An Educator’s Guide to Latin American Literature
I, Rigoberta Menchú, an Indian Woman in Guatemala

ABOUT THIS GUIDE
This guide accompanies a chapter selection by a Latin American author. It was produced by
Sheena Chakeres on behalf of the Latin American and Iberian Institute (LAII) at The University
of New Mexico as part of a series of lessons for high school English students or advanced
Spanish language students. The purpose of these lessons is to expose students to the voices of
Latin American and how their stories relate to the political history of the region.

ABOUT THE LAII
The LAII is an interdisciplinary resource center at The University of New Mexico. As part of its
mission to promote a better understanding of Latin America among diverse constituents, it
develops curriculum materials and related resources for teaching about Latin America in the K12 classroom. To learn more about other classroom resources produced by the LAII, visit the
LAII website.

WHY THIS BOOK
I, Rigoberta Menchú, an Indian Woman in Guatemala/Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú y así me
nació la conciencia, is the testimony of a Quiché Maya woman during the Guatemalan Civil
War. Her story attracted international attention and, after fleeing Guatemala, Menchú committed
her life’s work to the struggle for indigenous peasant rights. She won the Nobel Peace Prize in
1992. The book gives students a new perspective on a number of themes, including indigeneity,
education, poverty, social hierarchies, human rights, feminism, and justice. Most importantly, it
opens the doors for students to listen to marginalized voices in the world.

ACKNOWLEDGMENT
The text of the chapter in question, “First Visit to the Finca. Life in the Finca,” and its Spanish
translation, “Primer viaje a la finca. Vida en la finca,” are included at the end of this document
under educational, fair use guidelines.
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SUMMARY
The selected chapter, “First Visit to the Finca. Life on the Finca,” explains how indigenous
people were exploited to work farmland for the wealthier ladinos. It demonstrates the systematic
oppression of Maya that would lead to takeover of their land and their rights.
LANGUAGE LEVEL
Grades 10-12 / Spanish III, IV, AP

THEMES
Guatemala, justice, police, indigeneity, Maya, indigenous rights, genocide, feminism

OBJECTIVES
1) To expose students to Latin American literature
2) To expand students’ vocabulary base
3) To develop students’ literacy skills, in English and/or Spanish
4) To deepen students’ understanding of indigenous history in Guatemala and the genre of
testimonio
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APPLICABLE STANDARDS
The English Language Arts Common Core Standards mirror the current Standards for Foreign
Language Learning in the 21st Century (see Skills Map). Both encourage a long sequence of
language study in grades K–12 to promote a high level of literacy and communication ability.
COMMON CORE STATE → READING LITERATURE→ Grades 11-12
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.1

Cite strong and thorough textual evidence to support analysis of what the text says explicitly as
well as inferences drawn from the text, including determining where the text leaves matters
uncertain.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.2

Determine two or more themes or central ideas of a text and analyze their development over the
course of the text, including how they interact and build on one another to produce a complex
account; provide an objective summary of the text.
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.3

Analyze the impact of the author's choices regarding how to develop and relate elements of a
story or drama (e.g., where a story is set, how the action is ordered, how the characters are
introduced and developed).
CCSS.ELA-LITERACY.RL.11-12.4

Determine the meaning of words and phrases as they are used in the text, including figurative
and connotative meanings; analyze the impact of specific word choices on meaning and tone,
including words with multiple meanings or language that is particularly fresh, engaging, or
beautiful. (Include Shakespeare as well as other authors.)

LESSON PLAN FOR ENGLISH/HISTORY TEACHERS
Note: We have provided one chapter of the book for teachers of both English/History and
Spanish. Ideally, English and Spanish teachers would team up to make connections to both of
their classes. The novel as a whole is an incredible story, and widely available if you would like
to expand the lesson. This chapter pairs well with the LAII’s corresponding lesson on the
documentary film Granito. We recommend watching the film after reading the selected chapter.
Pre-reading
To begin, it will be helpful to introduce Guatemala’s civil war and the genocide of indigenous
people. Referred to as the “Silent Holocaust,” a military counterinsurgency effort against leftist
groups from 1960-1996 led to the massacre of hundreds of thousands of Maya peasants. In
2013, former military dictator General Efrain Ríos Montt (1982–1983) was indicted for his role in
the most intense stage of the genocide.
The provided chapter begins with a quote that has been translated creatively from the Spanish
version. I have included the translation of the quote used in the Spanish version. Read it
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together and ask students to explain what it might mean. Then, introduce Menchú and the Latin
American genre of testimonio (see worksheet). Read Menchú’s quote together and ask students
to talk about what the chapter might entail. Then, go over the vocabulary with students. The
translator has left some key terms in the original language, so it is helpful to give them some
context. Students should read the chapter for homework.

Post-reading
We have included a reading check (quiz) in addition to the worksheet and discussion questions.
After the reading check, ask students to look at the questions and choose one that sounds like a
good starting point for a discussion. Once one student has spoken, ask them to refrain from
speaking again until everyone in the class has had a turn to comment (you may use
TALK/DON’T TALK cards1 to facilitate this).

1

On a flashcard, write TALK on one side and DON’T TALK on the other. Once a student has commented
during a class discussion, he/she will flip over their card until everyone has also spoken.
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Name: ________________________

I, Rigoberta Menchú

“The Earth is barren when it is occupied by barren men.”
-Miguel Angel Asturias, “Men of Maize”

Rigoberta Menchú is a Quiche political and human rights activist from Guatemala. Menchú has
dedicated her life to publicizing the rights of Guatemala's indigenous feminists during and after
Guatemalan Civil War, and to promoting indigenous rights in the country. She received the Nobel
Peace Prize in 1992 and the Prince of Asturias Award in 1998.
Testimonio: Oral or written narratives are that present first-person accounts of human rights
abuses, violence and war, and living under conditions of social oppression. This term emerged from
human rights tribunals, truth commissions, and other international human rights instruments in
countries such Chile and Guatemala. Besides I, Rigobert Menchú, the autobiographies of Frederick
Douglass can be considered among the earliest significant English-language works in this genre.
VOCABULARY
finca – farm
ladino – a mestizo or Spanish-speaking white person in Central America.
lorry– a large, heavy motor vehicle for transporting goods or troops
atol– a traditional corn drink
altiplano– in Guatemala, refers to the highland pine forests, historically occupied by indigenous
groups

DISCUSSION QUESTIONS
1. What examples of injustice do we see in this chapter?
2. What role do the cantinas play in this chapter?
3. On p. 25, Menchú’s mother states that they “have to” go to the finca. Why do you believe
this to be true?
4. Why did Menchú’s parents laugh when the landowner said “Our President”?
5. How does Menchú’s story explain the events leading up to the Civil War?
6. Does this story remind you of another period of history?
7. Why is Menchú’s testimony significant?
8. Do you want to read more of her story? Why or why not?

READING CHECK

I, Rigoberta Menchú

Name: __________________________

1. Describe the actual trip to the finca in one or two sentences.
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

2. How did the cantinas serve to further control campesinos?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
3. Briefly describe the landowner’s physical characteristics and/or temperament.
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
4. To what does this quote refer?: “Anyone who didn’t mark the paper would be thrown
out.”
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
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LESSON PLAN FOR SPANISH TEACHERS
Note: We have provided one chapter of the book for teachers of both English and Spanish.
Ideally, teachers would team up to make connections to both of their classes. The novel as a
whole is an incredible story, and widely available if you would like to expand the lesson. For
Spanish teachers, the lesson aligns well with this Radio Ambulante episode about an
indigenous justice system in Guatemala.

Pre-Reading:
For this episode, it will be helpful to discuss Guatemala’s civil war and the genocide of
indigenous people. Referred to as the “Silent Holocaust,” a military counterinsurgency effort
against leftist groups from 1960-1996 led to the massacre of hundreds of thousands of Maya
peasants. What began as a campaign of terror against political activists and guerrillas, as well
as union and student leaders, transformed into a scorched-earth offensive against indigenous
villages. In the early 1980s, military and paramilitary forces razed whole communities in
massacres of untrammeled brutality. In 2013, former military dictator General Efrain Ríos Montt
(1982–1983) was indicted for his role in the most intense stage of the genocide.
The provided chapter begins with a quote. Read it together and ask students to explain what it
might mean or how it may relate to the chapter’s content. Then, introduce Menchú and the Latin
American genre of testimonio (see worksheet). Then, go over the vocabulary with students.
Students should be given 2 nights to read the assigned chapter.
Post-reading
We have included a reading check (quiz) in addition to the worksheet and discussion questions.
After the reading check, ask students to look at the questions and choose one that sounds like a
good starting point for a discussion. Once one student has spoken, ask them to refrain from
speaking again until everyone in the class has had a turn to comment (you may use HABLA/NO
HABLES cards2 to facilitate this).

2

On a flashcard, write HABLA on one side and NO HABLES on the other. Once a student has
commented during a class discussion, he/she will flip over their card until everyone has also spoken.
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Nombre: ________________________

Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú

“La tierra es ingrata cuando la habitan hombres ingratos.”
-Miguel Angel Asturias, “Hombres de Maíz”
Rigoberta Menchú es una indígena Quiché de Guatemala y activista política que defiende los
derechos humanos. Menchú se ha dedicado a publicitar los derechos de los indígenas en
Guatemala durante y después de la Guerra Civil. Recibió el Premio Nobel de Paz en 1992 y el
Premio Prince of Asturias en 1998.
Testimonio: narraciones orales o escritas en las que se presentan relatos en primera persona
de abusos de los derechos humanos, violencia y guerra, y condiciones de opresión social. Este
término apareció de tribunales , comisiones de la verdad, y otros medios de derechos humanos
que se han usado en países como Chile y Guatemala. Además de Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú,
se pueden considerar las autobiografías de Frederick Douglass entre los más antiguos de
obras de este género escritos en inglés.
VOCABULARIO
finca – farm
ladino – a mestizo or Spanish-speaking white person in Central America.
rayar – to scratch; to mark a piece of paper
despojado – thrown out; deprived of something

Mientras leas, define las siguientes palabras según el contexto del capítulo:
camión – ___________________________________________________________
terrateniente – ___________________________________________________________
guaro– ___________________________________________________________

PREGUNTAS DE DISCUSIÓN
1. ¿Cómo se distingue el español en este libro a lo que aprendemos en clase? ¿Qué
podría mostrar del testimonio?
2. ¿Qué ejemplos de injusticia vemos en este capítulo?
3. ¿Qué papel toman las cantinas?
4. En la p. 25, la madre de Rigoberta dice que “tienen que” ir a la finca. ¿Por qué piensas
que es verdad?
5. ¿Por qué se ríen los padres de Rigoberta cuando el terrateniente dice “Nuestro
Presidente”?
6. ¿Cómo explica el relato de Menchú la Guerra Civil y el genocidio?

7. ¿Se parece a otro evento histórico?
8. ¿Por qué es importante este testimonio?
9. El título completo del libro es “Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú y así me nació la
conciencia.” En tu opinión, ¿de qué trata este relato?
10. ¿Quieres leer más de su testimonio?

PRUEBITA DE LEER

Me llamo Rigoberta Menchú

Nombre: _______________________
1. Describe el viaje desde el altiplano a la finca.
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

2. ¿Cómo funcionaban las cantinas como otra forma de control de los campesinos?
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

3. Describe brevemente las características físicas y el comportamiento del terrateniente.
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________
4. ¿A qué refiere esta cita: “El que no va a rayar el papel, iba a ser despojado.”
______________________________________________________________________
______________________________________________________________________

