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1. Introduction

Here I describe the structure and practice of  a course-long project wherein students transcribe, encode, and 
analyze a colonial era Zapotec language text. 
• Course: “Structure of  Colonial Valley Zapotec” 

• advanced undergraduate linguistics class 
• Ticha (http://ticha.haverford.edu/; Lillehaugen et al. 2016) 

• serves as a resource 
• & a space for the co-creation of  knowledge

• Students mark-up texts in TEI to create a publicly available digital edition
• reflects an analysis 
• fosters analysis and critical thinking 

• Throughout students consult and collaborate with members of  the Zapotec advisory board, including 
via Twitter (cf. Lillehaugen & Flores-Marcial 2019) 

• The digital editions become available on Ticha as publicly available resources
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2. Zapotec language and the corpus

Zapotec languages 
• Otomanguean family 
• spoken in what is now the state of  

Oaxaca & by diaspora communities 
• Appx 50 different Zapotec 

languages, most endangered
• Approximately 450,000 speakers 

of  Zapotec language, within a 
much larger Zapotec ethnic 
community Image source: Google Maps



2. Zapotec language and the corpus

• Zapotec languages are marginalized
• Speakers and acts of  speaking Zapotec are discriminated against
• False ideologies include the erroneous belief  that Zapotec languages…
• are not really languages (false)
• are not “modern” languages (false)
• cannot be written (false)

• A language does not need to be written to be a language
• Zapotec languages have been written since appx fifth century BCE (Urcid

2011: 112). 



2. Zapotec language and the corpus

• Zapotec has one of  the longest records of  alphabetic written documents for 
any indigenous language of  the Americas (Romero Frizzi, 2003)

• The earliest alphabetic Zapotec text dates to 1565 (Oudijk, 2008:230)
• There is a particularly rich corpus of  texts written in Valley Zapotec languages
• extensive dictionary (Cordova, 1578b)
• grammars (e.g. Cordova, 1578a)
• doctrines (e.g. Feria, 1567)
• over 200 native-speaker documents (mostly wills)



2. Zapotec language and the corpus

• 1675 last will and testament of  
Sebastiana de Mendoza (Archivo General 
del Poder Ejecutivo del Estado de 
Oaxaca, Mexico, Alcaldias Mayores, 
Legajo 42, Exp 10, 1732)

• Transcription, translation, and analysis of  
this text is published in Munro et al. 2018

• Texts relate detail about Zapotec 
language & life of  a Zapotec woman 
through e.g. the dispositions she makes



2. Zapotec language and the corpus

• Texts such as these are the personal & community heritage of  Valley Zapotec people
• Are sources of  historical, linguistic, and cultural knowledge
• Students learn about Zapotec language and life directly from manuscripts created by 

Zapotec individuals
• Has impact and value beyond the disciplinary content of  the course

• Most Zapotec people do not have access to these texts
• Zapotec history is not usually taught in public schools
• Creating digital editions of  these texts can reduce barriers to access
• Involving students in the creation of  digital editions– in collaboration with Zapotec stake-

holders– can leverage the privilege of  a liberal arts college classroom to intervene in 
injustices around access to Zapotec history in Zapotec language



3. Ticha

• Access to this corpus has been 
facilitated by Ticha

• Allows users to navigate the corpus 
through interlinked layers of  
images, transcriptions, translations, 
& analysis.  

• Ticha (http://ticha.haverford.edu/; Lillehaugen et al. 2016) makes these texts freely available 
• Large, collaborative, interdisciplinary digital resource, with a diverse team:

• linguists, ethnohistorians, digital scholarship experts, and Zapotec language and culture experts
• Zapotec people and non-Native people
• non-academics and academics, undergraduate research assistants 
• broader (Zapotec) community participation &  crowd-sourcing (e.g. transcription)



4. DH in undergraduate education

• Much of  what is written on DH in undergraduate education relates experiences in literature classrooms
• Much overlap with my experience in incorporating DH in upper division linguistics class
• Faull and Jakacki 2015

• “These DH projects involve undergraduates working with faculty on an unfolding expansive research 
project that affords otherwise unachievable opportunities for undergraduate student engagement, 
the development of  new skills, and meaningful ongoing interaction between the institution and 
community that have, in turn, furthered the scope and scale of  the project” (p. i76) 

• “particularly rewarding points of  engagement can grow out of  interdisciplinary, cross-institutional, 
place-based humanities projects that encourage student-driven DH engagement” (p. i76)

• Growing literature on TEI in undergraduate classrooms including:
• McApline 2019 (analysis of  a survey of  several undergraduate classroom experiences)
• Flanders et al. 2019 (includes summaries and reflections on multiple projects)



5. In my course

• Advanced linguistics class: “Structure of  Colonial Valley Zapotec”
• Haverford College, small liberal arts college
• Small class: 8-15 students
• Students must have taken at least two linguistics classes, including syntax
• Ticha serves as both a resource and a space for the co-creation of  knowledge
• Students engage in a semester long project to create a digital edition of  a 

Colonial Valley Zapotec text
• learn to mark-up in TEI
• learn to use GIT
• collaborate with classmates and Zapotec community members



5.1 DH at Haverford College

• McApline 2019 reports: 
“Behind many successful 
undergraduate digital projects stands a 
considerable institutional infrastructure 
dedicated to humanities computing” 

• My use of  TEI and the creation of  
digital sources in my classroom could 
not be done without partnership with 
Haverford College Libraries Digital 
Scholarship and Mike Zarafonetis in 
particular



5.2 In my course: training, practice, and application

• In reference to using TEI in traditional literature courses, McAlpine 2019 
reports “all [the instructors] recommended first introducing students to the 
fundamentals of  XML and TEI through a mix of  lecture, examples, and hand-on 
exercises, and assigned technical readings”

• Here, my experience is quite different, perhaps because my course is a 
linguistics course.



5.2 In my course: training, practice, and application, cont.

• Incorporating encoding in course for linguistics majors builds on ways that they 
have already been thinking about language

• Linguistic majors are used to thinking of  structure, components, and 
constituents: e.g. where a noun phrase starts and ends, and how to tell

• Translating this to encoding has been fairly straight forward  
• We did one short paper and pencil exercise (20 min) (Thanks to Laurie Allen 

for this exercise.)
• Then, about 20 minutes of  examples and direct instruction, co-taught with 

Mike Zarafonetis



5.2 In my course: training, practice, and application, cont.

• Then we started encoding!
• Scaffolding
• start with limited tags
• also mentioned as a strategy for successful implementation in UG courses 

in McApline 2019
• Cyclical
• Add new tags, going through the text again

• Publish online as soon as there is anything publishable (e.g transcription with 
line breaks) and update the public version weekly



5.2 In my course: training, practice, and application, cont.

• Challenges reported in anonymous student survey
• Some did find the XML challenging, particularly remembering the tags
• Paleography
• Workflow & Git
• Collaboration
• All of  it, but in a good way
• “It was generally challenging to do each step... But it built up a new part 

of  my brain and that ability to break down a problem, put pieces 
together, and uses references strategically has truly been the gift that 
keeps on giving since I graduated”



5.3 In my course: motivation

• “By far the biggest challenge- as identified by over half  of  respondents—was 
student resistance to encoding, even where technical skill was not a 
problem… students were simply unmotivated to do the work of  encoding, or 
that they were “pulled in many other directions,” resulting in a lack of  
commitment to the assignment” (McApline 2019)

• Digital Dinah Craik case study examined in Flanders et al. 2019 
“close linkage between process and outcome is valuable in motivating 
students and focusing their effort, so a workflow that permits immediate 
publication… has pedagogical value” (Flanders et al. 2019: 4)



5.3 In my course: motivation, cont.

• What motivated my students?  My ideas:
• advertised from the beginning as a class to learn XML, TEI, DH
• work was in conversation with and in collaboration with community
• students felt they were contributing, doing something that mattered
• students saw work in progress up online right away and updated frequently

• “…students were motivated by the sense of  participating in or contributing something of  
value to a larger project, and by the sense that their project would be visible or available 
to a wider community” (McApline 2019). She notes Ticha as a “particularly powerful 
example” and posits that “allow[ing] students to contribute to community, giving their 
work value beyond a final grade… may be a key to overcoming student resistance”



5.3 In my course: motivation, cont.

“Did you feel motivated to participate / engage in the creation of  the digital editions?”
• Very! It was a really engaging way to apply what we were learning. It was cool to see the 

old documents and learn about the historic culture in which they were written, and see 
everything come together when everyone in the class finished their assignments--sort of  
like a puzzle.

• Making a resource for indigenous communities and being able to see our changes appear 
online in a matter of  days were both great sources of  motivation.

• I did because the process felt a lot more dynamic than usual research projects. The work 
felt very hands-on and the collaborative nature of  it kept me invested and motivated to do 
more and better quality work.



5.4 In my course: outcomes

Do you feel that you have since utilized any of  the skills you learned as part of  this project? 
• Yes, in working on digital web pages and website design.
• Definitely! I do a lot of  coding now, and the encoding/syntax skills have 100% translated. 

Studying the documents has contributed to my critical thinking skills by using research 
and historical documents to solve puzzles. I'm in a STEM field now for graduate school 
and I can frequently pinpoint problems and situations that I'm able to navigate thanks to 
what we did in this and other upper level ling classes.

• The TEI has made me more comfortable encountering other XML formats than I might 
otherwise have been.



5.4 In my course: outcomes, cont.

Do you feel that you have since utilized any of  the skills you learned as part of  this project? 
• I now have a good eye on transcribing older documents handwritten in script. I'm 

currently volunteering at my local history center where I'm digitizing handwritten census 
records from the early 1900s.

• The major takeaways have probably pertained to how to set priorities and participate in 
the broader research project when working on Ticha. 



5.4 In my course: outcomes, cont.

• A digital edition of  20-page 
section of  Levanto’s Arte de la 
lengua zapoteca
(https://ticha.haverford.edu/en/t
exts/levanto-arte/4/original/; 
Lillehaugen et al. 2017b) 



5.4 In my course: outcomes

• A digital edition of  the entire 
Cathecismo de la lengua Zaapoteca
(https://ticha.haverford.edu/en/text
s/levanto-catechismo/16/original/; 
Lillehaugen et al. 2017a), co-
authored by Zapotec-language 
activist Janet Chávez Santiago.



5.4 In my course: outcomes, cont.

• Conference Presentations
• Undergraduate thesis
• and peer reviewed articles

Anderson, Carolyn Jane* (SC '14) & Brook Danielle Lillehaugen. 2016. Negation in Colonial Valley 
Zapotec. Transactions of  the Philological Society 114(3): 391-413. DOI: 10.1111/1467-968X.12082. 
Online: http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1467-968X.12082/full.

Plumb, May Helena* (HC ’16). 2019. Conjunction in Colonial Valley Zapotec. International Journal of  
American Linguistics 85(2): 213–245.



6 Conclusions

• “Undergraduate DH is well suited to a liberal arts environment committed to developing 
progressive forms of  student academic research” (Faull and Jakacki 2015: i81)

• In the institutional contexts where students seek out – and the administration & structure 
support– social justice work in classrooms, motivation and practical support may 
converge in a way that makes ambitious projects possible

• The teaching environment of  AY 2020-2021 will certainly pose (challenging) opportunities 
to further collaborative DH work in classrooms, potentially (partly) online

• The success of  this work in my course was due in large part to the motivation of  the 
students. It is essential that my preparations for a (partly) online version of  this course 
include thinking about not only how to teach content online but more importantly, how to 
foster a sense of  belonging so that motivation can flourish.
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Thank you!  Please be in touch with questions or suggestions.


