Ecuadorian Amazon, in the 

Orellana, Napo, and Pastaza provinces. The community has traditionally maintained a semi-

nomadic lifestyle, closely tied to the forest through hunting, fishing, and small-scale 

agriculture (Rival, 2002). Their language, Wao Terero, is central to their identity, embodying 

ecological knowledge, cultural history, and values. However, globalization, national 

integration, and resource extraction—particularly oil exploration—have significantly 

disrupted Waorani life (Kimerling, 2006). These pressures have increased Waorani exposure 

to Spanish and, more recently, to English, creating tensions between preserving Wao Terero 

and adjusting to a multilingual environment. Although Ecuador’s language policies recognize 

indigenous languages as co-official in their regions, practical support for Bilingual Education 

is limited (King & Haboud, 2014). Insufficient resources and limited educator training often 

result in Waorani students learning in predominantly Spanish settings, with minimal 

reinforcement of their mother tongue. This gap raises concerns about Wao Terero’s 

persistence, emphasizing the need for educational policies that genuinely support bilingual 

and multilingual frameworks. 

 

This study posits and seeks to answer the question: Given ongoing concerns of 

language loss among indigenous communities, what purpose do Waorani people ascribe to 

English language education? This research addresses an important unresolved question in 

understanding how indigenous communities view English language education within the 

broader challenge of language preservation. While substantial literature exists on English as a 

global language, few studies address indigenous perspectives, especially those of Amazonian 

communities. By examining Waorani views, this study aims to provide insights that could 
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inform more culturally sensitive and effective educational policies for indigenous groups 

facing similar linguistic challenges. 

 

The study has both immediate and long-term goals. In the short term, it seeks to 

provide a detailed account of the Waorani perceptions of English education, especially 

concerning language and cultural preservation. Over time, this research aims to contribute to a 

broader understanding of how English fits into the educational needs of Waorani students. 

Capturing the perspectives of Waorani parents and community members enables a 

comprehensive view of how language learning preferences align with Waorani cultural 

values. Ultimately, these findings could support educational policies that address indigenous 

communities’ multilingual needs without compromising their linguistic heritage. 

 

To meet these objectives, this research adopts a qualitative approach, employing semi-

structured interviews with Waorani individuals from the community of Guiyero. Six 

participants, men and women with children in the local school, were interviewed to gather 

balanced perspectives. Semi-structured interviews were chosen for their flexibility, allowing 

participants to share their thoughts on English education and Wao Terero preservation openly 

(Kallio et al., 2016). Each interview lasted between 30 and 40 minutes, covering topics 

related to language learning, cultural identity, and education. The study design prioritizes 

respect for Waorani culture, with ethical considerations including informed consent and 

language support, ensuring a transparent, community-centered research process. 

 

This study is organized as follows: The literature review examines research on 

language endangerment, the dual role of English in indigenous contexts, and bilingual 
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education models for language preservation are explored, providing a theoretical foundation 

for understanding language dynamics in indigenous communities. The research design and 

methodology section outlines data collection and analysis methods, detailing the interview 

process, ethical considerations, and coding techniques used to identify themes within the 

qualitative data. The results and analysis section presents key findings from the interviews, 

organized into themes reflecting participants' views on language prioritization, educational 

challenges, and the role of English in their lives. Finally, the conclusion and 

recommendations summarize the insights and offer recommendations for educational policy 

and further research, emphasizing the need for bilingual and culturally relevant education that 

respects Waorani identity. 

 

Through this structure and methodological approach, this study addresses a critical 

issue for the Waorani community: balancing the preservation of Wao Terero with the 

opportunities linked to English. Insights gained from this research are expected to assist in 

developing educational practices that respect Waorani identity, support language preservation, 

and promote socioeconomic empowerment. By examining how the Waorani perceive English 

education amid language loss, this study contributes valuable insights for creating educational 

systems that honor and sustain indigenous languages in a globalized world. The findings 

highlight the resilience and adaptability of the Waorani Nation, offering a model for other 

indigenous communities navigating similar linguistic and cultural challenges.  
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

Language Loss and Endangered Languages  

 

Language endangerment occurs when a language faces the threat of extinction, a state 

in which it may no longer be spoken in the foreseeable future (Jha, 2018, p. 1). Indicators of 

endangerment include generational shifts, where children are raised speaking a different 

language than their parents, diminishing the natural transmission of the native language 

(Hornsby & McLeod, 2022). Additionally, UNESCO (2003, p. 2) identifies critical signs of 

endangerment as a decline in language use across various social contexts and the interruption 

of passing the language to new generations, leaving the language without new speakers 

among adults or children. Together, these perspectives reinforce that language endangerment 

is a progressive process linked to reduced use and intergenerational transmission, ultimately 

leading to language extinction if left unaddressed. In 1996, it was estimated that 6,703 distinct 

languages were spoken globally. However, only around 600 of these languages were 

considered safe from extinction, with the remaining being at risk (Crystal, 2000, p. 5). A 

striking imbalance exists in language use worldwide: approximately 97% of the global 

population speaks only about 4% of the world’s languages, while the vast majority of 

languages—around 96%—are spoken by a mere 3% of the population (UNESCO, 2003, p. 2). 

Projections suggest that by the end of the 21st century, around 90% of languages in many 

regions may be replaced by dominant languages. 

 

Language shift and attrition occur when communities increasingly abandon their 

native language in favor of a dominant language, driven by social, economic, and political 
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factors. Economic pressures are a significant cause, as languages associated with employment 

opportunities or social mobility often replace local languages (Nettle & Romaine, 2007; 

Comajoan-Colomé & Coronel-Molina, 2020). Globalization intensifies this trend, spreading 

languages like English and Spanish, which become symbols of modernity and opportunity, 

while indigenous languages are marginalized (Crystal, 2000; Fishman, 2001). Additionally, 

government policies can exacerbate language shift by promoting dominant languages in 

education, media, and official domains, often neglecting or even stigmatizing minority 

languages (Jha, 2018). The consequences of language shift are profound, affecting not only 

linguistic diversity but also cultural identity (Woodbury, 1993, p. 16). As languages 

disappear, communities lose unique knowledge systems, including ecological, medicinal, and 

historical information encoded in their vocabulary and expressions (Harrison, 2007, p. 7). 

Language attrition also weakens cultural continuity, as younger generations disconnect from 

ancestral traditions and values embedded in their native language (Crystal, 2000, p. 122-124). 

Furthermore, the loss of linguistic diversity limits our understanding of human cognition, as 

each language offers unique insights into perception and categorization (Crystal, 2000; Evans, 

2010). Addressing language shift and attrition requires supportive policies, education in 

native languages, and community-driven revitalization efforts to maintain the cultural and 

intellectual richness that endangered languages contribute to global heritage (Nettle & 

Romaine, 2007). 

 

The loss of indigenous languages has profound cultural and cognitive impacts, 

stripping communities of unique worldviews, knowledge systems, and mental frameworks 

(Harrison, 2007). Culturally, indigenous languages encode traditions, spiritual beliefs, and 

ecological knowledge accumulated over centuries, often in forms that cannot be directly 
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translated. When these languages vanish, cultural heritage deteriorates alongside them. 

Harrison (2007, p. 15) points out that indigenous languages are often rich in specific 

knowledge about local ecosystems, medicinal plants, and environmental stewardship—

knowledge that is irretrievably lost if not preserved and passed down. Cognitively, language 

shapes how we perceive and interact with the world; indigenous languages often contain 

structures that reflect distinctive ways of categorizing colors, spatial relationships, or time 

(Evans & Levinson, 2009; Fawcett, 2012). UNESCO (2003, p. 8) has identified various levels 

of language endangerment, ranging from “unsafe,” where children still learn the language but 

in restricted contexts, to “critically endangered,” where the language is used only by a few 

elder speakers. When languages reach these higher levels of endangerment, the loss becomes 

nearly irreversible, as communities lose the ability to pass on their unique cognitive and 

cultural perspectives to new generations. Crystal (2000) further emphasizes that indigenous 

languages provide alternative ways of thinking and organizing knowledge, enriching our 

understanding of human intelligence and cultural variation. Therefore, losing these languages 

not only affects the identity and connection of indigenous communities but also reduces the 

global community’s intellectual and cultural diversity, depriving humanity of resources that 

foster resilience, adaptation, and a fuller appreciation of human potential. 

 

Efforts to revitalize endangered languages focus on initiatives like language 

documentation, educational programs, and community-driven revitalization projects. 

Language documentation, which includes recording native speakers, documenting grammar, 

developing dictionaries, as well as documenting sociocultural contexts using ethnographic 

tools, serves as a foundational tool for preserving linguistic knowledge (Gippert et al., 2006; 

Floyd, 2018). Community-based education programs, often led by indigenous groups, aim to 



17 
 

 

reintroduce native languages to younger generations. For example, in Latin America, the 

Maya community in Mexico has implemented bilingual education programs that combine 

formal schooling with traditional language practices, helping preserve Maya culture and 

language (England, 2002). Crystal (2002, p. 31) notes that such grassroots efforts are crucial 

because they empower communities to reclaim their linguistic heritage, fostering a sense of 

identity and pride. These initiatives not only support linguistic diversity but also encourage 

broader cultural resilience, as communities reconnect with ancestral traditions and knowledge 

systems. 

 

The Role of English as a Global Language and Its Impact on Indigenous Languages 

 

The global spread of English has led to its characterization as both a “killer language” 

and a tool for empowerment, depending on the context. As a “killer language,” English is 

seen as a dominant force that often leads to the decline of local languages, which are replaced 

as English becomes the preferred medium in education, government, and commerce (Crystal, 

2000; Cummins, 2000). This phenomenon contributes to language endangerment, as 

communities shift toward English for economic and social opportunities, resulting in reduced 

transmission of native languages to younger generations. Scholars argue that the loss of 

linguistic diversity, accelerated by the spread of English, threatens cultural identities and 

knowledge systems unique to indigenous languages (Estrada & Schecter, 2018; Harrison, 

2007). 

 

Conversely, English can serve as a powerful resource, especially in post-colonial 

contexts or marginalized communities where it provides access to global information, 



18 
 

 

education, and employment opportunities. For instance, proficiency in English enables 

speakers to participate in international discourse, engage with scientific and technological 

developments, and advocate for their rights on a global stage (Pennycook, 2017). In this 

sense, English functions as a “bridge language”, offering speakers a means to gain visibility 

and influence beyond their local contexts. Thus, the impact of English is complex: while it 

poses a threat to linguistic diversity, it can also empower individuals by opening doors to 

global economic and communication exchange. Balancing these opposing perspectives 

requires language policies that support multilingualism, allowing communities to benefit from 

English without sacrificing their native languages. 

 

English language education has a dual effect on indigenous language preservation, 

contributing to both language loss and, occasionally, revitalization. On one hand, introducing 

English in indigenous communities can accelerate language shift, as younger generations 

prioritize English for its perceived economic and social advantages. This shift often leads to 

reduced intergenerational transmission of indigenous languages, causing them to decline in 

everyday use and, eventually, become endangered (Crystal, 2000). In regions where English 

is linked to modernity and access to global resources, indigenous languages are often seen as 

less practical, further reinforcing this transition (Haboud, 2009; Harrison, 2007). 

 

However, English education can also serve as a tool for preserving indigenous 

languages, especially when implemented through bilingual education models. When 

indigenous languages are included in the curriculum alongside English, students can gain 

proficiency in both, fostering bilingualism rather than replacement. For example, in some 

Latin American communities, bilingual programs have helped students maintain their native 
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language while learning English, thus supporting both linguistic preservation and global 

integration (Pennycook, 2017). By promoting multilingual education, schools can encourage 

indigenous language use at home and in formal settings, helping sustain cultural identity 

while also providing access to the socioeconomic benefits of English. Ultimately, the impact 

of English education on indigenous languages depends on whether policies prioritize 

bilingualism and cultural preservation or exclusively emphasize English proficiency. 

 

In many indigenous communities, English is perceived as a language of power and 

opportunity, often associated with socioeconomic mobility, access to global knowledge, and 

increased visibility in wider society. This perception is particularly evident in regions of Latin 

America, where English skills are increasingly valued as tools for advancement. For instance, 

a study by Estrada & Schecter (2018) in a northwestern Mexican indigenous primary school 

highlights how local communities view English as a pathway to improved educational and 

employment prospects, which are seen as essential for integrating into mainstream society. 

However, while English is valued, there is also a risk of it overshadowing indigenous 

languages, leading to reduced usage among younger generations who prioritize English for its 

perceived utility in achieving social and economic goals (Crystal, 2000; Pennycook, 2017). 

 

The association of English with power is also linked to its role in bridging indigenous 

communities with external networks, allowing for participation in national and international 

dialogues. Pennycook (2017) emphasizes that English can empower marginalized groups by 

facilitating access to resources and representation. Nevertheless, this dual role presents 

challenges: while English can open doors to opportunities, it may also contribute to the 

erosion of indigenous languages and cultures if policies do not support bilingual education 
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and language preservation. Balancing the benefits of English with efforts to sustain native 

languages remains a central issue in multilingual education for indigenous communities. 

 

 

Bilingualism and Multilingualism in Indigenous Communities 

 

Bilingual and Multilingual Education, especially in indigenous contexts, involves 

teaching students in both their native language and a dominant or global language, such as 

Spanish or English (Banks, 2008; McCarty, 2003). This approach aims not only to provide 

proficiency in both languages but also to support cultural continuity and prevent language 

erosion. In the context of language preservation, bilingual education serves as a bridge 

between generations, promoting intergenerational language transmission and helping students 

retain their cultural identity while gaining access to wider socio-economic opportunities 

(Harrison, 2007; Skutnabb-Kangas, 2009). The objective is to create a balanced curriculum 

that values both languages, encouraging indigenous children to take pride in their heritage 

language while recognizing the practical benefits of a global language. According to 

Hornberger (1997), effective bilingual programs focus on creating spaces where indigenous 

languages are not only used in classrooms but are integrated into various school activities, 

ceremonies, and local community interactions. This integrated model allows students to learn 

the cultural nuances embedded in their native language, which are often untranslatable and 

essential to understanding their community's worldview. Bilingual education, therefore, plays 

a vital role in supporting indigenous language preservation while preparing students to 

participate in a globalized world. 
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Several successful bilingual education programs in Latin America exemplify how 

indigenous communities can balance language preservation with learning a global language. 

One notable example is the bilingual intercultural education program (Educación 

Intercultural Bilingüe, or EIB) in Bolivia, which integrates Spanish and various indigenous 

languages, including Quechua, Aymara, and Guarani. This program emerged as part of 

Bolivia's 2009 constitutional reform, which officially recognized 36 indigenous languages and 

mandated bilingual education for indigenous communities, aiming to foster inclusivity and 

preserve linguistic diversity (Hornberger & Coronel-Molina, 2004; López, 2017). Through 

the EIB, indigenous languages are taught alongside Spanish, with the goal of promoting 

cultural pride and equal access to resources. Research shows that students who participate in 

the program have improved self-esteem and cultural awareness, as well as greater academic 

achievement, suggesting that bilingual education can support both cognitive and social 

development (López, 2017). Another example is Mexico’s bilingual education initiatives, 

particularly within the Maya community. Programs in the Yucatán region aim to teach 

students Maya in early grades and gradually introduce Spanish, allowing children to establish 

a strong foundation in their native language before adopting Spanish for broader 

communication. Estrada & Schecter (2018) found that this model not only supports linguistic 

preservation but also fosters positive cultural identity and self-worth, as children become 

more comfortable in their heritage language before engaging in the dominant language. Both 

programs demonstrate that bilingual education, when carefully designed and culturally 

sensitive, can achieve a meaningful balance between heritage language maintenance and 

global language acquisition. 
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Despite their benefits, bilingual education programs in indigenous communities face 

significant challenges. One major hurdle is the lack of adequate resources and funding, which 

limits the availability of quality educational materials in indigenous languages, trained 

teachers, and culturally relevant curricula (Crystal, 2000). Many indigenous communities 

struggle to access textbooks, multimedia, or digital resources in their native languages, 

creating an imbalance where the dominant language appears more developed and valuable. 

Additionally, a shortage of qualified bilingual teachers—often due to historical 

marginalization and limited higher education opportunities for indigenous people—hampers 

program effectiveness (Pennycook, 2017). Another challenge is the occasional resistance 

from both within and outside the community. In some cases, families may prioritize dominant 

languages, fearing that focusing on the heritage language could limit their children’s 

socioeconomic prospects, while some educational authorities may view indigenous languages 

as non-essential, thereby undermining program goals. Furthermore, sociopolitical challenges, 

including insufficient governmental support or inconsistent policy enforcement, can 

destabilize bilingual programs. Estrada & Schecter (2018) highlight that in Mexico, varying 

political commitment to bilingual education has led to interruptions in funding and policy 

implementation, threatening the continuity of indigenous language education efforts. These 

challenges underscore the need for sustainable policies, community involvement, and 

adequate funding to ensure that bilingual education programs in indigenous settings succeed 

in preserving linguistic heritage while offering the benefits of global language proficiency. 
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Bilingual Education Policies in Ecuador: Impact on Indigenous Languages 

 

Ecuador has a long history of Intercultural and Bilingual Education (Educación 

Intercultural Bilingüe, or EIB) policies aimed at supporting its multilingual, multicultural 

population, particularly indigenous communities. Initially, these efforts were driven by 

grassroots movements in the 1980s and 1990s, with indigenous leaders advocating for 

educational reform to include their languages and cultural practices. This activism led to the 

formal establishment of the Dirección Nacional de Educación Intercultural Bilingüe 

(DINEIB) in 1988, tasked with creating curricula and resources that honored indigenous 

languages alongside Spanish. The Ecuadorian Constitution of 2008 further reinforced these 

initiatives, declaring the state’s commitment to bilingual intercultural education and 

recognizing indigenous languages as co-official in their regions (King & Haboud, 2014). 

Despite these advances, implementation has been inconsistent. While the policy framework 

promotes both linguistic preservation and educational inclusion, it often lacks practical 

support, such as trained bilingual educators and materials in indigenous languages (Haboud, 

2009). As a result, indigenous students in rural Ecuador frequently encounter educational 

systems that do not fully reflect or support their linguistic heritage, undermining the goals of 

EIB and risking language shift towards Spanish. 

 

Implementing EIB policies has proven challenging in Ecuador, especially in 

geographically isolated indigenous communities in the Amazon (Giambruno et al., 2024). For 

example, among the Waorani community, efforts to provide bilingual education have been 

hampered by logistical difficulties, resource limitations, and cultural tensions (Wirth, 2022). 

Teachers in this region often lack formal training in bilingual methodologies and, in many 
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cases, are non-native speakers of the indigenous languages they teach, limiting their 

effectiveness and rapport with local students (Contreras, 2019; Wirth & Rojas, 2020). 

Additionally, educational resources like textbooks and digital tools are rarely available in 

Amazonian languages, which contributes to the use of Spanish as the primary instructional 

language, even in areas where it is not the community’s mother tongue. This approach not 

only undermines language preservation but also alienates indigenous students from their 

linguistic and cultural roots. A further challenge is the limited funding for EIB initiatives, 

which makes it difficult to sustain programs or attract qualified teachers to remote areas. 

Given these factors, the lack of studies focused specifically on bilingual education in 

Amazonian communities reflects an unmet need in both Ecuador’s education policy and 

academic research, as few resources are directed toward understanding or resolving these 

unique challenges. 

 

Ecuador’s language planning and policy efforts, while ambitious, face significant 

obstacles in effectively supporting multilingualism and intercultural education. King and 

Haboud (2014) identify several issues within Ecuador’s language policies, including the lack 

of clear, cohesive guidelines and limited enforcement of bilingual education mandates. 

Although the 2008 Constitution formally acknowledges the rights of indigenous communities 

to receive education in their native languages, the practical application of these policies often 

falls short. One core issue is the disparity between policy and practice; while the government 

commits to bilingualism on paper, resources and support systems are insufficient to fulfill 

these goals on the ground. This gap is exacerbated by limited institutional backing for 

indigenous language initiatives, which rely heavily on sporadic local or international funding 

rather than consistent state investment. 



25 
 

 

 

Furthermore, the standardization of indigenous languages, necessary for creating 

curricula and teaching materials, has been uneven, with some languages receiving more 

support than others. This inconsistency not only hampers educational continuity but also 

contributes to the marginalization of less widely spoken indigenous languages. Consequently, 

Ecuador’s language planning policies, though theoretically supportive, struggle to achieve 

meaningful bilingualism and language preservation in practice, highlighting the need for more 

robust frameworks and sustained investment in indigenous language education (King & 

Haboud, 2014). 
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RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

This research explores the perceptions of English as a second language among 

members of the Waorani community of Guiyero in the Ecuadorian Amazon, considering the 

broader context of intercultural bilingual education and the preservation of Wao Terero as 

their primary language. Data was collected through semi-structured interviews with a 

purposive sample of six community members—three women and three men—aged between 

30 and 38, that currently had children studying at the community school. All participation was 

voluntary.  

 

The study objectives and methodology were shared with community leaders and other 

members in a preliminary meeting. During this gathering, informed consent was formally 

obtained from a designated community representative (Appendix B). Additionally, each 

participant provided individual informed consent before the start of their interview, ensuring 

compliance to ethical research standards (see Appendix A). 

 

Semi-structured interviews were used to collect participant’s perceptions. This 

qualitative research method is widely used in qualitative research methodologies and valued 

for its flexibility and depth in exploring participants' perspectives (Kallio et al., 2016, p. 2). 

Each interview lasted approximately 30 to 40 minutes, allowing sufficient time for in-depth 

responses while remaining respectful of participants' availability. To conduct these semi-

structured interviews, an interview guide was developed, with key themes and open-ended 

questions aligned with the study’s objective (Appendix B). However, administration of this 

interview guide maintained flexibility, adjusting the sequence of questions or introducing 

follow-up questions based on the interviewee’s responses, encouraging more spontaneous and 
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detailed answers. If necessary, a Spanish Wao terero translator was present during the 

interview. The translator was asked to intervene if the participants required translation. 

However, all interviews were conducted in Spanish, and a translator was ultimately not 

needed, as all participants were comfortable expressing their thoughts in Spanish. Before 

starting each interview, the researcher explained to the participant about signing the informed 

consent form, reiterating that their participation was anonymous and voluntary, and could be 

terminated at any time. 

 

Based on recommended practices from qualitative research literature, the researcher 

approached each interview with techniques designed to encourage open and authentic 

responses. Building rapport was a priority, as establishing a trusting environment is essential 

for capturing genuine insights (Patton, 2016, pp. 421-425). Additionally, the researcher 

applied Patton’s (2015, p. 158) advice to remain neutral and responsive, avoiding leading 

questions that might bias the participants’ answers. This approach was intended to foster a 

conversational dynamic, where participants felt comfortable sharing their views in depth, 

aligning with best practices in qualitative interviewing. By adhering to these 

recommendations, the researcher ensured that the interview process was both rigorous and 

respectful of the participants’ experiences and cultural context. 

 

Each interview was audio-recorded (with participant consent) and later transcribed for 

detailed analysis. The researcher also relied on jotting to recall data that stood out. Jotting 

involves taking brief, informal notes during an interview to capture immediate impressions, 

key points, or non-verbal cues that might be lost in a recording. These quick notes help the 

researcher remember significant moments and guide follow-up questions, enriching the depth 
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of the data collected (Emerson, et al., 2011, pp. 19-39). Jotting is particularly useful in 

qualitative research as it enables the interviewer to stay engaged while recording initial 

insights that can be expanded upon in later analysis. 

 

Once interviews were transcribed, qualitative data were analyzed through coding, a 

systematic process of categorizing text segments to identify patterns, themes, or insights 

(Saldaña, 2021, pp. 3-5). Coding is crucial in anthropological research as it allows researchers 

to organize complex narrative data into manageable units, enabling comparisons and a more 

detailed understanding of cultural and social phenomena (Bernard, 2017, pp.459-472). This 

thematic analysis method allows researchers to identify and analyze prominent themes 

aligned with the research questions. This approach is particularly effective in studies with a 

cultural focus, as it enables the researcher to explore how participants construct meaning 

around specific issues, such as language perceptions (Guest et al., 2011, p. 65-85). Through 

this iterative process, patterns begin to emerge, reflecting participants' views and cultural 

nuances that might otherwise be overlooked. 

 

Contextual Background: The Waorani People and Study Community 

 

The Waorani1, known singularly as Wao, are an indigenous group inhabiting the 

Ecuadorian Amazon. Historically, they have lived in isolation, deeply connected to their 

ancestral lands, which cover approximately 709,339 hectares within the provinces of 

Orellana, Napo, and Pastaza (Wirth, 2022, pp. 5-7). This region, known for its rich 

biodiversity, has been crucial to the Waorani's subsistence lifestyle, which relies on hunting, 

 
1 Also spelled Waodani, Huaorani, Huaodani. 
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fishing, and small-scale agriculture. Archaeological and anthropological evidence suggests 

that the Waorani have inhabited these territories for centuries, fostering a unique cultural and 

linguistic identity (Rival, 2002, pp. 3-7). Estimates place their population at around 5,000 

individuals, spread across about 54 communities, though these figures may fluctuate due to 

migration and interactions with other groups (Wirth, 2022, p. 8). The Waorani language, Wao 

Terero, is unrelated to other languages in the region, underscoring their distinct cultural 

heritage (Peeke, 1973; Rival, 2002; Fawcett, 2012). 

 

The Waorani Nation’s relationship with Ecuador has been complex, especially since 

the 1960s, when oil exploration activities started in their territory. This contact brought new 

economic pressures and environmental threats, challenging their traditional way of life 

(Scazza & Nenquimo, 2021, p. 1). Although the Ecuadorian government recognizes Waorani 

land rights, economic interests in the region have led to conflicts over resource extraction and 

land use (Kimerling, 2006; Scazza & Nenquimo, 2021). In recent years, the Waorani have 

taken an active role in defending their land and rights; in 2019, they achieved a landmark 

legal victory against the Ecuadorian government, preventing oil exploration in parts of their 

territory. 

 

Education for the Waorani is understood through two essential pathways: informal 

education, rooted in Waorani cultural practices, and formal education, provided by the state. 

Informal education encompasses all aspects of the Waorani way of life and is imparted within 

the home and natural environment, through family interactions and spiritual and social 

relationships (Ortiz, 2018; Wirth & Rojas, 2020). This type of learning instills cultural 

knowledge and preserves traditions vital to Waorani identity. In contrast, formal education 
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occurs in a classroom setting, where teachers introduce academic subjects such as language, 

mathematics, natural sciences, social sciences, and physical education. Together, these dual 

educational paths shape the learning experiences of Waorani students, blending indigenous 

wisdom with state curricula (Ortiz, 2018, p. 12). 

 

Efforts to integrate the Waorani into national development programs, particularly in 

education and healthcare, have produced mixed outcomes. Bilingual education programs, 

aimed at blending traditional knowledge with formal schooling, remain under-resourced, 

perpetuating educational and economic disparities (Contreras, 2019; Rival, 2002). As they 

navigate these challenges, the Waorani continue striving to protect their cultural identity 

while engaging with broader national and global dynamics. 

 

The Waorani community of Guiyero is situated within the parish of Alejandro Labaka 

in Orellana canton, in the northern Amazon region of Ecuador. Located within oil block 16, 

which is administered by the state oil company Petroecuador, Guiyero lies between 

kilometers 32 and 45 of the Pompeya road. The community's name, derived from the Wao 

Terero word for mosquito, reflects the abundance of these insects in the area. 

 

Comprised of 25 families, most of whom are sub-families from a single original 

family that settled here several decades ago, Guiyero has a population of 83 residents. The 

climate is tropical and humid, with frequent rains between April and June. The community is 

also located along the Tiputini River, a crucial resource for daily life, facilitating 

transportation for activities such as hunting, fishing, and gathering medicinal plants and other 

food supplies (Ortiz, 2018, p. 13).  
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Guiyero’s school offers a primay school education with kindergarten through seventh 

grade receiving presential instruction and eight through ninth grades receiving hybrid 

presential-virtual instruction. Three teachers handle instruction across various educational 

levels. One teacher is responsible for preschool, preparatory education, and basic elementary 

education. The remaining two teachers alternate in teaching middle school during the day, and 

in the afternoons from 3:00 p.m. to 6:00 p.m., they provide classes to high school students. 

This staffing arrangement is complicated by the teachers’ work schedules, which are 

influenced by the operational requirements of the oil company.  

 

This unstable scheduling results in an inconsistent academic experience for students, 

disrupting the continuity of teacher-student relationships. Without stable, long-term 

interactions with their teachers, students often struggle to develop a positive connection to the 

educational environment. This lack of continuity and the fluctuation in teacher presence have 

led to diminished engagement, with students showing less interest in their academic subjects. 

The varying teacher availability not only impacts learning outcomes but also undermines 

students' sense of belonging and reciprocity within their educational community, ultimately 

affecting their motivation and participation (Álvarez et al., 2018; Ortiz, 2018).  
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RESULTS AND ANALYSIS 

This section presents the findings from semi-structured interviews conducted within 

the Waorani community of Guiyero, providing insight into the perspectives of community 

members on English language education amisdst concerns of language loss. Each theme 

highlights key aspects of how the community navigates the interaction between preserving 

their native language, Wao Terero, and engaging with Spanish and English for educational 

and economic purposes. 

 

Educational Experiences and Language Suppression 

 

This first theme reveals participants' experiences with educational disruption and the 

suppression of Wao Terero in school settings. Education was frequently described as 

challenging, partly due to the necessity of moving between school locations, and the 

unfamiliarity of the Spanish-focused curriculum. Participant A shared the difficulty of 

adapting to new environments:  

 

Ay, eso ya no estudié en solo un lugar. Pasé de una escuela a la otra, de la otra a la 

otra comunidad. Hasta ahora no tengo definido dónde vivir. 

 

I didn’t study in just one place. I went from one school to the other, from the other to 

the other community. So far, I have not defined where to live [Translated by Author].   

Participant A, age 32.  
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This experience highlights the uncertainty faced by Waorani students, who often 

navigate a formal education system far removed from their cultural roots. The frequent 

relocations can fragment their educational experience and create feelings of disconnection, 

making it harder for them to succeed academically and socially. Participant B shared the 

following: “Once I arrived here, I could not go back, because I grew up without my mother, 

my mother sent me to a very distant place to study.... since I was little, I suffered a lot to be 

with my family” (Participant B, age 36). 

 

Y una vez llegado aquí ya no pude regresar porque yo desde pequeño crecí fuera de 

mi mamá, mi mamá me mandó a un lugar muy lejano para estudiar….desde pequeñito 

sufrí bastante para estar con mi familia. 

 

In addition to geographic instability, the enforced use of Spanish in schools 

represented a barrier to cultural expression. Participants recounted instances of punishment 

when speaking Wao Terero, a restriction that illustrates the broader institutional 

marginalization of indigenous identities. Participant D explained: "We had to speak only in 

Spanish...the teacher told us", emphasizing how the school environment often discouraged the 

use of their native language (Participant D, age 30). This restriction was not just a linguistic 

barrier but also a form of cultural dominance, as students were implicitly taught to prioritize 

Spanish over their own language. Such experiences create a disconnect between students' 

cultural identity and their educational activities, as mentioned in wider research on language 

suppression’s impact on indigenous self-esteem and academic performance (Cummins, 2001, 

pp. 57-65). By limiting their ability to express themselves fully, the education system 
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contributed to an internalized sense of cultural inferiority, raising significant concerns about 

the impact of Hispanic schooling on Waorani identity. 

 

Experiences of Punishment in the Educational System 

 

A recurring theme in participants’ narratives was the experience of punishment within 

the formal education system, often tied to cultural misunderstandings and academic 

performance. Participants recalled various forms of discipline imposed by teachers, which 

reflected both a disregard for Waorani cultural practices and a rigid approach to learning in an 

unfamiliar linguistic environment. These experiences reveal the difficulties faced by Waorani 

students who were expected to conform to a schooling system that neither accommodated 

their cultural backgrounds nor supported their linguistic needs. 

 

Participant D recounted an incident where they were punished for not adhering to the 

hygiene practices expected by the school: 

 

A veces, ¿no ves que cuando era tiempo de.....hispana….ahí nos pegaban…si, porque 

no venía bañando a ver, tenía que hacer sapos. 

 

Sometimes, it was the Hispanic time you see… they beat us there… yes, because we 

didn't shower before... we had to do jumping jacks" [Translated by Author]. 

Participant D, age 30. 
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This example highlights the cultural clash between Waorani customs and the norms 

enforced in the school setting. For the Waorani, such practices may not have held the same 

significance as in mainstream Ecuadorian society. The punishment for not meeting these 

expectations shows a lack of cultural sensitivity among school authorities, where indigenous 

students were penalized for behaviors that were likely unimportant in their cultural context. 

This disciplinary action exemplifies the inflexible enforcement of school rules without regard 

for the students' background, creating an environment of shame and exclusion. 

 

Disciplinary practices also extended to academic performance, as illustrated by 

Participant D’s memory of a teacher’s approach to rewarding knowledge of the multiplication 

tables: 

 

Ella nos decía [refiriéndose a su profesora], a ver estudiantes, decía, el que acaba la 

tarea en el aula, o el que sabe las tablas de multiplicación, puede salir a comer. Hasta 

hoy yo me acuerdo, esa es mi experiencia….entonces, nosotros éramos de ley 

teníamos que aprender rápido….por comer la colación hacíamos todo….el que no 

sabía, se quedaba ahí…y no comía. 

 

She used to say [referring to a teacher], listen students, whoever finishes the work, or 

demonstrates that knows the multiplication tables, can go out to eat. To this day I 

remember, that was my experience…so, we were surely, we had to learn quickly…we 

did anything to go out to eat…. he who did not know, stayed there... and did not eat. 

[Translated by Author]. 

Participant D, age 30. 
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This method of punishment reinforced a competitive learning environment where 

students who struggled academically faced deprivation. The approach did not accommodate 

students who might have faced language barriers or lacked foundational academic skills due 

to frequent school changes or early language suppression. For Waorani students, who may not 

have had the same academic support as their non-indigenous peers, such practices likely 

exacerbated feelings of inadequacy and created a stressful environment that delayed, rather 

than supported, their learning. 

 

The impact of language barriers was particularly evident in Participant A’s 

experiences with punishment, recalling the difficulties of learning in an unfamiliar language: 

 

Y no entendía ni en español…Y peor, que era un profesor, me enseñaba abecedario. 

Ni sabía, ni sabía qué eran las letras. Me pegaba con una regla que, en ese tiempo, 

que era una regla de tabla….. me pateaban, porque yo no sabía….tenía bajas notas, 

tenía miedo también de ir a la escuela. 

 

I didn't understand not even in Spanish... And worse, it was a teacher that thought me 

the alphabet. I didn´t even know, I did not know what letters were. He (the teacher) 

used to hit me with a ruler, in those times the rule was made of wood.... they kicked 

me, because I didn't know.... I had low grades; I was also afraid to go to school. 

[Translated by Author]. 

Participant A, age 32. 
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Here, the participant's struggle with Spanish, a language not native to the Waorani, 

was met with physical punishment, reflecting an educational approach that prioritized 

assimilation and compliance over inclusive, supportive learning. The participant’s fear of 

school due to these punishments suggests that such harsh disciplinary measures may have 

discouraged engagement with the educational system altogether, contributing to a sense of 

alienation and reluctance to attend school. 

 

Participant B’s recollection further emphasizes the strict and sometimes extreme 

forms of discipline faced by Waorani students. Describing the treatment they received in 

school, Participant B said, "The school was Hispanic, so they forced us to attend... they beat 

us with chalkboard erasers for not doing our homework... they kept us standing on our heads 

from 7:00 to 10:00 in the morning" (Participant B, age 36). The description of such intense 

punishment for failing to complete homework reflects an education system that enforced 

compliance in ways that were physically and psychologically draining. The extended period 

of punishment also indicates an approach aimed more at controlling indigenous students than 

fostering a positive, constructive learning environment.  

 

These accounts collectively illustrate the systemic barriers faced by Waorani students 

in formal education. The punishments were not only a response to behaviors or academic 

performance but also a reflection of the larger cultural disconnect within the schooling 

system. Indigenous students like those in the Waorani community often enter school with 

different cultural and linguistic backgrounds, yet the educational system’s failure to 

accommodate these differences resulted in punitive responses that alienated them from 

learning. Such experiences have broader implications for indigenous education, as they reveal 
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an institutionalized lack of respect and understanding for indigenous identities and languages. 

Rather than supporting the development of bilingual or intercultural competencies, these 

disciplinary practices pushed Waorani students away from their own cultural heritage and 

towards an education system that often felt unwelcoming and exclusionary. 

 

Importance of the Waorani Language in Identity and Daily Life 

 

The common theme of language’s relationship to culture heard in the interviews 

highlights the central role of Wao Terero in shaping the daily lives and identities of the 

Waorani, highlighting its value as both a personal and communal asset. Unlike the formal 

education system, which emphasizes Spanish, the home environment is a space where Wao 

Terero thrives, ensuring that it remains integral to family life and cultural continuity. 

Participant D noted, "The little ones learn Wao at home... they just talk Wao," illustrating how 

language acquisition begins at home, sustained through family interactions and shared daily 

experiences (Participant D, age 30). This reflects the family’s function as a protective cultural 

space, where language becomes not only a communication tool but also a conduit for passing 

down values, stories, and traditions across generations. 

 

Wao Terero also holds a central position in the Waorani's social interactions, 

reinforcing its importance beyond the family unit. Participant F mentions: 

 

Igual primer lugar es en Wao más importante. Después es en español. El Wao se usa 

en todos lados yo utilizo Wao. Todo el tiempo siempre estoy hablando mi idioma. 
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Speaking Wao is more important. Then it (speaking) is in Spanish. Wao is used 

everywhere... I use Wao... all the time I am speaking in my language. [Translated by 

Author]. 

Participant F, age 32. 

 

This statement highlights Wao Terero’s priority over other languages, particularly 

Spanish, and reinforces its status as the default language within the community.  

 

In addition to its functional role, Wao Terero serves as a powerful marker of identity. 

Participant B explained, "The first thing [referring to the use of the Waorani language] is to 

identify ourselves as Waorani" (Participant B, age 36). This view reinforces the idea that Wao 

Terero is more than just a language; it is an emblem of the Waorani people’s distinct cultural 

identity, providing a sense of belonging and pride. By identifying themselves through their 

language, Waorani speakers affirm their unique heritage. This sentiment aligns with linguistic 

research on identity, which suggests that indigenous languages often carry profound 

emotional and cultural weight, extending beyond practical communication to serve as an 

element of self-identity (Fishman, 2001, p. 5). 

 

Wao Terero also functions as a social boundary within the community, reinforcing 

solidarity and privacy among members. Participant A emphasized the strategic role of Wao 

Terero, explaining that it is used "when you want to say something that you don’t want other 

people to know" (Participant A, age 32). This selective use of the language illustrates its role 

as a cultural shield, allowing the Waorani to maintain communal cohesion and protect their 

cultural knowledge from outsiders. 
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The capacity to switch between languages in this way provides the Waorani with a 

means of preserving their cultural integrity in interactions with non-indigenous groups, 

underscoring the language’s value as a mechanism of both connection and separation. These 

connections can also be identified in the following statement: 

 

Entre ellos mismos (refiriéndose a los niños en el aula), ahora andan hablando en 

Wao. Pero cuando dice la profe, ahí responden tanto en español. Y entre ellos mismos 

ya comienzan a estar discutiendo los niños en Wao Terero, para que no escuchen la 

profe, dicen. O sea, tienen su idioma y saben que la profe no entiende. 

 

Among themselves (referring to the children in the classroom), they are now talking in 

Wao. But when the teacher says, they respond in Spanish. And among themselves, the 

children are already starting to argue in Wao Terero, so that the teacher doesn´t hear, 

they say. In other words, they have their own language and they know that the teacher 

doesn't understand them. [Translated by Author]. 

Participant D, age 30. 

 

The collective emphasis on speaking Wao Terero within family and community 

spaces highlights its importance as a living symbol of Waorani heritage. Wao Terero’s 

prevalence in everyday life reflects its deep emotional and social ties, which reinforce a 

shared sense of identity among the Waorani. For the community, the language represents 

more than just words; it encapsulates the worldview, values, and traditions of their ancestors, 

which continue to shape their interactions with the world around them. In this way, Wao 
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Terero functions as a tangible link to Waorani heritage, anchoring the community in its 

cultural roots even as it navigates external and internal pressures to adopt other languages. 

 

Concerns about Language and Cultural Loss 

 

A prevailing theme in participants’ responses was the fear of Wao Terero's decline, 

particularly as younger generations spend time outside the community for educational 

purposes. The increasing use of Spanish among children and adolescents is a source of 

anxiety for adults, who view language loss as an existential threat to Waorani culture. 

Participant A conveyed this fear, stating, "I worry that the other generations... will only speak 

Spanish" (Participant A, age 32). This concern reflects a broader worry that as Spanish 

becomes more dominant, traditional knowledge and cultural practices may fade. The quote 

highlights the urgency felt by older generations to preserve Wao Terero as the language of 

cultural continuity. 

 

Participants also expressed that cultural erosion extends beyond language to 

traditional practices and garments. Participant D observed that younger people "are already 

forgetting the customs… they are ashamed of themselves," indicating a shift in cultural values 

as a result of exposure to non-indigenous communities (Participant D, age 30). This shame 

surrounding traditional garments suggests an internalized stigma, where Waorani youth may 

feel pressured to conform to mainstream Ecuadorian norms, often to the detriment of their 

cultural heritage. Studies on language and cultural transmission in indigenous communities 

confirm that language loss is often accompanied by a broader shift in cultural identity, leading 

to the decline of traditions and social norms (Hinton & Hale, 2001). This theme highlights a 
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community-wide apprehension about sustaining Waorani culture in the face of modernization, 

pointing to the need for initiatives that support both language and cultural preservation. 

 

The Value of English for Economic and Social Opportunities 

 

This section delves into Waorani views on the utility of English, particularly its 

relevance to tourism. English proficiency is widely recognized as an asset for economic 

advancement, enabling Waorani individuals to tap into the tourism industry. Participant C 

noted: 

 

Porque van a necesitar cuando sean grandes. Es bueno... que enseñen inglés. Es 

importante en turismo…..Puede ser futuro para ellos. Es importante. Van a utilizar 

inglés cuando sean grandes para trabajar en turismo. 

 

Because they are going to need it when they grow up. It's good... they teach English. 

It's important in tourism.... It can be future for them. It's important. They are going to 

use English when they grow up to work in tourism. [Translated by Author]. 

Participant C, age 37. 

 

The interest in English for tourism reflects a pragmatic view, where language 

acquisition is linked to tangible benefits rather than cultural integration. 

 

Participant A envisioned a future empowered by English, stating, “If I spoke English... 

I would already have a job in tourism and my own agency. I would have something of my 



43 
 

 

own... my own company” (Participant A, age 32). This aspiration highlights the potential of 

English as a tool for entrepreneurial ventures in tourism, creating opportunities to control and 

profit from their own businesses. Similarly, Participant E emphasized the broader economic 

significance of English, particularly for future generations: 

 

Veo que lo más importante es saber inglés, para poder viajar, para poder trabajar 

con turismo. Entonces veo que inglés es lo más importante, la base fundamental que 

hay que aprender….porque yo quiero que nuestros hijos al futuro hablen bien el 

inglés y que digamos, no pensemos mucho solo en la empresa petrolera, porque aquí 

yo quiero que en el futuro tengamos nuestras propias cabañas por acá y así ya no 

dependemos de la empresa. 

 

I see that the most important thing is to know English, to be able to travel, to be able 

to work in tourism. So, I see that English is the most important thing, the fundamental 

basis to learn.... because I want our children to speak English well in the future and 

that we don't think too much only about the oil company, because I want us to have 

our own cabins here in the future so that we don't depend on the company. [Translated 

by Author]. 

Participant E, age 31. 

 

This statement reflects a vision of economic diversification, where English opens 

doors to sustainable tourism, allowing the Waorani to move away from extractive industries 

that often conflict with their environmental values. For the Waorani, learning English 
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represents not only access to economic opportunities but also a step toward autonomy and 

self-reliance. 

 

Beyond tourism, English is seen as a means of enhancing Waorani representation and 

advocacy on an international stage. Participant B explained that: 

 

O sea, por ejemplo, si es que nos saldría un viaje a otro país. Al extranjero a presentar 

proyectos o a pedir más apoyos.  

 

I mean, for example, if we were to travel to another country. Abroad to present 

projects or to ask for more support. [Translated by Author]. 

Participant B, age 36. 

 

This perspective suggests that English is not only valued for economic purposes but 

also as a tool for cultural diplomacy, allowing the Waorani to share their heritage globally. 

The community's nuanced view of English aligns with research on bilingualism, which 

highlights that additional language skills can empower marginalized groups by expanding 

their communicative reach (Pennycook, 2017). For the Waorani, English represents both 

economic independence and a means of confronting potential misrepresentations of their 

culture, supporting the dual goal of preservation and empowerment. 
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Language Learning Order and Integration into Education 

 

Participants advocated for a sequential approach to language learning, prioritizing 

Wao Terero before Spanish or English. Participant A expressed the importance of this 

progression, suggesting: 

 

Primero hay que hablar bien Wao y luego se puede aprender inglés…..Entonces, 

hablar un poco, enseñar y hablar al mismo tiempo Wao y español. O sea, no tan 

bravo, así suave. Usar los dos idiomas…..Jugar con los juegos, dinámicos, poniendo 

Wao y así. Para que los niños vean las palabras. Identifiquen las palabras. 

 

First you have to speak Wao well and then you can learn English....So, speak a little, 

teach and speak Wao and Spanish at the same time. In other words, not so hard, so 

soft. Use both languages.... Play games, dynamic games, putting Wao and so on. So 

that the children see the words. Identify the words. [Translated by Author]. 

Participant A, age 30. 

 

 This structured approach indicates the community’s desire to establish a strong 

foundation in Wao Terero, viewing it as essential for maintaining cultural identity and 

cognitive grounding. This viewpoint aligns with educational research, which suggests that 

learning in one’s mother tongue first strengthens linguistic and cognitive development before 

acquiring additional languages (Cummins, 2000). 
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Many participants supported integrating Wao Terero into school curricula to ensure its 

formal recognition. Participant E proposed the following: 

 

Es que a veces los niños, yo veo a veces algunos ya no quieren hablar Wao, ni 

siquiera participar en Wao…Sería bueno que se llegara a incentivar a los jóvenes 

para que no se olviden en la escuela. Es fundamental aquí para que aprendan a 

cantar, hablar la lengua, y también escribir en números sería en Wao. Cuando yo 

estuve en la escuela eran Wao, profesores eran Wao, nos enseñaban números en Wao. 

 

It's that sometimes the children, I see sometimes some of them no longer want to 

speak Wao, not even to participate in Wao...It would be good to encourage the young 

people so that they don't forget it in school. It is essential here for them to learn to 

sing, to speak the language, and also to write in numbers in Wao. When I was in 

school, they were Wao, the teachers were Wao, they taught us numbers in Wao. 

[Translated by Author]. 

Participant E, age 31. 

 

 This emphasis on educational integration highlights the community’s proactive 

viewpoint on language preservation, seeking institutional support for a structured bilingual 

education model. Participant B reinforced this view, stating the following: 

 

Bueno, el Wao Terero también es súper importante porque...hablando de la parte 

educativa, es como te digo…etnomatemática, etnociencia...entonces, participa casi en 
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todas las materias. No es que el Wao Terero es así por hablar…el Wao Terero es 

como una materia importante. 

 

Well, the Wao Terero is also very important because...speaking of education, it is, as I 

said...ethnomathematics, ethnoscience...so, it participates in almost all subjects. It's not 

that the Wao Terero is just for the sake of talking...the Wao Terero is like an important 

subject. [Translated by Author]. 

Participant B, age 36. 

 

 Research supports this approach, indicating that mother tongue-based education not 

only improves linguistic retention but also enhances student engagement and cultural identity 

(Skutnabb-Kangas, 2009). By emphasizing a phased introduction of languages, participants 

envision an educational framework that respects both cultural heritage and practical language 

skills. 

 

Beyond prioritizing Wao Terero, participants expressed a need for consistent English 

language instruction to support future opportunities in tourism and other economic areas. 

Participant E noted, “It [English] has a fundamental use... something that we need here in this 

little school... that should be taught every two or three times a week... that they come to train 

in the English language” (Participant E, age 31). The call for regular, structured English 

courses reflects a community interest in English as a practical skill, especially for economic 

independence. However, past inconsistencies in teaching staff have created challenges, as 

Participant A observed, "When I was in school, the teachers changed all the time... I didn't 

understand anything" (Participant A, age 32). To improve learning outcomes, Participant F 
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recommended having a permanent English teacher, stating, “It would be good if the English 

teacher were here... every day... a constant teacher” (Participant F, age 32). This perspective 

highlights the community's desire for stable, ongoing English instruction, envisioning an 

educational framework that respects their cultural heritage while equipping them with 

valuable practical skills. 

 

Community Role in Language Education and Teacher Requirements 

 

The final theme that interviewees mentioned centers on the community’s role in 

supporting language education, with a focus on teacher qualifications and empathetic teaching 

practices. Participants emphasized the need for organized community support, with 

Participant A noting a "lack of organization" among community members regarding 

educational resources (Participant A, age 32). This observation suggests that while there is a 

collective interest in language preservation, logistical challenges and community dynamics 

may hinder effective action. Additionally, the role of community leaders in advocating for 

educational resources is seen as essential, with Participant E calling for proactive measures to 

"bring an English teacher" for the youth (Participant E, age 31). 

 

The desired qualities in teachers reflect a blend of linguistic skill and cultural 

sensitivity. Participant D emphasized that teachers should "be kind and affectionate with the 

children," suggesting that empathy is crucial for creating a positive learning environment 

(Participant D, age 30). Participants also expressed a preference for teachers who are fluent in 

English, with Participant E asserting that the teacher should "already have a course in 

English," thereby ensuring they are qualified to teach effectively (Participant E, age 31). 
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These requirements underscore the community’s interest in high-quality education, 

recognizing that teacher empathy and expertise can significantly enhance student engagement 

and retention. Studies affirm that culturally sensitive teaching fosters a supportive 

atmosphere, enabling indigenous students to feel respected and motivated (Banks, 2008). 

 

The responses of participants suggest a shared perspective that English language 

instruction should prioritize oral communication skills, particularly pronunciation, as an 

initial focus. Participant B emphasized the importance of beginning with pronunciation in 

early education, stating the following: 

 

Entonces en tercero (refiriéndose a tercer grado de Educación Básica) ya 

directamente hablando de lenguaje y comunicación, en tercero se empieza a hacer 

oraciones y preguntas, y justamente ahí debería ingresar el inglés……Para que 

aprendan (refiriéndose a los estudiantes) a formar oraciones y hablar. Pero 

solamente...empezar por lo que es pronunciación. Es un medio en que yo mismo pasé 

por mis propias experiencias. 

 

So, in third grade (referring to the third grade of Basic Education) and directly talking 

about language and communication, in third grade they start to make sentences and 

ask questions, and it is precisely there that English should enter ......so that they 

(referring to students) learn to form sentences and speak. But only... to start with 

pronunciation. It's a medium in which I myself went through my own experiences. 

[Translated by Author]. 

Participant B, age 36. 
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This sentiment reflects a practical approach, where the community perceives speaking 

and understanding English as more immediately beneficial than writing or complex 

grammatical mastery. 

 

Building on this, Participant 4 remarked, "Writing fails me... Pronunciation if I could a 

little bit" (Participant 4, age 28), highlighting the challenges and priorities in English 

acquisition. This focus aligns with experiences shared by others, such as Participant 5, who 

advocated for regular training opportunities, stating, "It is a fundamental use... that we need 

here... that every two or three times a week... they come to train in the English language" 

(Participant 5, age 29). These views collectively suggest a desire for structured yet accessible 

English instruction tailored to community needs and local resources. 
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CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

This study provides insight into Waorani views on English language education in 

Guiyero in light of concerns over language loss. It is within the broader context of the 

complex and often challenging history of education in Waorani communities—marked by 

disruptions, cultural suppression, and inadequate resources—that local people now approach 

English education. The findings reveal that English is perceived not merely as an additional 

subject but as a potential tool for economic independence, cultural advocacy, and social 

mobility. However, these aspirations are intertwined with an acute awareness of the risks it 

poses to the preservation of Wao Terero and the community’s cultural identity. 

 

A major finding is the impact of educational experiences and language suppression on 

Waorani identity. Participants recalled punitive measures tied to cultural and linguistic 

differences, illustrating an education system that prioritizes Spanish while marginalizing Wao 

Terero. Such experiences not only disrupt language transmission but also harm students' 

cultural identity and confidence. This finding points to a need for inclusive education reforms 

within schools that embrace indigenous languages, allowing students to learn without 

compromising their cultural heritage. 

 

The importance of Wao Terero as an identity marker emerged strongly. For the 

Waorani, Wao Terero is more than just a means of communication—it is a symbol of pride 

and belonging. Many participants expressed that speaking Wao Terero reaffirms their 

connection to their heritage and reinforces their sense of community. This finding underscores 

the need to support indigenous languages as vital cultural resources that sustain communal 

bonds and cultural continuity. 
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Waorani participants also voiced concerns about language and cultural loss. As 

younger Waorani increasingly adopt Spanish, participants feared that Wao Terero—and the 

knowledge embedded within it—could disappear. This concern aligns with global patterns of 

language endangerment, where indigenous languages face significant pressures from 

dominant languages. The Waorani’s apprehension emphasizes the importance of language 

preservation initiatives that protect both linguistic diversity and cultural heritage for future 

generations. 

 

This study’s findings also reflect participants’ pragmatic view of English as a tool for 

economic and social opportunities, particularly within tourism. English is seen as a means to 

achieve economic independence, enabling Waorani individuals to establish tourism ventures 

that could reduce dependency on extractive industries, such as oil. Participant C noted that 

English is “important in tourism...for a good future,” reflecting aspirations for a self-

sustaining economy. Additionally, English is valued as a tool for international advocacy, 

allowing Waorani leaders to share their heritage globally. This perspective reveals the 

community’s strategic approach to language learning, aiming to utilize English for economic 

empowerment while remaining grounded in their cultural roots. 

 

The sequential approach to language learning advocated by participants highlights 

their preference for prioritizing Wao Terero before Spanish or English. This sequence 

emphasizes the role of Wao Terero as a cognitive and cultural foundation, which they believe 

should be fully established before learning additional languages. By incorporating Wao 

Terero into school curricula, the community envisions a bilingual education model that 
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respects cultural heritage while providing students with practical multilingual skills. Research 

supports this approach, suggesting that learning in one’s mother tongue enhances cognitive 

development and cultural engagement. 

 

Finally, the research highlights the community’s role in supporting language education 

and the need for dedicated, culturally sensitive teachers. Participants emphasized that 

effective language education requires teachers who are not only skilled but also understanding 

of Waorani culture. Participant D noted that teachers should “be kind and affectionate with 

the children,” emphasizing the importance of empathy and cultural awareness in teaching. 

This finding underscores the need for educational strategies that incorporate community 

involvement, with teachers who respect and align with Waorani values, fostering a positive 

learning environment. 

 

Implications and Recommendations 

 

The results of this study hold significant insights into the perspectives of the Waorani 

community of Guiyero on English language education, highlighting the balance between 

language preservation and socioeconomic opportunities. These results align with the broader 

debates outlined in the introduction, where literature on language endangerment, bilingualism, 

and the dual role of English as both a “killer language” and a tool for empowerment provide a 

foundation for understanding the complexities faced by indigenous communities (Crystal, 

2000; Fishman, 2001). This study affirms that English is perceived by the Waorani as a 

pathway to economic independence, especially in tourism, supporting global arguments that 
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multilingualism can empower marginalized groups while also presenting risks to linguistic 

diversity (Pennycook, 2017; Cummins, 2001). 

 

An important implication of this research is the need for an educational framework 

that addresses both the preservation of Wao Terero and the integration of English, as well as 

the dominant language of this context: Spanish. This aligns with arguments in the literature 

advocating for mother tongue-based multilingual education (Skutnabb-Kangas, 2009), which 

emphasizes starting with the native language to strengthen linguistic and cultural identity 

before introducing additional languages. Participants’ preference for prioritizing Wao Terero 

in early education reflects this approach, reinforcing its relevance in maintaining cultural 

heritage. At the same time, the community’s openness to English as a tool for engaging with 

global opportunities demonstrates the potential for bilingual and multilingual education to 

serve as a bridge between local traditions and modern demands. 

 

These findings speak directly to the debates on language policy and planning 

discussed in the introduction. While Ecuador’s policies officially recognize indigenous 

languages, this study highlights the persistent gap between policy and practice (King & 

Haboud, 2014; Wirth & Rojas, 2020). The Waorani community’s experiences reveal an 

urgent need for educational resources and teacher training that genuinely support bilingual 

education. Participants emphasized the importance of consistent and culturally sensitive 

teaching practices, reflecting broader concerns in the literature about the role of education in 

either supporting or suppressing indigenous identity (Crystal, 2000; Cummins, 2001). 
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Recommendations emerging from this research include the development of context-

sensitive and community-led educational programs that integrate Wao Terero and English, as 

well as Spanish, being the dominant language. The involvement of community leaders and 

educators in designing such programs would ensure that they reflect local values and needs, 

aligning with recommendations in the literature for participatory approaches to education in 

indigenous contexts (Haboud, 2009). Additionally, partnerships with NGOs and 

governmental bodies could provide the necessary training and resources to bridge the gap 

between policy intentions and on-the-ground implementation. 

 

Future Research 

 

Further research should explore the long-term impacts of bilingual education models 

that prioritize indigenous languages while incorporating English for economic and advocacy 

purposes. Investigating community-led approaches to language preservation could also offer 

valuable insights for sustainable language initiatives that empower indigenous communities to 

maintain their cultural heritage in a globalized world. 

 

In conclusion, this study highlights the Waorani community’s resilience and forward-

looking approach to language education, aiming to preserve Wao Terero while 

embracing English for economic opportunities. These findings emphasize the 

importance of educational practices that respect indigenous identity, support language 

preservation, and promote economic empowerment. For the Waorani, language is 

more than a tool; it is a symbol of cultural pride and a foundation for future self-

reliance, embodying their commitment to a sustainable and culturally enriched future. 
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APPENDIX C: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS AND PROTOCOL 

Protocolo de entrevista del proyecto “Percepción del idioma inglés como segunda 

lengua en la Comunidad Waorani de Guiyero, en la Provincia de Orellana, Ecuador, 

2024.” 

 

Luego de pasar por el proceso del Formulario del Consentimiento Informado, y que 

tanto el participante como el investigador principal han firmado dicho formulario, se procede a 

la entrevista con el siguiente guión: 

 

Nuevamente quisiera comentarle que el presente estudio tiene como objetivo contribuir 

al entendimiento de la enseñanza del inglés como segunda lengua para su inserción en el diseño 

curricular de la comunidad Waorani de Guiyero, tomando en cuenta las percepciones de los 

estudiantes y otros miembros comunitarios, en el contexto de las necesidades de aprendizaje y 

de la educación intercultural.  

 

Gracias por su tiempo y por participar en este estudio. Para continuar, le haré una serie 

de preguntas para conocer su opinión y experiencia general sobre el uso del Wao tededo como 

lengua nativa, y el aprendizaje del idioma Inglés. Esto es para saber su opinión, no existen 

respuestas correctas o incorrectas. Esta entrevista durará máximo 30 minutos. Como apoyo para 

la recolección de datos, tomaré apuntes generales y grabaré el audio de esta entrevista. Es 

importante que sepa que usted puede interrumpir o dar por terminada la entrevista cuando usted 

lo desee. Por favor dígame qué preguntas tiene antes de empezar. 
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Datos personales y educación: 

 

Q1: Cuénteme sobre usted: 

• ¿Dónde y con quién vive? 

• ¿Quiénes son sus padres y a qué se dedican? 

• ¿Cómo describiría a su comunidad? 

• ¿Qué es lo que más le gusta de su cultura? 

 

Q2: ¿Cómo fue su experiencia en la escuela y en el colegio? 

• ¿Qué temas le interesaban más? 

• ¿Qué temas le resultaron más difíciles y por qué? 

• ¿Cómo eran sus profesores en la escuela? 

• ¿Cuánto tiempo fue a la escuela? 

• ¿Qué idioma usaba más en la escuela? 

 

El uso de Wao Terero en diferentes ámbitos 

 

Q3: ¿Cómo es el uso del idioma Wao en su comunidad? 

• ¿En qué lugares se utiliza el Wao? 

• ¿Dónde y cómo aprendió usted este idioma? 

• ¿Qué dificultades ha tenido o tiene al utilizar este idioma? 

• ¿Qué oportunidades considera usted que tiene al utilizar Wao? 

• ¿Qué cosas cambiaría en su escuela con respecto al uso del Wao? 

• ¿Qué cosas mantendría en su escuela con respecto al uso del Wao? 
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Q4: ¿Cómo ve usted el uso del Wao en el futuro? 

• ¿Qué preocupaciones tiene sobre el uso del Wao en el futuro? 

• ¿Cómo se aseguraría usted que los niños de su comunidad continúen usando el idioma 

Wao? 

• ¿Qué lenguas (idiomas) cree usted que es más importante aprender? 

• ¿Cuál es el primero, y cuáles le seguirían? 

• ¿Se perdería el Wao si es que aprenden otro idioma? 

• ¿Puede describir qué tradiciones culturales incluyen el uso de Wao tededo en su 

comunidad y si cree que esas tradiciones seguirán existiendo en el futuro? 

 

Experiencia de aprendizaje del idioma inglés en su Escuela 

 

Q5: ¿Podría usted describir una experiencia personal que haya tenido con el aprendizaje del 

idioma inglés? 

• ¿Cuán fácil o difícil fue esta experiencia?   

• ¿Qué nivel considera que tiene? ¿Cómo de diferente sería su vida si hubiese aprendido 

inglés? 

• ¿Qué recursos tiene la comunidad para aprender inglés? 

• ¿Aprendió inglés en otro lugar fuera de su comunidad? ¿En dónde? 

  

Q6: ¿Cómo cree que se vive la experiencia del idioma inglés en su comunidad? 

• ¿Qué métodos de enseñanza cree usted que funcionarían mejor en su comunidad? 
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• ¿Hay alguna estrategia cultural que pueda realizarse para que la experiencia del 

aprendizaje del idioma tenga mayor éxito en su comunidad? 

• ¿Qué tipo de profesores cree usted que son necesarios para la enseñanza de inglés? 

• ¿Cómo describiría usted la experiencia con personas de habla inglesa en su comunidad? 

 

Uso del idioma inglés en el futuro 

 

Q7: ¿En qué ámbitos o situaciones cree que se puede utilizar la lengua inglesa? 

• ¿En qué trabajos cree usted que se puede utilizar el idioma? 

• ¿Qué sucedería a las personas que saben y usan el idioma? 

• ¿Qué grado de éxito tendría la gente en su vida al usar este idioma? 

• ¿Dónde cree usted que preferiría vivir la persona que domina este idioma? 

 

Q8: ¿Qué importancia tiene para usted la enseñanza del inglés? 

• ¿De qué manera cree que aprender inglés puede beneficiarle? 

• ¿De qué manera cree usted que aprender inglés puede afectarle?  

• ¿Cómo cree usted que puede mejorar la experiencia de aprender inglés en su 

comunidad/escuela? 

• ¿Qué personas de su comunidad conoce usted que dominan el idioma? 

 

Gracias por participar en esta entrevista. En el Formulario de Consentimiento Informado 

usted puede encontrar mi número de teléfono por si tiene preguntas o quisiera contarme más 

cosas sobre este tema. Yo lo estaré contactando a usted para contarle a usted y a la comunidad 

sobre los resultados de mi estudio. 
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Interview protocol for the project “Perception of English as a second language in the 

Waorani Community of Guiyero, in the Province of Orellana, Ecuador, 2024”. 

After going through the Informed Consent Form process, and that both the participant and 

the principal investigator have signed said form, we proceed to the interview with the 

following script: 

Again I would like to comment to you that the present study aims to contribute to the 

understanding of the teaching of English as a second language for its insertion in the 

curriculum design of the Waorani community of Guiyero, taking into account the perceptions 

of the students and other community members, in the context of learning needs and 

intercultural education.  

Thank you for your time and for participating in this study. To continue, I will ask you a 

series of questions to get your opinion and general experience on the use of Wao tededo as a 

native language, and English language learning. This is to get your opinion, there are no right 

or wrong answers. This interview will last a maximum of 30 minutes. To support the data 

collection, I will take general notes and record the audio of this interview. It is important for 

you to know that you may interrupt or terminate the interview at any time. Please tell me what 

questions you have before we begin. 

Personal details and education: 

Q1: Tell me about yourself: 

- Where and with whom do you live? 

- Who are your parents and what do they do? 
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- How would you describe your community? 

- What do you like most about your culture? 

 

Q2: What was your school and college experience like? 

- What subjects were you most interested in? 

- What subjects did you find most difficult and why? 

- What were your teachers like in school? 

- How long did you go to school? 

- What language did you use most in school? 

 

The use of Wao Terero in different settings. 

Q3: How is the use of Wao language in your community? 

- In what places is Wao used? 

- Where and how did you learn this language? 

- What difficulties have you had or do you have in using this language? 

- What opportunities do you feel you have in using Wao? 

- What things would you change in your school regarding the use of Wao? 

- What things would you keep in your school regarding the use of Wao? 

 

Q4: How do you see the use of Wao in the future? 

- What concerns do you have about the use of Wao in the future? 
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- How would you ensure that children in your community continue to use the Wao language? 

- Which languages (languages) do you think are most important to learn? 

- Which one is first, and which ones would follow? 

- Would Wao be lost if they learn another language? 

- Can you describe what cultural traditions include the use of Wao tededo in your community 

and whether you think those traditions will continue to exist in the future? 

 

English language learning experience in your school 

Q5: Can you describe a personal experience you have had with English language learning? 

- How easy or difficult was this experience?  

- How different would your life be if you had learned English? 

- What resources does the community have for learning English? 

- Did you learn English somewhere else outside of your community? Where? 

 

Q6: How do you think the English language experience is in your community? 

- What teaching methods do you think would work best in your community? 

- Are there any cultural strategies that could be done to make the language learning 
experience more successful in your community? 

- What type of teachers do you think are needed for English language instruction? 

- How would you describe the experience with English speakers in your community? 
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Future English language use 

Q7: In what settings or situations do you think English can be used? 

- In what jobs do you think the language can be used? 

- What would happen to people who know and use the language? 

- How successful would people be in their lives using the language? 

- Where do you think the person who is fluent in this language would prefer to live? 

 

Q8: How important is English language instruction to you? 

- In what ways do you think learning English can benefit you? 

- In what ways do you think learning English can affect you?  

- How do you think you can improve the English learning experience in your 
community/school? 

- Who do you know in your community who is proficient in English? 

 

Thank you for participating in this interview. On the Informed Consent Form you can 

find my phone number if you have questions or would like to tell me more about this topic. I 

will be contacting you to tell you and the community about the results of my study. 

 


