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ABSTRACT 

 
The purpose of this qualitative study was three fold: (a) to understand the cultural 

context from where our Latino/a learners come from, (b) to explore how Latino/a families’ 

perspectives of the American educational system influence their children’s learning, and (c) 

to explore progressive, educational strategies and pedagogies which will empower educators 

to transform the education of our Latino/a students. This study was formulated by insights 

and questions developed from my personal and professional experience as a White educator 

and learner and as a mother of three bilingual/bicultural children of Latino/a descent. A 

heavy emphasis was placed on critical pedagogy and the sociocultural realities that impact 

the Latino/a learner and their education within the American educational system. 

How do educators begin to develop an understanding of cultural aspects and beliefs 

of Latino/a families experiencing the American educational system? I explored this question 

by interviewing and observing Latino/a families in North Central California. My sampling 
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group consisted of a small group of Latino/a parents whose children attended an American 

elementary public school, whose first language was Spanish, and who where of Latino/a 

descent. I used four methods to collect data: a) five observations of a parent group, b) two 

small group parent interviews, c) one small group children interview, and d) my own 

personal experience as an educator and my experience with my own Latino/a children. 

The final analysis consisted of comparing the families’ sociocultural experiences, 

educational experiences, cultural patterns, and the hopes and dreams they have for their 

children. Through this analysis the findings showed that Latino/a families are highly 

concerned about their children’s education and have faced many challenges to provide their 

children with an American education. Through the voices of the families in this study you 

will hear that they want their children to have a good education, to have good jobs, and to be 

successful in life.  
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CHAPTER I                                                                                                    

INTRODUCTION 

The Latino/a population in the United States is growing rapidly which brings a more 

drastic and urgent need for change within the American educational system. Current statistics 

show that the Latino/a population continues to expand in the United States. According to the 

U.S. Census Bureau (2004), one in every eight people in the United States is of Latino/a 

origin. This amounts to 37.4 million Latinos/as; the majority of them immigrated from 

México (Ramirez & de la Cruz, 2002). Projected population estimates for the year 2010 

predict that approximately 16% of people living in the United States will be Latino/a. 

California which is the most populous state in the United States and is one-third larger than 

that of the next largest state, Texas, mirrors this demographic growth. This population growth 

in California resonates in the public schools system as well. 

In California’s public schools, Latino/a children make up the largest racial group: 

50% of the 6.2 million K-12 student population. The second largest racial group is Whites at 

27%, followed by Asians at 8.51%, and African Americans at 6.9% (California Department 

of Education [CDE], 2010). These demographics indicate a major shift in the K-12 

population: Latino/a students have outnumbered White students, who are now the minority 

among school-aged children. Fifteen years earlier, Whites comprised 41% of the K-12 

student population in California while Latinos/as only comprised 38%. Furthermore, 1.2 

million California students are classified as limited-English-proficient students. This 

constitutes 33% of the entire K-12 student population in California, of which 84% is 

Spanish-speaking (CDE, 2010). This demographic shift in California’s K-12 student 
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population heightens the challenges for California educators because Latinos/as face the 

highest risk of school failure of any ethnic group (Gándara, 1998). 

This growth of Latinos/as in the U.S. and specifically in California implores 

educators to examine our educational system and how our Latino/a students are being served 

and taught within this system. Many studies continue to show that the American educational 

system is doing a disservice to our Latino/a students (Huerta, 2002; Olivos & Quintana de 

Valladolid, 2005). Even more research points to studies that focus on helping educators and 

reformers understand how to better help our Latino/a students achieve in the American 

educational system (Bussert-Webb, 2009; Olmedo, 2009; Waterman, 2008). Educators need 

to include the recognition and support of linguistic and cultural diversity in the classroom and 

open the door to hear and to listen to the voices of Latino/a families (Engeström, Miettinen, 

& Punamäki, 1999; Kozulin, Gindis, Ageyev & Miller, 2003; Lantolf, 2000; Lantolf & 

Appel, 1996; Nieto, 2002). Educators must embrace the culture and humanity of every 

student and help support the maintenance of multiple cultures within our school communities 

(Brown & Souto-Manning, 2008).  

Understanding Latino/a culture can aid the American educational system in 

responding to the needs of these students. Often times in American public schools the 

cultural aspects, values and beliefs of Latino/a families are not taken into consideration. This 

often happens due to the fact that many educators are still regarding bilingualism and 

biculturalism as a deficit (Brown & Souto-Manning, 2008; Waterman, 2008). Due to this 

deficit perception many Latino/a parents embrace accelerated English acquisition and many 



  

 3

times feel they are forced to forgo their language and culture in order to assimilate into the 

American culture. 

Throughout the United States, deficit perspectives contribute to Latino/a students’ 

failure in terms of school success (Gonzalez, 2005; Schultz & Hull, 2002). A deficit lens 

assumes that certain groups of students (often those labeled by ethnicity, first language, 

socioeconomic status, and approach to learning tasks) are seen as “missing” certain skills or 

lacking background knowledge. A similar term that is often used is cultural deprivation 

which is a focus or idea that a student’s home culture has failed to provide the student with 

the necessary skills needed to succeed (Valdés, 1996). This ideology is similar to colonist 

ideology, whereby colonizer attributes are regarded as superior (Hamann, Wortham & 

Murillo, 2002). These superior attitudes are recycled into various institutions requiring 

immigrants to conform to the practices and identities of the majority. Ogbu (1981) and 

Valdés discuss many attempts that have been made to “fix” immigrant parents through 

parenting programs offered in schools. Meanwhile, surrounded by messages that Latinos/as 

have deficits and/or come from inferior cultures many students adopt an oppositional stance 

toward schooling, making it possible for those who hold the deficit perspective to point to 

school performance as evidence that their position is well founded (Brown & Souto-

Manning, 2008). 

This deficit perspective can also lead educators to believe that Latino/a parents do not 

value education and that they lack the skills necessary to be involved in their children’s 

education and school (Valencia & Black, 2002). Using this perspective some believe that 

immigrant parents are too busy to be involved in expected and meaningful ways, when, in 
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fact, Latino/a immigrant parents place a high value on education and supporting their 

children's success in U.S. schools (Delgado-Gaitan, 1990; Gonzalez et al., 1993; Lopez, 

2001; Ruiz-de-Velasco & Fix, 2000; Valdés, 1996). In spite of poverty and the demands on 

parents’ time most immigrant parents value their children’s education (Watterman, 2008).  

Purpose of Study 

The conceptual framework for this narratological, phenomenological study was to 

develop an understanding of the cultural aspects and beliefs of Latino/a families experiencing 

the American educational system. Cultural aspects and experiences of Latino/a students 

impact the learning of Spanish-speaking Latino/a students in American public schools. The 

phenomenological inquiry of this study was to focus on how cultural aspects and beliefs 

affect the learning of Latino/a students by listening to the voices of Latino/a families. 

Phenomenological Studies 

 According to Creswell (2003) in phenomenological studies the researcher identifies 

the “essence” of human experiences concerning a phenomenon. Phenomenology as a 

philosophy as well as a method strives to understand the essence of “lived experiences”. The 

procedure involves studying a small number of participants through extensive, prolonged 

engagement to develop patterns of relationships of meaning (Moustakas, 1994). The 

phenomenon studied in this research project was the cultural aspects and beliefs of Latino/a 

families experiencing the American educational system.  

Cultural aspects and beliefs were defined in this study as traditions that classify the 

Latino/a student as a Latino/a. The traditions could include, but are not limited to, language, 

language acquisition, community context, indigenous learning processes, family structure, 
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immigration status, cultural experiences, and so on. Stories and the voices of Latino/a 

families are heard throughout this study with the purpose of capturing the essence of the 

lived experiences of Latino/a families.  

Heuristic Studies 

I used the voices and stories of my participants throughout this study. Through a 

heuristic lens I shared my own experiences with my Spanish-speaking children of Latino/a 

descent and their journey through the American educational system. I also will share my own 

observations of the Latino/a families that I serve while being a principal to a school with 

approximately 75% Latino/a students. I used a heuristic lens throughout my research in two 

ways: (a) by having personal experience with and intense interest in the phenomenon under 

study, and (b) by those being part of the study sharing an intensity of experience with the 

phenomenon (Patton, 2002). In my experience I have three adopted children who recently 

entered the United States at the ages of four, six and seven speaking no English. They have 

since had to learn to speak, read and write English within the American educational system. I 

also work and associate with many Latino/a students and families on a daily basis one 

hundred and eighty days out of the year as a principal to students of Latino/a decent. The 

phenomenon studied for this research included cultural aspects, values and beliefs that affect 

the learning of Spanish-speaking Latino/a students. My three children and the majority of the 

students and families I serve are of Latino/a descent, Spanish-speaking, and are learning 

within the American educational system. 
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Narrative Studies 

I used a narratological structure to present the voices of my participants to understand 

the traditions that define Latino/a cultural aspects and beliefs. Narrative studies as defined by 

Patton (2002) emphasize an understanding of lived experience and perceptions of experience 

answering the fundamental questions of: What does this narrative or story reveal about the 

person and world from which it came?, and How can this narrative be interpreted so that it 

provides an understanding of and illuminates the life and culture that created it? Freire (1993) 

believed that within a narrative framework the storyteller is not central to the story but only 

the story must be the central guiding standard. Freire rejected the notion of teaching being 

equal to telling. To be a narrative that teaches one must meet the needs of the participant on 

his or her own soil of concern. In other words a narrative is not a telling forced upon another 

but a form of participatory learning (Arnett, 2002).  

Lawrence-Lightfoot (1986) described the narrative approach as a method that allows 

the researcher to produce a full picture of an event or person that tells as much about the 

subject as it does about the researcher or portraitist (Chapman, 2007). As I combined my 

heuristic lens with the narratives of my participants, portraiture was used as the platform 

from where the stories of the participants were told. Through the voices and stories that I 

studied I developed an understanding of my participant’s educational views and cultural 

aspects. 

Ethnographic Studies 

I used an ethnographic approach as I involved myself in the social settings that 

allowed for direct observations of the activities of the group being studied, communications 



  

 7

and interactions with people, and opportunities for informal and formal interviews (Bogdan 

& Taylor, 1975; Jorgensen, 1989; Lofland, 1971; Moustakas, 1994). The setting that allowed 

me to pursue this ethnographic study was Dry Creek Elementary where I engaged myself in a 

variety of opportunities collecting a cultural description that emerged only from a lengthy 

period of intimate study and residence in this given social setting (Van Manen, 1982). 

Ethnographic inquiry “calls for the language spoken in that setting, first-hand participation in 

some of the activities that take place there and a deep reliance on intensive work with a few 

informants drawn from the setting” (Van Manen, 1982, p. 103-104).  

For this ethnographic study I engaged with my participants by being actively involved 

in the educational social setting of Dry Creek Elementary where I am the principal. As the 

principal of Dry Creek Elementary I am involved in the natural school setting of my 

participants. Merriam (1998) described ethnographic case study research conducted in 

education settings as focusing on specific issues and problems of practice so that they can be 

identified, explained and evaluated. My focus was on educational issues and problems of 

practice for Latino/a families in American education settings. 

Ultimately, my goal was to take the reader through a journey of Latino/a families’ 

experiences as they traveled through the American educational system. The primary goal of 

this research was to understand the cultural aspects and beliefs of Latino/a students in the 

American educational system with the hopes that the findings will help me, other educators 

and policy makers to know how to best help Latino/a students become successful in their 

educational endeavors within the American educational system. 
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Research Questions 

My guiding question: What are the cultural aspects of Latino/a families and how do 

these aspects affect their experiences within the American educational system? More 

specifically, based upon their cultural aspects and beliefs what do Latino/a parents and 

students believe and understand about the American educational system? This study was 

designed to respond to four progressive a priori questions: (a) what are some of the 

sociocultural and historical experiences that Latino/a families face which may affect their 

experience in the American educational system? (b) are the educational experiences of the 

families studied reflected in their educational perspectives of the American educational 

system? (c) What are some cultural patterns and values Latino/a families hold dear which are 

reflected in their attitude and beliefs of the American educational system? and (d) Are the 

hopes and dreams that Latino/a families have for their children being fulfilled within the 

current support structures of the American educational system? 

Theoretical Framework 

 The conceptual framework for this study included a system of concepts, assumptions, 

expectations, beliefs, and theories that supported and informed my research (Miles & 

Huberman, 1994; Robson, 2002). Miles and Huberman (1994) defined a conceptual 

framework as a visual or written product, one that “explains, either graphically or in narrative 

form, the main things to be studied – the key factors, concepts, or variables – and the 

presumed relationships among them” (p. 18). Maxwell (2005) stated, “This conceptual 

framework may also be called the ‘theoretical framework’ or ‘idea context’ for the study” (p. 
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33). For the purpose of this study I used the term “theoretical framework” to describe key 

factors, concepts or variables that were studied. 

For my research, I focused on four conceptual strands within this theoretical 

framework. The first strand I focused on was educational history and policies of Latino/a 

Americans within the context of American public schools. In this strand I attempted to 

understand and share some of the historical and sociocultural ramifications that have affected 

and continue to affect Latino/a educational opportunities. I focused on educational policy and 

history within the United States and because my research has been gathered within the state 

of California I specifically highlighted some of California’s educational history and policies. 

The policies and history that have impacted the United States and the California educational 

system have played a major role in creating specific sociocultural experiences for Latino/a 

families and, in turn, have affected their educational experiences within the American 

educational system. An a priori question highlighted within this strand included what are 

some of the sociocultural experiences of the Latino/a families in this study and how might 

this affect their experiences within the American educational system? 

The second strand I focused on is creating a critical lens for the families studied by 

specifically highlighting two critical theories – Latino/a critical race theory (LatCrit) and 

Critical race theory (CRT). With these theories I focused on how CRT and LatCrit play an 

important role “in liberating human beings from the circumstances that enslave them” 

(Horkheimer, 1982, p. 244). The overall American education that Latinos/as have 

encountered in the United States has enslaved Latinos/as into a realm of oppression in which 

Latinos/as feel powerless, unimportant and helpless. It is important to look at LatCrit and 
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CRT and reform efforts in order to address the oppression that many Latinos/as in our 

American public educational system experience. Until recently discussions of stratification 

and inequality were largely absent in most teacher education courses. Despite their 

invisibility, questions about equity and social justice are at the core of education (Nieto, 

2002). The families in this study have experienced and still experience many challenging 

circumstances and in some cases feel enslaved by these circumstances. Within this 

dissertation a connection will be made between CRT and LatCrit and the sub question how 

have the educational experiences that Latino/a families have faced affected their perspective 

of the American educational system? 

The third strand I focused on is developing an understanding of the cultural aspects 

and beliefs of Latino/a families experiencing the American educational system. Bussert-

Webb (2009) referred to culture aspects as the “values, traditions, worldview, and social and 

political relationships created, shared, and transformed by a group of people bound together 

by a common history, geographic location, language, social class, religion, or shared 

identities” (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 171). Cultural aspects can also include but are not limited 

to language, language acquisition, community context, learning processes, family structure, 

immigration status, cultural experiences, and so on. For this study I explored the fundamental 

cultural aspects and beliefs that allow Latinos/as to learn within their own cultural context. 

Culture plays an important role in the learning process and must be recognized in order to 

successfully help the Latino/a learner. Within this strand I also focused on sociocultural 

theory as an avenue for gaining an understanding of cultural aspects and beliefs of families 

experiencing the American educational system. If parents are what Vygosky (1978) said are 
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the primary conduit which passes culture into the child then we must start with the parents 

and develop an understanding of what cultural aspects, beliefs and values are being passed 

onto the child in order to better support the learning of our Latino/a students. The sub 

question what are the cultural aspects and beliefs that Latino/a families hold dear that are 

refelcted in the perspectives they have regarding the Amercian educational system? is the 

central focus of this strand. 

The fourth strand that I focused on was what kind of appropriate, effective and 

accurate educational support and practices are best for our Latino/a learners. I focused on 

learning within a cultural context as a basis for implementing “best practices” for Latino/a 

students. During this study it was important to investigate what effective support strategies 

will help Latino/a students in order to break the cycle of Latino/a educational oppression and 

inadequacy. A look at past and current educational practices were explored with the hope that 

positive, Latino/a-focused practices, support, and strategies can be put into action by schools, 

school districts and policy makers in the United States. I am hopeful that listening to the 

voices of my participants will enlighten educators to various support strategies for Latino/a 

learners and that the sub question of what best practices can be put into place for Latino/a 

students in order to ensure that the hopes and dreams that Latino/a parents have for their 

children are being fulfilled? will be answered.  

History and Policies of Latino/a Education in the United States 

Latino/a education in the United States has been described by Kanellos (1998) as an 

education that started out bleak, slow and inequitable. The roots and patterns of 

contemporary Latino/a education can be found in the Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo conquests 
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of North America. The original Spanish influence extended from the Carolinas and Florida 

on the East Coast, down through the Gulf Coast and on to the western part of the United 

States. By the end of the Spanish period in the early 1800s, the vast majority of Spanish 

subjects were concentrated in Indian-controlled lands of what we know today as the 

American Southwest: California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. According to Kanellos 

informal rather than formal learning was the norm during the first three hundred years of 

Spanish rule. Formal education began to emerge during the nineteenth century to meet the 

increasing needs of the Latino/a population for literacy and socialization. Kanellos also 

described the schools for Latino/a students at this time as segregated, assimilationist, 

nonacademic in orientation, and inferior to those provided to other children. 

Kanellos (1998) described public education as continuing to be the dominant form of 

schooling for Latino/a students (in comparison to parochial and private schooling). As a 

result of various pressures, schools have become more sensitive to the academic, cultural, 

and linguistic needs of the Latino/a population. However, the patterns of inequality continue. 

Unequal access to schools and educational resources continues to characterize the schooling 

of Latinos/as. Unlike the past, the Latino/a community is now more diverse and includes a 

significant number of immigrants from all areas of the Spanish-speaking world, including 

México, Puerto Rico, the Caribbean, Central America, and the rest of Spanish America. 

Hence, immigration of Latino/a students seems to also be an issue as one looks at the 

educational experiences of Latino/a students.  

Thernstrom and Thernstrom (2003) described the history of Latino/a education in the 

United States and the social, economic and emotional journey that Latinos/as have had to 
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endure as they have immigrated into the United States. Thernstrom and Thernstrom 

presented a positive perspective of the plight of Latino/a students and argued that the overall 

educational status has gotten better for the Latino/a student. 

Critical Lens: Critical Race Theory and Latino/a Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory and Latino/a critical race theory are revolutionary movements and 

both theories are used throughout this study as a lens to determine action that needs to be 

taken in order to better support Latino/a learning in the United States. Both theories are 

defined separately and then used in tandem as a critical lens for this study. 

Critical race theory (CRT) is described by some as an exciting and revolutionary 

movement that puts race at the center of critical analysis. Although there are no set of 

doctrines or methodologies that can simply define critical race theory, scholars who write 

within the parameters of this intellectual movement share two very broad commitments. 

First, critical race theory describes the relationship between presumably race-neutral ideals, 

like "the rule of law," "merit," and "equal protection," and the structure of white supremacy 

and racism. Second, critical race theory proposes ways to use "the vexed bond between law 

and racial power" (Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Thomas, 1996, p. xiii) to transform that 

social structure and to advance the political commitment of racial emancipation. 

Delgado and Stefancic (2001) point out five basic tenets of critical race theory which 

include: (a) racism is ordinary, not aberrational – “normal science,” the usual way society 

does business, the common, everyday experience of most people of color in this country; (b) 

our system of white-over-color ascendancy serves important purposes, both psychic and 

material; (c) the “social construction” thesis, holds that race and races are products of social 
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thought and relations. Not objective, inherent, or fixed, they correspond to no biological or 

genetic reality; rather, races are categories that society invents, manipulates, or retires when 

convenient; (d) critical writers in law, as well as social science, have drawn attention to the 

ways the dominant society racializes different minority groups at different times, in response 

to shifting needs such as the labor market; and (e) the notion of a unique voice of color; 

minority status, in other words, brings with it a presumed competence to speak about the 

experience of race and racism. 

Latino/a critical race theory (LatCrit) originally emerged out of a series of debates 

stemming from various critical race theory meetings during the late 1980s and early 1990s. 

The first meeting for what would become LatCrit, occurred in San Juan, Puerto Rico as part 

of a Latino National Bar Association Law Professor's meeting in 1995. LatCrit responds 

primarily to the long historical presence and general sociolegal invisibility of Latinos/as in 

the United States. As with other traditionally subordinated communities within this country, 

the combination of longstanding occupancy and persistent marginality fueled an increasing 

sense of frustration among contemporary Latino/a legal scholars (Valdés, 1997, 2000). 

Valdés also claims that like other genres of critical legal scholarship, LatCrit literature tends 

to reflect the conditions of its production as well as the conditioning of its early and vocal 

adherents (Valdés, 1997). 

Born from and during a 1995 colloquium on Latinos/as and critical race theory, 

LatCrit theory is an intervention designed to highlight Latino/a concerns and voices in legal 

discourse and social policy. Because it was born of the CRT experience, LatCrit theory views 

itself as a "close cousin" to CRT, a cousin that always welcomes CRT, both in spirit and in 



  

 15

the flesh, to its gatherings (Hernandez-Truyol, 1997; Johnson & Martinez, 1999; Montoya, 

1999; Valdés, 1997). 

The development of LatCrit reflects both the strengths and shortcomings of CRT as 

revealed by a Latino/a-identified critique of the first decade (Valdés, 1997). Molded in part 

by a critical assessment of CRT's substantive and structural record, Valdés claims that 

LatCrit theory from its very inception has been self-consciously devoted to practicing CRT's 

original commitments and pioneering techniques in a self-critical way. LatCrit theorists have 

been determined to embrace CRT’s original antisubordination vision and have devised a 

conscious and critical self-conception similar though not identical to CRT. (Johnson, 2000; 

Mutua, 1999).  

We cannot ignore the fact that White dominance and power is evident in many venues 

in today’s society. One very important role that CRT and LatCrit endure is to make sure that 

race issues are continued to be looked at and challenged. In many ways one only has to look 

around to notice that the White race has the advantage in the majority of society’s arenas. We 

cannot change the inequities until we face them and own them. In regards to education these 

inequalities perpetuate unequal access to education and core curriculum, high drop out rates, 

and a disadvantage in aspirations of Latino/a students.  

If the American educational system is going to correct its deficiencies for its Latino/a 

students, the voices of Latino/a students and their families must be heard. The educational 

system must be made aware of what they can do better and where they need to start in order 

to improve the educational success of Latino/a students. The cultural aspects and beliefs 
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which impact Latino/a learning in American schools must be studied and successful 

strategies of support must be applied.  

Cultural Aspects and Beliefs of Latino/a Families 

There are cultural aspects and beliefs that affect Latino/a learning in the American 

educational system which need to be studied and addressed to ensure Latino/a student 

success (Bussert-Webb, 2009). Cultural aspects have been described as the “values, 

traditions, worldview, and social and political relationships created, shared, and transformed 

by a group of people bound together by a common history, geographic location, language, 

social class, religion, or shared identities” (Nieto & Bode, 2008, p. 171). 

Paradise (1996, 1994a, 1994b, 1991) studied several cultural issues related to Latino/a 

children and education which included the following: (a) indigenous learning processes 

which focused on the cultural aspects, beliefs and values of education in Mazahua children, 

inside and outside of school, such as: motivation, autonomy, observation, international 

organization, and nonverbal communication and (b) the community context and the 

schooling of Mazahua children and the relationship between community and school. This 

work was developed with Mazahua immigrant families in Merced, México City and in two 

Mazahua peoples of the State of México.  

Within the context of school and community Paradise (1996, 1994a, 1994b, 1991) 

studied related topics including: the role played by institutions, groups and individuals from 

the community in the functioning of the local school; the nature of the relationship 

established between school personnel (principal, teachers) and community members (parents, 

municipal delegate, and a priest) and the use of school facilities for the community; and 
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observational-participatory learning – identifying and characterizing the set strategies and 

practices that constitute the learning that takes place in family and community contexts. 

Paradise found that listening to the voices of Mazahua immigrants helped develop an 

understanding of cultural aspects and beliefs related to the educational system. Although 

most of her studies took place in Mazahua, México her findings have shown to be similar to 

studies related to Mexican immigrants experiencing the American educational system. 

Zambrana and Zoppi (2003) asserted that to improve academic success, school 

personnel need awareness and knowledge of how to translate cultural wealth–ethnic values, 

customs, traditions and language–into social capital for Latinos/as. Investments in both 

Latinos/as and their families include providing informational resources to the parents on the 

importance of education in this society, the process of entering college and mechanisms for 

financial assistance, and, as an intergenerational approach, the identification of ethnic 

specific and appropriate mentors for Latinos/as via university-high school partnerships 

(Williams, 2002). In acknowledging and encouraging a strong ethnic identity and providing 

students with academic skills, especially in math and science, as well as the knowledge to 

negotiate educational systems in the U.S., educational personnel would assume a major role 

in translating academic aspirations into social capital. Williams believes that translating 

cultural wealth into social capital will foster resilience and hope among young Latinos/as and 

increase their opportunities to develop cognitively, emotionally and behaviorally.  

Educational Support for Latino/a Learners 

Educational support for Latino/a learners is not just about classrooms strategies or 

new curriculum it is also about connecting culture and learning within American classrooms. 
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In order for educators to develop an understanding of our Latino/a students it is important to 

understand the cultural aspects and beliefs of our students. Studies that look at the high drop 

out rate of Latino/a students tend to focus on certain cultural issues that may contribute to the 

lack of educational success in Latino/a students. Cultural aspects addressed in many studies 

are related to the stereotyping of Latino/a students and families; deficit perspectives of 

Latino/a students; school effectiveness; learning processes; community context and school; 

culture and learning; and language barriers (Goldenberg, 2008; Nieto, 2002/1996; Valdés, 

1986; Vygotsky, 1986). Other studies highlight the voices of the Latino/a students and their 

families as they share their frustrations with the American educational system (Secada et al., 

1998). 

Brown and Souto-Manning (2008) focused on a sociocultural perspective which 

unites the academic fields of culture and cognition, considering the role of each child’s 

cultural group in learning. As young children interact with more experienced members of 

their culture, they develop a shared schema and script for expressing their knowledge. Social 

relationships form the basis of learning (Gregory, Long, & Volk, 2004). Cultural identity, a 

sense of belonging to a certain cultural group, affects how children use and develop 

literacies. Literacy development is connected to the context in which it occurs and is always 

“filtered through the culture” (Perez, 2004, p. 5) of each child. Children develop their 

identities as they begin to “search for words, phrases, idiomatic expressions” to express their 

wants, needs, and desires (Norton & Toohey, 2002, p. 115). For a child, being able to display 

one’s expert knowledge directly connects to the maintenance of personal identity (Datta, 

2004). 
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Dyson (1993) used three spheres to examine the world of children: home, school, and 

peers. Dyson explained that cultural histories affect a child’s ability to situate herself in the 

social arena of the classroom. Using their own words, young children bring certain structures 

and overtones to their social lives that impact their roles and acceptance within the classroom 

community. Dyson stated that sometimes the language in the world of the classroom conflicts 

with the child’s respective ways of using language, thus de-privileging some voices while 

privileging others.  

Paradise (1996; 1994a; 1994b; 1991) studied several issues related to Latino/a 

children and education which include the following: indigenous learning processes, 

community context and schooling, and observational-participatory learning. Paradise (2002; 

1998; 1985) explained that when looking at Latino/a children and taking into account the 

culture in which they come from and many times live in one must look at the cultural aspects, 

beliefs, and values that may affect their learning processes.  

Valdés (2001) studied four Latino/a students over a period of two years to examine 

the challenges of learning English, or not learning English. She found that too often students 

are placed in the “ESL ghetto” and isolated from meaningful interactions with their English-

speaking peers. Valdés also found that what was happening in the community socially and 

politically was directly related to what was happening in school. Latino/a children had 

internalized the views and perceptions of mainstream American. They saw themselves as 

inferior. 

In regards to practical classroom strategies according to Echevarria, Vogt, and Short 

(2004) students learning a second language move through stages. Hill and Flynn (2006) 
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stated that there are three very important premises that one should remember while teaching 

English language learners which include: (a) all students acquiring English will pass through 

stages; (b) the length of time students spend at each level will be as varied as the students 

themselves; and (c) we should not expect utterances from English language learners (ELLs) 

that are beyond or beneath their stages of acquisition. 

One of the most important things one should know about ELLs is which stage of 

acquisition they are in. Knowing and understanding the stage and its characteristics are 

critical for effectively differentiating instruction for these students. According to Hill and 

Flynn (2006) the stages of learning that ELLs go through include the preproduction stage, the 

early production stage, the speech emergence stage, the intermediate fluency stage, and the 

advanced fluency stage. 

Sheltered instruction has been one medium for delivering content knowledge in a way 

that allows both concepts and academic English proficiency to be nourished. In sheltered 

instruction, academic content is taught to ELLs in English by using techniques such as 

speaking slowly, using visual aids and manipulatives, and avoiding the use of idioms. In Jane 

D. Hill and Flynn (2006) and Echevarria et al. (2004) practices for teaching English language 

learners are outlined and clearly described. The following paragraph briefly describes the 

Sheltered Instruction Observation Protocol (SIOP) model. 

The SIOP model developed by Echevarria et al. (2004) is a research-based model that 

many mainstream teachers use to better instruct ELLs. It emphasizes both content and 

language objectives in grade-level curriculum, helping teacher and schools teach English to 

ELLs while also helping students meet challenging state standards. Teachers must set content 
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objectives while also reviewing which linguistic functions and structures in the lesson 

students will need in order to effectively participate. Devices and procedures for sheltering 

instruction include the following: manipulatives, miniature objects, realia, visuals (photos, 

pictures, drawings), body movements and pantomime, facial expressions and gestures, clear 

expression and articulation, short, simple sentences, eye contact with students, high-

frequency vocabulary, reduction of idiomatic expressions, personalized language and nouns 

favored over pronouns, more description though synonyms, and prior content introduction 

(preview). 

Overview of Methodology 

The phenomenological inquiry of this study was to focus on how cultural aspects and 

beliefs of Latino/a families impact their children’s academic achievement. By taking a 

narratological, phenomenological approach to this case study I hoped to not only bring out 

and understand the participant’s “real life” human experiences but also to find a place where 

I could bring out my own personal and professional experiences. Personally, I bring the 

experience of adopting and supporting my own children who are of Latino/a descent and who 

have been classified as English language learners in the American educational system. 

Professionally, I bring 18 years of experience as an educator who has worked closely with 

Latino/a families within the American educational system. Tying together my participants’ 

experiences and my own experiences was inevitable as I delved deep into the lives of my 

participants. I wanted to understand the experiences that Latino/a families have to deal with 

as they watch their children go through the American educational system.  
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As I experienced this narratological, phenomenological study I focused not only on 

understanding my participants’ experiences within the American educational system, but I 

found ways that educators can support Latino/a families experiencing the American 

educational system. I learned about what aides and what impedes Latino/a learners. Finally, I 

was able to write about and describe practical and pedagogical ways in which educators can 

help Latino/a students achieve their hopes and dreams within our American educational 

system. By also using a heuristic and ethnological lens I have begun to understand my 

participants’ aspirations, their frustrations, and their successes within the American 

educational system. 

The contextual concepts I used to explore this heuristic, phenomenological, 

narratological and ethnological study included developing an understanding of cultural 

aspects, beliefs and values within Latino/a families which play a role in the educational 

achievement of Latino/a children; how educators can help their students of Latino/a descent; 

and educational reform efforts to help Latino/a families. These concepts made up my 

theoretical framework. Maxwell (2005) defined conceptual framework as a visual or written 

product, one that “explains, either graphically or in narrative form, the main things to be 

studied – the key factors, concepts, or variables – and the presumed relationships among 

them” (p. 33).  The ethnological inquiry was defined as studying Latino/a family cultural 

aspects and beliefs of the American educational system through their lens, through their 

experiences. Methods of inquiry included narratological reflection on data elicited by 

existential investigation of Latino/a families’ cultural aspects and beliefs and the 

investigation of the phenomenon as seen by Latino/a families.  
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As a lens for my research and study CRT and LatCrit was used hand in hand as a 

framework that challenges the dominant discourse on race, gender, and class as it is related to 

education and how educational theory, policy, and practice subordinate certain racial and 

ethnic groups (Solórzano & Delgado, 2001; Solórzano & Yosso, 2000). Theorists of CRT 

and LatCrit acknowledge that educational structures, processes, and discourse operate in 

contradictory ways with their potential to oppress and marginalize. CRT and LatCrit are 

transdisciplinary and draw on many bodies of progressive scholarship to understand and 

improve the educational experiences of students of color (Deyhle et al., 1999).  

Solórzano (1998) outlined the following five defining elements of CRT and LatCrit in 

relationship to educational research which form the basis of both CRT and LatCrit including 

(a) the importance of transdisciplinary approaches; (b) an emphasis on experiential 

knowledge; (c) a challenge to dominant ideologies; (d) the centrality of race and racism and 

their intersectionality with other forms of subordination; and (e) a commitment to social 

justice. I used these five elements as my lens while I interviewed, observed, and empowered 

the participants in my study. A CRT and LatCrit lens “can unveil and explain how and why 

‘raced’ children are overwhelmingly the recipients of low teacher expectations and are 

consequently tracked, placed in low-level classes and receive ‘dull and boring’ curriculums” 

(Villenas & Deyhle, 1999, p. 415).  

In order to use this lens effectively it was necessary to look at some critical 

components that are affecting our Latino/a students in the American educational system. As I 

took this journey into the lives of my Latino/a students and families through a critical lens I 

began to understand and empathize with my participants. Through a critical lens I focused 
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my research on the following topics related to Latino/a concerns within the American 

educational system: (a) inequities that Latino/a students face in American education; (b) 

Latino/a voices and their perspectives of their journey’s within the American educational 

system; and (c) reform efforts geared to help promote equality for Latino/a students within 

the American educational system.  

Participant and Site Selection 

This study took place within an urban core elementary school in a Northern 

California city. The school district has approximately 36,000 students. The elementary school 

has a student population of over 500 students where over seventy-percent are of Latino/a 

descent and speak English and Spanish. The participants were families of Latino/a descent 

who were actively involved in the education of their children as they participated in a parent 

class called the Parent Connection. During the Parent Connection parents were introduced to 

educational policies and experienced hands-on curriculum lessons from the teacher of the 

class. The parents engaged in the current curriculum that is the same as what their children 

were experiencing within their classrooms.  

Of the Latino/a families observed and interviewed four were chosen for an in-depth 

study of the cultural context from where these families come from, how this context affects 

the learning of their children, and how by listening to their voices educators can understand 

how to best help our Latino/a students. The participants selected for this case study were 

selected based on a purposeful sampling of families of Latino/a descent who were 

experiencing the American public educational system. Creswell (2007) explained that 

criterion sampling is appropriate in a phenomenological study because “all individuals 
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studied represent people who have experienced the phenomenon” (p. 118). Each case was 

selected from a group of families assuring that they represented students of Latino/a descent. 

The unit of analysis in this study was the voices of Latino/a families as they shared their 

attitudes and beliefs of the American educational system. The voices of Latino/a families 

were used in order to create transferability and a more global awareness of Latino/a families 

experiencing the American educational system. 

Data Procedures and Strategies 

Within a qualitative context I used five procedures to collect data (a) family 

informational surveys; b) observations of a curriculum-based parent group held at the school 

(using field notes); c) interviews with the four parents of the families chosen (semi-

structured); d) group interviews with the four parents chosen (semi-structured); and e) a 

group interview with the children of the families chosen. 

I used three analytic strategies in collecting, analyzing and interpreting data: memos, 

contextualizing and categorizing (Maxwell, 2005) to organize and interpret data. The 

analysis of this data allowed me to develop profiles (Seidman, 1991) and then to create 

portraitures on each parent of the four families chosen (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-

Davis, 1997). Emergent and prevailing themes from the individual profiles were then 

categorized and used for cross-analysis on developing an understanding of cultural aspects 

which flow through Latino/a families and impact what they believe and how they feel about 

the American educational system. From this analysis practical ways to authentically support 

Latino/a learners are suggested. 
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The data collected includes observations, interviews, autobiographies and audiotapes. 

Creswell (2002) stated, “that in many qualitative studies, inquirers collect multiple forms of 

data and spend a considerable about of time in the natural setting gathering information” (p. 

185). My goal was to go beyond typical observations and interviews in order to create reader 

interest and capture useful information that observations and interviews may miss. I believe 

that my own ability to speak and understand Spanish helped tremendously while collecting 

the data for this study. 

Summary 

The American educational system is not supporting the educational needs of Latino/a 

families and this neglect affects communities and societies as a whole. We are doing a 

disservice to our Latino/a students. I use the term we when referring to the educational 

system for a couple of reasons: (a) as an educational leader I too am responsible for the 

educational needs of my students at the public school in which I work; and (b) we represents 

the greater community – the community which includes the surrounding communities of the 

public school systems and the larger community of our nation. We are all in this together and 

must work to find a cure for the inadequacies of the American educational system towards 

our Latino/a students.  

Latinos/as are projected to become the largest ethnic minority in the United States by 

the early twenty-first century. If our country stays on its current path, the low rate of Latino/a 

school completion means that a large segment of the country’s soon-to-be largest minority 

group will be underprepared for employment, for making personal choices, and for 

engagement in civic life as is required for this democracy to grow and function effectively. 
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Dropouts diminish our democracy, our society, and their own opportunities (Secada et al., 

1998).  

Some Latinos/as are speaking and some educators are listening, but there is not 

enough action from educators, schools, school districts or policy makers for true change to 

take place. Studies have been done, books have been written, and some Latino/a voices have 

been brought forth, (e.g. Cabrera et al., 2000; Fisher, 1998; Pignatelli & Pflaum, 1994; 

Rodriguez, 1992; Secada et al., 1998) but enough action has not been taken to provide 

educational experiences which promote the recognition of cultural aspects, values and beliefs 

in order to generate more academic success for Latino/a students. 

In order to provide a guide to generate the academic success of Latino/a students this 

dissertation has been organized in a way that will focus the reader down a journey of self 

discovery, Latino/a cultural awareness, and recommendations for educators of Latino/a 

students. In chapter two I share relevant literature that focuses on Latino/a culture and values, 

critical pedagogies, and implications for critical educators of Latino/a students. Chapter three 

unfolds the specifics of the research design that was used for this study to gather relevant and 

reliable information from my participants. Chapter four provides the reader with portraits of 

each of the four chosen participants where their narratives and voices are heard. Chapter five 

summarizes and analyzes the data collected which provides a framework for next steps for 

educators of Latino/a students. 
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CHAPTER II                                                                                                        

LITERATURE REVIEW 

Organization of the Literature Review 

In this chapter I present an overview of sociocultural conditions and factors that 

impact the schooling experiences of Latino/a learners in the Unites States educational 

system. Although most of the literature being presented relate to students who come from 

many cultures and races, Latino/a students are the predominant focus of this study and this 

literature review. There are four major sections in this chapter along with sub-categories that 

outline the body of literature presented on this topic. The fifth section is a conclusion which 

will review and summarize the major themes addressed in this chapter. The sociocultural 

context that this body of literature is presented will guide the reader through a journey that 

will highlight a Latino/a perspective of education and culture within the American 

educational system.  

The first section of this literature review describes historical and policy trends that 

have played a role in creating unique sociocultural experiences for Latino/a students in the 

United States. The second section focuses on using a critical lens to describe and understand 

the injustices and oppression that Latino/a students have faced within society in general but 

specifically within the American educational system. The third section focuses on 

understanding specific cultural aspects that flow through Latino/a families and impact what 

they believe and how they feel about the American educational system. The fourth section 

focuses on finding practical ways to authentically and effectively support the learning of 

Latino/a students in the American educational system by using a cultural context as a 
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framework of design. The fifth section is a review and summarization of the major themes 

within this chapter. 

History and Policies of Latino/a Education in the United States 

To study the history of Latino/a education in the United States one must first look at 

how our forefathers defined education in the democratic sense.  We must look at who our 

Latino/a learners are and how they fit into the picture of a democratic education. In looking 

at democratic education we have to look at the beginnings of our nation and how our nation 

defined democracy. Democracy is based on the belief of equality, liberty and the pursuit of 

happiness as it is stated in the Declaration of Independence (1776) “all men are created equal, 

that they are endowed by their Creator with certain unalienable rights that among these are 

life, liberty, and the pursuit of happiness.” Is the American educational system providing 

equality, liberty and opportunities for our Latino/a students to pursue their hopes and 

dreams? 

Historical Trends in the American Educational System 

According Banks and Banks (2007) the conception of the founding fathers who 

created the Declaration of Independence was limited to White males who owned property 

(Foner, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 2004). White men without property, White women, and all 

African Americans and Indians were not included in their notion of people who were equal 

or who had “certain unalienable rights.” Many of our students are not White, and the 

extension of these rights have been neither constant nor linear. The extension of rights has 

often been followed by patterns of retrenchment and conservatism which Schlesinger (1986) 

calls cycles of American history. 
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Since the founding fathers created the Declaration of Independence many people have 

questioned it and used it to gain their rights in America. Groups such as women, African 

Americans, Native Americans, and other cultural and ethnic groups have used the 

Declaration of Independence to justify and defend the extension of human rights to them and 

to end institutional discrimination, such as sexism, racism, and discrimination against people 

with disabilities (Branch, 2006). The fight for true democracy is to involve intelligent, 

collaborative participation in society. Creative individuality is to be balanced with concern 

for the welfare of others and a desire for a common good. Human dignity, equity, justice, and 

caring are to serve as both an ends and a means in our political, economic, and social 

relations (Apple & Beane, 1998).  

In history progressives such as John Dewey, Maria Montessori, Jean Piaget, and 

Paulo Freire believed with firm conviction that democracy was possible, that the democratic 

way of life can be lived, and that our schools should and can bring democracy to life in the 

curriculum, in school governance, in community relations, and in the hearts and minds of 

young people (Apple & Beane, 1998). Educators are bombarded everyday with systems, 

people, or unseen entities that continue to fight against the democratic educational construct 

that we know is best for our students.  

Kozol (1991) asked the question, how democratic is a society that provides unequal 

education for its young citizens? One way our society proclaims to be democratic is by 

providing an equal education for all students. In looking at many examples of unequal 

educational situations Kozol listed the following: economic inequalities, inequalities in the 

basics of life (food, health care, housing, etc.), and racial inequalities which can and do 
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include racial, geographic, and economic isolation. Some schooling inequalities that Oakes 

and Lipton (2007) discussed include segregated schools, unequal spending, unequal 

opportunities to learn (buildings falling apart, crowded classrooms, lack of technology, and 

untrained teachers, etc.), and unequal community and peer resources. Also, there are 

increasing gaps in achievement, school completion, and college attendance.  

In order to create an equal community within schools and classrooms focusing on 

multiculturalism is recommended. Multiculturalism is defined by Lee, Menkart, and 

Okazawa-Rey (2002) as the ideal state in which people’s culture, language, heritage and 

humanity are fully valued. We are a society where many of our classrooms are full of 

beautiful skin colors and children from many different cultures. Our achievement gap is 

growing between various cultures, so, indeed, we need to look at multicultural education 

within our schools. 

We must look at multiculturalism within the school system because that which is 

validated by school becomes that which is worth knowing and writing about (Lee et al., 

2002). In a quote from John Dewey (1934), in A Common Faith, which is etched upon his 

memorial stone at the University of Vermont regarding humanity, community and the 

passing of values it reads: 

We who now live are parts of a humanity that extends into the remote past, a 

humanity that has interacted with nature. The things in civilization we most prize are 

not of ourselves. They exist by grace of the doings and sufferings of the continuous 

human community in which we are a link. Ours is the responsibility of conserving, 

transmitting, rectifying and expanding the heritage of values we have received that 
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those who come after us may receive it more solid and secure, more widely accessible 

and more generously shared than we have received it. 

Schools have a powerful effect on the way children and people think about things and 

how thoughts and values are passed on to other generations. In order to rectify the 

inequalities of society we must realize that we must be change agents within the schools. We 

must pass on this education in a more “solid, secure, and accessible” way than we received it. 

As the trends show our minority students are not receiving their education in this way. This 

calls for social justice within classrooms, schools, school districts, and state and national 

policies. 

Brief History of Latino/a Education 

The history of Latino/a education in the United States has been described by Kanellos 

(1998) as an education that starts out bleak, slow and inequitable. The roots and patterns of 

contemporary Latino/a education can be found in the Spanish, Mexican, and Anglo conquests 

of North America. The original Spanish influence extended from the Carolinas and Florida 

on the East Coast, down through the Gulf Coast and on to the western part of the United 

States. By the end of the Spanish period in the early 1800s, the vast majority of Spanish 

people were concentrated in Indian-controlled lands of what we know today as the American 

Southwest: California, Arizona, New Mexico, and Texas. According to Kanellos informal 

rather than formal learning was the norm during the first three hundred years of Spanish rule. 

Formal education began to emerge during the nineteenth century to meet the increasing needs 

of the Latino/a population for literacy and socialization. Kanellos explained that the schools 
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for Latino/a students at this time were segregated, assimilationist, nonacademic in 

orientation, and inferior to those provided to other children.  

In comparison to parochial and private schooling Latino/a public education is 

continuing to be the dominant form of schooling for Latinos/as (Kanellos, 1998). As a result 

of various pressures, schools have become more sensitive to the academic, cultural, and 

linguistic needs of the Latino/a population. However, the patterns of inequality continue. 

Unequal access to schools continues to characterize the schooling of Latinos/as. Unlike the 

past, the Latino/a community is now more diverse and includes a significant number of 

immigrants from all areas of the Spanish-speaking world, including México, Puerto Rico, the 

Caribbean, Central America, and the rest of Spanish America. Hence, immigration of 

Latino/a students seems to be an integral focus as one looks at the educational experiences of 

Latino/a students. 

According to Thernstrom and Thernstrom (2003) many problems affecting the school 

performance of Latino/a children are rooted in their immigration background, in their 

movement back and forth across the border, and in the specific cultural characteristics of the 

families who choose to migrate. Thernstrom and Thernstrom believe that when scholars and 

other observers see so many Latino/a students struggling in school, in diagnosing the 

problem they should first ask how many of their families are newcomers? Most current 

discussions of Latino/a education blithely ignore this question.  

Progress has been made, but the success rate of Latino/a children in our educational 

system is still unequal to other groups in our country. As recently as 1970, native-born 

Mexican Americans age 25 or more had spent an average of just 9.2 years in school. That 
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was 4 years more than their immigrant parents, but it was also 3 years below the figure for 

non-Latino/a Whites (Thernstrom & Thernstrom, 2003). The typical White adult three 

decades ago had a high school diploma; the typical second-generation Mexican had dropped 

out at the end of the eighth grade.  

According to Thernstrom and Thernstrom (2003) the serious gap in education is not 

at the point of transition from junior high school to high school or even at the transition from 

high school to college. Latinos/as are not very far behind others in their rates of college entry. 

But, like Blacks, they are much less successful in remaining in college long enough to earn a 

degree. Close to half of all Whites who start college earn their bachelor’s degree, but less 

than a quarter of Latinos/as and Blacks do so. Thernstrom and Thernstrom also explain that 

the overall view of Latino/a education started out bleak and slow progress was made. 

However, it seems that small, slow gains have been made for Latino/a public education. 

Educational Policies Affecting Latino/a Learners 

Recently, interest in the education of America’s children has grown. Much has 

stemmed from the desire that “all” students attain high levels of achievement expressed 

through the establishment of challenging national and state educational goals and standards 

(Huerta, 2002). California has been at the forefront of the academic standards movement, and 

during the 1990’s added a host of education reforms in respect to the low achievement test 

results of California’s public school-age students (Gándara & Maxwell-Jolly, 2000). Once 

considered one of the best educational systems in the nation, California students ranked at the 

bottom of the nation in reading achievement. California’s schools have been eroding since 

the 1960’s (Shields et al., 1999).  



  

35 

In an effort to improve its schools, California has set standards for what students 

should know and master in the core subject areas of math, reading, language arts, science, 

and social studies/history for each grade level (Huerta, 2002). Some of these initiatives 

include: a statewide assessment system (STAR testing), a statewide accountability system 

(Academic Performance Index-API), and a statewide high school exit exam to graduate from 

high school. Studies conducted by The Center for Learning found that state policy makers are 

sending a message to educators and parents that all children must achieve high levels of 

performance on standardized tests (Gándara, 1999; Shields et al., 1999). According to Huerta 

the California standard initiative moves beyond rhetoric to represent an actual effort to meet 

such goals.  

However, various scholars (Gándara, 2000; Orfield, 2000; Shields et al., 1999) 

question policies currently in place to bring about new school reform. Although they support 

the State’s new tenet, they fear that these approaches will not bring about a higher level of 

performance for “all” students. They feel that this reform comes at a time when California is 

encountering a severe teacher shortage and a growing diverse student population. The 

thought is that many of the current policies will further hinder low-income minority students. 

California’s minority and low-income students, many being Latino/a, have been 

greatly impacted by a host of educational reforms, including: class-sized reduction, 

elimination of bilingual education, high-stakes testing, school ranking, and required 

graduation exams (Huerta, 2002). As a result, the instruction of English language learners, 

who make up almost half of all Latino/a students, has changed markedly in the State due to 

these reforms (Gándara, 1998). Although the intent of these policies was to improve the 
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quality of education for “all” students, various scholars (De La Rosa & Maw, 1990; Gándara 

& Maxwell-Jolly, 2000; Gutierrez, 2000; Rumberger & Gándara, 2000) argued that these 

policies have in fact worsened the education of students from linguistic and ethnic-minority 

backgrounds and low-income families, many being Latino/a.  

Critical Lens: Critical Race Theory and Latino/a Critical Race Theory 

Together the theoretical frameworks of critical race theory (CRT) and Latino critical 

race theory (LatCrit) explore the ways that so-called race-neutral laws and policies perpetuate 

racial and/or ethnic and gender subordination. They emphasize the importance of viewing 

laws and lawmaking within the proper historical and cultural context to deconstruct their 

radicalized content (Crenshaw et al., 1996). These frameworks challenge dominant liberal 

ideas such as colorblindness and mediocrity and show how these ideas operate to 

disadvantage people of color and further advantage Whites (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993). 

“The task for critical race scholars is to uncover and explore the various ways in which racial 

thinking operates” (Flores, 2000, p. 437) in order to move to a more just society.  

Critical Race Theory 

Critical race theory (CRT) is a theoretical paradigm with origins in law, and recently 

popularized in the social sciences. Known contemporary critical race theorists, include 

Derrick Bell, Mari Matsuda, Richard Delgado, Kimberlé Crenshaw, Gloria Ladson-Billings, 

and William Tate. The writings of pioneers in sociology including W.E.B. DuBois and Max 

Weber have also contributed to CRT (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993). 

CRT is a revolutionary movement that puts race at the center of critical analysis. 

Although no set of doctrines or methodologies simply defines critical race theory, scholars 
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who write within the parameters of this intellectual movement share two very broad 

commitments. First, as a critical intervention into traditional civil rights scholarship, critical 

race theory describes the relationship between seemingly race-neutral ideals (i.e. "the rule of 

law," "merit," and "equal protection,") and the structure of White supremacy and racism. 

Second, critical race theory is a race-conscious and quasi-modernist intervention into critical 

scholarship to transform social structures and to advance the political commitment of racial 

emancipation (Crenshaw et al., 1996). 

Delgado and Stefancic (2001) point out five basic tenets of critical race theory which 

include: (a) racism is ordinary, not accidental. It is the common, everyday experience of most 

people of color in this country; (b) our system of White-over-color dominance serves 

important purposes, both psychic and material; (c) race and races are products of social 

thought and relations. Not objective or fixed; rather, races are categories that society invents, 

manipulates, or retires when convenient; (d) the dominant society racializes different 

minority groups at different times, in response to shifting needs such as the labor market; and 

(e) the notion of a unique voice of color. Minority status, in other words, brings with it a 

presumed competence to speak about the experience of race and racism. 

The above are just a few tenets or thoughts produced out of CRT. According to 

Delgado and Stefancic (1993) CRT also includes the following major themes: liberalism; 

storytelling; counter storytelling; revisionist interpretations of American civil rights law and 

progress; applying insights from social science writing on race and racism to legal problems; 

structural determinism; the intersections of race, sex, and class; essentialism and anti-

essentialism; cultural nationalism/separatism as well as encouraging Black nationalism; 
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power, or insurrection; legal institutions; critical pedagogy; and criticism and self-criticism. 

A recent compilation of CRT key writings by Crenshaw et al. (1996) points out that there is 

no canonical set of doctrines or methodologies to which CRT scholars all subscribe. 

However, these scholars are unified by two common interests—to understand how a regime 

of White supremacy and its subordination of people of color have been created and 

maintained in America and to change the bond that exists between law and racial power. 

Latino/a Critical Race Theory 

LatCrit is a discourse that responds primarily to the long historical presence and 

general sociolegal invisibility of Latinos/as in the United States (Valdés, 1996). As with 

other traditionally subordinated communities within this country, the combination of 

longstanding occupancy and persistent marginality fueled an increasing sense of frustration 

among contemporary Latino/a legal scholars, some of whom already identified with CRT and 

participated in its gatherings (Valdés, 1997).  

LatCrit self-consciously endeavors both the creation of scholarship through 

community and the creation of community through scholarship. LatCrit has undertaken the 

construction of structural conditions which include the commitment to the production of both 

knowledge and community specifically as a means toward an end – the attainment of social 

justice (Austin, 1992; Minow, 1990); and attempts to balance multiple factors that conjoin 

the production of knowledge and cultivation of community, which in turn serve jointly as the 

theoretical frame for social transformation through LatCrit discourse and reform (Abreu, 

1999; Arriola, 1997; Carrasco, 1998; Castro, 1997). 
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LatCrit efforts have pointed to four basic functions including (a) the production of 

critical and interdisciplinary knowledge; (b) the promotion of substantive social 

transformation; (c) the expansion and interconnection of antisubordination struggles; and (d) 

the cultivation of community and coalition among outsider scholars. A dual and coequal 

commitment to expansive substantive programs and community-building structures and 

events underpins LatCrit theory (Valdés, 1997). 

In addition to the four above described functions there are also seven guideposts that 

accompany these functions: (a) recognize and accept the political nature of scholarship 

despite contrary pressures; (b) become activist scholars committed to maximizing social 

relevance; (c) build intra-Latino/a communities and inter-group coalitions to promote justice 

struggles; (d) find commonalities while respecting differences to chart social transformation; 

(e) learn from outsider jurisprudence to orient and develop LatCrit theory and praxis; (f) 

ensure a continual engagement of self-critique to stay principled and grounded; and (g) 

balance specificity and generality in LatCrit analysis to ensure multidimensionality (Valdés, 

1997). 

White Benefits 

The thematic strand of Whiteness or White supremacy as property owners in the 

United States is not confined to the nation's early history. Indeed, in an exercise that Hacker 

(1992) performed with his college class illustrated the material and social value that students 

place on their possession of Whiteness. Hacker used a parable to illustrate that although the 

students insisted that "in this day and age, things are better for Blacks" (Hacker, 1992, p. 31), 

none of them would want to change places with African Americans. When asked what 
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amount of compensation they would seek if they were forced to "become Black," the students 

"seemed to feel that it would not be out of place to ask for $50 million, or $1 million for each 

year that they were Black" (Hacker, 1992, p. 32). And why ask so large a sum? …The money 

would be used, as best it could, to buy protection from the discriminations and dangers White 

people know they would face once they were perceived to be Black. 

Hacker (1992) continued as he describes that to be White is to possess a gift whose 

value can be appreciated only after it has been taken away. Hacker (1992) argued that Whites 

know they possess a property that people of color do not have and that to possess it confers 

values of citizenship not available to others. The argument was that the property functions of 

Whiteness – rights of disposition, rights to use and enjoyment, reputation and status property, 

and the absolute right to exclude – make the American dream of life, liberty, and the pursuit 

of happiness a more likely and attainable reality for Whites. This reality also is more likely to 

engender feelings of loyalty and commitment to a nation that works in the interests of 

Whites. Conversely, people of color are aware that they will never possess this ultimate 

property and are less optimistic about U.S. citizenship.  

According to Hacker (1992) this property that Whites possess filters into a seemingly 

unfair and unjust world for people of color. Not only are the injustices seen in the larger 

society but they are also seen in the American educational system where people of color 

oftentimes do not feel important or that their voices are being heard. Hacker explained that 

this feeling of unimportance leads people of color to believe and act as if they are truly 

unimportant and that to speak up for themselves is futile and will go without notice. This 
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ignorance of people of color’s feelings and voice creates an oppressive environment for the 

student of color and their families.  

Williams (1995) explained that citizenship can bring on a whole new definition for 

those who are not empowered by the word. To many people of color citizenship does not 

mean empowerment but instead continues to mean that they are powerless. When citizenship 

should be an avenue of equality and empowerment many times this act of commitment is 

deflated and becomes just another form of oppression for people of color. An example of this 

differing relation was shared in one of Williams’ classes.  

According to Williams (1995) a college class was discussing an article on White 

privilege. One White woman shared a personal experience of going into a neighborhood 

supermarket, having her items rung up by the cashier and discovering that she did not have 

her checkbook. The cashier told her she could take her groceries and bring the check back 

later. When she related this story to an African American male friend, he told her that was an 

example of the privilege she enjoyed because she was White. Williams claims that these type 

of White privilege themes and procedures can also be seen within the American school 

system’s curriculum and structures. 

Critical Race Theory and Educational Practices 

Critical race theory (CRT) offers the notion that the official school curriculum is a 

culturally specific artifact designed to maintain a White supremacist dominance. Using a 

CRT lens, Villenas and Deyhle (1999) argued that deficit explanations on the part of teachers 

and school administrations are patterns connected to White strategies of maintaining 

privilege. As Mexican students are placed in lower tracks, White students are placed in upper 
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tracks with the justification that this will prepare each for the sorts of jobs they are capable. 

One youth who left school commented, “If you're Mexican, they put you lower. If you're 

White, they put you higher (Romo & Falbo, 1996, p. 192). In another study teachers 

expressed the view that Mexican kids were “held back” by their families: “I think they hold 

him back [pause] well, unwillingly…I think they want what's best for him but they're 

unwilling [pause] or not able to help. I'm sure everything is in Spanish” (Carger, 1996, pp. 

86-87). Deyhle, Parker and Villenas (1999) concurred by explaining that requiring 

assimilation becomes a strategic way of dismissing Mexican culture and entrenching the 

“normalcy” of White middle-class norms. In other words, teachers look at the cultural 

differences of their students and hope that they will “snap out of it” and become “normal,” 

meaning like White middle-class students. 

Making students of color “normal” is sometimes seen within the American 

educational system and perpetuates White strategies to maintain privilege. This mindset 

cultivates the idea that low academic achievement is a “color” or “immigrant” problem and 

not a school or education problem. It is the blame game in full force. If we put the blame on 

someone or something else it is not our problem. If we make an excuse for the problem than 

it does not become our problem. This is one way to maintain privilege. If it is not our 

problem than why should we fix it? If we continue to cultivate this belief that Mexicans or 

other minority group parents do not care about their children’s education we maintain the 

White privileged strategy of continuing to believe that Mexicans or other minority groups do 

not want to learn and will not learn.  
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A primary reason that CRT has much to offer the field of education is because it 

challenges one of the greatest normalizers of White supremacy – schooling and colonial 

education practices. Those in power within the context of education may have lessons to 

share, but they are also not fully invested in seeing the complexities of this context because it 

demands questioning their own power and authority. Sleeter (1996) provided an excellent 

example as she explained White discourse on race at an interpersonal level and the way in 

which it allows for the maintenance of inequalities.  

Sleeter (1996) described how political discourse in the United States also shapes 

social problems and the way we think about them so as to further empower the advantaged at 

the expense of the disadvantaged. Most people engaged in the discussion do not ever 

acknowledge that this may be the most significant result of our public political discourse. In 

looking at White teachers, Sleeter believes that they create unconscious racialized 

understandings that privilege themselves and White students over students of color. In short, 

teachers, administrators, and schools have done very little to improve the educational 

opportunities of Latinos/as over the years. There is a long history of school staff being 

formally and informally trained to blame Latinos/as for their own failure and to ignore the 

Staff’s complacency in the process.  

We cannot ignore the fact that White dominance and power is evident in many venues 

in today’s society. One very important role that critical race theory is committed to is making 

sure that race issues are continually pointed out and challenged. In many ways one only has 

to look around to notice that the White race has the advantage in the majority of society’s 

arenas.  
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Evidence of Educational Inequity for Latino/a Students 

According to Secada et al. (1998) academic achievement for Latino/a students in the 

United States is declining at a quicker rate than other minority students. The dropout rate of 

other [non Latino/a] school-aged populations has declined, more or less steadily, over the last 

25 years. The overall Latino/a dropout rate started higher and has remained between 30 and 

35 percent during that same period. As a result, the dropout rate for Latinos/as is 2.5 times 

the rate for Blacks and 3.5 times the rate for White non-Latinos/as. As we know by looking 

at the influx of Latino/a students to the United States this is a problem that needs to be 

continually addressed.  It has also been found that gaps in school completion rates between 

Latino/a and non-Latino/a students remain even after controlling for the social class 

background of students, for their language proficiency, and for their immigrant status 

(Secada et al., 1998).   

Dropping out forecloses a lifetime of opportunities for any student and makes it far 

more likely that their own children will grow up in poverty and be placed at-risk. Dropping 

out negatively affects businesses, communities, economic progress and society in general. 

Fisher (1998) stated that Latinos/as constitute about 10% of the U.S. workforce, and in 1998 

one-third of the nation’s 30 million Latinos/as were under the age of 18 and 85% of these 

young people are U.S. citizens. Our country’s economic security and status will be extremely 

at-risk if we do not believe in or act upon improving the educational status of Latino/a 

Americans.  

A report for the National Council de La Raza (1998) portrayed Latino/a voices as 

exclaiming that a different structure is needed in order to support Latino/a students in 
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American education. This report focused on the persistent failure of the educational system to 

educate Latino/a children through snapshots and portraits of the status of Latinos/as in the 

educational system. In a longitudinal study conducted by Cabrera et al. (2000) eighth-grade, 

Latino/a students were followed and revisited several times, with the last follow up survey 

conducted in 2000, eight years after the students’ scheduled high school graduation. Some of 

the findings of Cabrera et al. (2000) and his colleagues include:  

1. Aspirations: Seventy-three percent of the Latino/a students aspired to 

postsecondary education, but only 55%—a full 20% lower than the national 

average—aspired to a BA degree.  

2. High school math credits: Mathematics course requirements serve as a 

primary gatekeeper limiting admission into postsecondary education. Students 

who stay at the rudimentary levels of mathematics are far less likely to reach 

the postsecondary level.  As the progression toward more challenging 

mathematics courses continued, the percentage of Latinos/as trailed off 

considerably.  

3. High school completion: On average, 92.3% of the eighth-grade cohort 

received a high school diploma, GED, or equivalent credential by 2000. In 

comparison, only 86.4% of the Latinos/as received their high school 

credential, the lowest percentage of the groups observed. 

4. Postsecondary experience: Latinos/as are much more likely to enroll in two-

year institutions than other students. In the cohort, 61% of the Latino/a 

students who continued to postsecondary education enrolled in such 
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institutions, as compared with 46.6% of the African American students and a 

cohort average of 44.4%. 

5. Continuous enrollment: Latino/a students are more likely to attend 

postsecondary education on a part-time basis. Of the total cohort that went on 

to postsecondary education, 38.6% of the students attended part-time. 

However, over half (52%) of Latino/a students who enrolled in postsecondary 

education attended part-time. 

According to this study by Cabrera et al. (2000) Latino/a students are clearly at a 

disadvantage in their aspirations and preparation for, access to, and completion of 

postsecondary education.  

Cabrera et al. (2000) found that during the high school years, Latino/a students were 

most likely to be held back in school, change high schools more than twice, earn a “C” or 

less, take lower forms of mathematics, leave high school before graduation, and earn a GED. 

These trends relate to other background characteristics of Latino/a students. For instance, the 

Latino/a students studied were most likely to come from a low-income family, have a sibling 

who dropped out of school, have limited English proficiency, have a parent who did not 

graduate from high school, have children of their own during high school, and have a parent 

without postsecondary schooling. Cabrera et al. stated that advocating for piecemeal changes 

in current education policy and programs will result in limited incremental reforms, which 

will yield little if any progress in attainment for at-risk youth. To realize genuine change, a 

comprehensive and radical reform of the education of Latino/a youth along the entire K-16 

system will be required. 
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Reform Efforts for Latino/a Education 

Pignatelli and Pflaum (1994) provided a penetrating look at reform efforts that affirm 

equal opportunity yet at the same time continue to maintain structures that preserve inequity. 

According to Pignatelli and Pflaum efforts are being made to try and help Latino/a students 

achieve educationally but many of these reform efforts are not working. In their study 

Pignatelli and Pflaum took a look at efforts, how they are not working, and ways the 

educational system needs to reform in order to help our Latino/a students.  

The National Council of La Raza (1998) created a task force on education as an 

initiative designed to develop and refine a Latino/a-focused policy and programmatic agenda 

addressing the debate on “excellence in education.” The task force oversaw efforts to conduct 

research, policy analysis, and advocacy on education reform issues that will have the greatest 

potential for improving the educational outcomes of Latinos/as. In their report they described 

characteristics of schools that work for Latino/a students and they highlighted schools and 

programs that have found positive results in working with Latino/a students (Fisher, 1998).  

Bhimji (2007) found that young people have been asserting their own educational 

reform efforts by highlighting their cultural views, values, and experiences. Bhimji explained 

that on the West Coast, in East Los Angeles, young people of Mexican and Central American 

heritage have asserted their cultural identities and have fought for Ethnic Studies to be made 

part of the school curriculum. The young people in the study found the opportunity to express 

and explore their identities because they meet in a unique setting – the school staff of which 

is composed of socially aware young Latino/a men and women, who based upon their 

personal experiences, socialize young men and women into becoming proud of who they are 
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as well as gaining a critical consciousness of the issues they have to confront. Additionally, 

the site where much of the organizing efforts occur is located in a Mexican and Central 

American neighborhood which further facilitated self awareness among the high school 

activists. 

Bhimji (2007) described these young people as civic, politicized, urban, and young 

while simultaneously claiming their rights to belong. In doing so, these students transformed 

their positions and attempted to, as Fraser (1991) explains, “help expand a discursive space 

within dominant publics, i.e., one of right to a collective, political, and cultural identity” (p. 

122). Fraser defined these spaces as “subaltern counterpublics where members of 

subordinated social groups invent and circulate counterdiscourses to formulate oppositional 

interpretations of their identities, interests, and needs” (p.123). Fraser argued “that 

counterpublics in stratified and multicultural societies contest the exclusionary norms of the 

bourgeois public, elaborating alternative styles of political behavior and alternative norms of 

public speech” (p. 160). Furthermore, Fraser calls for the formulation of multiple publics, 

especially in socially stratified and multicultural societies, arguing that public spheres tend to 

serve as arenas for enactment of social identities where participation means being able to 

speak in one’s own voice. 

Away from the formal domains of schools alternative spaces allow marginalized 

young people to be in a position to enact their identities in self-empowering ways as well as 

making them aware of larger systemic inequities. Ginwright and Cammarota (2002) 

highlighted a social justice youth development model to explain how youth can move from 

awareness of, and social action against, their own oppression to awareness of, and social 
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action against the oppression of others. This model provides an excellent framework for 

understanding the ways in which expressions of identity and activism are linked for urban 

youth but does not take into account the significance of space in the development process.  

Bhimji (2007) illustrated that young people within counterpublics feel safe to express 

and explore their identities. Such understandings then facilitate young people’s various 

activism for just education and fairer laws. The young men and women who contest their 

rights to education on the local level are challenging larger questions of citizenship, 

belonging, race, and equity while they present themselves as Latino/a, African Americans, 

White, or Africans worthy of recognition by state authorities, the media, and the public 

schools they attend.  

Much scholarship has examined the ways in which young people forge and manifest 

their identities in formal learning sites such as the classroom. Scholars have particularly 

focused on formation of subcultural styles and identities at the school site. For example, 

Eckert (1989) explored the ways in which a school’s institutional environment lends itself to 

the formation of opposed class cultures. Staiger (2006) described an urban high school where 

Black, White, Latino/a, and Asian adolescents employed discourse of differences in multiple 

school spaces, articulating their racial and gendered positions. Ferguson (2000) portrayed 

how teachers at a school positioned African-American pre-adolescents as bound for jail and 

how these boys began to understand these stereotypical depictions; hence, they adopted a 

critical stance towards the school and their teachers. Rampton (1995) examined how young 

people in Britain from different ethnic backgrounds cross boundaries in certain social 

contexts through language and negotiate their differences.  
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Latino/a Voices 

Latino/a voices are heard and shared in an effort to raise political and cultural 

awareness in the Latino/a community and beyond. Cultural values are sought after and heard 

through the following Latino/a voices. Below is excerpt from Bhimji (2007) where a club of 

Latino/a students are learning about their own culture: 

Lester: One thing I will do is draft like an agenda for the meeting. One thing I wanted 

to remind you all is that next Saturday is the regional meeting which is basically all 

the groups that are meeting around our campaign around ethnic studies and all that 

other stuff doing work in L.A. are coming together to talk about the campaign itself 

and that is a really important meeting. Oh, and one other thing I wanted to point out 

to you all was that this is optional and they are having Dia de Los Muertos (Day of 

the Dead) workshops like every Saturday in October and they are going to talk about 

what is Dia De Los Muertos and making sugar skulls and so a couple of group 

members are going to be going. So let me know if you want to go. And if y’all want 

to bring your family too it’s cool. I invited my sister and my nephew so they are 

coming down too.  

Student: Are the sugar skulls edible? Can we eat ‘em?  

Lester: They are edible. You can eat ‘em, but they are more for decoration. I do not 

know too much about it myself. It’s a learning experience for me as well. And this 

also goes with putting together an altar, and we would all make it together and then 

bring it down and stuff like that. (p. 40) 
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The above extract shows that before bringing the meeting to a close Lester raises 

issues of cultural expressions such that the Dia de los muertos—a Mexican celebration. 

Furthermore, Lester points out that the group intends on making an altar, another form of 

cultural expression. Hence, this illustrates the ways in which the young people facilitate the 

interlinking of critical consciousness, activism, and expressions of cultural identities.  

The following interview demonstrates the way in which Monica, a young Latina 

expresses pride in her cultural identity and recognizes the growing pride among Latino/a 

youth in East Los Angeles (Bhimji, 2007). 

Monica: I guess after reading the literature that our professors would give to us during 

class time and being able to learn about where I came from where I got that culture 

and history and being Chicana and living here in Boyle Heights and East Los 

Angeles. I think that was very important for me. Just to finally kind of structure 

myself and find my identity that I longed for – if someone told me you had beautiful 

skin I would say my skin is too dark. And now I feel I have the tools to accept 

everything about me from my skin to my hair…Go to school and hang out and do the 

prom. Those were my priorities. Those were the things that were concerning me at the 

time. And then I was looking for something else. Something I did not know about. It 

was me. Learning about who I was, who I am, about México. Because I had never 

visited México. And I never knew my cousin till last year when I took a trip to 

México and that was something I needed to do. To finally meet my cousin and to 

meet my grandma. Go to places where my parents used to live at and just everything 

but this is where my family background comes from. I can now walk up and down 
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Whittier Blvd or talk to somebody that has a sticker logo or an emblem or a T-Shirt 

that is related or connected to like their roots like their culture. And I see that more 

and more now than ever before. So it seems that people have finally taken the blind 

fold off their eyes and now are really seeing the connection and taking more pride 

about themselves. (p. 41) 

Monica asserted pride in her Mexican identity and in learning about her Mexican 

culture. Moreover, she noted a shift in her identity where at one point she was simply 

interested in doing the prom whereas now she wants to learn more about her Mexican 

heritage and to actually visit México. She also noted that there are other young people who 

are overt in expressing their cultural and ethnic identity. While Monica questioned and 

fought for educational justice she recognized and embraced her Mexican identity. In doing 

so, she acknowledged her right to belong as well as to her full citizenship rights, while also 

recognizing the right to engage with her cultural and ethnic heritages. 

Fraser (1991) argued, “public spheres themselves are not spaces of zero-degree 

culture, equally hospitable to any form of cultural expression but rather these institutions may 

be understood as culturally specific rhetorical lenses that filter and alter the utterances they 

frame.” (p. 126). In this manner, the accounts of the students who form part of a group 

illustrate that young people do not fight for educational justice devoid of specific cultural 

expressions and forms but rather acknowledge and value their own social identities within 

the space of political activism. Similarly, Erica and Edgar articulated their Mexican culture 

as well as their geographical identities. In the following excerpt, Erica expressed solidarity 

with the people living in East Los Angeles: 
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Erica: The way I got involved in United Students was like I always stayed after 

school but I would not do anything. Just my friend told me “come to this meeting 

come to this meeting” And I’m like oh yeah. What is that? Oh yeah. United Students. 

So I just started coming. And they just started talking about the change in the 

community. It got me real interested. It’s pretty interesting because we should have a 

change in our community. Especially people of color like us in East L.A., Mexicans, 

and Latinos/as. I think we all need it. (Bhimji, 2007, p. 42) 

Erica illustrated that she was interested in change in her community and thus began to 

attend ethnic identity meetings on a regular basis. Monica acknowledged her heritage as 

Mexican rather than the hyphenated identity Mexican-American. Thus, she showed that she 

wished the right to full citizenship as a Mexican young woman, and self-identified with her 

neighborhood and asserted that people living in East L.A. are just as worthy of equal 

education. However, these expressions of identity do not occur in a vacuum but rather within 

sites which allow for such affirmations to flourish. Similarly, Edgar demonstrated his interest 

in his ethnic identity: 

Edgar: By us making our school better. Students do get involved. They probably want 

to be here more to learn something instead of being in the streets … I was learning of 

my culture on my own. I was like why isn’t this shown to me at school? Why am I 

having to learn of my own people somewhere else? It helped to encourage me to 

change more of my community. (Bhimji, 2007, p. 42) 

Edgar questioned why learning about his culture should be a private affair when he 

says “Because I was learning of my culture on my own. I was like why isn’t this shown to me 
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at school?” It is in this very context of counterpublics that Edgar gained an awareness that 

ethnic studies needs to be made part of the official school curriculum. In doing so, he showed 

that he is self-aware of the fact that culture and ethnicity need not be understood in one’s 

private time and space as much of the mainstream discourse would perceive it to be. Instead, 

he believed that culture and ethnicity need to be made part of the official school curriculum 

and that ethnic identity needs to be better understood in a more in-depth and systematic 

manner. 

Cultural Aspects and Beliefs of Latino/a Families 

There are cultural aspects and beliefs that affect Latino/a learning within the 

American educational system which need to be studied and addressed to ensure Latino/a 

student success. According to Darder (1991) one definition of cultural aspects includes an 

inventory of discrete, equally important phenomena including knowledge, belief, art, morals, 

laws, customs, and any other capacities and habits acquired by humans as members of 

society. Giroux (1981, 1983, 1985, 1988a, 1988b) describes another definition of culture as a 

dialectical instance of power and conflict that results from the constant struggle over material 

conditions and the form and content of everyday life. In other words, the meaning and nature 

of culture is derived out of the lived experiences of different social groups and the practical 

activities of ownership, control, and maintenance institutions (Darder, 1991). From this 

perspective culture is a phenomenon that is “forged, reproduced, and contested under 

conditions of power and dependency that primarily serve the dominant culture” (Giroux, 

1983, p. 163).  
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Latino/a Learning Processes 

Ruth Paradise (1996; 1994a; 1994b; 1991) studied several cultural issues related to 

Latino/a children and education which include the following: (a) indigenous learning 

processes which focused on the cultural aspects, beliefs and values of education in Mazahua 

children, inside and outside of school, such as motivation, autonomy, observation, 

international organization, and nonverbal communication. This work was developed with 

Mazahua immigrant families in Merced, México City and in two Mazahua peoples of the 

State of México; (b) the community context and the schooling of Mazahua children explore 

the relations between community and school in a village in the State of Mazahua, México. 

She studied various topics related to the experiences of Mazahua children including the role 

played by institutions, groups and individuals from the community in the functioning of the 

local school; the nature of the relationship established between school personnel (principal, 

teachers) and community members (parents, municipal delegate, and a priest) and the use of 

school facilities for the community; and (c) observational-participatory learning – Identifying 

and characterizing the set strategies and practices that constitute the learning that takes place 

in family and community contexts. Paradise (2002; 1998; 1985) found that listening to the 

voices of Mazahua immigrants helped develop an understanding of Latino/a cultural aspects 

and beliefs within the educational system. Although her study took place in Mazahua, 

México many descriptions and voices relayed information which has been shown to be 

similar to Mexican immigrants learning within the American educational system.  
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Sociocultural Context 

Sociocultural theory directly correlates learning with the aspects and beliefs of 

specific cultures. Sociocultural theory asserts that by gaining an understanding of the cultural 

aspects and beliefs of a group of people as they relate to learning can aid in the educational 

success of students. The marriage of cultural understanding with learning plays an important 

role in sociocultural theory as it connects cultural aspects and beliefs with educational 

success for Latino/a children. Sociocultural theory plays an primary role in human 

development as a fluid interaction between individual, group, and environmental artifacts. 

Proponents of sociocultural theory assert “mental action is situated in cultural, historical and 

institutional setting” (Wertsch, 1991, p.15). The holistic progressive aspects of sociocultural 

theory also give it functionality for designing learning environments for students. In 

otherwords, full and authentic learning cannot take place without culture and education 

working in tandem. 

The ability to define learning potential, described by Vygotsky (1978) is known as the 

zone of proximal development, it is an important concept defining human development and 

change. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) is the “actual developmental level as 

determined by independent problem solving under adult guidance or in collaboration with 

more capable peers” (Wertsch, 1991, p. 28). Cognition is described in sociocultural theory as 

“being shaped or even defined by the mediational means it employs to carry out a task” 

(Wertsch, 1985, p.14). An understanding of cognitive development based on a sociocultural 

perspective emphasizes “the transition from primitive remembering and involuntary attention 

to the higher mental processes of voluntary attention and logical memory” (Vygotsky, 1986, 
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p.166). Awareness of the major influences for growth in the zone of proximal development 

allows for an understanding of learning and development.  

According to Lantolf and Appel (1996) Vygotsky conceived of the child as learning 

from society those activities (for example work, play, education, literacy, and so on) that 

society has constructed and place value on. The sociocultural environment presents the child 

with a variety of tasks and demands and engages the child primarily – though not exclusively 

– through the use of language, itself a socially constituted and historically developed artifact. 

Parents, as representatives of the culture, and the conduit through which the culture passes 

into the child, actualize these instructions primarily by talking to their offspring. In fact, if 

parents are the primary conduit which passes culture into the child then we must gain an 

understanding of the cultural aspects and beliefs that are being passed onto the children in 

order to better support the learning of Latino/a students.  

Culturally Specific Family Trends 

Zambrana and Zoppi (2003) described culturally-specific aspects that many Latino/a 

families must endure and which may affect the educational achievement of Latino/a students. 

Culture-specific family responsibilities in low-income Latino/a families such as sibling care 

and economic contributions have been linked to less time and emphasis on educational goals 

(Gándara, 1995, 1999). Closely related are more traditional gender role attitudes and 

behaviors that may not promote assertiveness and independence in pursuing one’s individual 

goals, such as education (Gonzalez-Ramos, Zayas, & Cohen, 1998). Gender-role attitudes in 

U.S. society, schools, and families contribute to Latinas’ poor educational performance 

(Romo, 1998). Oftentimes, low-income Latinas do not foresee their possibilities for doing 
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well in school and pursuing postsecondary education or careers, and so leave school and start 

a family. A low self-esteem seems to be a growing trend for Latinas (AAUW Educational 

Foundation, 1995). Gender roles and stereotypes of Latinas as submissive, underachievers, 

and caretakers of elder/younger family members are often reinforced by family, school 

personnel and media (De León, 1996; Ginorio & Huston, 2001).  

Latino/a families and their daughters confront special challenges as an outcome of the 

intersection of ethnicity, race, socioeconomic status and receptivity by the host society 

(Alejandro, 2002; Romo, 1998; Romo & Fablo, 1996; Walsh, 1991). These challenges are 

not directly associated with Latino/a cultural assets, as Latino/a cultural capital has not been 

easily translated into social capital in U.S. society. Cultural wealth can be defined as a set of 

values and norms that guide behavior. The resilience literature identifies three domains that 

are associated with resilient individuals: internal resources, family climate, and social 

environment (Arellano & Padilla, 1996; Brooke, 1994).  

Cultural aspects of Latino/a families are consistent with defined resilient 

characteristics that include: having religious faith; emphasizing a collective orientation; 

valuing children and engaging in multiple affective gestures from early on; teaching children 

values which include responsibility to others; collective responsibility; respecting elders and 

authority figures; sibling responsibility; and valuing civility such as the expression of 

politeness and helpful behaviors (Gonzalez-Ramos et al., 1998; Rodríguez, 1999; Sotomayor, 

1991; Trueba, Rodriguez, Zou, & Clintrón, 1993). Anchors or role models that encourage 

development of self-discipline through positive feedback, problem solving skills, and access 

to resources are not readily available to Latinos/as in their community and school 
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environment. Resiliency is a transactional process that shapes one’s sense of self-esteem and 

sense of mastery, and requires self-discipline to be sustained. Inherent to the continued 

development of resiliency, the environment in which young Latinos/as function, schools in 

this case, must value the cultural assets and strengths they bring as social capital on which to 

build their academic success.  

Latino/a Social Capital 

Social capital has been conceptualized in many different forms to include family and 

community resources and social networks of civic engagement that include voting, 

participation in boards, advocacy work (Bourdieu, 1985; Portes, 2000; Putnam, 1995). Portes 

claims that through social capital, Latino/a families can translate and transmit their cultural 

assets intergenerationally. Family benefits and resources, if mediated by non-family networks 

such as teachers and principals in schools, can be used as a means for upper mobility. 

Schools have an important effect on the development of human capital, combined with the 

social and political environments that enable norms to develop and shape social structure 

(North, 1990). For example, the support of bilingual schools and the use of Latino/a cultural 

representations, such as family stories, would contribute to promoting an educational 

structure that is more receptive and valuing of Latino/a cultural aspects and beliefs. 

According to Gándara (1995), family stories are examples of cultural capital that help 

students achieve academically.  

The concept of social capital, as noted by Portes (2000) provides some explanatory 

power for understanding the historical and contemporary underachievement of low-income 

historically underrepresented Latinos/as. The Latino/a culture and the host society have 
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inharmonious value bases for individual achievement and social interactions that contribute 

to exclusionary and discriminatory practices of Latinos/as in the educational system. 

According to Alejandro (2002) culture is the center of individual self-value, yet education is 

transformational and schools reproduce and transmit social capital with little 

acknowledgement of difference. Hence, students are consumers of the host culture in their 

efforts to survive (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977, 1985; Coleman, 1988).  

For low-income Latinos/as, the conflict of familial values with host culture values of 

independence, assertiveness, and competitiveness combined with stereotypic, negative and 

unwelcoming attitudes of school personnel, hinder their learning process and achievement 

(Alejandro, 2002; Trueba, 1999). Cultural assets need to be valued within the societal 

structure in which they operate so as to strengthen Latino/a family and child infrastructures. 

If cultural assets do not produce economic wealth, the assets erode in their interaction with a 

devaluing society. The process of erosion is most highly associated with the consequences of 

poverty and the consequent lack of value placed on all the lost potential experienced by that 

community. Poverty erodes cultural assets as it depletes the sense of self-identity and cultural 

identity. Thus, Latino/a students’ educational disadvantage is more directly associated with 

family economic disadvantage than cultural disadvantage or lack of aspirations of parents.  

Economic factors intersect with parental and institutional factors that contribute to 

high rates of educational failure among Latino/a students including: (a) poverty due to the 

low hourly earning rates of parents; and the greater likelihood of parents not having 

completed high school, which makes them more vulnerable to changes in the economy; (b) 

increased dual worker families with insufficient income to meet the basic necessities of life 
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including adequate childcare and supervision; (c) a growing proportion of Latino/a families 

with children headed by women; and (d) widespread and persistent social and economic 

discrimination as evidenced by resource poor school systems in Latino/a communities 

(Fisher, 1998; Garcia, 2001; Siles & Perez, 2000). Because low educational attainment is 

associated with limited financial resources, barriers to improve employment opportunities 

and low rates of intergenerational upward mobility, Latino/a children continue to have low 

educational attainment, which has not changed considerably over the last three decades.  

Cultural Value Awareness 

Zambrana and Zoppi (2003) asserted that to improve academic success, school 

personnel need awareness and knowledge of how to translate cultural wealth – ethnic values, 

customs, traditions and language – into social capital for Latino/a students. Investments in 

both Latino/a students and their families include: (a) providing informational resources to the 

parents on the importance of education in this society; (b) the process of entering college and 

mechanisms for financial assistance; and (c) the identification of ethnic specific and 

appropriate mentors for Latino/a students and their families via university-high school 

partnerships (Williams, 2002). Williams also believes that in acknowledging and 

encouraging a strong ethnic identity and providing students with academic skills, especially 

in math and science, as well as the knowledge to negotiate educational systems in the U.S., 

educational personnel would assume a major role in translating academic aspirations into 

social capital. Translating cultural wealth into social capital will foster resilience and hope 

among young Latinos/as and increase their opportunities to develop cognitively, emotionally 

and behaviorally.  
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Educational Support for Latino/a Learners 

Educational support for Latino/a learners is not only about classroom strategies or 

new curriculum it is about promoting a philosophy of social justice in our schools and in our 

classrooms. The following sections highlight social justice in education, classroom 

philosophies and practices, curriculum philosophies and practices and practical classroom 

strategies for Latino/a learners. 

Social Justice Educators 

Oakes and Lipton (2007) defined a social justice educator as someone who identifies 

inequities in education, builds coalitions with others affected by the inequities, and then takes 

action to disrupt the reproduction of these inequities. A social justice educator looks at 

educational practices with a critical lens. Many times as educators it is not about doing what 

is required but it is about stepping back and contemplating on fixing the inequity. Being a 

social justice educator requires one to be pro-active for the students’ needs and to take action 

to help meet the needs of the students were ever they are at and where ever they come from. 

Being a social justice educator also means having difficult discussions regarding race, 

equality, privilege, and so on. As an educator being socially just also means encouraging and 

helping students engage in difficult discussions and empowering students to break cycles of 

oppression not only within their own lives but also as they see cycles of oppression in the 

lives of others. Social justice educators take a look at inequalities within school curriculum 

and help their students to develop a critical eye when learning with the curriculum given to 

them. A socially conscious educator will make sure that every one of his students leaves his 

classroom believing in themselves (Oakes & Lipton, 2007).  
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Levine, Lowe, Peterson and Tenorio (1995) described multiculturalism as a conduit 

for bridging the gap of oppression among non-White students. With 90% of the world’s 

cultural heritage not being White if you really want to learn about the world you must bridge 

multicultures with the American culture (Levine et al., 1995). The Anglo-American culture 

insists that it is the common culture. According to Levine et al. when one looks at decisions 

that are made in most agencies, schools, governments, and so on one can see that the Anglo-

American culture is the common culture. It governs most all that goes on in American 

society.  

According to Levine et al. (1995) if we are going to help students succeed in today’s 

world we not only have to teach social justice, equity and advocacy, but we also have to 

practice these beliefs. The reality is that teaching is no longer just about the curriculum, but it 

is about teaching for equity, social justice and political and social activism and advocacy. For 

teachers to be critical educators they have to be taught about various cultures and be 

culturally sensitive to all their students. They have to understand the needs of their students 

and parents. They have to live and breathe equity and social justice within a cultural context 

for their students.  

Social justice educators are aware of cultural differences and equity issues which can 

divide cultures and groups of people. They are aware and discuss how White power can 

oppress us and especially minority families. They generate discussions with their students to 

help them be aware of social inequities and talk about what the students can do to help 

equalize our world. 
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School and Classroom Philosophies and Practices 

At times schools and teachers contribute to educational inequity and injustices by 

promoting and participating in labeling and sorting students. Oakes and Lipton (2007) stated 

that school systems all over the United States routinely use assessment and evaluation 

strategies to compare, rank and assign value to students’ abilities and achievements. Oakes 

and Lipton highlighted first year teacher Kimberly Aragon who stated that grouping is 

prevalent in almost every area of the K-8 school in which she works. Teachers and 

administrators continue to sort students in various categories in the name of helping the 

student. The question is do the schools label and sort students for the betterment of the 

student or the betterment of the leaders of the school or district.  

As Oakes and Lipton (2007) stated Americans have believed for many years that once 

schools have identified differences they should respond to the differences by separating 

students for instruction. Not only do American school personnel separate differences, but 

they also categorize by a set of American cultural standards. According to Oakes and Lipton 

every culture creates constructs to make sense and organize their world. Every culture does 

not necessarily create the same constructs; therefore, we have different cultures of people and 

students who do not organize their world in the same way. When we categorize and label 

students according to one construct we are doing an injustice to our students. Not only are we 

doing an injustice to our students, but what we are saying is that the constructs of their 

culture are not important, and that they are inferior to the dominant culture (Levine et al., 

1995). 
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Besides assessment and evaluation strategies the American educational system also 

sorts students is by language. Language is a natural way to sort students because it is an 

obvious difference. Most English language learner students cannot hide the fact that English 

is not their first language, and are often sorted by classes they take or by their peers in their 

social groups. And, again, the language culture that the students bring with them is 

disregarded and negated. Levine et al. (1995) explained that as teachers we have daily 

opportunities to affirm our students’ lives. Language is unique and important. We can do this 

as we select the literature that we read, in the history we choose to teach, and we can do it by 

legitimacy to our students’ lives as a content worthy of study. We must find ways to do this 

for our students or we will lose them, they will lose their self esteem, and they will not try. 

Oakes and Lipton (2007) depict a story of a first-year teacher, Matthew Amato Flanders who 

taught grades 9-12. He describes that as he was teaching high school he began to see 

inequities that he did not perceive when he attended high school. 

I thought about my high school experience and thought the same things. I and many 

of my friends were so ingrained that “tracking” was the norm. It was just the way 

things were. There were the gifted kids, the special education kids, the poor kids, and 

so on. Categories were a way of life. As I look at schools now I see the same thing. 

Even as I speak with my peers many of them automatically categorize their students 

not thinking how this hurts the student educationally. Many of my peers feel that 

categorizing is good for the students because we are able to offer other services to 

that student. I think there are few administrators and teachers who actually understand 

the damage tracking or labeling students can do to the students. (p. 308) 
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In promotion of the fight for equality for all students experiencing American 

education Oakes and Lipton (2007) suggested some qualities of school cultures that foster 

both high academic expectations and social justice including: (a) the charge to press 

everyone toward learning and social justice; (b) provide broad and deep access to learning; 

(c) build an environment of caring relationships; and (d) support teachers’ inquiry and 

activism. If teachers and staff members do all they can to promote these four characteristics 

teachers can help to create more equity and social justice in schools.  

Along with creating equitable experiences for our Latino/a students, educators also 

need to equip our students to question the educational system that often times devalues their 

cultural aspects, values and beliefs. This is very difficult for educators to do especially when 

many educators feel that the American way of education is the best way. To be questioned by 

a student makes many teachers feel that students are being rude or disrespectful. Educators 

must change this thinking and realize that it is imperative that students question the teaching 

and practices in the educational system. It is our responsibility as social justice educators to 

help students learn how to respectfully question. Lee et al. (2002) believed that when 

educators treat their students as if they are important and that their education is important 

they succeed. 

Focusing on multicultural education is one way to help create a more equitable 

environment for our bi-cultural students, but advocating multiculturalism will not close the 

achievement gap nor ensure total equity and social justice for all students. Kozol (1991) 

pointed out that having a few multicultural days throughout the school year will not be the 

answer; however, establishing and maintaining a school culture that lives and breathes 
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multiculturalism on a regular basis will help combat this negative attitude toward certain 

groups of students.  

Curriculum Practices and Pedagogies 

According to Levine et al. (1995) curriculum has always been looking at the world 

through the eyes of the powerful – presidents, generals, and industrialists. The powerful in 

our educational world are typically White males. Due to this fact the belief is that many 

voices have been systematically excluded from our over all curriculum. One subtle yet very 

destructive example of how our curriculum can be geared to the “powerful” is seen in a story 

depicted by Lee et al. (2002) about a young girl writing a story for her teacher.  

A little girl was told by her teacher to write a story about butterflies (the curriculum 

said to do this). In her story the little girl kills the butterflies, and the little girl’s 

teacher says that she should not kill the butterflies because they are beautiful 

creatures. The girl was confused because her grandma and grandpa repeatedly tell her 

to listen to her teacher, and because at home she and her grandparents kill butterflies 

to save the cabbage. The little girl went home to tell her grandfather because she was 

very confused. The little girl asks, “Why did my teacher say to not kill the 

butterflies?” “Because you see,” the grandfather said, “your teacher, she buy all her 

cabbages from the supermarket that’s why.” (p. 115) 

This is a poignant story that shows how educators can sometimes worry so much 

about following the curriculum that they often times forget that the curriculum does not meet 

the needs or does not relate to many of our students. It also brings to light that just because 

we think our ways are the best ways or the only ways of doing things this is not the case in 
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many situations with our students. We need to listen to our children and the cultures that they 

come from. Levine et al. (1995) cautioned that in teaching children, humility and a 

willingness to listen is a critical part of the profession. 

Another example of educational inequality and bias within the curriculum is in the 

maps that are put into history books all over the country. Lee et al. (2002) described a story 

where a U.S. university professor asked his students to rank certain countries by size. They 

all rated the Soviet Union larger than the continent of Africa, though in fact it is much 

smaller, associating power with size. The interesting part about this demonstration is that we 

are programmed to think this way through our curriculum.  

Not only have American students been programmed to associate power with size, but 

we have also trained students to not question the curriculum. As Freire (1993) described 

students are being treated as empty vessels in many classrooms waiting for deposits of 

wisdom from textbooks and teachers. This banking method is a notion that suggests that 

students cannot think for themselves or do not have anything to offer the classroom or 

society. One of the ways Freire (1998) talked about helping create more equality and social 

justice in schools is to tell students that they should not necessarily trust the authorities, but 

instead they need to participate in their own learning, probing for unstated assumptions and 

unasked questions. This can make some teachers feel very uncomfortable but it needs to be 

done in order to create an educational environment that promotes equity and social justice. 

Freire and Macedo (1987) described that to be an actor for social change one must read the 

word and the world. One must stand back, look hard, and ask the questions, why is it like 
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this? How can I make it better? This is the goal of educational equity and social justice – 

helping students to ask these tough questions. 

One way to begin to create a curriculum for equity and social justice would be to 

teach for democracy which means helping students become highly competent, sensitive, and 

independent human beings. Eisner (1994) proclaimed that teaching is an art in the sense that 

teachers, like painters, composers, actresses, and dancers, make judgments based largely on 

qualities that unfold during the course of action. Qualitative forms of intelligences are used to 

select, control, and organize classrooms. Qualities, such as tempo, tone, climate, pace of 

discussion, and forward movement are monitored by the teacher in order to respond with 

strategies appropriate to move the class in the direction she wishes the students to take. In 

this process, qualitative judgment is exercised in the interest of achieving a qualitative end. 

This means that the factory model of teaching will have to end.  

Teaching should bring out and listen to the qualities of the student. Teaching should 

begin with where the student is, with who they are, and with what they are interested. The 

approach that Eisner suggested related the universe of knowledge to the issues, experiences, 

and contradictions each child confronts in his or her own life. Some of the core qualities that 

Eisner suggested include student-centeredness, interactiveness, the encouragement of real 

intellectual work, the welcoming of controversy, the path to reform, and the teaching load of 

teachers. Not only would curriculum and presentation changes need to be made but structural 

changes would also need to be made in order to create a learning environment more 

conducive to focusing on equity and social justice for our students.  
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As educators we must not ignore issues of power and domination, such as which 

groups in society have power and which do not or which groups dominate and which are 

dominated. Both of these issues are molded by a national identity firmly rooted in an Anglo-

American culture and perspective. We must look at the stereotypes and question them. We 

must listen to our students and learn about them and where they come from. We must teach 

them about the role of power and how they can use power to become advocates for 

themselves and other people. White educators must also understand that we should use our 

power as advocates for our children and their families. According to Levine et al. (1995) 

power is not bad; it is what you do with the power that matters. 

 Practical Classroom Strategies for Latino/a Learners 

According to Echevarria et al. (2004) students learning a second language move 

through stages of language learning. Hill and Flynn (2006) suggested three very important 

premises that one should remember regarding the stages of language acquisition including: 

(a) all students acquiring English will pass through stages; (b) the length of time students 

spend at each level will be as varied as the students themselves; and (c) we should not expect 

utterances from ELLs that are beyond or beneath their stages of acquisition. 

One of the most important things one should know about English language learners 

(ELLs) is which stage of acquisition they are in. Knowing and understanding the stage and its 

characteristics are critical for effectively differentiating instruction for these students. 

According to Hill and Flynn (2006) the stages of learning that English language learners go 

through include the preproduction stage, the early production stage, the speech emergence 

stage, the intermediate fluency stage, the advanced fluency stage. The preproduction stage 
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lasts from zero to six months and is also known as “the silent period”, because it is likely that 

you will not hear students speak English at all during this stage. The next stage, the early 

production stage, students begin using single words, two-word phrases and repetitive 

language patterns. At the speech emergence stage students are able to say simple sentences. 

At the intermediate stage students can use sentences of increasing length and complexity. 

Finally, at the advanced stage students demonstrate near-native fluency. 

Sheltered instruction has been the medium for delivering content knowledge in a way 

that allows both concepts and academic English proficiency to be nourished. In sheltered 

instruction, academic content is taught to ELLs in English by using techniques such as 

speaking slowly, using visual aids, manipulatives, and avoiding the use of idioms. Hill and 

Flynn (2006) and Echevarria et al. (2004) outline and clearly describe best practices for 

teaching English language learners. One model is known as the Sheltered Instruction 

Observation Protocol (SIOP) model.  

The SIOP model was developed by Echevarria et al. (2004) and is a research-based 

model that many mainstream teachers use to better instruct ELLs. It emphasizes both content 

and language objectives in grade-level curriculum, helping teacher and schools teach English 

to ELLs while also helping students meet challenging state standards. Teachers must set 

content objectives while also reviewing which linguistic functions and structures in the 

lesson students will need in order to effectively participate. Devices and procedures for 

sheltering instruction include the following: manipulatives, miniature objects, realia, visuals 

(photos, pictures, drawings), body movements and pantomime, facial expressions and 

gestures, clear expression and articulation, short, simple sentences, eye contact with students, 
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high-frequency vocabulary, reduction of idiomatic expressions, personalized language and 

nouns favored over pronouns, more description though synonyms, and prior content 

introduction (preview). Blending content knowledge, curriculum, state standards and the 

SIOP model is what Echevarria et al. (2004) believe will allow ELLs to succeed in learning 

English and, in turn, become successful in school. 

Goldenberg (2008) encouraged educators to study and practice the following 

foundations for improving the education of children from non-English-speaking homes that 

include: (a) teaching students to read in their first language promotes higher levels of reading 

achievement in English; (b) what we know about good instruction and curriculum in general 

holds true for English learners as well; and (c) when instructing English learners in English, 

teachers must modify instruction to take into account students’ language limitations. 

Teacher Preparation 

We also need to look at how are our teachers are being trained. Are they being trained 

to be multiculturally sensitive? Lee et al. (2002) presents an ideology that moves beyond 

tolerance in education. So many times we hear about being tolerant to the beliefs, cultures 

and practices of others. Tolerant implies that we will deal with it and hopefully it will change 

or that person of another culture will change for the better. The better implying the American 

or Anglo way of life. According to Lee et al. tolerance is a low level of multicultural support. 

Tolerance becomes an acceptance of the status quo with slight accommodations to 

difference.  

Lee et al. (2002) presented a theoretical model of the levels that schools may go 

through on this journey to multicultural education that include (a) monocultural education – 
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school structures, policies, curricula, instructional materials, and even pedagogical strategies 

are primarily representative of only the dominant culture; (b) tolerance – differences are 

understood to be the inevitable burden of a culturally pluralistic society. Schools accept 

differences but only if they can be modified. The ultimate goal is assimilation, differences in 

language and culture are replaced as quickly as possible; (c) acceptance – differences are 

acknowledged and their importance is neither denied nor belittled; (d) respect – admiration 

and high esteem for diversity. When differences are respected they are used as the basis for 

much of what goes on in schools; (e) affirmation, solidarity, and critique – the premise that 

the most powerful learning results when students work and struggle with one another, even if 

it is sometimes difficult and challenging. When schools progress to the affirmation level they 

have created a powerful multicultural environment within their school. 

Summary 

The projects, books, studies, and voices mentioned in this literature review have been 

used to examine the American educational system in order to help reform educational 

institutions and policies for Latino/a students. The evidence is almost uniformly consistent 

indicating that there is a definite need for restructuring and reforming education for Latino/a 

students. Without educational reform for Latino/a students our progress as a nation will be 

negatively affected since many of our upcoming society members are of Latino/a descent. 

Many studies (e.g. Cabrera et al., 2000; Fisher, 1998; Pignatelli & Pflaum, 1994; 

Secada et al., 1998) have examined the inadequacies of the American educational system for 

Latino/a students. However, fewer studies have focused on where districts or schools have 

been successful with helping to improve the academic achievement of Latino/a students in 
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the United States. Few studies take into account cultural aspects, experiences and beliefs of 

Latino/a students that may substantially affect their academic progress and few have 

pondered the question where in the United States have educational institutions been 

successful in taking into account Latino/a cultural aspects and beliefs when educating the 

Latino/a student.  

If the American educational system is going to correct its deficiencies for Latino/a 

students, the voices of Latino/a students and their families must be heard. The educational 

system must be made aware of what they can do better and where they need to start in order 

to improve the educational success of Latino/a students. The cultural aspects that influence 

Latino/a learning in American schools must be studied and successful strategies, policies, and 

paradigms must be applied.  

In order to be a critical educator and support our Latino/a students within a critical 

context we must take a look at what we know about what impacts Latinos/as socioculturally, 

take ownership of the injustices, and focus on what we can do to take action. Critical 

educators do not just sit back and watch what is happening to our students, but, instead they 

watch what is happening, gather factual information and then take action to do what is best in 

both the practical and pedagogical sense of educational reform (Olivos & Quintana de 

Valladolid, 2005).  
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CHAPTER III                                                                                                                           

DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 

Overview of Data Collection and Analysis 

To begin my research I first received approval from the University of Missouri-

Kansas City Social Sciences Institutional Review Board (Appendix A) which also included 

gaining permission from the school district. Then, I presented my research project to the 

Parent Connection group. Parent Connection is a pseudonym for the actual parent class held 

at the school. The Parent Connection class consists of a group of Latino/a families, 

predominately Latina mothers, where they are taught about various educational components 

including: curriculum components and structures, the importance of homework, 

understanding state testing, and what questions to ask their child’s teacher. I made a 

presentation to the group and then asked the participants to fill out a voluntary survey 

(Appendix B) which helped me narrow down the four families for this study. These four 

families are the primary focus group for this study. In the presentation I explained to the 

parents that I will be conducting observations within the Parent Connection. I let them know 

that nothing observed in the Parent Connection class was going to be audiotaped or 

videotaped and that I would only be taking notes during my observations.  

The observations took place during the Parent Connection class. One of the 

characteristics of qualitative inquiry that Rossman and Rallis (1998) prescribed includes 

research taking place in the natural setting. The qualitative researcher often goes to the site 

(home, office, school) of the participant to conduct the research enabling the researcher to 

develop a level of detail about the individual or place and to be highly involved in actual 
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experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2003). Patton (1990) summarized the values of 

participant observation research by stating the following: 

1. By direct observation the researcher is better able to understand the context in 

which the people live and share activities and their lives;  

2. First-hand experience enables the researcher to be open to discover and 

deduce what is significant; 

3. The researcher is able to directly observe activities and infer meanings not in 

the awareness of participants and staff;  

4. Through direct observation, the researcher can learn things that research 

participants and staff may not be willing to disclose;  

5. The researcher can include his or her own perceptions of what is essential in 

understanding the setting, its participants and staff; and 

6. First-hand observation and participation enables the researcher to gather data 

through direct experience and thus be able to understand and interpret the 

setting and participants being studied and evaluated. 

I chose to observe in the Parent Connection class because it was a natural setting for 

the parents in this study. It is also a natural setting for me as I am highly involved in the 

Parent Connection class. As the principal of Dry Creek elementary I am a frequent visitor, 

participant and facilitator for the Parent Connection and have developed a relationship with 

its participants. I feel that my relationship with the families will benefit the study especially 

since building relationships in qualitative research is so important. Because the children of 

these families attend my school where I am the principal I let the families know that anything 
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they say in regards to data collection for the study will not be held against their children, their 

families, or their child’s teacher. 

The parents have been coming to the Parent Connection for the entire school year two 

times a month. The parents involved in the Parent Connection feel comfortable coming to the 

school and participating in school events. The parents and their children involved in this 

study have frequently talked with me, have seen me around the school, and feel comfortable 

coming to me with concerns regarding their children’s education. They also have seen me 

involved in the Parent Connection as the leader of the school, as a collaborator regarding 

their children’s education, as a listener of their children’s educational needs, and as a parent 

of my three English learner children.  

After gathering some observational data and collecting the surveys from the 

participants of the Parent Connection I selected four families based on certain criteria that I 

had set up. The criterion I had set up included: (a) families whose students are currently in 

elementary school (K-8); (b) students whose first language is Spanish and second language is 

English; (c) students who are of Latino/a descent; and (d) students who are currently 

experiencing the American educational system. I contacted the four parents that I had chosen 

and asked if they would participate in the study. I talked to each family member individually 

in order to make the conversation more personable. All four families I asked agreed to 

participate. I let the four parents know that I was going to interview them in a group and also 

individually and if they would have time for this. I asked them where they would like to be 

interviewed, and they all wanted to be interviewed at the school either when they picked their 

children up from school, dropped them off, or after the Parent Connection class. This was 
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due to convenience and transportation issues. I interviewed the four parents in a small group 

setting one time for a duration of 45 to 60 minutes for each interview. My initial plan was to 

interview all four parents together in one small group, but the schedules were not aligning for 

all four parents, so I ended up conducting two small group interviews which consisted of two 

parents each. I also interviewed each of the four parents individually one time for up to two 

hours each.  

Rationale for Qualitative Research Methodology 

Qualitative research emphasizes taking a natural approach to collecting data. Wolcott 

(1982) and Miles and Hubermen (1994) shared some recurring features of the naturalistic 

nature of qualitative research. Qualitative research is conducted through an intense and/or 

prolonged contact with a field or life situation. The situations are typically reflective of the 

everyday life of individuals, groups, societies, and organizations. According to Wolcott the 

researcher’s role is to gain a holistic overview of the context under study – its logic, its 

arrangements, and its explicit and implicit rules. 

The qualitative researcher attempts to capture data on the perceptions of local actors 

from the inside through a process of deep attentiveness, of empathetic understanding, and of 

suspending or bracketing preconceptions about the topics under discussion (Moustakas, 

1995). This from-the-inside process institutes three terms that contribute to the development 

of a relationship: Being-In, Being-For, and Being-With. Moustakas defines Being-In as 

immersing oneself in another’s world which includes listening deeply and attentively so as to 

enter into the other person’s experience and perceptions. Being-For is described as taking a 

stand in support of the other person, being there for the other. Being-With involves being 
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present as one’s own person in relation to another person, bringing one’s own knowledge and 

experience into the relationship (Patton, 2002).  

In qualitative research little standardized instrumentation is used at the outset. The 

researcher is essentially the main “measurement device” in the study (Miles & Huberman, 

1994). Patton (2002) explained that the credibility of qualitative methods relies heavily on 

the skill, competence, and rigor of the person doing the fieldwork. Also, in qualitative 

research most analysis is done with words. The words can be assembled and organized to 

permit the researcher to contrast, compare, analyze and find patterns within the data. The 

design in qualitative research is an ongoing process and involves tacking back and forth 

between the different components of the design, assessing the implications of goals, theories, 

research questions, methods, and validity threats for one another (Geertz, 1974; Maxwell, 

2005).  

Qualitative research is the design that I have chosen for this study; however, I feel 

that it is important to briefly compare definitions and features of qualitative and quantitative 

research which will enhance my reasoning behind choosing a qualitative research study. 

Creswell (2003) defined quantitative research as an approach in which the investigator 

primarily uses a postpositivist claim for developing knowledge (i.e., cause and effect 

thinking, reduction to specific variables and hypotheses and questions, use of measurement 

and observation, and the test of the theories). The quantitative researcher employs strategies 

of inquiry such as experiments and surveys, and collects data on predetermined instruments 

that yield statistical data. According to Creswell an alternative approach to quantitative is a 

qualitative research method which he defined as one in which the inquirer often makes 
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knowledge claims based primarily on constructivist perspectives (i.e., the multiple meanings 

of individual experiences, meanings socially and historically constructed, with the intent of 

developing a theory or pattern) or advocacy/participatory perspectives (i.e., political, issue-

oriented, collaborative, or change oriented) or both. It also uses strategies of inquiry such as 

narratives, phenomenologies, ethnographies, grounded theory studies, or cases studies. 

Creswell described the role of the researcher as one who collects open-ended, emerging data 

with the primary intent of developing themes from the data.  

As Maxwell (2005) pointed out quantitative researchers tend to be interested in 

whether and to what extent variance in x causes variance in y. Qualitative researchers tend to 

ask how x plays a role in causing y, what the process is that connects x and y. As Patton 

(2002) also pointed out qualitative methods facilitate study of issues in depth and detail. 

Approaching fieldwork without being constrained by predetermined categories of analysis 

contributes to the depth, openness, and detail of qualitative inquiry. In contrast, Patton 

described quantitative methods as requiring the use of standardized measures so that the 

varying perspectives and experiences of people can be fit into a limited number of 

predetermined response categories to which numbers are assigned. 

According to Maxwell (2005) the strengths of qualitative research derived primarily 

from its inductive approach, its focus on specific situations or people, and its emphasis on 

words rather than numbers. Maxwell summarized some particular goals of qualitative 

research: (a) understanding the meaning, for participants in the study, of the events, 

situations, experiences, and actions they are involved with or engage in; (b) understanding 

the particular context within which the participants act, and the influence that this context has 
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on their actions; (c) identifying unanticipated phenomena and influence, and generating new, 

“grounded” theories about the latter; (d) understanding the process by which events and 

actions take place; (e) developing casual explanations; (f) generating results and theories that 

are understandable and experientially credible, both to the people you are studying and to 

others; (g) conducting formative evaluations, ones that are intended to help improve existing 

practice rather than to simply assess the value of the program or product being evaluated 

(Scriven, 1967, 1991); and (h) engaging in collaborative or action research with practitioners 

or research participants. 

Another strength of qualitative research described by Miles and Hubermen (1994) 

includes focusing on naturally occurring, ordinary events in natural settings. In qualitative 

research confidence is supported by local groundedness, data are typically collected over a 

sustained period of time, and qualitative data emphasizes people’s lived experience, their 

perceptions, assumptions, prejudgments, and presuppositions (van Manen, 1977). There is 

power in qualitative data, in fact, qualitative research has been advocated as the best strategy 

for discovery, exploring a new area, and according to Miles and Hubermen developing 

hypothesis, testing hypothesis, validating, explaining, illuminating, or interpreting data 

gathered from the same setting. One other strength that is highly important to qualitative data 

is the competence of the researcher and how well the researcher’s analysis is carried out. All 

the above components make qualitative data a strong and very powerful method of data 

research.  

The above paragraphs explain my rational for doing qualitative research. For this 

narratological, phenomenlogical study a qualitative approach will be the best approach as I 
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listen to the voices of my participants, participate in their educational experience with them 

throughout this study and explore their thoughts and feelings regarding a topic that is 

important to the families and to myself.  

Theoretical Traditions 

The next sections provide a brief description of the theoretical traditions that I used in 

the my study. I also provide a brief rational for why I used each of these traditions. The 

theoretical traditions that I used included narratology, phenomenology, heuristic and 

ethnographic.  

Narratology 

One of the foci of qualitative research is understanding the meaning, for participants 

in the study, of the events, situations, experiences, and actions the participants are involved 

with or engaged in (Maxwell, 2005). Understanding the meaning for participants is described 

as the researcher listening to the perceptions of the participants. The perceptions of the 

participants may not be anything that the researcher has been through or understands; 

however, it is the researcher’s main focus to immerse herself in the realities and perceptions 

of the participants. According to Maxwell the researcher must delve into the lives of the 

participants and understand how they make meaning of their realities by gathering firsthand 

knowledge that is captured and exposed through narrative inquiry and/or story telling. The 

voices of the participants in this study were heard as they told their stories regarding their 

struggles, experiences, and successes in their journey within the American public educational 

system. Then once their stories were told I created portraitures using the voices of the 

participants in my study (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997).  
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As Patton (2002) stated narratology, or narrative analysis, extends the idea of text to 

include in-depth interview transcripts, life history narratives, historical memoirs, and creative 

nonfiction. Personal narratives, family stories, graffiti, literary nonfiction, and life histories 

reveal cultural and social patterns through the lens of individual experiences. In this study my 

focus was to attempt to understand and extrapolate the meaning of my participants’ realities, 

beliefs, perceptions, and assumptions of their experiences. Patton claimed that narrative 

studies are also influenced by phenomenology’s emphasis on understanding lived 

experiences and the perceptions of those experiences. In narrative research the researcher 

studies the lives of individuals and asks one or more individual to provide stories about their 

lives. This information is then retold or restoried by the researcher into a narrative 

chronology. In the end, the narrative combines views from the participant’s life with those of 

the researcher’s life in a collaborative narrative (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Creswell, 

2003).  

Phenomenology 

In phenomenological research the researcher identifies the “essence” of human 

experiences concerning a phenomenon as is told by the participants in the study. The 

procedure involves studying a small number of participants through extensive and prolonged 

engagement to develop patterns and relationships of meaning (Creswell, 2003; Moustakas, 

1994). In this process it is important for the researcher to “bracket” his or her own 

experiences in order to fully understand those of the participants in the study (Nieswiadomy, 

1993). In other words, the researcher must take her biases out of the research and fully and 



  

84 

completely focus on understanding the phenomenon that the participants have either dealt 

with or are dealing with currently through their eyes, through their voices. 

As van Manen (1990, p. 10) described “phenomenology asks for the very nature of a 

phenomenon, for that which makes a some-‘thing’ what it is – and without which it could not 

be what it is”. The above statement by van Manen explains just how important it is for the 

researcher to understand the phenomenon of her participants. The participants view and 

description of the phenomenon make it a real and important component of their lives. 

Without the nature of the phenomenon being described by the participant the phenomenon 

does not even exist, but with the careful and pure interpretation by the researcher of the 

phenomenon as it is defined and described by the participant it makes the phenomenon real. 

By portraying this real phenomenon as described by the participant the researcher makes the 

phenomenon real whether the researcher has experienced the phenomenon or not. The 

important thing is that the phenomenon is real to the participant. Being real to the participant 

is what makes it a true and real phenomenon and that is all that matters and that is all that the 

researcher must focus on – delicately handling the stories and phenomenon of the 

participants in a way to accurately portray the lives and the phenomenon that her participants 

are going through (van Manen, 1990).  

Farber (1943) listed functions of what he calls transcendental phenomenology which 

include (a) being the first method of knowledge because it begins with the things themselves, 

which are the final court of appeal for all we know; (b) not being concerned with matters of 

fact but seeking to determine meanings; (c) dealing both with real essences and with possible 

essences; (d) offering direct insight into the essence of things, growing out of the self-



  

85 

givenness of objects and reflective description; and (e) seeking to obtain knowledge through 

a state of pure subjectivity, while retaining the values of thinking and reflecting. To 

summarize, transcendental phenomenology is a scientific study of the appearance of things, 

of phenomena just as we see them and as they appear to us in consciousness. The challenge is 

to explicate the phenomenon in terms of its constituents and possible meanings, thus 

discerning the features of consciousness and arriving at an understanding of the essences of 

the experience (Moustakas, 1994).  

By using this approach my goal was to strategically bring real and alive the 

experiences of the phenomenon that my participants were living or have lived. This was done 

through in-depth interviews and observations with people who are living the experience 

(Patton, 2002). As described above, I took the stories of my participants and not only retold 

their stories but combined them with my own voice which contributed to the heuristic 

tradition that I used throughout my study. According to Patton heuristic is a form of 

phenomenological inquiry that brings to the forefront the personal experiences and insights 

of the researchers. As I shared the stories of my participants my personal experience was 

intertwined into this study as well.  

Heuristic Inquiry 

Moustakas (1990) described heuristic inquiry as a way of “engaging in a scientific 

search through methods and processes aimed at discovery; a way of self-inquiry and dialogue 

with others aimed at finding the underlying meanings of important human experiences” (p. 

15). Heuristic inquiry focuses on the researchers experience and how that experience relates 

to the participant’s experience. In heuristic inquiry the researcher must share not only the 
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participant’s experience of the phenomenon but also her own experience and then create a 

synthesis of the experiences and knowledge gained. As Moustakas (1994) eloquently stated:  

In organizing and synthesizing research data from heuristic studies, transcriptions of 

interviews, notes, poems, artwork, and personal documents are gathered together and 

organized by the investigator into a sequence that tells the story of each research 

participant. From these individual depictions, individual portraits are created that 

include the biographical background of the co-researcher. From the individual 

depictions and portraits, a composite picture of the experience, representing the entire 

group of co-researchers, is developed. On the basis of her study of all the depictions 

and portraits and personal knowledge of the experience, the primary researcher 

develops a creative synthesis (p. 19). 

Heuristics defines the researcher and participant as “co-researchers”. This term creates a 

format for the researcher to be with the participants in the study. The researcher must 

synthesize with the participants and see the participants as co-researchers, and then portraits 

can be created. 

Patton (2002) stated that there are two focusing or narrowing elements of heuristic 

inquiry. First, the researcher must have personal experience with and intense interest in the 

phenomenon under study. Second, others (co-researchers) who are part of the study must 

share an intensity of experience with the phenomenon. Heuristics is “the combination of 

personal experience and intensity that yields an understanding of the essence of the 

phenomenon” (p. 107). During my experience with my co-researchers I saw and used my 

own personal discoveries and reflections within the design of my study. By engaging in 
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open-ended discussions with the co-researchers I focused on synthesizing the essence of the 

phenomenon as experienced by the co-researchers and myself. 

Ethnography 

Merriam (1998) described ethnography as a form of qualitative research which has 

been employed by anthropologists to study human society and culture. The design emerged 

from the field of anthropology, primarily from the contributions of Bronislaw Malinowski, 

Robert Park and Franz Boas (Jacob, 1987). While culture has been variously defined, it 

essentially refers to the beliefs, values, and cultural aspects that structure the behavior 

patterns of a specific group of people. D’Andrade (1992) outlined the criteria used to 

determine what is called cultural. 

To say something is cultural is – at minimum – to say that it is shared by a significant 

number of members of a social group; shared in the sense of being behaviorally 

enacted, physically possessed, or internally thought. Further, this something must be 

recognized in some special way and at least some others are expected to know about 

it; that is, it must be intersubjectively shared. Finally, for something to be cultural it 

must have the potential of being passed on to new group members, to exist with some 

permanency through time and across space. (p. 230) 

Ethnographers of today have truncated the original process to the mini-ethnography 

characterized by a shorter time in the field and an eclectic use of data collection techniques, 

including focus groups and face to face interviewing, participant observation, surveys, and 

visual and written documentation, with options of preliminary, thematic, content, discourse, 

narrative and conversation analysis (Grbich, 2007).  
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The intent of ethnographic research is to obtain a holistic picture of the subject of 

study with emphasis on portraying the everyday experiences of individuals by observing and 

interviewing them and relevant others. The ethnographic study includes in-depth 

interviewing and continual and ongoing participant observation of a situation (Jacob, 1987) 

and in attempting to capture the whole picture reveals how people describe and structure their 

world.  

According to Merriam (1998) ethnography is, first, a set of methods used to collect 

data, and, second, a written record that is the product of using ethnographic techniques. 

Ethnographic techniques are strategies researchers use to collect data about the social order, 

setting, or situation being investigated. Some common techniques of data gathering are 

interviewing, conducting documentary analysis, examining life histories, creating 

investigator diaries, and observing participants.  

An ethnographic study also requires a sociocultural interpretation of the data. 

Ethnographies “re-create for the readers the shared beliefs, practices, artifacts, folk 

knowledge, and behaviors of a group of people” (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993, pp. 2-3). An 

ethnography presents a sociocultural analysis of the unit of study. Whatever the unit of study 

– students, schools, learning, curriculum, informal education – an ethnographic study is 

characterized by its sociocultural interpretation (Merriam, 1998). In my research I used 

ethnography as described by Grbich (2007) by highlighting, re-creating, and interpreting the 

shared beliefs, cultural aspects and values of the Latino/a families that I studied. 
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Sample Selection 

The participants for this study were selected based on a purposeful sampling of 

families of elementary students (K-8) of Latino/a descent who were experiencing the 

American educational system. The students of the families chosen were bilingual students 

whose first language is Spanish and second language is English. In qualitative research the 

term criterion-based selection is used to refer to the process through which a list of 

characteristics or attributes are used in order to construct the participants in a study. Patton 

(2002) explained that, “all cases in the data system that exhibit certain predetermined 

criterion characteristics are routinely identified for in-depth, qualitative analysis” (p. 238). 

The criterion or characteristics for the participants in this study included: (a) families whose 

students are currently in elementary school (b) students whose first language is Spanish and 

second language is English, (c) students who are of Latino/a descent, and (d) students who at 

the time of this study were experiencing the American educational system.  

Creswell (2007) explained that criterion sampling is appropriate in a 

phenomenological study because “all individuals studied represent people who have 

experienced or shared in the experience of the phenomenon” (p. 118). The phenomenon that 

the chosen participants in this study shared included: (a) all the participants have come from 

a culture and language which is of Latino/a descent, (b) all the students have been put into 

the American educational system, and (c) all the participants have had to learn to adapt to the 

culture and protocols of this system. Some of the participants have experienced both a 

Latino/a and an American education experience and others only an American education 

experience. Moustakas (1994) described some other essential criteria when choosing 



  

90 

participants which include participants who have experienced the phenomenon, participants 

who are interested in understanding its nature and meanings, participants who are willing to 

participate in lengthy interviews, and participants who will grant the researcher the right to 

tape-record, possibly videotape the interview, and publish the data in a dissertation or other 

publications. According to Moustakas a primary consideration in the selection of participants 

is that they can talk about the topic or phenomenon under study. All participants selected for 

this study have experienced the phenomenon being studied, were interested in the 

phenomenon being studied, and were able to talk about the phenomenon being studied. The 

interviews were conducted in Spanish which was decided upon by all of the interviewees. I 

understand and speak both English and Spanish and was able to interview in either language. 

Developing a respectful and trustworthy relationship was essential for the 

development of this study. As Maxwell (2005) explained the research relationships are 

essentially the means by which the research gets done. As I conducted my research it was 

essential to understand the relationship between myself and the co-researcher. Looking at the 

two – research and participant – as co-researchers (Moustakas, 1994) was very important.  

An essential part of the researchers’ design method is how the researcher negotiates 

the relationships with the participants. As Maxwell pointed out the relationships that the 

researcher creates with her participants can either facilitate or interfere with your study. In 

some qualitative method descriptions the “gatekeeper” relationship is conceptualized as 

“gaining access” to the setting (Bogdan & Biklen, 2003, pp. 75-80; Glesne, 1999, pp. 39-40) 

or as “negotiating entry” (Marshall & Rossman, 1999, p. 82). Maxwell explained that the 
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relationship between the researcher and participant is a complex and changing entity – a 

relationship that must be continually cultivated throughout the study.  

In order to gather the information needed for my study I gained access to students, 

parents, and their educational environment. In my effort to gain access to the participants in 

my study I connected with potential participants through the school district chosen, Oak Dale 

Unified School District, and the school, Dry Creek Elementary. I began gathering my 

participants within a program at Dry Creek Elementary called the Parent Connection.  

Research Setting 

Oak Dale Unified School District  

Oak Dale Unified is a large urban school district located in the north-central part of 

California. Oak Dale Unified is a pseudonym for the actual school district studied in this 

research project. The school district educates approximately 36,000 students per year. During 

the 2009-2010 school year the ethnic or racial make up of the students in Oak Dale Unified 

was 58% Latino/a; 11% Black or African American; 11% Asian; 9% White; 5% American 

Indian or Alaska Native; 5% Filipino; 1% Native Hawaiian or Pacific Islander; and 1% two 

or more races (California Department of Education, 2010).  

Eighty-three percent of the students in Oak Dale Unified are participants in free or 

reduced-priced lunch. Parent education level and free or reduced-priced lunch are used to 

represent student socioeconomic status in determining subgroups and similar schools ranks. 

Six percent of the district’s students were classified as participants in migrant education; 27% 

were English Learners and 15% have been designated as reclassified fluent-English 

proficient students. Eleven percent of the students were participants in the gifted and talented 
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program and 9% were students with disabilities. Parent education level with a 70% response 

of the STAR survey included 30% not a high school graduate; 35% high school graduate; 

20% some college; 9% college graduate; and 6% graduate school (California Department of 

Education, 2010). 

Dry Creek Elementary School  

Dry Creek Elementary is a K-8 school and has only conformed into a K-8 school 

within the last three years. Dry Creek Elementary is a pseudonym for the actual school 

studied in this research project. It is a regular public school with a traditional nine-month 

calendar. At the time of this study there were approximately 514 students, 253 of these 

students were English language learners (ELLs) representing six languages. Eighty-seven 

percent of the English Learner population were Spanish speaking. Children attending the 

school are predominately Latino/a – 73% of the students were Latino/a, 8% African-

American, 9% Asian, and 6% White. Most of the Latino/a children were Mexican-American, 

born to immigrant parents from various parts of México, and 9% of the students participated 

in the Migrant Education Program (California Department of Education, 2010). 

At the time of this study a total of 32 teachers and two administrators were employed 

at Dry Creek Elementary School. The teaching staff was composed of 72% females and 28% 

males. The ethnic breakdown of the professional staff was 44% White, 31% Hispanic, 16% 

African-American, and 1% Asian. In regards to family income, 97% of Dry Creek 

Elementary students qualified for free or reduced-priced lunches as compared to 83% of the 

district’s students. This subsidy goes to students whose families earn less than $30,895 a year 

((California Department of Education, 2010).  
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At the time of this study Dry Creek Elementary had two administrators, one assistant 

principal and one principal. The assistant principal was assigned to the school one year ago, 

is Latina and is a native of the community. The principal was assigned to the school one year 

ago is White and is new to the community. Both administrators began working at Dry Creek 

Elementary the year it was designated as a persistently low-performing school through the 

federal government’s Race to the Top initiative. The Race to the Top initiative is based on 

laws recently passed by the California Legislature (SBX5 1 and SBX5 4) describing 

regulations and guidance to fundamentally reform and dramatically improve the lowest-

performing five percent of California’s public schools. 

Data Collection Procedures 

The first phase of my data collection included gaining approval from the University 

of Missouri-Kansas City Social Sciences Institutional Review Board (Appendix A) which 

also included gaining permission from the school district. My next step included gaining 

access to and observing the parents involved in the Parent Connection. The Parent 

Connection is a class where parents gather every other week to discuss curriculum and 

educational concerns for their children. At the time of this study it was not difficult for me to 

gain access to the Parent Connection since I was the principal of Dry Creek Elementary and 

frequently participated in the Parent Connection with the parents.  

I presented my study to the participants at the Parent Connection. At this presentation 

I discussed the details of the study and asked the parents to take a voluntary survey in 

English and Spanish (Appendix B) which helped me choose the four families for the study. I 

used the verbal consent script (Appendix P & Q) during this presentation. I discussed with 
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the group that I would be conducting observations of the group (Appendix E). The Parent 

Connection observations were not audiotaped nor were they videotaped. I let the Parent 

Connection participants know ahead of time when I would be coming in to observe them by 

sending letters and posting this information on the parent bulletin board. Participants were 

asked to sign the consent to participate in a study form (Appendix F & G). 

The purpose of the Parent Connection data collection was to perform unobtrusive 

observations which are defined by Patton (2002) as measures taken where the participant 

does not know or feel they are being observed and where the researcher does not alter what is 

observed. For this study observing the families in the natural environment of the Parent 

Connection was the best way to try to ensure that the participants would not become self-

conscious, have any anxiety, or behave differently than normal. The one advantage I had is 

that I was the principal of the school and the parents frequently saw me come in and out of 

the Parent Connection room and seemed as if they were not thinking a thing of it when I was 

in the class during these observations. I observed the participants at least five times within 

this natural Parent Connection setting for at least 45 to 60 minute time periods. I informed all 

Parent Connection participants of the days that I would be coming to the Parent Connection 

to observe at least a week in advance. Because I was the principal of the school I let the 

families and the children know that whatever they said would not be held against their 

children, their families, or their teachers.  

The second phase of my study included choosing four focus families. I approached 

the families, asked if they would be available and interested in participating in this study, and 

asked them if they would be involved in interview process (Appendix H & I). I also 
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explained to them that I would want to interview their children in a group setting. I would not 

be interviewing the children individually but only in a small group setting. I gave each 

potential participant a sample of the questions asked, the consent form, and the child assent 

form in both Spanish and English (Appendix F & G & R & N & O). Each potential 

participant was asked to get back with me if they were interested, and they were also notified 

that I would be contacting them to see if they were interested. The follow-up phone call 

would be to see if the potential participants would still like to participate in the focus group.  

All four families agreed to participate in the study. The focus group intended to be 

one small group interview between the four parents; however, due to scheduling conflicts I 

conducted two small group interviews with two parents in each group. Again, because I am 

the principal of the school I let the families and the children know that whatever they said 

would not be held against their children, their families, or their teachers. I also asked each 

parent to sign a permission slip for their child to participate in the study (Appendix L & M).  

During the third phase of my data collection I began my small group interview 

(Appendix R) with the children of the families chosen. I gave the children the Child Assent 

Form (Appendix N & O) and explained that they did not have to participate in the interview. 

I received permission from their parents before doing this group interview. The group 

interview was held at the school for not more that 45 minutes. I did one group interview with 

the children. This interview was audiotaped. I did not do individual interviews with the 

children. Again, because I am the principal of the school I let the children know that 

whatever they said would not be held against them, their families, or their teachers. 
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The fourth phase consisted of individual interviews with the parents of the children 

(Appendix D & J & K). My main focus was on how the families prepare their children for 

their educational growth, how cultural aspects bleed into their perceptions of the American 

educational system, and how cultural aspects may affect their child’s learning experiences 

within the American educational system. 

Data Sources 

Consent Process 

Informed consent was obtained at the beginning of the research process which was 

approved by the Social Sciences Institutional Review Board (Appendix A) which also 

included gaining permission from the school district. The participants of the Parent 

Connection signed and returned the Consent for Participation in a Research Study Form 

(Appendix F & G) to me. All identifying information was removed as soon as the data was 

collected. I gave each participant pseudo names. Data was typed into a computer. This 

computer is only accessed by me – the primary investigator. The data was not stored online 

or transferred to any other media. After one year all data will be deleted.  

Interviews 

Patton (2002) described interviewing as an entrance into the participant's perspective. 

Qualitative interviewing understands that the perspective of others is interesting, meaningful 

and knowable. The purpose of interviewing is to find out what the other person is thinking, 

their perspective on a subject matter, and to gather their story. The interviewer has to be able 

to help guide the interviewee in a way in which the interviewee feels comfortable sharing his 

views or perspectives on certain issues or topics. The interviewee has to feel and believe that 
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the interviewer is hearing them, listening to them, and caring about what they are sharing 

(Rubin & Rubin, 1995).  

Another very important principle for conducting interviews is to understand that the 

research questions formulate what the researcher wants to understand. The interview 

questions are what is asked people in order to gain that understanding (Creswell, 2007). It is 

very important for the researcher to connect her research questions with her interview 

questions so that she can gain the appropriate information needed for the study. Creswell 

(2007) stated that good interview questions require creativity and insight rather than a 

mechanical conversation or an interview guide. It is very important for the interviewer to put 

themselves in the place of the interviewee in regards to the questions being asked.  

For this study I used a combination of informal, semi-structured conversational 

interviews with a standardized, open-ended interview (Mason, 1996). I wanted to freely and 

loosely gather information through interviews, but I also wanted to have a plan or some 

structured questions before going into the interview.  Patton (2002) defined the informal 

conversational interview as "unstructured interviewing" and a conversation that must “go 

with the flow” (p. 342). At the same time I used my interview questions to gather specific 

information that related to my research questions and methodology. The open-ended 

interview approach requires carefully worded questions before the interview begins. I used 

my carefully worded questions to begin my interviews and to also pull key information from 

the interviewees throughout the interviews. I allowed for a free-flowing conversation 

between myself and the interviewees. In all the interviews I used guiding questions to make 

sure that the goals of my research questions were being met. It was important for me to 
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gather the pertinent information as it pertained to my study but also to allow the interviewees 

freedom to share what was important to each of them regarding the topic being discussed. 

To structure the interviews I used a format similar to Seidman’s (1998) description of 

in-depth phenomenological interviews. Seidman explained three elements which are 

encompassed within in-depth phenomenological interviews. In-depth phenomenological 

interviews require the following interview components. The fist interview component is 

called a focused life history. For this study the first component comprised of asking the 

interviewee to give a brief history of himself and his family relating his experiences and 

beliefs to the topic of study. My goal with the first interview component was to get to know 

the interviewee’s history and culture, to build a relationship with the interviewee, and to 

understand the interviewee's perspective of their own family’s culture. The second 

component as described by Seidman is called the details of experience. During this 

component I asked the interviewees to describe significant details of the family and student's 

experience within the American educational system. In this interview my goal was to 

understand the participant's perspective of their family’s experiences in the American 

educational system, their views on education for their children, and the role they play within 

the American educational system. The third component described by Seidman is called the 

reflection on meaning. In this final interview the participants were asked to reflect on the 

hopes and dreams that they have for their children and what their children would need from 

the American educational system to fulfill those hopes and dreams. 

During the interview process I asked the participants if they felt comfortable with me 

using a tape recorder. They all agreed to being audiotaped. I used a tape recorder during the 
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interviews and also took notes as the interviewees discussed their questions. The interviews 

took place at the school where the participant’s children attend. In scheduling interviews I 

was flexible in accommodating the participants and their schedules.  

Observations 

Maxwell (2005) stated that although interviewing is an efficient way of understanding 

the participant's perspective, observations can enable the researcher to draw inferences about 

the perspective beyond what they can obtain by interviewing. Observation provides a way to 

learn about people's behavior and the context in which it occurs. Maxwell points out that, 

“observations enable the researcher to draw inferences about someone's meaning and 

perspective that you could not obtain by relying exclusively on interview data” (p. 76).  

The observations that I conducted were of the parent’s participation within the Parent 

Connection classes. The four parents who were selected to be the main focus of this study 

were observed more intently during these classes. Because of my principal status and also 

because I attended the Parent Connection regularly, when conducting the observations I was 

able to become a participant rather than just an observer which made me be able to gather 

more in-depth information. I took memos throughout the observations and followed up with 

more memos immediately after the observations in order to capture the essence of the 

parent’s experiences. The Parent Connection observation was a natural setting where parents 

felt comfortable discussing their children’s education. During these observations the parents 

were very upfront with what they feel their children need in regards to education and what 

their children are not getting within the American educational system. 
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The other observational data collected included school events such as parent-teacher 

conferences, bringing and picking up their children from school, and student assemblies. 

Because I was at the school everyday I was able to focus on the four families chosen, talk to 

them, and observe them when they would come to the school. The parents of these families 

were very active in their children’s education so it was easy to collect natural, observational 

data in this manner. Field notes and memos were taken during these observations as well and 

added to the data collection. I collected observational data for six months. In these 

observations I observed behaviors, cultural aspects, conversations, values, familial 

relationships, and cultural aspects of these families. 

Focus Groups 

My parent focus groups became a two-fold entity. One focus group was observing the 

parents participating in the Parent Connection classes and the other focus group was my four 

chosen families. My goal for both groups was to bring together the participants and listen to 

them discuss themselves, their families and their children’s education in a setting which 

promoted a more comfortable conversation among the participants and, in turn, brought out 

more topics. Sometimes participants discuss more things when they are put in a setting where 

they can just “chat” or “shoot the breeze” so to speak. This creates a more “natural”, 

conversational setting.  Marshall and Rossman (1995) explained “the advantages of focus 

groups as a socially oriented method . . . which allows the facilitator the flexibility to explore 

unanticipated issues as they arise in the discussion; the results have high face validity 

because the method is readily understood, the findings appear believable, it is relatively low 

cost and it provides quick results” (p. 84). 
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I also interviewed a student focus group which consisted of all the children of the four 

families who agreed to be in the study. There were six children in this focus group. The 

children’s ages ranged from seven to 12 years old. I interviewed this group one time. The 

purpose of this interview was to gain an understanding of the children’s perspectives of the 

American educational system and how their culture played is played out within this system. 

During this interview some students talked more than others. The perspective of the students 

was gathered and entered into this study. 

The focus groups allowed me the opportunity to observe and gain perspective of the 

children who have experienced the American educational system and the parents who have 

experienced both the American educational system and the Mexican educational system. 

With all groups my input was very limited as I listened and took notes. I used a tape recorder 

for the four parent individual interviews, the parent group interviews and the student group 

interview, but I did not use a tape recorder for the Parent Connection observations. 

Data Analysis 

In my study I collected data through four methods using a sociocultural and critical 

lens. The methods used included individual interviews, focus group interviews, observations, 

and personal narratives. Through these methods I collected a tremendous amount of data. 

The data was accumulated, summarized and interpreted in an organized way using NVIVO 

software. Wiersma (1995) defined data analysis as, “a process of categorization, description, 

and synthesis . . . data reduction is necessary for the description and interpretation of the 

phenomenon under study” (p. 218). Marshall and Rossman (1989) describe data analysis as  
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the process of bringing order, structure, and meaning, to the mass of collected data. It 

is a messy, ambiguous, time-consuming, creative, and fascinating process. It does not 

proceed in a linear fashion; it is not neat. Qualitative data analysis is a search for 

general statements about relationships among categories of data; it builds grounded 

theory. (p. 112) 

I took a methodological and technical approach to compiling all the data for my study 

by using structures and coding procedures as described by Maxwell (2005). I used NVIVO to 

sort and help categorize my data, I used excessive notes and also used Microsoft Excel to sort 

the data gathered. I began by reviewing my field notes, interview tapes and observational 

notes. The Spanish interviews were transcribed in Spanish and then translated into English. 

Maxwell (2005) provided an overview of the different strategies and conceptual tools 

for qualitative analysis. According to Maxwell the initial step in qualitative analysis is 

reading the interview transcripts, observational notes, or documents that are to be analyzed. 

Listening to interview tapes prior to transcription is also an opportunity for analysis, as is the 

actual process of transcribing interviews or of rewriting and reorganizing your rough 

observation notes. During this time of reading and listening, I wrote notes and memos on 

what I saw and heard in the data, and I developed tentative ideas about categories and 

relationships (Emerson, Fretz & Shaw, 1995). 

According to Maxwell (2005) the researcher has a number of analytic options that fall 

into three categories: memos, categorizing strategies, and connecting strategies. Maxwell 

emphasizes that reading and thinking about interview transcripts and observation notes; 

writing memos; developing coding categories and applying these to the data; and analyzing 
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narrative structure and contextual relationships are all important types of data analysis. 

Memos can perform other functions not related to data analysis, such as reflections on 

methods, theory, or purposes. Memos not only capture the researcher’s analytic thinking 

about the data, but they also facilitate such thinking, stimulating analytic insights. 

The main categorizing strategy in qualitative research is coding. I used NVIVO 

software to code and help analyze the data gathered for this study. Coding in qualitative 

research consists of applying a preestablished set of categories to the data according to 

explicit, unambiguous rules, with the primary goal being to generate frequency counts of the 

items in each category. In qualitative research, the goal of coding is not to count things, but 

to fracture the data and rearrange it into categories that facilitate comparison between things 

in the same category and that aid in the development of theoretical concepts (Strauss, 1987).  

Theoretical categories are broad areas or interpretations that are established prior to 

interviews or observations. Theoretical categories place the coded data into a more general or 

abstract framework. These are categories that can usually be anticipated. These categories 

function primarily as bins for sorting the data for further analysis. Theoretical categories can 

also be called organizational categories (Maxwell, 2005). I began my data analysis by using 

my research question and the sub-questions to come up with the organizational categorization 

for my data.  

From these organizational categories I used the data to discover my substantive 

categories which came through as I abstracted the data (Merriam, 1998). Substantive 

categories are primarily descriptive in a broad sense. Substantive categories are descriptions 

of the participants’ concepts and beliefs, they stay close to the data categorized, and do not 
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inherently imply a more abstract theory. Substantive categories are often inductively 

developed through a close open coding of the data. They can be used in developing a more 

general theory of what’s going on, but they do not depend on this theory (Maxwell, 2005). 

After finding the organizational and substantive categories I was led deeper into the 

data as I found that connections were developing between the substantive categories. I then 

began the process of what Dey (1993) called connecting analysis. Connecting analysis 

attempts to understand the data in context, using various methods to identify the relationships 

among the different elements of text. They do not focus only on similarities but instead look 

for relationships that connect statements and events within context into a coherent whole. 

According to Dey the identification of connections among different categories and themes 

can also be seen as a connecting step in analysis.  

Validity 

Validity can be loosely defined as the correctness or credibility of a description, 

conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other sort of account (Maxwell, 2005). The 

correctness and credibility consists of the strategies the researcher uses to identify threats to 

validity. According to Maxwell the conception of validity threats and how they can be dealt 

with is a key issue in qualitative research. The main emphasis of a qualitative study ought to 

be on how the researcher will rule out specific plausible alternatives and threats to the 

interpretations and explanations. According to Creswell (2003) research developers need to 

convey the steps they will take in their studies to check for the accuracy and credibility of 

their findings. Looke, Spirduso and Silverman (2000) discussed the scientific state of mind 
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which includes the importance of developing alternative explanations and testing 

conclusions.  

According to Becker and Geer (1957) an intensive, long-term involvement within the 

natural setting of the participant provides complete data about specific situations and events 

and increases research validity. For my data collection I intensely focused on my participants 

for six months within a natural environment – the school setting. All parents came to the 

school everyday and were very active in school activities. I observed them on the school 

grounds and at various school activities. I also interviewed them at the school which was 

appropriate to the phenomenon being studied. Rich data was collected as I gathered detailed 

and varied information through observations and both personal and group interviews which 

provided a full and revealing picture of what was going on in the lives of my participants at 

the time of the study (Becker, 1970).  

According to Bryman (1988) and Lincoln and Guba (1985) respondent validation is 

systematically soliciting feedback about the data and conclusions from the participants you 

are studying. After putting together the data I reviewed the data with my participants in order 

to validate their contribution to my study. I also used respondent validation as I searched for 

discrepant evidence or anomalies in the data. Very few discrepancies were found and the 

different perspectives of the participants were evident in the data findings. In qualitative 

research it is extremely important that the researcher continuously check, recheck, and 

review to verify the strength of the validity of the study by continually looking for what 

factors might threaten the validity of the study (Maxwell, 2005). 
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According to Merriam (1998) a qualitative researcher should use six basic strategies 

to enhance internal validity which are very similar to the strategies that Maxwell describes. 

Merriam’s strategies include the following: 

1. Triangulation – using multiple investigators, multiple sources of data, and 

multiple methods to confirm the emerging findings.  

2. Member checks – taking data and tentative interpretations back to the people 

from whom they were derived and asking the participants if the results are 

plausible.  

3. Long-term observation at the research site or repeated observations of the 

same phenomenon – gathering data over a period of time in order to increase 

the validity of the findings. 

4. Peer examination – asking colleagues to comment on the findings as they 

emerge. 

5. Participatory or collaborative modes of research – involving participants in all 

phases of research from conceptualizing the study to writing up the findings. 

6. Researcher’s biases – clarifying the researcher’s assumptions, worldview, and 

theoretical orientation at the outset of the study. (p. 204-205) 

I used all of the above strategies in my data collection and extrapolation in order to ensure 

reliability. 

Triangulation 

To enhance the validity in my study I used triangulation strategies as described by 

Merriam (1998) and Maxwell (2005). I used multiple participants, sources of data, and 



  

107 

methods to confirm my findings. I conducted small-group interviews, individual interviews, 

observations within the Parent Connection, and daily observations within the school context 

where the students attend and the parents frequent. I also took my findings, my interviews 

and observation transcripts back to the participants to make sure that what I wrote down was 

in fact what they said. I gathered data over a six month period. I also had a peer and 

professional Spanish translator double-check my transcripts and translation of the transcripts. 

It was important for my research to make sure that the voice of my Spanish-speaking 

participants was very clear and the translation was correct. As a result of the qualitative 

nature of the study and the triangulation of data to support the validity of the analysis, this 

study developed new understandings of the cultural aspects and beliefs of Latino/a families 

experiencing the American educational system as well as defining implications for American 

educators.  

For my study I used a combination of interview types, a variation of observations and 

narratives to validate and crosscheck my findings. According to Marshall and Rossman 

(1989) triangulation increases validity as the strength of one approach can compensate for the 

weakness of another approach. Fielding and Fielding (1986) defined triangulation as 

collecting information using a variety of sources and methods. Patton (2002) described four 

types of triangulation that include: (a) methods triangulation – which is described as 

checking out the consistency of findings generated by different data collection methods; (b) 

triangulation of sources – which is described as checking out the consistency of different data 

sources within the same method; (c) analyst triangulation – which is described as using 

multiple analyst to review the findings; and (d) theory or perspective triangulation – which is 
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described as using multiple perspectives or theories to interpret data. Various sources, 

theories, and methods were used in order to ensure triangulation of the data which also 

ensured the validity of the data.  

Reliability 

Since the term reliability in the traditional sense seems to be something of a misfit 

when applied to qualitative research, Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggested thinking about the 

dependability or consistency of the results obtained from the data. Rather than demanding 

that outsiders get the same results, a researcher wishes outsiders to concur that, given the data 

collected, the results make sense – they are consistent and dependable. According the 

Merriam (1998) the question then is not whether the findings will be found again but whether 

the results are consistent with the data collected. Investigators can use several techniques to 

ensure that results are dependable that include: (a) the investigator should explain the 

assumptions and theory behind the study, the basis for selecting informants and a description 

of them, and the social context from which data were collected (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993); 

(b) multiple methods of data collection and analysis should be used in order to strengthen 

reliability as well as internal validity; and (c) an outside auditor should be used to 

authenticate the findings of the study (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The above techniques 

described by Merriam were used for this study. 

Generalizability 

To enhance the generalizability of the results of a qualitative study Merriam (1998) 

suggested using the following strategies including: (a) rich, thick description – providing 

enough description so that readers will be able to determine how closely their situations 
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match the research situation, and hence, whether findings can be transferred; (b) typicality or 

modal category – describing how typical the program, event, or individual is compared with 

others in the same class, so that users can make comparisons with their own situations 

(LeCompte & Preissle, 1993); and (c) multisite designs – using several sites, cases, 

situations, especially those that maximize diversity in the phenomenon of interest which will 

allow the results to be applied by readers to a greater range of other situations.  

Erickson (1986) contended that the production of generalizable knowledge is an 

inappropriate goal for interpretive research. “The search is not for abstract universals arrived 

at by statistical generalizations from a sample to a population,” Erickson writes, “but for 

concrete universals arrived at by studying a specific case in great detail and then comparing 

it with other cases studied in equally great detail” (p. 130). Hence, for my qualitative research 

study I studied four cases (families), other families and the children of the four families in 

great detail and then compared the cases. From here it was important for me to create a 

platform where I could extract a universal from a particular (Merriam, 1998).  

Rapport 

Language is an important factor within this study and plays a major part of gaining 

rapport with my participants. While many of the participants of this study are bilingual many 

feel more comfortable speaking their native language which is Spanish. I speak Spanish and 

was be able to conduct the interviews in Spanish. Being the principal of the school and being 

involved in the Parent Connection class allowed me to gain rapport with the participants. 

They saw me as part of the school, and the families felt comfortable sharing educational 

concerns and beliefs with me. 
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As Maxwell (2005) explained the research relationships are essentially the means by 

which the research gets done; therefore having an effect not only on the participants in the 

study, but also on the researcher. It was essential to understand the relationship between 

myself and the participant. During this study I looked at the two – the interviewer and the 

interviewee – as co-researchers (Moustakas, 1994). 

Limitations 

I brought some possible limitations to this qualitative study. One limitation was that 

as a principal of a predominately Latino/a community I see everyday how the achievement 

gap of Latino/a students is steadily increasing. This may present a bias that the American 

educational system is not doing all it can for the education of Latino/a students. Also, 

because I have children of Latino/a descent who continue to deal with cultural aspects which 

affect their learning in the public school system I had to make sure that I did not allow this 

experience to taint my results or my research.  

Sample size and duration of study were also limitations of the study. If I had a larger 

sample size it would have allowed me to hear more Latino/a voices in order to discover more 

Latino/a perspectives. I also would have liked to spend more time interviewing and observing 

the four families, but with the mobility of the Latino/a families in the school I chose I knew 

that I had to work in a timely but effective manner in order to grasp the data necessary to 

form substantial conclusions in my study. During the duration of this study of the four 

families studied one family has moved their child to another school and two parents have 

become less involved due to financial hardships. The other parent is still heavily involved at 

the school. 



  

111 

Potential Benefits from the Study 

A potential benefit from this study will be to develop an understanding of how the 

cultural aspects and beliefs of Latino/a families impact their child’s education. The benefits 

for the school, the educational system, and teachers include gaining an understanding as to 

how they can be more effective with helping Latino/a children succeed in school. School 

systems can support Latino/a students by looking at the students’ culture and how to better 

blend the two – culture and education. I am hopeful that educational communities will listen 

to the voices of the participants of this study and learn how to better serve the Latino/a 

student. Understanding the cultural aspects that affect Latino/a learning within the American 

educational system is extremely important to this study. This study is an attempt to hear the 

voices of Latino/a families in order to come to some possible conclusions and begin to 

understand in more depth cultural aspects within a sociocultural context that may affect 

Latino/a learning.  
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CHAPTER IV                                                                                                                        

LATINO/A VOICES 

In this chapter I present narrative portraits of four Latino/a families whose children 

attend an English only, K-8 elementary school located in North-Central California. For each 

of the participant’s names I used pseudonyms throughout the study. To capture the voices of 

the participants I chose portraitures as the layout for my participant’s stories and critical 

theory and sociocultural theory as my primary methods of analysis. Portraiture is a research 

methodology that blends the aesthetics of various art forms (music, literature, visual art) with 

the rigor of science to “document and illuminate the complexity and detail of a unique 

experience of place” (Lawrence-Lightfoot & Hoffman-Davis, 1997, p. 13) I felt that putting 

these two theories – sociocultural and critical race – together with portraitures would provide 

me with a framework that would allow me to capture the voice of my participants while 

illuminating the issues of race, culture and class which penetrate the lives of my participants. 

Delgado and Stefancic (2001) argued that the stories of people of color are born from a 

different frame of reference, and therefore impart to them a voice that is different from the 

dominant culture of hegemonic whiteness and deserves to be heard. Critical race theorists 

believe that in order to appreciate the perspective of oppressed racial minorities, the voice of 

a particular contributor must be understood in terms of that individual's own narrative. The 

following are those narratives – listen and learn. 

Family Portrait: Teresa 

The dream we had when we came has not turned out like we thought it would. 

Teresa  
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Teresa is a parent of three children who attend Dry Creek Elementary in the Oak Dale 

Unified School District. At the time of this study Teresa’s children were in third, seventh and 

eighth grade. Teresa regularly attends the Parent Connection and has recently discussed re-

starting the Dry Creek Elementary Parent Teacher Organization (PTO). Spanish is the 

primary language spoken in her home by her and her children, but she and her children speak 

both Spanish and English.  

Biography 

Teresa is 38 years old and is from a city in West-Central México. Teresa has lived in 

the United States for 13 years. Teresa, her husband and her one year old son came over 

illegally. She has three children: her son is age 14, and her two daughters are 12 and nine. 

Her son was born in México and her two daughters were born in the United States. The 

primary language spoken in her home and by her children is Spanish, but she and her 

children also speak English. Due to financial difficulties Teresa’s highest level of education 

is sixth grade, and all but two of those years were in Mexican schools. When Teresa was 

eight years old her mother brought her to the United States for two years where she felt that 

due to a bilingual teacher she had more success at school and her mother had more success in 

supporting her education in the United States. Teresa discussed the support her family 

received from her teacher in the United States. 

When I was here for two years that I was in school, we had a bilingual teacher. So 

those two years that my mother – since my parents did not know English – was living 

in the U. S. my teacher helped us a lot. That is why I think that a lot of the English 

basics stayed with us because she took the time to come to the house and help us with 
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our homework. She spent a lot of time talking with my mother. She would tell my 

mother what problems we had in school, the problems we had with learning and all of 

that. It helped us a lot in learning English.  

Upon returning back to México Teresa went into fifth grade with her brother who was 

a year and a half younger. Her brother went into the same grade because he knew his 

multiplication tables. Teresa feels that her two years in the United States put her behind in 

math. Teresa states, “In México they do not base grade levels on your age, but they base your 

grade level on your knowledge. If you are not prepared to be promoted to the next grade, 

they leave you in the grade behind”. Teresa also had to deal with being ridiculed upon her 

return to México from the United States. 

After returning to México from being in the United States for two years, we learned a 

lot but when we returned we practiced [English] and the children at school and our 

own family laughed at us because they saw us talking like that, so they told us not to 

speak English because we had returned to México, and we were not going to continue 

to speak English. So we started to not practice it.  

After returning to school in México in the fifth grade and attending Mexican schools for the 

fifth and sixth grades, Teresa felt that she was prepared for secondary school, but due to 

financial situations she could not continue school.  

In those two years [in México] I had caught up. I caught up in all the school 

academics, and I left for secondary school. But, well, financial situations no longer 

allowed me to attend school. Since I was the oldest in the house it was like I took on a 

lot of the responsibility, and I could not study. So, I left the opportunity to my 
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siblings so that they could better continue with their schooling, and I supported my 

mother. So, at twelve years old I left secondary school and started working half-time 

and continued working from then until now. 

In the United States Teresa was very involved with her children in preschool and 

elementary school; however, there came a time when she needed money to support her 

family. She opened a small bakery and worked full time for two years. During these two 

years she was not involved her in children’s education which she regrets; however, working 

also helped her learn her English. 

We opened a small bakery, and I worked full time in the bakery. It was a very big 

mistake which I recognize now because I did not spend much time with my children. 

I got behind in being involved with my children at school but work also helped me to 

continue practicing English, because I had to attend to costumers that spoke English 

and many times I would say to them, “I do not know it [English] very well, but I am 

going to try,” and they would help me and would say, “Try. You can do it.” But it 

[speaking English] still makes me a little afraid, but I am trying. 

At times finances are still difficult for Teresa and her family, but she believes that her 

children’s education is very important and tries to help her children understand that despite 

what they may have to go through now they can still “make it”. 

Do you know what I tell them? I tell them, “Children, it is not so much what I can 

give you financially or from my example, but there are people who, if they want, they 

can get ahead.” So now with the situation as it is I tell them, “You have to focus on 

the example of how people are sacrificing to work and sustaining their families 



  

116 

now…so that you will not have to suffer and will not have to go through a situation as 

difficult as we are, so you have to study, and you can make it.” And my daughter is 

really trying more. My son wants something simpler, but nevertheless, I want to 

support him in what he wants. The youngest also has dreams of being a teacher, but 

she is still very young, but I am encouraging her to try hard, and we will see. 

Hopefully it is God’s will that with a little more encouragement and trying as hard as 

we can, hopefully they will achieve what my siblings and I were not able to achieve – 

that they can make it. 

Educational Experiences – Two Countries  

After Teresa talked with me about coming to the United States from México and 

some of the difficulties her family in México and her family in the United States has had to 

deal with, I then asked her to talk about educational experiences that she and her children 

have had. Her educational perspectives are predominately related to her education in México 

and her children’s educational experience in the United States. I asked her to make some 

comparisons. Although Teresa has not had the opportunity to attend school beyond the sixth 

grade she has a very opinionated view of what school should be like for her children and her 

explanations are guided by her brief educational experience in México.  

[In México] they demanded more in the tasks they gave us. It was all about finishing 

the tasks, working hard on math, doing letter or word exercises, division and 

multiplication exercises. We did all of these as homework at home almost every day. 

But the obligation was to take it back the next day, and they were more demanding. 

Finishing homework but also participating at school – and they encouraged us a lot; 
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they had festivals at school. In my area there were no special physical education 

teachers, but they all taught us physical education, they taught us art, they took us out 

to dance, they took us out to participate in different programs. It was also common [in 

México] to have parades on Cinco de Mayo, September 16th, November 20th, and we 

had to wear our uniforms too…In addition, the teachers were strict, but they were 

committed to us. They helped us to do all of this – the parades, all of the 

participation…we all had to participate in something because it was to help us grow 

up, to help us learn to develop in different environments.  

Teresa then talked about how in México her experience was that teachers had very 

high expectations for the students, would not lower their expectations, and had consequences 

for those students who did not do their work. 

With respect to the times tables, one day they might say to us, “Okay, today study the 

one tables or the two’s, because today everyone has the two’s, and before leaving you 

are going to know them and you will tell them to me…then you can go home.” And 

the child who did not know them would remain and review and review, and review so 

that they could go home. “And tomorrow study the three’s because tomorrow I’m 

going to ask you to know the three’s.” And at home I would have to review, and 

review because I did not want to be the last one there. Because those who remained 

helped with cleaning up the room, and that is not bad because they taught us to be 

clean, but we used to say, “No, I’m not going to stay after to clean the classroom…I’d 

rather study than clean the classroom.”  
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In México students were also held accountable for their behavior. Teresa stated that she sees 

that it is different in the United States.  

If anyone was talking he [the student] would be told to go to the front of the room and 

they would set him to helping with the explanation. “Oh, you already know what I’m 

saying,?” the teacher would say. “Work with me and help me explain.” or, “Here, I 

want you up here in front.” So it was like – I’d rather pay attention because when 

someone was not paying attention, the teachers would turn and ask you directly. They 

would say, “What am I saying?”, “Where am I?” or “What is this?” And we had to 

say or we would get a bad grade. So we respected the teacher. 

In México behavior is also included in one’s grades. If you do not behave well you may not 

be able to move onto high school. According to Teresa student behavior is taken seriously in 

México. 

In México, although it never happened to me that my teacher’s hit me, no, but they 

did punish me by giving me a bad grade, because there in the report cards with grades 

at the end of the year they give you your certificate of good behavior, and that does 

not exist here. If you do not have that letter of good behavior to enter high school, 

they will not accept you because it is a requirement. So this is instilled in children 

from the time they are little. You have to behave well because if you do not get your 

letter of good behavior, you are not going to get ahead in life. That is something very 

important that I have seen [in México], that the children know that they have to have 

good behavior. 
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Parent and student participation was a topic that was very important to Teresa. As we 

continued our conversation she talked about participation and what it looked like in México 

as compared to what she sees in the United States. The expectations of the schools in México 

required participation by having parents sign for their child’s report cards. 

In regards to participation the parents had to go to sign the report cards, the grades. 

The parents had to go to the school to sign off on the grades, and then in the meetings, 

the festivals – all of the parents went. The parades were done in the streets so the 

whole family and everybody would go out to see the children’s parades, so it was 

beautiful. One felt important participating in the parades. 

Teresa says that participation is different here and what she sees in regards to 

children’s participation makes her sad. 

Here the difference that I see is that they invite the children to participate, but the 

children do not see it as an obligation, as a responsibility. It is like, oh, if I do not 

want to do it nothing happens. They do not say anything to me. So it is like as a 

parent if you come from there [México] they say, “No, you all have to participate.” 

Here [the United States] it is that the others are not participating, the rest do not want 

to and they do not do it either. So why should I do it? This makes me feel sad. Here 

[the United States] the schools give the students everything, and the students throw 

away their lunch, they do not want to do things, and they still do not try hard at 

school. It is sad. 
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Teresa also described to me that even her own children see the difference between 

Mexican and United States schools. Teresa’s son has only attended U.S. schools but her two 

daughters have attended both U.S. schools and México schools. 

My oldest son did not grow up there [México]. He does not know what it is like there, 

he cannot see the difference. But my daughters have been going to México for three 

years. My daughter has had the opportunity to go to México and she has seen the 

difference. She says, “Mama, they wear uniforms there. Mama, they participate 

there.” There are many things that are different here. My own daughter has noticed 

the difference in the education here. So my son was raised here and has not been able 

to go to México and he says, “It’s all the same.” It’s not the same. 

Family Values and Cultural Patterns 

Family values and cultural patterns play an important role in Teresa’s life, family and 

in the education of her children. Education is very important to Teresa, but she also believes 

that a child’s overall behavior and good conduct is fundamental to her children's success. She 

sees that respect for adults is a cultural pattern practiced in her home and in many Mexican 

families’ homes. She believes that respect for adults by greeting each other is one way to 

instill respectful behavior in children. She does not see this in American families. She 

believes that although she may not be able to control many things that go on at school, she 

can control what her children do at home.  

At home we control things a little more. For example, with my children, when we 

arrive at the home of my aunts and uncles, my siblings, they arrive and they greet 

everyone, “good afternoon, good morning” or whatever it is. I have seen that many 
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children do not even do this in the United States, like it is not important to them. They 

see an adult arrive and it does not matter. So they say, “But why?” Or sometimes 

there are children – even in my own family I have seen that are being raised more in 

the methods here and their parents say, “Well, no, they will not mind us.” They do not 

say anything to them. But the majority of us try to make sure that when we arrive at a 

place, everyone has to greet others and have respect for their elders.  

Teresa also feels that teaching her children proper ways to speak and ask for things is 

important as she supports them being successful in the United States. Teresa states, “For 

example, in our house, in my house I do not allow my girls, to just say, “I am going to do 

this.” No. May I do this? So you have to teach yourself how to say things, to know how to 

ask for things. 

Behavior and respect for adults is valued by Teresa for her children. Teresa wants to 

support her children in many ways, and she wants to do all she can to support her children as 

they learn.  

And with respect to my children, well, now what I am doing is trying to help them as 

much as I can. The hardest part for me is helping them with their homework because, 

well, the system is – it is very different from what I knew or, like I tell them, as far as 

I studied, right? But in other respects, well, I understand at times I cannot help them 

do their homework. But I am trying to see if I can a little – if I can learn a little more 

in the future.  

Although Teresa wants to help her children she believes that while parent support is 

important children need to set goals for themselves as well. “I think the support of your 
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parents counts a lot in getting ahead, but I think that even though you are young, you have to 

set goals to achieve things,” Teresa stated. According to Teresa children need to be motivated 

and try hard. It has always been, “be have,” “try hard,” “know what you’re doing,” “do it 

well,” and “do not do things that can bring consequences,” Teresa expressed as she was 

sharing words and values passed on by her mother. Teresa tries to encourage her children to 

try hard in everything they do. 

So now I think about my children, that is, I tell them that they have to try hard and 

everything, that they are intelligent and they can achieve what they want, but they 

have to focus on what they want to do. My oldest son has always had problems with 

reading and writing. He has always had that problem. And even so I always 

encourage him, I tell him, “I do not expect you to have the same grades as your 

sisters,” because - thank God my middle child has very good grades - she has always 

been, like, at the highest level, but I tell him, “I do not expect you to have the same 

grades as she has, but I do expect you to put in effort for what you can do.” He is very 

good in math and everything and I tell him, “You can choose a career that you can do 

– be a technician or something – so that you can have a little career in an area that 

you like.” But, well, I am trying to support him. 

As I continued talking with Teresa I asked her what are some other things that her 

family values. Some of the things that she and her family cherish were shared with me. Some 

of the things that she shared with me include “togetherness” and “doing your best”. These 

values are apart of her family’s culture and as her mother passed them onto her she is also 

trying to pass them onto her children.  



  

123 

Togetherness – being together. When there are get-togethers there is lots of food, lots 

of happiness, lots of music, spending time together also – the whole family. Even 

though the food may not be expensive, but typical food that is not expensive 

sometimes, or even simple like beans, tostadas, little beans with cheese – anything. 

The food may be humble but the most beautiful part of the meal is that everyone 

comes together, to be together. It is beautiful. Lots of happiness, dancing, singing, 

and drinking, too, sometimes. 

Dreams and Educational Desires for Her Children 

As I continued listening to Teresa I asked her about her dreams for her children and 

how the American educational system can help her children. She shared with me many things 

that she believes would benefit her children. Many of the things that she discussed with me 

she calls “foundational” and essential to helping her children be successful in school and in 

life. Our conversation moved to me asking her if she could give any advice to her children’s 

teachers what would it be. Then as I talked with her about her dreams for her children she 

responded with both regret and hope.  

I believe it is basic to lay the foundation well so that they will say, “Oh yes, I want to 

study; I want to do more of this.” Because a child when he learns to do that well, he 

starts to like to read, and all by himself he will be developing, and all by himself he 

will ask for more. But when he has not opened himself up in those areas, I think it is 

more difficult for him to say, “I want to have a career.” I have worked on that a lot 

with the girls…For example, yesterday my daughter told me – I tell her that I would 

like her to study and see what her options are – “but I want to study something short 
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that will not be more than four years,” she says. She does not want to expend more 

effort than that. But I believe that the basic thing is to instill it in them, give them the 

curiosity to keep learning more. 

Teresa continued by hoping that teachers would help to lay this foundation for her children.  

Teresa then discussed her humble advice to give to teachers. Respect was the word 

that kept coming up as an essential component for children and their learning as she stated, “I 

do think that values such as respect should be essential, that this should be the basis for the 

children to be able to learn everything else.” But Teresa then stated that teachers must expect 

respect, but they also need to earn respect. 

My advice would be for them [teachers] to give respect and to earn respect. They 

[teachers] must earn respect so that they will be respected. And then they will be able 

to demand much more from the children. Because with respect you are going to be 

able to demand much more because they [students] are respecting you. And you will 

be able to require more. 

As we ended our discussion about dreams for her children she ended the conversation 

with this comment.   

Thirteen years ago I came, and I brought my little son, and, well, with the hope of 

doing something better here, of getting ahead, of having a good job. And my two 

daughters were born here, and well, I have three children. But, the dream we had 

when we came has not turned out like we thought it would. It has been very difficult, 

but we are trying hard. 
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Family Portrait: Marcos 

We all have a dream of coming to better ourselves here, but many of us do not achieve it. 

Marcos 

Marcos is a parent of one child who attends Dry Creek Elementary in the Oak Dale 

Unified School District. At the time of this study Marcos’ little girl was in second grade. 

Marcos regularly attends the Parent Connection and is a consistent member of Dry Creek 

Elementary’s School Site Council. Spanish is the primary language spoken in his home, but 

his daughter can speak both Spanish and English. Marcos can speak a little English but does 

not feel confident with his English. Marcos has been in the country for ten years and has only 

one child. Marcos finished schooling in the sixth grade and attended school in México. 

Biography 

Marcos is from a city in West-Central México. Marcos is twenty-eight years old and 

has lived in México his whole life up until ten years ago when he came to the United States. 

Marcos has eight living siblings. One of his sisters died, so there were 10 children all 

together. Five siblings live in the United States, and they are 36, 34, 32, 30 and 29 years old. 

His other three siblings who are 23, 18 and 14 still live in México. Marcos’ mother has a visa 

and frequently comes and goes to and from México to visit. Much of Marcos’ conversation 

centered on his eight siblings, his daughter, and dreams of improving oneself. 

As I listened to Marcos he described how and why he and his siblings decided to 

come to the United States. As Marcos discussed coming to the United States he continued to 

talk about the fact that he and most of his family came with the premise of working in the 

United States, collecting some money from work, and then returning to México. 
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And my sister, the oldest, was the first who arrived here [the United States]; was the 

one who brought all the rest of us here – my cousins and me – because my brother-in-

law worked in construction and in the construction industry there was a lot of work, 

so he started by bringing my brother and then later he started to bring me and then 

later on my sister...We came – all of us who came to the United states came, like we 

all talked about – because of a dream, to improve ourselves, to have what we never 

had in México...But when I came here, we all came with the dream of arriving just to 

work. So what you want to do is get here and get money and return. But when I 

arrived here, I wanted to stay here; I did not want to return any more; I like it here. I 

like the United States. 

Marcos came to the United States because of a dream and that dream kept him here. I 

asked him if he has accomplished his dream by coming here. Marcos stated, “I arrived here 

also with the dream of improving myself but the situation to improve myself has not come to 

pass. The only improvement that I have had – I have my house and my daughter.” 

Marcos talked again about his dream and the fact that he was searching, and when he 

first arrived in the United States he felt as if he had found his dream. 

But many times many of us arrive with dreams but our dreams keep us here. That is, 

like me, I came because of a dream and I liked it, and I made money to go back. I 

bought animals, like cattle, cows and like that to leave and return to México because 

my dream was to return. I bought a truck and I got money, gathered money, and I 

wanted to return. But when I arrived in México, I did not like it any more, because I 
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had lived differently, and I liked it better here – there were more people, more action, 

more movement. I went searching – and here it [the dream] was. 

But with this dream and the reality of living in the United States comes a continual 

fear for Marcos– a fear of the economy, a fear of the unknown, and a fear of the reality of 

living illegally in the United States. 

But at times because the economy here is so bad – we work in construction – there is 

no construction. So because we came to the country illegally it is difficult for us to 

look for a job to improve ourselves because everywhere now they are asking for a 

good social security card. So, California is becoming more difficult. And Arizona – 

now no one can live in Arizona – the law of Arizona allows the police to stop you and 

if you are Mexican they take you away. So for us, California is becoming a big fear. 

The economy is provoking these things. So, now we are all afraid of, what is going to 

happen and not just in California but in the whole United States because we 

[Mexicans] are seeing that jobs are not increasing or they are increasing very little, 

homebuilding continues at a low level, so what is going to happen? We are seeing 

now that all the people in the world are holding back a little. 

Despite the difficulties of living in the United States Marcos also talked to me about 

two people in his life that he is helping to fulfill their dreams – his sister and his daughter.  

As Marcos continued talking about his sister and his daughter he portrayed a very 

unselfish disposition which is directly related to the pride he feels for his sister and his 

daughter. Marcos has devoted much of his time and money to helping his sister achieve her 

dreams. 
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So, I have a sister in México who went to nursing school and since I knew that going 

to school was not going to work for me and that what I was able to do I had already 

done, I tried to help her finish nursing school and thank God I helped her finish 

nursing school and now she has her nursing degree. So, now, she wants to study to be 

a doctor...I am still helping her but she wants to end up a doctor...So, my great pride 

now about my sister is that – this is where you feel proud – is that my mother once 

needed an operation and my sister had already received her nursing degree, so the 

doctor allowed her to operate on my mother...the doctor told her, “You are going to 

operate on her [her mother], and I am going to help you. You will only pay for the 

medicines.” So for me – this is when you feel that God is paying you back. 

As his sister continues her dream of becoming a doctor Marcos continues to help her 

and is very proud of her. Marcos has taken the disappointment of not fulfilling his dream and 

has focused that disappointment on helping others fulfill their dreams. 

Marcos then talked about his only child – his daughter. How he is supporting her and 

how proud he is of her as well. 

So it is an incredible thing that yesterday I went to Bank of America to open an 

account because I have my daughter saving money. Because her dreams are not yet in 

her head so young, but my dream for her already exists because I have her depositing 

money so when she is 15 years old – I am not doing it for her 15th birthday 

[quincieñera] because I think that between now and then I will have plenty of money, 

in seven or eight years. But when she gets to high school, and they start to charge me 

for her schooling, or they start to charge me when she is studying for a career, it will 
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not find me unprepared...So my dream for my daughter is that I want her to be 

something, but if she wants to be a firefighter because she is still a little girl. She sees 

a car and says, “I want to be a firefighter,” but there are firefighters, or she can be an 

attorney, or she can be anything else, but that is her opinion now. But when she grows 

up, her dreams will be different. So I do not want to find myself unprepared for the 

expenses. Not for her 15th birthday because all girls – all the girls in the world, I 

imagine – their dreams are to enjoy their 15th birthday. So maybe my daughter will 

not want her 15th birthday party, she would rather have a car. So everything can help 

me provide her with what she likes and to finish her schooling. And I hope that she 

will better herself in the future because none of us know how long we will be able to 

provide for our children, or our children for us. We all have dreams but some of them 

never come true. 

Marcos is hopeful that his daughter’s dreams will come true and tries to support her in any 

way that he can so that she can fulfill her dreams. 

As Marcos continued to talk about his daughter he discussed how she also supports 

and encourages him.  

And regarding my daughter, I feel very proud because my daughter, from the day we 

left school last Thursday, she has been pushing me to do many things. From here she 

took me to the library and said, “hey look, papa, let’s go, and now I have time to get a 

card so that I can borrow books, so that I can borrow movies.” She motivates me to 

do lots of things. She gets me to go to many things, and from here she took me to the 

library. She said, “you are going to do this, and get the card, and look, see,” and 
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asking questions of the woman, and “come here, come here” and I was saying, “no, 

no, no, no, calm down,” and she was saying, “come look” and then she brought me an 

application and said, “you can fill it out, and I’m going to help you,” and even that 

was given to me in Spanish, and I filled it out, and they gave me a card so she can – 

that is, she really likes to read. Because to them – the children who are small now – 

they like to know things, experience things, to see. So my daughter is like that. She 

wants to learn and learn and learn and well, that is good; it is good that she is like that 

while she is in school. It is good. She encourages me. 

One of the things that Marcos is teaching his daughter is to have dreams and to help others. 

Marcos is helping to support her dreams and in turn she is helping to support him as they live 

here in the United States.  

Marcos admires his daughter very much and is very proud of her. At one point while 

still living in the United States Marcos was getting a little pressure from his mother to move 

back to México and realized that this may not be the best plan for his daughter. 

I was going to go to México because I said, well, I am going with the money. But 

then later I started thinking and I said to myself, “If I take my daughter there, what 

am I going to do?” So everything I do, I do for her. So it makes me feel kind of proud 

to know that she is the only one I have and to know that she is making lots of 

progress … And she is doing very well. So, well, I do not ever expect to return to 

México...In spite of the fact that I am here illegally I believe that my whole life is my 

daughter because she is dependent on me. 
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Once again Marcos turned the conversation to his dream and the difficulties of 

fulfilling his dreams in the United States. His dream continues on and has now been passed 

on to his daughter. 

In spite of the fact that it [living in the United States] is difficult, and in spite of the 

fact that a document will arrive, and I have to put effort into reading the document 

and many people say to me, “How do you do it?” because I bought the house and paid 

it off. So they say to me, “How do you do it?” Well, that is how things turn out, and 

perhaps I did not seek out that dream but this other dream was given to me. 

Part of this new dream Marcos talked about includes having his daughter, doing 

everything he can so that she can have her dreams, living in the United States, and being 

financially satisfied. His daughter is what drives him to continue striving even though at 

times it is difficult. 

Educational Experiences – Two Countries 

As Marcos discussed his educational experiences in México his face showed a lot of 

sadness. He knows now that he needed his education and should have continued with school.  

I studied in just one school in México. I did not go to Kindergarten. I just went into 

first grade – first, second, third, fourth, fifth and up through sixth and no further. I 

finished primary school and when I finished primary school my mother begged and 

pleaded with me and told me to go to secondary school, but I never liked school. But 

when you are a child, that is how you see it. But when you grow up you start to see 

that you need it. 
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School was not a priority in the young mind of Marcos while he was living in México, but as 

I continued talking to him about this subject I realized that now education was very important 

to him, and even if he did not have an education he was going to do his part to help his 

family members get an education if they wanted. 

Marcos also talked about the fact that in México you have to pay for education. He 

alluded to finances also being a reason why he did not continue school as well. He says that 

even though financially it was not a possibility to continue education that he did not try very 

hard to continue either. However, as he spoke I kept thinking that at the time he was probably 

only 10 or 11 years old when he made this big decision to not go to school anymore. 

Finances may have played more of a role than not. 

And there I just finished primary school and the first year of secondary. But then I did 

not want to continue. I could not continue financially either. It was not possible, but I 

did not try very hard to continue either...In México at times there was not enough 

money to send your children to study, to pay for them to have a career. At times there 

was not enough because there you have to buy even paper – if they give you one it is, 

“no, well, take this paper,” and you have to make so many copies. You have to pay 

for them. So you pay for everything – you pay for notebooks, books – everything you 

have to pay. You have to pay because your child is in school. You have to pay 

because there is someone in charge of cleaning the school, and you have to pay him 

every week – everyone that belongs to the school group. So everything must be paid 

for. There is not one thing in México that is free. 
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Marcos then talked about how when he came to the United States he tried adult 

school for a little bit but, again, finances got in the way. Once again he felt that his dream had 

not been fulfilled. 

And I went to school here, but I only went for a month and then due to problems at 

work, I returned to work...But my English is deficient now, and I am sorry about that, 

but I am trying to study, because I study at home. But I look at the letters and 

sometimes it is difficult for me. About seven years ago I bought Inglés sin Barrera, 

and I look at it, and every time I get it out for ten minutes, I fall asleep because the 

letters for me are not easy, but I am trying with English. I understand a little but it is 

difficult for me to speak it. And now that I have the opportunity to study, to go to 

school, I do not go. And this is where I get mad at myself and say, “But why? Why?” 

But now I am running here and there and taking my daughter here and all of that 

comes up. And my whole family is here, but you have to do that fighting yourself. 

And not everyone gets their dream – maybe you have not gotten yours yet but you 

have the hope that one day it will get here. 

As I talked to Marcos he started to talk about what his focus should have been and what it 

actually was when he came to the United States.  

So, now as an adult I am aware that it would have been good to have continued in 

school but there are times when you say that it is too late. In my own experience I 

think I focused more on finances to get out of a financial problem quickly. And I did 

not focus too much on my education. 
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And sadly most of his siblings took the same path he did. His mother may have supported 

getting an education, but his father did not, and the focus of his father was more on finances 

rather than education. 

And I saw that my siblings also sadly took that path. Because two of my brothers 

went to secondary school. One finished middle school and the other high school but 

then to go on with a career. My parents – my mother supported us but she did not 

insist so much on us going to school, and my father definitely never supported us. It 

was never, “go to school, you have to study,” or anything like that. He never made us 

go. Nor did he encourage us. He never encouraged us. So when there was something 

we had to buy he would say, “I do not have the money. What I bring home is what we 

have, so if you want something else, you will have to work for it.” So I also, when I 

was working, tried to support my mother, tried to support my siblings, but it is very 

difficult in México. It is very, very difficult. So, my siblings also came here when 

they were young; they just finished what they were able to study. One of my brothers 

had the dream of being a teacher. He wanted to be a teacher and he finished high 

school and he wanted to enter a teacher’s college, but the truth is that it just was not 

possible. Now he has stopped insisting. My other brother did not either. He just 

finished middle school, and he also wanted to be something more. He had a dream of 

being a veterinarian, and he was very studious. So regarding my other younger 

siblings who did not study who just finished primary school – one primary and the 

other finished high school here – I could see that they had a very strong dream and 

that is something that makes you say to yourself, “Why didn’t we insist more? Why 
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didn’t we support the family more?’” so that they could have achieved what they 

wanted. 

So much pressure seemed to be put on Marcos at such a young age. I sensed that he 

felt somewhat at fault because his siblings did not continue school. 

As we continued to talk about Marcos’ and his sibling’s educational experiences he 

directed the conversation to his daughter of whom he is very proud. Marcos may feel that his 

dreams have not come true, but he truly believes that he can help his daughter’s dreams come 

true, and he is going to do the best he can to help her dreams come true. He believes in his 

daughter and is dedicated to supporting her. His desire to help her is supported by her 

pushing him to be involved in her education. 

So, she encourages me to do a lot of things too. She pushes me; she pushes me to do 

things. If at school they are having a carnival … she says, “You are going to go to the 

carnival, and we are going to go to the carnival.” … So she motivates me to do many 

things. Everything that happens here at school, she wants to be here for, but there are 

times when we cannot come. So, I see that when she grows up – I imagine and reflect 

that hopefully in her life everything will go well.  

Marcos talked about how much he tries to be involved in his daughter’s school. He 

asks her teachers how she is doing and many of the teachers have been very helpful. The 

teachers have given him tips and suggestions on how to help his daughter. He does feel that it 

is very helpful when the teacher speaks Spanish to him about his daughter. 

When my daughter started school there was a teacher who helped us a lot. She told 

me what I could buy to teach my daughter her letters, like the alphabet. So, at times 
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she told me which books I could buy for my daughter at her age. Then I remember 

that when she was in Kindergarten or Head Start I think it was – I do not remember 

well – I participated a lot with my daughter. I came almost every day to be with her 

here. Because my daughter likes me to be here, perhaps because when children are 

first starting school they want you to be with them.  

Marcos has been very involved with his daughter since she entered school. Marcos also 

talked about his daughter’s current teacher who helps him understand his daughter’s behavior 

in class. His daughter’s current teacher also speaks Spanish.  

Mrs. Rodriguez I also like because she speaks Spanish and she sends me papers when 

my daughter misbehaves…So when I see her teacher, when I pick her up she says, 

“Do you know what? Your daughter is doing very well,” and she brings me papers 

and sometimes they are green [positive note] and sometimes they are a different color 

that she brings when she behaves badly, and my daughter tells me why she behaved 

badly. And the teacher tells me, “Look, your daughter behaved in this way.” So it is 

good that you truly are aware of how your daughter is behaving and she is telling you 

about it in front of your daughter. 

Marcos also talked about his involvement with the parent group called Parent 

Connection at the school. At the Parent Connection parents are told what their children are 

learning, test scores and report cards are explained to them, and parents get examples of 

papers and materials that their children are getting at school. There is also a Spanish 

translator at these meetings. Marcos is happy about being apart of this group because he now 
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is more educated about what his daughter is doing in school. He tells of a time when there 

was a direct correlation from Parent Connection to his daughter’s class work.  

It makes me happy to know what my daughter is studying in her grade, what she is 

studying. If she is studying math, “Look, your daughter is studying this paper, or this 

book...your daughter is studying science...” So, one becomes aware because when I 

arrived home, I had the same papers my daughter had that I got from the Parent 

Connection. So my daughter said to me, “Why do you have them.” And I told her, 

“Because I am learning what you are doing in school.” So because of that my 

daughter started thinking and said, “Well, I am not going to be able to trick my father 

because he is aware of the studies that I have at school”...So, I started to see that 

when I started to go to the meetings and the Parent Connection that is where one 

begins to really be aware of how important it is for one to come and see their children 

in the school or to see how their children are doing in school. 

This home-school connection has allowed Marcos to be able to connect with his daughter and 

her schooling despite the fact that he does not know English very well.  

As Marcos reflected about his own educational experience, the support or non-

support he got from his parents, the educational road his siblings took, the financial hardship 

that continually came between his family and school, he realizes that, now, he wishes things 

could have been different. 

But now I realize that we need more than the support of our parents to finish our 

schooling, but what happens is that – I think now about my sister. I would have liked 

to have one of my siblings here to have said, “Know what? Come live here [the 
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United States] and go to school here. Do not come here to work. Go to school.” But 

unfortunately not all of us siblings think alike. 

You cannot change the past. You can only redirect your future, and Marcos realized 

that the decisions that were made in the past may not have been the best decisions for him, 

but he continues to support the dreams of his daughter. She is his focus now, and he sincerely 

and proudly takes on this responsibility for her. 

Cultural Patterns and Family Values 

When talking with Marcos about his family’s values and cultural patterns there was a 

significant difference between his views and most of his siblings’ views regarding the 

importance of school. 

My siblings do not think like I do, the older ones. They have never thought like me. If 

their children want to do whatever they want, that is their problem. But for me, what 

is important to me is speaking out to the younger ones because they are the ones I can 

speak out to, where I can say, “Look, you are not going to do that.” Because I am not 

going to tell my older brother, “You are going to do that.” He would tell me, “You are 

not going to tell me anything.” But the younger ones, at least I talk to them and say, 

“Look, this is what will work for you.” 

As Marcos continued his conversation about his siblings and their values regarding 

education, Marcos shared with me an example in his sister’s life. 

I have my sister, my sister who is 34, is living with me. So she has five daughters 

there in the house with her. The oldest is 15, and then there is the 13 year old, the 12 

year old, the seven year old and then the youngest who is four years old. All are going 
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to school except for the youngest, the four year old. So I watch her [his sister] and she 

is tending toward a point of view in which she does not pay attention to her 

daughters’ education and I say to her, “Look, children should not miss a day of school 

because school is very important for children,”...if a child says, “I do not want to go 

to school,” The parent should say, “But why don’t you want to go?” That is, the 

parent tries to get the child to go to school. But my sister – I see how it is – at times 

my nieces say, “I do not want to go to school,” so that is what they say. Then my 

sister says, “Okay, it’s all right.” but it should not be like that, because my daughter 

does not miss school unless it is for some important reason or for something – maybe 

she is sick or something. So that is the only reason. 

His sister’s value of education is very different than Marcos’. He believes that education is 

the key to his daughter’s success and that education will help make her dreams come true.  

Despite that he did not finish very much education he holds education at a very high 

level and supports his daughter. He also sees the importance of parents being active roles in 

their children’s education. 

So, I want, when the day comes that I am no longer with my daughter, for her not to 

say, “No, well, my father never paid attention to me.” If she comes to the school, and 

when she is grown up she comes to ask the principal, “Hey, did my father ever come 

to see me when I was in school?” Oh, yes, he came to the meetings. So my daughter 

is going to feel like, “Wow, if he paid attention to that, I am also going to put effort 

into school to be someone in school, to be someone in life.” 
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Despite the fact that some of his siblings do not understand the importance of 

education in their children’s life. Marcos believes that most of his family members believe 

that they do want their children to get a good job and to be able to support themselves. 

I believe of us all our values are that our children could study and that one of them 

might get a good position. We all want them to have it but maybe all of them will not 

achieve it...I would not like my daughter to finish high school and leave just to work 

in a Wal-mart, a K-Mart, or be working at McDonald’s. I was watching some other 

families whose children are working at McDonald’s and they have not even finished 

studying for a career. Their children at times finish high school and due to the 

parent’s ignorance they say, “You’ve finished high school; do not study any more; 

come work.” So that is bad. Because children you have to give them all the schooling 

they need. If they want to be doctors or they want to be attorneys, whatever they want 

to be, you have to support them as much as you can. 

Marcos continued to talk about the importance of supporting his daughter. As I listened to 

Marcos it was evident that there is a very real sense that although the dreams may exist the 

difficulties are still there, and the dreams may or may not come true. 

Dreams for His Child 

Marcos has definite dreams for his family and his daughter and is determined to 

provide support wherever possible. As Marcos revealed, his dream may not have been 

possible to achieve for himself, but he hopes that he can support his daughter’s dream. He is 

trying. 
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So it is our [his families’] dream that one of our children will be somebody. That is 

what we are hoping for – that one of our nieces or nephews or one of our children will 

put their best foot forward for us. But I do not know when that is going to happen. For 

that reason, I take care of my daughter so she will stay on a good path and see what it 

is that she is going to grab hold of for me. To see if some day I get some help from 

something here and she is present there with me...Yes, it is true that all the time I am 

paying attention to my daughter. I would like my daughter to be someone very big 

here in the United States – not for me but for her. Because I only have one daughter. 

And my daughter – as I am telling you if I get a quarter, I save it so that she can get 

ahead because I do not know when – I could die tomorrow or may live for a hundred 

years, right? 

His dream is still being envisioned and pursued through the life of his daughter. 

While Marcos is trying hard to help the dream of his daughter to come true he hopes 

that the school can also help her. He knows that getting his daughter an education is very 

important to her success. He shared with me some words of advice for his daughter’s 

teachers. In the context of his brief experience in México schools he shares his humble 

advice. 

Treat the children with lots of respect so that the children will respect them [the 

teacher]. Because a child should not be trained through beatings. A child should be 

trained by talking with them. So I believe that what the teachers should do is not 

punish the children, but come up to them and talk to them, and tell them, “Look, why 

did you do that?” I would like the teachers to not have a child that is special to them – 
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that all of the children be equal. That if a child arrives and hugs her, that she does not 

discriminate, that she does not say, “OK,” like that and then later discriminate. But if 

a child comes to hug her, she should hug him; and if the others come up – and if all of 

them together come to hug her, then she should hug them all, too. Because the 

children see how the teachers – how they treat one particular child. If I am a child in 

my classroom and I see the teacher only hugs the other boy, I am going to say, 

“Why?” So I am going to behave badly with the teacher to get her attention, I’m 

going to let things fall, I’m going to get into fights – so that the teacher will pay 

attention to my name and call it out, “So-and-so!” Whenever the children leave, when 

they are leaving the class, or going home from school – she should say something that 

would make them feel good so that the children will return the next day with a desire 

to study or a desire to see their teacher. 

Marcos believes that if classrooms have attributes such as love, respect and equality 

his daughter and other children will want to be at school and will want to learn. Marcos 

believes that learning and getting an education will help them to be able to achieve their 

dreams. 

Marcos hopes that his daughter will see what he does for her and do the same for her 

children. He does not want her to think about paying him back but only to take what he has 

given her and pass it onto her own children one day. Overall Marcos wants his daughter to 

give back to her family to her children as he is giving to her.  

So as far as my schooling – for me, school was not it; I hope I can serve my daughter. 

And hopefully my daughter will not pay me back, but will pay it forward to her 
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children – that she will not pay me because I did not pay my father but rather I am 

giving to my children. And that is what I want my daughter to do – to do it for her 

children and give to them, like I am giving to her. 

Marcos wants this circle of support to continue on led by his daughter even if he is no longer 

around. 

Family Portrait: Julia 

I believe that one comes to this country to try to better one’s life.  

Julia 

Julia is a parent of one child who attends Dry Creek Elementary in the Oak Dale 

Unified School District. Julia is 36 years old and comes from a very small village in Southern 

México. Her husband has been in the United States for thirty-five years and she has only 

been in the country for eight years. She came illegally but is now very close to attaining her 

residency documents. At the time of this study Julia’s daughter was in the first grade. Julia 

regularly attends the Parent Connection and volunteers to help out at the school often. 

Spanish is the primary language spoken in her home by her and her children. Her daughter 

can speak and understand English, but Julia cannot very well. Julia was not as vocal as the 

other three interviewees. Even in her group interview Julia was a woman of few words. 

However, despite the difficulties that Julia has experienced she remains positive and hopeful. 

Biography 

Julia came to the United States about eight years ago and crossed the border illegally. 

Her husband has been here for 35 years. She says that she did not jump the fence and thanks 

God that she is here without any problems. She says, “They have never grabbed me. I have 
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never had any problems with anyone over anything. I feel that I’m okay.” Her brother, on the 

other hand, had a difficult time coming here.  

In my personal case, I have a brother who, well, they suffer as much as you suffer not 

knowing about them. Because one of my brothers, uh, spent five days lost in the 

desert and well, we did not know there in México where he was because he did not – 

nobody knew here and nobody knew there. So after five days he came out but he had 

gone through three days without eating, three days without water, so he arrived 

dehydrated. He arrived dehydrated but thank God he arrived okay.  

At the present time Julia says that she is about to get her residency papers. Although many of 

her siblings are still in México she has four siblings who live in the United States but not 

nearby. She is the only one of her family living here in California. All of her husband’s 

family lives nearby. She stated that at times she feels very alone because none of her side of 

the family lives here. 

Julia did not study in school beyond the fifth grade. Her mother died when she was 

eight years old, and she could not continue school. She calls herself an orphan.  

Sadly, I did not study beyond fifth grade, well, because I became an orphan when I 

was eight years old and, well, my father had to leave us alone to go to work, to find 

food for us, and well, I did not study, I did not study, because there was no one to 

push me. If we wanted to, we went to school. If we did not want to, we did not go. 

And that is why now those are my dreams and my goals of pushing them [my 

children] along. When I was growing up, I took care of my siblings, and I tried to take 

them to make sure they did not miss school because I ended up with that – that I wish 
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that I had had my mother, had had someone to push me to go to school. Because I 

think that school is the most important and it is the basis of life so that one can arrive.  

Julia then discussed a little bit about what it was like to be an orphan at the tender 

young age of eight and how difficult it was to take on the role of “mother” to her siblings. 

Growing up was a very difficult time for Julia. School was not her focus, not necessarily by 

choice, but it became her reality. 

But yes, well, you suffer a lot and well I also, in my personal case, well, I have 

suffered a lot because I have been, I have been – I will tell you, I was left with a 

desire to have an adolescence, to be a young person like any other single girl, to go 

out with her friends, to enjoy, to go places. When my mother died, I was 8 years old. 

So you could say that from the time I was 12 years old – maybe a little older – we 

became the mothers in our home, my sister and I. We became the mothers in our 

home to keep our home together. So, the two of us brought up the family and because 

of that I like to be involved in the school because I would have liked it if someone 

had helped me, had helped me focus…well, I became responsible to get my siblings 

to school, to study, to achieve what I could not achieve. But, also there was a 

rebellion on the part of my siblings, they were alone, they had no one to – my father 

was here [the United States] so there was no one to pressure them a little more and it 

was not possible to achieve. And, well, now, my goal and my focus is to achieve, 

achieve so that my children can have what I could not have and what I wanted to 

have. Because you suffer a lot, I tell you, you suffer a lot, growing up like that. It is 

difficult. 
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Julia and her older sister had to take care of her siblings. Julia stated that she would 

try desperately to help them in many areas in life especially getting their education but many 

times her efforts were not appreciated by her siblings. Not only that, but when she did have a 

chance to go to school her brother suddenly changed his mind and wanted to go to school 

again. Because of this Julia was again not able to go to school because of financial reasons. It 

was either her brother go to school or she go to school. They could not afford for both of 

them to go to school. She chose to help him go to school.  

At times it is difficult. I can tell you that with my younger brother, I wanted him to 

study, to go to school, but he did not want to, and when he grew up I could not go to 

school because when it was time for him to go to secondary school, well, he said to 

me, “Sure, I want to go,” and everything. One day I spent a whole day up to ten 

o’clock at night getting money to go get him his books for school. They had to be 

brought from a town that was also about two hours away, and the very next day 

people were going to get the books, and I was at it until ten o’clock getting money 

from acquaintances, family members, to buy the books. I bought them for him. He 

went for a year and then he did not want to go any more. So I’m telling you that even 

though I pushed him, he did not want to go. 

There were times when she had wished she had support to go to school and that she had a 

mother to push her. For Julia life was very difficult. She had a dream to better herself but as a 

young child she had no one to push her and to help her fulfill her dream. 
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Educational Experiences – Two Countries 

Although Julia did not attend school past the fifth grade her brief experience in school 

was positive for the most part. She began to tell me about her brief time in school while 

living in México. 

Well, what I studied, I feel like it was – well, good and bad, both, because I had a 

teacher, thank God, who helped me a lot … If it were not for them [the teachers], 

well, I would not know how to give a good account of myself in writing, but, well, I 

feel that it went well. It went well for me… I had good teachers and bad teachers, one 

could say, because at times the education there in México is different in that they 

punish you very strongly. They give you time to work and if you do not achieve the 

goal they have set – well, and then they hit you. I had beautiful experiences and I had 

bad experiences in the five grades I was in. But, well, I have no regrets. I have no 

regrets because, well, I do not know, but well, perhaps I understand some things and 

can help my daughter a little more. 

Julia hopes that she can help her daughter because she is doing very well in school. 

Julia then talked about her daughter's current educational experience.  

My daughter has been helped a lot because my daughter entered school without 

knowing anything and now she is finishing first grade and she is up to grade level. 

That is, she is at grade level. Her teacher tells me that she is at grade level. And I have 

tested her at home because I set her tasks and she does them for me, and I set her to 

reading English and ask her to translate it into Spanish for me, and she translates it. 

Well, for me, everything is working very well – the teachers are all helping a lot.  



  

148 

Julia then made a comparison between México and the United States schools and 

discussed how she is happy because in her opinion her daughter’s school is more advanced 

than Mexican schools.  

The climate my daughter has is much better because one sees that there in México the 

classrooms do not have air conditioning, they do not have anything, and at times it 

happens that they are even a little low on supplies, in everything. I have seen that now 

everything is more advanced. And it is better now, I can tell you. Now, I do not know 

how things are going there, but in my years, in comparison with now, it is better now. 

Julia was impressed with the supplies in the school here in the United States, but she talked 

about a concern that she has in regards to parent involvement at her daughter’s school.  

One thing she did see in México that she does not see here is the schools making 

parents be involved with their child’s education. One way they do this in México is by 

holding grade cards until the parents come to the school and sign off for them. 

Well, I believe that like now that we are coming into the grading season, when they 

show us the grades, I would like – I see that they send them to us so that we can see 

them and everything – I would like that not to happen, that the parents would be more 

involved in the school; that the parents would come into school to sign off on their 

children’s grades so that they would be more involved in the school. And they could 

ask more basic questions. Well, you know that when they do not agree they still sign 

them and they get upset because their children got poor grades, or got good grades, or 

they just do not like something. So in México that happened also, but in México they 

never sent a report card to the house. The parents always had to go to the school to 
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sign them and see how their children were doing. And that is one of the things I 

would like to see – that they were not mailed to us but that the parents would come to 

school to be informed and to sign off. 

Julia also talked about another comparison between the U.S. and México and her 

desire for her daughter’s school to make children wear uniforms. She is happy with the 

system but would like to see uniforms on all children.  

I believe that the system is moving along well. The only thing that at times I would 

like to see personally, well, I see that this is not a school that uses uniforms; I would 

like the children to come … for all the school children to wear a uniform that is the 

same and if they could put like the blue with the white on the patches – but I would 

like everyone to be the same. That was the one thing that I would like because it is 

something I lived with in México. 

These are a couple of things that Julia would like to see, but she feels confident that her 

daughter is getting a good education. Overall, she is very pleased with the school her 

daughter attends here in the United States. 

Well, all of the diligence that is involved in going to school, the diligence that the 

teachers are showing, the diligence the administrators are putting forth to help us with 

our children and so that everyone will get ahead, well, the diligence that my girl is 

showing and the progress she is going to have. I do not have many words but yes, I 

am fine. 
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Cultural Patterns and Family Values 

When asked what she values the most Julia stated, “Well, I believe that now they are 

my children, my husband and my parents. Those are the greatest things I have in this world.” 

She also feels that education is important and her perception is that all Mexican families view 

education in high regard. 

Well, I believe that, like for all of the families, education is the most important. It is 

where a person can achieve – achieve their dreams, achieve their goals, and for a 

person also it is a blessing and something to be proud of. Well, I do not know the 

words but I believe that studying is the most important.  

Both Julia and her husband view education as very important and as a value that they want to 

pass onto their children.  

Since Julia and her husband did not have the opportunity to go to school past the 

primary grades they hold education high and are determined to see their children get through 

school and be successful. According to Julia her husband also wants to help and support their 

children with their educational journey.  

My husband also has that problem in that my husband does not know any of his 

letters, or how to read or how to write – nothing. Because my in-laws brought him 

when he was young; he came here when he was 10 years old, my husband – but at 

that age my father-in-law put him to work. Yes, he brought them here to work; he 

said that he wanted workers, not teachers, not professionals, that he brought them to 

work, not to study. And that is why they are as they are. My husband’s siblings do not 

know how to read, they do not know how to write, and that is how it is. That whole 
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family came – it is a large family. All of them came when they were young but they 

do not know how to read or write, because my father-in-law is a chauvinist, he would 

not allow them, and well, but my husband is like me, he pushes me and encourages 

our daughter. He says, “You can do a little more, encourage her, help her, go to 

school as much as you can, all that you can,” and well, like he says, “I am here as 

much as I can be.” 

Julia is the main support with the education of her children. Her husband supports the family 

financially and often this takes him away from the family for many days at a time.  

Spending time with family is also a very important value to Julia. She described some 

of the things that she does to spend time with her family.  

Well, with the children it is watching a little television, and talking a little with them 

about what they learned at school, how it went, what they learned, and, well, trying to 

get them to bed as early as possible so that they are ready to get up early the next day. 

But yes, communicate a lot with them. 

As she talked about spending time with their immediate family she then shared about 

the good times that she has when they all get to spend time with other relatives. 

Yes, everything is different because it involves family harmony; one talks about 

things that – well, lots of things, right? And the time goes by very quickly. And even 

more so when it is my family, when I have the blessing of their visit, well, it is a night 

in which sometimes one does not get any sleep at all. 

As Julia talked about family her face lit up and she smiled a big smile. She cherishes the 

beautiful times that she spends with her family. 
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Dreams for Her Children 

Julia discussed how education is a dream that she was not able to attain; because of 

this she wants her children to experience the best education possible. I asked Julia how she 

felt about the education that her daughter is receiving currently. As we continued to talk 

about educational dreams for her children I asked Julia what would be some advice for her 

daughter’s teachers in order to ensure that her daughter would get the best education 

possible. Julia feels that her daughter is getting a wonderful education because she is on 

grade level and the teacher is communicating with her. 

Truly, now, I do not know because, well, the teacher that my daughter has now, I 

believe she does not need any advice because she is working very well with my 

daughter and I come to be informed about how she is doing, and if my girl is not 

doing well in something, she will explain what it is she is not doing well in and she 

will tell me how to help her improve. And, well, I am very happy and … I am very 

happy with her and with the progress my daughter has had.  

Another thing in regards to the education that she feels is very important is the fact 

that her daughter is becoming bilingual. Julia sees that being bilingual is an automatic benefit 

to getting an education in the United States. 

Here, well, if one takes the trouble or even if not, one learns two languages at the 

same time. And for me it is very important for them [her children] to grasp the two 

languages – that they be bilingual and, well, if they can learn another language, well, 

even better. 
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Ultimately, Julia’s dream is to support her children in their education here in the 

United States and to do that she wants to be involved in her children’s school and help them 

realize that education is the “basis of life”. 

My little girl now is just in first grade, and, well, I, my dreams are, well, to help her, 

lift her up, support her, so that she can achieve her goals and even to help her realize 

that studying is the basis of life. And try to involve myself in her schooling as much 

as I can. Support her and be, well, here at school asking, being informed, and well, to 

be able to help her to obtain her best. Later, when my son comes, well, I think it will 

be the same. 

 Family Portrait: Isabella 

Well, we came here because we were trying to find a better life. 

Isabella 

Isabella is a parent of one child who attends Dry Creek Elementary in the Oak Dale 

Unified School District. At the time of the interview her son was in fourth grade. She came 

from a very small village in Central México. Isabella has been in the United States for 35 

years. She is fifty years old. Her husband was born in the United States. They met at a 

packing plant where they both were working at the time. Spanish is the primary language 

spoken in her home, and her son can speak both Spanish and English. Isabella regularly 

attends the Parent Connection and volunteers to help out at the school often. Isabella’s 

highest level of education is eighth grade and all of her education has been in México. All of 

her son’s education has been in the United States. In our interviews Isabella’s main focus was 

on her son’s education. Most of her discussion is centered on the schooling her son is 
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receiving currently and how she feels the school and teachers can help him and other children 

better. 

Biography 

Coming to the United States was not very difficult for Isabella, but as she talked she 

told me about her mother and the struggles that her mother had to go through to get Isabella 

to the United States. 

Thank God, I came without any problems. I have to thank my mother. My mother 

suffered...My mother, she suffered a lot. She came here from the village in México, 

from a village so she had to work hard because she did not know anyone, she did not 

know anyone here. So she arrived in Tijuana and there she went to work in whatever 

she could find while she waited to come here, she went to work and time passed. 

Several years went by in which we did not see each other. We could not see each 

other because when they are here, they cannot leave the country, because they do not 

have any documents, and how are they going to leave? So we stayed with my 

grandmother, my brother and I. And four years went by when my mother started to 

settle her status and when she arranged her documents and that was when she started 

to arrange for ours. But during that time my mother was alone, and my mother met a 

man and they started a relationship.  And that man did have documents, and he 

arranged for my mother to get hers. So, as I said, time passed and my mother started 

to make arrangements for us and here we are. We arrived without any difficulties and 

without any problems but it is not the same as it was for her and many, many 

families. 
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Isabella’s mother gave birth to Isabella as a single, young female in México. 

Isabella’s biological father did not stay with her mother during the pregnancy or after. 

Isabella does not know her biological father. Because Isabella’s mother was very poor she 

had to leave the country to make money for her family and was hopeful that eventually she 

could bring her children to the United States with her. It took four years before Isabella saw 

her mother again and was able to come to the United States to be with her mother. While 

Isabella’s mother was in the United States Isabella lived with her grandmother. Before 

Isabella lived with her grandmother she describes having a wonderful school experience and 

liking school very much. 

Well for me – good. I started in second grade because according to my mother I was 

intelligent. So first grade, they did not teach me first grade. I did not go to first grade 

at school. Because I had some cousins in school that were older than I and, and they 

used to go to the house and they would say to me, “Okay, do you want to – we are 

going to play school. We are going to play school.” And we would start studying the 

vowels and the alphabet, and I picked up on all of that and when I started and wanted 

to go to school, they had me take a test, and they did not put me in first grade. They 

told me, “you are good to go for second grade”...So, I say that maybe I was not very 

intelligent, but I believe that I was because I always had good grades. There, when 

you get a grade of eight or nine, it is good. Ten is like proficient here, but I was 

always between eight and nine. And I finished – I remained there until I finished 

primary school.  
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After primary school Isabella went to live with her grandmother. Isabella feels that 

the effects of her mother leaving her, living in a poor village, and living with her 

grandmother were tragic events that led to the demise of her dreams and goals and negatively 

affected her schooling. The secondary school that Isabella wanted to go to was very far away 

from the village in which she lived and her grandmother did not want her to go that far away. 

Then, after my mother left I was raised by my grandmother, and well, my 

grandmother was an old-fashioned woman … If I wanted to continue going to school 

I had to go to a school that was far away from where we were living. It was like an 

hour by car. So I wanted to continue going to school. I liked school. But, I could not 

continue school because of my grandmother. My grandmother would say, “No. What 

are you going to do? Women should not be going so far all alone. How are you going 

to go somewhere so far away alone?” So my grandmother kind of put on the brakes 

there, she stopped me from doing what I wanted to do. I wanted to continue with my 

high school, my secondary school because I did not go to high school. There it all 

ended – my goals. I wanted and had the desire that when I grew up, I wanted to be a 

teacher. And that was the end of it.  

When Isabella came to the United States there were people who supported her. While 

she was working in the fields here in the United States she met a woman and that woman 

pushed her to move forward in life. As Isabella talked about this woman and how much she 

appreciated the “push” that this woman gave her then her conversation reverted back to 

wishing that someone would have pushed her when she was younger to continue school. She 
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believes things would have been different for her if someone would have pushed her like this 

Japanese woman. 

I met a person here where I worked in the fields; she was a Japanese woman, and I 

am so thankful to that woman because she pushed me – she was not a relative, we just 

worked with her. “Isabella, when are you going to get your license?” “Oh, I will let 

you know, I will let you know. I will let you know.” And time went by. “Isabella, I 

will take you in my car. You do not have a car but I will take you in my car so you 

can get your license, your driver’s license.” “I will let you know; I will let you know. 

I am not ready yet.” And that happened about three times until it made me feel 

ashamed. I felt ashamed and I said, “Okay. I’m ready. Okay, I’m ready.” And I went 

out of sheer shame because she kept asking me and wanting to help me. And I finally 

went. So, fearfully and everything, but I passed and everything and now I remember 

that; I do not ever forget it because I remember and say, “Thanks to that woman, I got 

– I tried to get my license.” Maybe I would never have tried, but it is necessary. But 

she was pushing and pushing, and I say now if they had pushed me before to go to 

school, my life would not be, that is, my situation would be different, my life would 

be different if I had – because I wanted to be a teacher there in México.  

Even after Isabella came to the United States with her mother later she says that she 

was older then, but she could have gone to school here. Once again she talked about not 

getting the “push” that she needed to go onto school. Because of nobody supporting her she 

“pushes” her son to learn and go to school. She feels that one day he will appreciate her 

“push”. She wished that her mother and grandmother would have supported her more. 
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My grandmother also used to say, “Well, I want you, I want you to learn. Go to 

school and learn.” But at the same time it was like … they wanted us to learn, but 

then she did not let me continue, studying. So I believe that my family’s point of view 

regarding education was also that I continue but that part I did not understand. Why 

did not she let me? I tell you that when we got together with my mother here, well, 

that was when I was – I arrived here older and they also wanted the best for me. But 

you also need a parent, your parents, to push you, to give you a little shove. At that 

time, you may even get angry. And say to them, “I do not want to go; I do not want to 

go.” But after, after time has passed – and that is what I tell my son, “Look, son, time 

will go by and you will say I’m so glad that they pushed me, so glad.” Because when 

they push you that means something. 

Educational Experiences – Two Countries 

Isabella discussed her educational experiences in México. She did not have any K-8 

educational experiences in the United States. She did have a little bit of education in the 

United States at the adult school. Isabella describes her educational experiences in México as 

very positive and wished that she had more education in her life. She discussed her 

educational experiences and then discussed her perspectives on the American education that 

her son has received in his school. First she describes her love for education and her 

memorable educational experiences in México. She talked about her experiences with 

teaching students in lower grade levels. 

And about me, well, for me, for me, perfect, good, beautiful. I really liked going to 

school … I was in fourth grade in México, and the teacher, when I got sick, the 
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teacher sent me to another little school that was nearby for me to go to – like here 

they have substitutes? – So I would go give classes to the children in first and second 

grades. I was in fourth. I went there. I liked it. I liked that because I said, “I really like 

this. I am going to be a teacher,” because I enjoyed giving classes. I was just a girl, 

and I was giving classes to other children in the second grade. But like I tell you, they 

said that I was intelligent and well, I knew what I knew – I could teach the second 

graders. So to me, for me, that was a good climate. I really liked it. 

Isabella then discussed her thoughts on education in the United States as compared to 

her experiences in México. She talked about how she has seen teachers who she says act like 

they are just doing their job for the money and teachers who she says show favoritism 

towards certain students. She first started by talking about her adult educational experiences 

and then turned the conversation to comments that she has heard during her son’s educational 

experiences here in the United States. 

Because truthfully, I believe that at times some teachers …are only here for their 

salary. Because I went to school here [the adult school] once, but it was like a school 

for adults, and the teacher sometimes, like – I have always had that idea that there are 

some who are only there because it is their job and they are paying them and they do 

not care about people. Because if you watch them sometimes, you can see. So you 

can see when a person, when a teacher is truly interested in his work and likes what 

he is doing and that is why they try to help the children more, and it is not important 

to them if that child over there knows more than another, and pays attention because 

sometimes I have heard comments, “Do not help that one because this one knows 
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more, or this one asks more questions, and that one does not,” and they begin to leave 

him behind, and that is not good. 

Isabella described her teachers in México and how they were strict, but even though 

they were strict it showed that they cared about the education of their students.  She feels that 

the education that she had in México was very good and that teachers would give up a lot of 

their time to help their students. She feels that most of the teachers here would not do that for 

her son. 

In México when I was in school and I had my teachers, all of them were strict …the 

teacher used to give us fifteen questions. “You have to answer these questions for me 

before you can go home,” the teacher would say. But when I was in school at that 

time we went there twice, from 8 a.m. to 2 p.m. and then we went home to eat lunch, 

and we returned again from 3 p.m. to 5 p.m. There were two hours in the afternoon. 

So the teacher would give us those questions that we each had to answer before we 

could go home. Studying, studying. If I did not finish, if I had not learned the 

questions, all of them, when it came time to go home, I could not go home. I could 

not go home until I had learned the 15 questions …I believe that one sees things at 

that time, one sees them badly – but now I believe that was a good strategy the 

teacher had. The teacher was also there putting in his time there, and he could not go 

to his house for lunch either because he was waiting for us to finish our work – what 

we had to learn before leaving that day, because that was for that day. For the next 

day, it would be something else.  
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Isabella also believes that students have to put effort into their work as well. She believes that 

it is not all up to the teachers, but that the students have to put effort into learning also. She 

stated, “The student has to put a lot into it, he has to put in a lot of effort on his part, it is not 

all on the teachers.” 

Isabella did talk about the fact that overall she likes the educational system in the 

United States because you do not have to pay to go to school and you also do not have to be a 

citizen to go to school. She enjoys that she and others can go to the adult school and learn 

more English.  

Well, I also like the system [the American educational system] here because it always 

gives you the opportunity if you want to go to school. I like that system because also 

at times you can go even if you do not have citizenship...well, now I do not know 

how things are, like when you cannot pay to go to school, but you can go to adult 

classes and such. And that is good. I like that because you go and if you want to, you 

can continue studying something to learn and I want to learn more English, so I have 

to go to school to learn something else. I like that system.  

Isabella also shared that her son likes school here in the United States, and she feels 

that he has had good experiences here. She also talked about how the school did what she 

asked and tested him, and now she feels that she knows what the problem is, and she can help 

him more. 

Regarding him [her son] I can say that I think he is doing well, I think he is okay 

because he does not tell me that he does not want to come. He likes it. With respect to 

him, that is all that I can say...he likes it because they always try to give him the 
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opportunity to see how he is doing now; I asked them to do that, to evaluate my son. 

And they did it. And that is good. I like that they give you, uh, the opportunity to do 

what you want them to do. They did it [tested her son], and … I said, “well, now I 

know what the problem is.”  

Although Isabella talked about liking the American educational system and that her 

son also liked school, she wishes that she could have gotten more of an education for herself 

when she was younger in México and also when she moved to the United States when she 

was seventeen. She wished someone would have pushed her more and that she would have 

learned more English. She believes that more education would have helped her more in her 

life today. 

Cultural Patterns and Family Values 

Isabella shared that the treasures she holds most dear are her family members. 

Isabella stated that her house and other material things are a gift from God, but they are 

secondary to the value that she places on her family.  

The values and treasures that are important to us? Well, for me the treasures that are 

very important to me…Well, one very important treasure that I have is my son. That 

is one of the greatest treasures. My mother is important to me. I believe that these are 

the greatest treasures … things, like having a house, well, I have, thank God, a place 

to live; I have a house, but for me my dearest, most valuable treasures, well, are my 

son, my mother, my family, my husband. 

Isabella then took some time to share with me how she tries to instill her values onto 

her family members. She holds certain structures and rituals in her home in order to promote 
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the values that she wishes her children to pass onto their children. These structures have 

morphed into the cultural patterns that point towards providing her son with a consistent and 

supported education. What she cannot do in helping her son with his English homework she 

tries to make up for by creating cultural patterns that foster the importance and value of 

education in her son. I asked Isabella to describe “typical nights” in her home, and the 

routines she shared with me described a continual concentration on family and educational 

values. 

Typical nights at my house are always the same routine. My husband comes home 

from work, we start making his dinner, or I already have it ready because since I do 

not work, then, uh, I have his meal ready for him when he – since he does not take a 

lunch, when he gets home he is hungry. So I like to have his food ready for when he 

arrives and we sit down to eat together … We all sit down at the table, eat at the same 

time, and talk about, “How was your day? How did it go? How did your day go?” To 

my son, “How did it go at school? How was your day?” Okay, then each person tells 

about how his day was then it is, “Okay, let’s eat” then it’s time for homework and 

we start working on his homework, and we are there for a long time with his 

homework, and then after that it is time for his bath, then it is time to go to sleep, and 

that is our daily routine. 

Isabella then described her weekends which included Sunday where she stated that 

church is also very important to what her family values together. 

During the weekends, we are all home on Saturday, everybody together. At times we 

work in the yard cutting the lawn together. My husband sometimes works with my 
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son, “Come”, he calls to him, “Let’s plant some tomatoes and vegetables. Let’s go to 

the yard and do that.” And he goes with him or at times he sets him to helping him to 

teach him to do the lawn. So, that is Saturday …On Sundays we get up again, we sit 

at the table and drink coffee, talk for a while as we drink our coffee. Then after that it 

is time for us to go to the church, that is, each Sunday we go to church. If I do not go 

to church …I feel like I have not – like something is missing, that something did not 

happen. Because of that every Sunday we go to church. Okay, now we arrive home 

from church, and we buy food and eat it at home. Or if we want to eat out, we go eat 

out. And once again it is Sunday afternoon, and we have to go to bed early because 

tomorrow you have to get up for school and my husband rests because tomorrow he is 

going to work, and, well, I continue with my routine of cleaning and the work that I 

have in the house, and that is our routine for the whole weekend. 

Isabella is a mother who is devoted to her family to the value that she places on her 

son’s education, and on her religious beliefs. These three things are at the forefront of her 

daily thoughts and actions. Because of her devotion she tries to provide a family environment 

that is orderly and focused. After I had turned off the tape Isabella shared with me about a 

time when she did not think that she could have children and then she shared that God had 

blessed her with her beautiful son. She feels that her son is a true blessing from God and 

believes that with this blessing comes much responsibility. Isabella is devoted to her son not 

only because of her own values but also because of the blessing that God has given to her. 
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Dreams for Her Son 

Isabella’s dreams for her son focused mostly around his education. She shared with 

me things that she felt the educational system (her son’s school and teachers) could do to 

better help her son and other students at the school. Some of the characteristics of a positive, 

supportive educational environment that she described were trustworthiness, a love for 

students, and respect. Isabella started out by sharing her thoughts about having teachers who 

“love” what they do, who love their students, and who do not just do their job for the money. 

I would like it if the teachers in the schools were more, uh, that they would be like I 

have been saying – that they would focus more on the children, that it would not just 

be for a salary, but that they would not be here just for that. But also if they would 

give them [students] love above all, because that is where it begins. That they would 

give them love and that they would pay them [students] more attention.  

Isabella then shared with me some deeper thoughts regarding students and how they 

might be treated by their teachers. She feels that teachers must be trustworthy and show love 

and respect to their students in order to have students want to come to school. She stated that 

during the current school year she has heard parents talk about being concerned about how 

their children are being treated in the classroom by certain teachers. She is not saying that all 

teachers are bad, but some of the conversations that she has heard and been apart of make her 

wonder if all teachers are treating children with respect and love. She feels that in order for 

teachers to create a positive learning environment for all students they need to create 

environments where love, respect, and trustworthiness abound. 
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That they would give them trustworthiness – they would show themselves 

trustworthy to the children so that the child could trust them. That they would not be 

the kind of children who are afraid when they arrive at the classroom, because I have 

seen here that they arrive at their classroom and they go happily, but at times they are 

afraid to go because – I do not know why – so the teachers should be trustworthy and 

again they would give them love and uh, and well, that they would support them. That 

above all they would support them because they always have questions they do not 

know the answers to, and that they would support them in that, in the things that they 

do not know, and, like I say again, not just be sitting there. Because if they are going 

to choose to be teachers it is because they already know what is expected of them 

…you [the teachers] have to be trustworthy and show them [the students] love so that 

they will also respect their teachers. That is very important. Because I have heard 

many complaints that there are some teachers here who treat them – I do not know if 

they are racists or they do not care – I do not know, but something – I have heard 

comments like, “Oh, my son does not want to be with that teacher because of this and 

that.” Because it is like I have been telling you, they no longer want to go. What kind 

of motivation are they going to have in school if they [teachers] treat them like that? 

If you are with a person that treats you well – tell me if I am right or not – if you have 

a friend or whatever, you get closer to the person who gives you love. If you see that 

a person does not give you love you say, “Oh, I’m going to put some distance 

between us.” 
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Again Isabella stressed the importance of teachers treating students with love and 

respect and to come to work to teach and not to “dump” their problems on the students. She 

shared how teachers are to be good examples for students and that students are learning how 

to be good citizens and get ahead in life. As we talked Isabella was very passionate about 

teachers treating children with respect and love and being good examples for them. She 

discussed the simplicity yet importance of teachers treating students well. 

Yes [treating students well], very simple. Simple, yes, but very important. You can 

see that – everyone has problems, we have them and the teachers have them 

everyone, you and I have them – but if I have problems, I am not going to come here 

to dump them on others or get back at you. No. I leave them at home. And especially 

teachers, because they are here working with the children – with children! And the 

children are children who are trying to get ahead and coming from behind and they 

[the teachers] have to set a good example. They [the students] are growing up. How 

are they going to grow up if they [teachers] treat them [students] badly?...In the same 

way that you want to be treated, you should treat others. None of us are greater than 

anyone else in the eyes of God. In the eyes of God, we are all equal. 

Isabella’s dream for her son is to have a good education, and also an educational 

experience that will inspire him to become a good citizen. She believes that teachers are role 

models and can greatly influence what children learn, how they treat each other, and what 

kind of citizen they may turn out to be. She desperately wants her son’s and other children’s 

educational experience to be full of love, respect and trust. This is her dream for her son – 
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that he have the best learning experience but also that he has an educational experience that 

teachers him how to love and respect others by the examples he sees in his teachers.  

Summary 

In summary I think it is important for the reader to know that three of the four 

families interviewed still have their children enrolled at Dry Creek Elementary. Isabella is the 

only parent who has taken her son out of Dry Creek Elementary and put him in a parochial 

school nearby. Julia and Teresa are still highly involved at the school and attend Parent 

Connection regularly. They both are also involved in the school’s English Learner 

Acquisition Committee (ELAC) and the Parent Teacher Organization (PTO). Julia is 

regularly attending the school’s English for parents classes which are held and provided for 

all parents who wish to learn English. The adult English classes are held every Tuesday, 

Wednesday, and Thursday for an hour. Marcos also attends the Parent Connection 

occasionally and was an active member of the school’s School Site Council (SSC). He has 

gotten another job and is now unable to attend the SSC meetings. These four families 

continue to support their children’s education as best as they possibly can within the 

circumstances in which they live. 
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CHAPTER V                                                                                                               

SYNTHESIZING THE DATA 

In the previous chapter, I presented four parents’ perspectives of their own 

experiences and their children’s experiences in the American educational system. For each of 

the participant’s names I used pseudonyms throughout the study. In this chapter, I analyze 

and present findings from two major data sets – the perspectives of the participants involved 

(interview data) and my collection of observational data. My interview data included 

individual interviews with four parents, group interviews with the same four parents, and a 

group interview with the children of those parents. My observational data included 

observations of school parent meetings called the Parent Connection, observing the parent’s 

interaction within the school setting and listening as parents discussed their hopes and 

dreams for their children. My personal perceptions of my own Latino/a children’s 

experiences within the American educational system were also included in this chapter. I 

analyzed this data using a critical and sociocultural lens and then used portraitures as my 

framework.  

During my interviews and my observations I focused on my over-arching research 

question, what are the cultural  aspects and beliefs of Latino/a families experiencing the 

American educational system? The main goal of my research was to listen to the voices of 

the families involved and develop an understanding of their perspectives of the American 

educational system. My sub questions were cross analyzed within the first four sections of 

this chapter. In the first section of analysis I cross-analyzed the socio-cultural experiences 

that the families may have faced or still face by answering the question, what are some of 
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the sociocultural experiences that the families face which may affect their experiences in 

the American educational system? In the second section I compared their cultural 

experiences and focused on how these experiences related to their educational perspectives 

by answering the question, are the educational experiences of the families studied 

reflected in their educational perspectives of the American educational system? In the 

third section I examined some of the families’ cultural patterns and values that are reflected 

in their attitudes and beliefs of the American educational system by looking at the question, 

what are some cultural patterns and values you hold dear which are reflected in the 

attitude and beliefs that you have of the American educational system? In the fourth 

section I described my understanding of the families’ hopes and dreams for their children and 

how they are or are not reflected in the current education of their children by looking at the 

question, are the hopes and dreams that you have for your children being reflected in 

the education your child is currently receiving in the United States? The fifth section of 

this chapter included implications derived from this study. 

As I analyzed the data I looked for codes within each data set and then looked to see 

if there were themes that ran across each data set. Within each section I identified the major 

pattern themes that arose during my data analysis and defined these pattern themes. After 

organizing the sections and pattern themes I found connections of the data sets within each 

pattern theme then at the end of each section I gave a brief summary of the collective 

findings.  

The process I used for coding the data consisted of interpretive coding and descriptive 

coding also called pattern themes (Maxwell, 2005). The four main sections of chapter five 
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are the interpretive codes and the pattern themes came from the descriptive codes and are the 

sub-sections of the four main sections of chapter five. Connections or connectors were then 

made between the pattern themes (Dey, 1993). Essentially, there was a three-tiered analysis 

approach that was developed: (a) sections or interpretive codes were defined, (b) pattern 

themes or descriptive codes were found among the interpretive codes, and (c) connections or 

connectors of the data sets were made and discussed within each pattern theme. Most of the 

data collected came from the interviews of the parents and children since this is where I was 

able to get a deeper understanding of the chosen participants; however, major themes were 

seen throughout all data sets. As codes were developed and found it became apparent that 

connections between themes and strands ran throughout the data.  

Sociocultural Experiences 

Within the sociocultural experience section five major pattern themes were identified 

within the two data sets – interview and observational data. These five themes focus on 

sociocultural information that the parents and children have experienced and may still be 

experiencing. The five themes are defined below: 

Family Information.  Information on each data set such as the number and age of 

their children, where they are from, what language they speak, their highest level of 

education, and their employment information. 

Coming to the United States. The families’ experiences as to how they arrived in the 

United States, and why they came to the United States to live. 

Living in México. What the families’ lives were like while living in México. 
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Living in the United States. What the families’ lives are like now while living in the 

United States. 

Parent Educational Experiences. What the parents’ educational experiences have 

been like.  

Within these five broad themes I cross-analyzed the two data sets – interviews and 

observations. I found connections within these themes as well. Following are the findings 

from each of these pattern themes. 

Family Information 

In this section I found similarities and differences of family background among the 

families that I thought was important to point out. It is important to begin with a general 

family demographic in order to get a general context of the participants’ background. 

Teresa, a 38 year old Latina, has three children, is from México, has lived in the 

United States for thirteen years, speaks Spanish and some English, her highest level 

of education is the sixth grade, and at the current time she is unemployed. 

Marcos, is a 28 year old Latino, has one daughter, is from México, has lived in the 

United States for ten years, speaks Spanish and very little English, his highest level of 

education is the sixth grade, and at the current time he is employed. 

Julia, is a 36 year old Latina, she has two children, is from México, has lived in the 

United states for eight years, speaks Spanish and barely any English, her highest level 

of education is the fifth grade, and at the current time she is unemployed. 

Isabella, is a 50 old Latina, has one son, is from México, has lived in the United 

States for twenty-five years, speaks Spanish and is very good at speaking English, her 
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highest level of education is the eighth grade, and at the current time she is 

unemployed. 

Parent Connection Participants, there were 20 participants involved in the Parent 

Connection classes; their ages ranged between 25 and 55 years; all of the participants 

were from México; four had been in the U.S. between one and three years, eight for 

10 years, four between 11 and 15 years, and four between 21 and 25 years; all spoke 

Spanish very well, but most spoke very little if any English; three had no education, 

one went to third grade, two went up to fourth grade, four went up to fifth grade, three 

went up to sixth grade, three went up to eighth grade, three went up to ninth grade, 

and one had gone up through 10th grade.  

Children , there were six children interviewed, their ages ranged from six years old to 

fourteen years old (first through eighth grade), all but one of the children had been 

born in the United States, all children spoke both Spanish and English.  

 Four Families, two parents were illegal immigrants and two parents had gotten their 

residency papers; two had been divorced or separated and two were still married; and 

the highest level of education between the four of them was eighth grade. 

I found that all of the families involved in the Parent Connection were from México 

but from different parts of México. All spoke Spanish but groups of them spoke different 

dialects of Spanish. Many of the families were said to be illegal immigrants but that 

information was hard to gather because of the fear that comes with living as an illegal 

immigrant in the United States. Although, the highest level of education is the 10th grade for 
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these parents they are very interested in getting their children an education in the United 

States. Almost all of the participant’s education was in Mexican schools. 

The children of the families chosen had no experience in the Mexican educational 

system of México. All their education had been in the United States. Most of the children’s 

education had only been at Dry Creek Elementary. The one child who had not been born in 

the United States had come over to the U. S. when he was one year old and had never lived in 

México after that. None of the students had ever lived in México. All of their living and 

educational experience has been in the United States. Although the children spoke both 

Spanish and English none of them could read or write in Spanish. They only could read and 

write in English.  

All parents who came to the Parent Connection were very concerned about their 

children’s education and were regular attendees of the Parent Connection. The four families 

chosen for the interviews were very involved parents at Dry Creek Elementary. The 

observations I did at the Parent Connection and the dialogues that happened at the Parent 

Connection showed that these parents want what is best for their children and want to know 

what they can do for their children as they learn at school. Through observation and 

interviews it was very apparent that the parents have high hopes and very big dreams for their 

children. In general, they are hoping that their children go to high school, maybe to college 

but get jobs and are successful in whatever it is they want to do here in the United States. All 

of the parents believed that coming to the United States would help their children be more 

successful in life. 
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Coming to the United States 

Each of the four families chosen came to the United States in different ways. 

Teresa, She came to the United States illegally but has since gained her residency. 

She came over with her one year old son and then her two daughters were born in the 

United States. She has lived here for 13 years. 

Marcos, He came to the United States illegally and is still considered an illegal 

immigrant in the United States. He came over and lived with his sister and then 

bought his house. He had a daughter while in the United States and sees her only on 

Thursday through Saturday due to his divorce agreement. He has lived here for 10 

years. 

Julia, She came to the United States illegally and is also still considered an illegal 

immigrant in the United States. She has had two children while living in the United 

States and has lived here for 10 years. 

Isabella, She came to the United States legally and joined her mother because her 

mother had been living here for four years before she was able to get her papers for 

Isabella to be with her. Isabella has one son who was born in the United States. She 

has been living here for 25 years. 

Of all families interviewed coming to the United States was not difficult. Isabella was 

the only one with official papers, so coming to the United States was very easy for her. 

Marcos, Julia, and Teresa came over easily as well, but it was not a legal move. Teresa has 

since gotten her residency papers and Julia is very close to getting hers. Marcos does not 

have his nor did he discuss trying to get his residency papers. Both Marcos and Julia talked 
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about the fear and difficulty of living in the United States illegally. At times for Marcos 

getting a job as an illegal immigrant was difficult and Julia talked about not getting 

“grabbed” and that she has never had any “problems” while living here.  

Isabella, Julia, and Teresa all came to the United States without the intention of going 

back to México except for visiting. However, Marcos came to the United States thinking that 

he would make a lot of money here and then take it back to his family to support them in 

México.  

But when I came here, we all came with the dream of arriving just to work. So, what 

you want to do is get here and get money and return. But when I arrived here, I 

wanted to stay here; I did not want to return anymore; I like it here. I like the United 

States. 

As I talked to Marcos he said that it was very common for Mexican men to come up 

from México to the United States to work so that they could take the money back to their 

families in México. According to Marcos this is what most Mexican men do for their 

families. 

A major connector that came out when talking about coming to the United States with 

all four participants was the dream of making a better life for them and their families. They 

all agreed that at times it is very difficult living here in the United States, but they do it 

because they want better lives for themselves and their children.  

Teresa, I wanted to provide a better life for our children and a better life for us, also. 
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Marcos, We came – all of us who came to the United States came, like we all talked 

about – because of a dream to improve ourselves, to have what we never had in 

México. 

Isabella, Well, we came because we were trying to find a better life. 

Julia, I believe that one comes to the country [the United States] to try to better one’s 

life. 

All of the parents talked about the dream not being possible for them, but they were all 

determined to make it happen for their children. 

Of the four participants coming the United States was a sacrifice but at the same time 

it was a blessing. The sacrifice was that they had to leave all they knew, their country, their 

family and their friends. Some of them came here in fear because they did not have their 

residency or citizenship papers. Some of them still live here with the constant fear of being 

found and taken back to México. If Marcos or Julia were found and taken back to México 

they would be taken away from their children that would be devastating to both of them.  

This is a fear I do not know and am glad I do not have to live with. I have five 

children, and I cannot imagine what it would be like to live in constant fear that at any 

moment I could be taken away from them. For these families their children are their life, their 

joy, and the fulfillment of their dreams. I too feel this way about my children and would be 

devastated if I had to leave them. I cannot imagine how the children would feel not being 

able to understand why mommy or daddy left them. 

When thinking about these families one must realize that most of the time the 

children know about immigration and also live in fear that one or both of their parents could 
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be taken away from them and back to México. México is a very far place to a child especially 

when their parents are taken away. Many deported Mexicans leave their children in the 

United States with relatives or friends so that they can continue their education. I do not 

mean to speak selfishly about not having to live in this fear, but instead I try to empathize 

with the families and realize that many families and children live in this fear everyday. 

Living in México 

Living in México was very difficult for these four families. A very prominent 

connector that arose during our discussions was financial difficulties while living in México. 

Due to financial difficulties all of them had to quit school at a very young age and financial 

difficulties also steered them into coming to the United States.  

Teresa, I left for secondary school but financial situations, no longer for me, since I 

was the oldest in the house it was like I took on a lot of the responsibility also to be 

aware that we could not study. So I left that opportunity to my siblings so that they 

could better continue with their school, and I supported my mother. I went to school 

for eight years. I left secondary school at 12 years old and started working half-time 

and have been working every since. 

Marcos, In México there was not enough money to send your children [speaking of 

himself] to study; to pay for them to have a career...You have to pay because your 

child is in school. Everything must be paid for. There is not one thing in México that 

is free. 

Julia, When my mother passed away my father worked a lot and was not home a lot. 

I suffered because I had to take care of my siblings. I was left with a desire to have an 
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adolescence, to be a young person like any other single girls, to go out with her 

friends, to enjoy, to go places, but when my mother died from the time I was 12 or 

maybe a little older we [her sister and her] became the mothers in our home to keep 

our home together. 

Isabella, Because of financial difficulties my mother moved to the United States 

without me and my brother to find a job and money for us. It was four years until we 

were able to go to the United States to be with her. During that time I lived with my 

grandmother and she was an old-fashioned woman. If I wanted to continue school I 

had to go a very long way. But my grandmother said, “No. What are you going to do? 

No. Women should not be going so far all alone. How are you going to go somewhere 

so far away alone? So my grandmother kind of put on the brakes there, she stopped 

me from doing what I wanted to do [continue school]. 

Financial difficulties caused all four participants to have lives that were very difficult and 

took them away from school.  

Teresa had to support her family at the tender age of 12, Marcos could not continue 

school because of finances, Julia’s mother passed away when she was eight, and she became 

the mother of her home, and Isabella wanted to go to school but her grandmother would not 

let her travel to school. Each of the participants discussed how school was going very well 

for them before they had to quit. They each got good grades and were well behaved. Marcos 

was the only one that had also stated that although there were financial difficulties at fifth 

grade he no longer had the desire to attend school. It makes me wonder where that lack of 
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desire came from. Was it because he was being pressured by his father and the current 

culture to work so that his family could have money?  

During all of the interviews the theme of a pressure to support the family financially 

became very evident. The only person who did not say that she had to go outside of the home 

to work was Julia. Instead Julia had to stay at home and work in the home by cooking, 

cleaning and doing other household duties. Julia’s father had to support the family financially 

but because of this and her mother dying she had to support the family home.  

As I continued listening to each of the interviewees I could not help but wonder what 

life would have been like for them if they had had the money to attend school and to make 

their dreams come true. For Marcos as he said he did not have the motivation, but I cannot 

help but wonder if his parents had more money would he have had the motivation to continue 

school? Was it really due to lack of motivation or was pride taking over? One detail that did 

show up that every one of the interviewees felt that not continuing their education was a 

major reason that they have hardships today. They all felt that their struggles to find a job and 

to be successful [make money] in life were due to their lack of education. They were 

saddened when they talked about the hardships that they had faced as children and how it 

affected their lives. 

Once again I cannot imagine how this must feel as the participants look back at their 

lives, shake their heads, and wish life could have been different for them. During our 

discussions it was evident that there was a feeling of loss in their lives, for some a loss of 

family, for some a loss of childhood, but for all a loss of their education. In speaking for and 

about myself, we take so much for granted as citizens of the United States. 
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Living in the United States 

As we discussed how things were going while living in the United States the 

following connections came out: having or not family here, the difficultly of making a living, 

and not knowing English very well. Each of the four parents were saddened when talking 

about their families. Everyone had to leave family behind when coming to the United States. 

Teresa, My father is in México, So that hurts a lot. It is hard work here to be close as 

a family. It is hard work. 

Marcos, There are five siblings that are here and three in México; one died. And my 

mother, she comes and goes to México. She has a visa. She comes and visits us, then 

she goes back. 

Julia, No, many [family members] are in México. I have four siblings but not nearby. 

They are not near me. I am the only one here in California. Because of that, well, at 

times I feel alone. I feel alone because I am alone. 

Isabella, My mother, my husband and my children are here but other family still live 

in México. 

While all parents talked about missing family members and having to move away 

from them. Teresa and Marcos discussed some of their difficulties when they arrived in the 

United States. Teresa talked about her lack of English and her need to become very involved 

in making money for her family due to life’s circumstances. 

I had to speak English and everything, and it was difficult, it was really difficult 

because my siblings had come here before me, so they were already speaking it and 

everything and still they would say, “well, practice, you have to speak more because 
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you really do know it.” That is, I listen to it and I know how to pronounce many 

things, but many things are not clear to me. It is difficult for me to speak it, to really 

speak it, because I can read it and I can understand quite a bit, but when I am 

speaking it I do not understand very well. I cannot – it’s like the words get stuck. 

In regards to her children her English limitation is also frustrating because she is not able to 

help her children in school as much as she would like. 

And with respect to my children, well, now what I am doing is trying to help them as 

much as I can. The hardest part for me is helping them with their homework because, 

well, the system is – it is very different from what I knew or as far as I studied. But in 

other respects, well, I understood the papers they bring me but at times I cannot help 

them do their homework. But I am trying to see if I can a little – if I can learn a little 

more in the future. 

Teresa also shared how life had some difficult turns, and she had to become more 

involved in her work in order to make money for her family. She had been very involved in 

her children’s schooling, but due to finances she had to work more and become less involved. 

And, well, life has many twists and turns and I had to go to work, so I became very 

focused on my work – for two years I was very involved in my work. We opened a 

small bakery, and I worked full time in the bakery. It was a very big mistake which I 

recognize now because, well, I did not spend much time with my children, it was like 

“later, later,” and now I am aware of that, that is not all that there is. That is, wanting 

to do something is good, but we have to know how to do it. So those two years I got 

behind in being involved with my children at school. 
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Like Teresa, for Marcos not knowing English became a challenge in making money 

for his family. Marcos feels that if he would have known how to speak English he could be 

making more money for his family. 

But my English is deficient now and I am sorry about that, but I am trying to study, 

because I study at home. But I look at the letters and sometimes it is difficult for 

me...maybe I made an error in not arriving and taking English classes because if I had 

taken English classes, I would have taken a different path. Because when I worked I 

had an American boss, so I was earning 18 dollars an hour and when he saw that I 

was trying hard to speak English, he told me, “If you teach yourself to speak English, 

I will pay you 25 dollars an hour.” But English is very hard. I tried and tried but I 

could not do it. He would say things to me, and I could not understand him. 

Both Marcos and Teresa’s focus when coming to the United States became money 

and learning English so that they could make more money. This was not necessarily because 

they wanted this to be their focus, but the difficulties of living in the United States and 

supporting their families became a reality for them very quickly. This reality caused them to 

take time away from their families, but also allowed for them to continue living in the United 

States and finally supporting their families. 

Isabella described a more positive experience when living in the United States and 

not knowing English. Someone in her life supported her and pushed her to take a chance.  

I met a person here where I worked in the fields; it was a Japanese woman, and I am 

so thankful to that woman because she pushed me – she was not a relative, we just 

worked with her. She would say, “Isabella, when are you going to get your license?” 
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“Oh, I will let you know, I will let you know. I will let you know,” I would say. And 

time went by…And that happened about three times until it made me feel ashamed. I 

felt ashamed and I said, ‘Okay, I am ready. Okay, I’m ready.’ And I went out of sheer 

shame because she kept asking me and wanting to help me… I do not ever forget it 

because I remember to say, “Thanks,” to that woman, I got my license, maybe I 

would never have tried, but she was pushing and pushing me. 

Although, it may not seem like a big deal to some, to Isabella getting her driver’s license 

while not knowing English very well was a very big deal for her. It was an accomplishment 

that encouraged her. 

All four of these parents shared that they still have trouble with their English and are 

very timid when trying to speak it. Marcos and Julia have had the hardest time with their 

English and continue to struggle. Often times they will not even try to speak it because they 

are embarrassed. However, Teresa and Isabella have had more success with their English and 

do try to speak it as often as they can. This could be due to the fact that Isabella and Teresa 

have been in the United States the longest out of the four parents. Also, Isabella had the 

longest amount of education out of the four, and Teresa actually had two years of her 

education in the United States when she was young. 

All four of the parents came to the United States knowing that they would have to 

leave some family behind. They continued to live with many of their family members not 

here with them. Teresa, Marcos and Julia all have immediate family members who are not 

living with them and Isabella has relatives that are not living with her. Not only that but they 

all have had to come and live in the United States while not knowing very much English and 



  

185 

get jobs in order to support their families. It has been a struggle for them all, but as I 

continued listening to them I saw hope in their eyes. A hope that living in the United States 

will, if it has not already, provide a much richer and fuller life than if they were living in 

México. 

Parent Education Experiences 

As I analyzed the educational experiences of the four parents a couple of connectors 

stood out. First of all, all four of the parents had not had many years of formal education. Out 

of the four parents seven years is the most education that they have had.  

Teresa, It is sad because I only went though sixth grade, and I know perfectly well 

how to add and subtract and multiply, and without using the calculator so much. I 

only studied until sixth grade due to financial difficulties. 

Julia, Sadly, I did not study beyond fifth grade, well, because I became an orphan 

when I was eight years old. 

Marcos, And, there I just finished primary school and the first year of secondary. But 

then I did not want to continue. I could not continue financially either. It was not 

possible, but I did not try very hard to continue either. 

Isabella, I started in the second grade because according to my mother I was 

intelligent. So, they had me take a test, and they did not put me in first grade. I did not 

go to first grade at school. She [her grandmother] stopped me from doing what I 

wanted to do. I wanted to continue with my secondary school. There it all ended. 

Of the four parents three of them talked about how they wished they could have gone 

onto school and received a better education. They all stated that there was some kind of 
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financial reason for not continuing their education. However, Marcos stated that he did not 

wish to continue on with school, and Teresa stated that at the age of twelve she had to start 

working and did not see school as benefiting her in her work, so she quit school. Although, at 

the time Marcos and Teresa did not want to continue schooling nor did they see the benefit in 

continuing school. They both talked about how now as they look back on their lives they 

wished that they would have continued their education. 

A second connector that arose had to do with someone pushing or not pushing them 

to continue their education. They all felt that if someone would have pushed them in their 

education that they may have continued. Marcos stated that his mother did encourage him to 

go to school, but she did not push him hard enough because he finally did what he wanted. 

He quit school. 

When I finished primary school my mother begged and pleaded with me and told me 

to go to secondary school. When my mother said to me, “Go to school,” I told her, 

“Do you know what mama? For me, school is not it. How am I going to study and 

have you pay for a big career and then half-way through the course I quit, and leave 

you with everything?” I said, “No”...but when you are a child that is how you see it. 

But when you grow up you start to see that you need it.  

Teresa, on the other hand, just did not see the need for school and decided to quit as well.  

At the age of 12 I started working half-time. I was no longer on the path to continue 

studying. I did not give it much priority. I did not see it as so necessary for the area in 

which I went to work. So, I did not see that the doors to continue were opening for me 

– that I needed to study to continue working. So, well, I quit. 
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In contrast to Marcos and Teresa, Isabella and Julia wanted to continue on with 

school but felt that they needed a “push” from someone. Isabella’s grandmother made her 

quit when she was young and living in México, but when she came over to the United States 

she says that she was old enough to go to school in the United States but nobody pushed her 

to go to school. Even though the school that she would have attended next in México was far 

and her grandmother told her “no” she still feels that she could have had someone push and 

support her to continue with school. 

If someone would have pushed me, and said, “You have to go. You have to go. It 

does not matter that it is far away so let’s see how we can make it happen, but you 

have to go.” But the doors close on you; they do not help you. And that is how I 

remained...then I came here [the United States] and it did not happen here either...and 

I say now if they had pushed me before to go to school, my life would not be, that is, 

my situation would be different, my life would be different if I had – because I 

wanted to be a teacher there in México. 

Julia talked about school and like Isabella she regretted not having someone push her. 

She regretted not having a mother to push her, and her father was very busy supporting the 

family. As we talked about this time in her life I sensed that for her this was a very sad time 

due to the fact that she had to quit school because of her mother passing away.  

It was like I became an orphan when I was eight years old and, well, my father had to 

leave us alone to go to work, to find food for us, and well, I did not study. I did not 

study because there was no one to push me. If we wanted to we went to school. If we 

did not want to, we did not go...When I was growing up, I took care of my siblings 
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and I tried to take them to make sure they did not miss school because I ended up 

with that – that I wished that I had had my mother, had had someone to push me to go 

to school. Because I think that school is the most important and it is the basis of life. 

Another connector that came through during the interviews of these four parents had 

to do with their brief experience in school. Some of the parents talked positively about school 

and others talked about the regret of not getting to go to school. Oliver did not talk much 

about his schooling when he was a child; rather he talked about attending school when he 

moved to the United States. Marcos stated, “And I went to school here, but I only went for a 

month and then due to problems at work, I returned to work, and now that I have the 

opportunity to study, I do not go. And this is where, like, I get mad at myself and say, “But 

why? Why?” 

Julia had good experiences in school and thanked God for the schooling that she did 

have. 

Well, what I studied, I feel like it was – well, good and bad, both, because I had a 

teacher, thank God, who helped me a lot…But yes, it went well, and I am thankful to 

know the little that I do because also if it were not for them [teachers], well, I would 

not know how to give a good account of myself in writing, but I feel that it went well. 

It went well for me. 

Julia also talked about her teachers and how her experiences of school have helped 

her to be able to help her daughter in school. 

Well, I had good teachers and bad teachers, one could say, because at times the 

education there in México is different in that they punish you very strongly…I had 
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beautiful experiences, and I had bad experiences also in the fifth grade. But, well, I 

have no regrets. I have no regrets because, well, I do not know, but well, perhaps I 

understand some things and can help my daughter a little more. 

Teresa was actually the only one of the four parents who had attended school in the 

United States for a short time. When she was young her mother had brought her to the United 

States and put her in school while they lived here. She had a good experience while in school 

in the United States, but when she went back to México she was made fun of for speaking 

English and she felt that she got behind in Math. 

Well, I came from México and I was in – I was eight years old, and I was already in 

third grade in México. We came here for two years and I started in third grade. So I 

did third and fourth grade, and I was going into fifth grade. It served me well because 

I believe that it helped me as a foundation at that age. I was able to learn a lot. When 

we returned to México we [her siblings and her] practiced, and the children at school 

and our own family laughed at us because they saw us talking like that, so they told 

us not to speak English because we had returned to México and we were not going to 

continue to speak English, and, well, my parents do not speak English, so we started 

not to practice it. Also, when I went back I was twelve years old and I went into fifth 

grade in México. I feel that in those two years that I was here, I got behind in math 

because in México when I arrived it was more difficult for me to adjust again to the 

system.  

Teresa experienced two different educational systems when she was young. She also 

was put in a lower grade and with her younger brother upon returning to México. 
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Isabella enjoyed school very much and had an opportunity to actually teach classes to 

children who were in younger grades.  

For me, perfect, good, beautiful. I really liked going to school. I was in fourth grade 

in México and the teacher, when I got sick, she sent me to another little school that 

was nearby by me to go to – like here they have substitutes? – So, I would go give 

classes to the children in first and second grades. I was in fourth. I went there. I liked 

it. I liked that because I said, “I really like this. I am going to be a teacher,” because I 

enjoyed teaching classes. 

For Isabella her school experiences prompted her to want to become a teacher. 

Unfortunately, she was unable to fulfill her dream of becoming a teacher. 

As I listened to these parents discuss their experiences or lack of experience in school 

it made me sad to think that all of them now see the importance of going to school. All of 

them now wish that they had continued with school. Because they see the importance in 

school now, they are all determined to become involved in their children’s education and to 

support their children in school. Despite the tragedy of them not continuing school it seems 

that they are desperately trying to turn their tragedy into triumph as they support their 

children in their education. As I talked to all four of the parents I sensed sadness for their 

own lack of education but a strong determination for their children to have a good education. 

As I look at myself and my own children I see some similarities between this 

determination for our children to attend school and have a good education. As I listened to 

each of these families I thought about my adopted children who have only been in the 

country for four years. While in Colómbia they did not attend school. My son should have 
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been in the second grade when he came to the United States with us, but we put him back so 

that he could get an extra year in school. In Colómbia neither he nor his sisters attended 

school at all. In talking to them they tell me that they would see their neighborhood friends 

go to school and sometimes stand by the fence of the school and watch the other children 

play in the playground at school. Their biological mother did not make them go to school and 

often times she would not let them go to school.  

I compared their lives to the lives of these four parents and their children. How easy it 

would have been for my children to never have attended school and how sad that could have 

been. There was no one to push my children while they lived in Colómbia. Although, I do 

have an education I, like the four parents, feel very strongly about making sure that all my 

children go to school and get a good education. Here in the United States I will be pushing 

my children to go to school and will support them in whatever ways needed. I feel that 

although these four parents and I have come from very different backgrounds we have a 

common goal of making sure our children get a good education.  

Another characteristic regarding this topic – getting their children a good education – 

that I find very interesting is that as stated earlier in this dissertation the school that their 

children are attending is rated in the bottom five percent of all elementary schools in the state 

of California. The federal government has categorized Dry Creek Elementary as a school that 

must undergo a transformation or it may undergo school closure. I cannot help but wonder if 

the parents really understand this mandate. This information has been shared with the 

families; however, I question how much the parents fully understand that according to state 

and federal standards this school ranks as one of the lowest not only in California but also in 
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the nation in regards to student achievement. If you wanted your child to have the “best” 

education possible in order for your children to be successful in life would I choose this 

school? Would most educated, English-speaking parents choose this school for their 

children? I have to think that the answer to both these questions would be “no”. The next 

question that comes to mind is why would these parents choose this school for their children? 

Is it because of their limited English that they really do not understand the mandate, it is out 

of convenience, is it because they feel that they do not have a choice, is it because their 

experience has truly been such a good one that they do not want to leave or change schools, 

or is it because they just do not know any better?  

Educational Experience 

Within the educational experience section four major pattern themes were identified 

within this category. Within each theme the connectors that were found focus on a 

comparison between parent and child educational experiences in México and educational 

experiences in the United States. The four pattern themes included: 

School/Teacher Expectations. The expectations while attending school from either 

the school and/or the teachers. 

Participation. How the schools foster parent and student participation and how 

involved the parent is at the school. 

Educational Concerns. Concerns that parents have regarding the education of their 

children here in the United States. 

Teacher Support. Support that was given by the children’s teachers. 
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Most of the themes that came out in this category focused on the American 

educational system. The parent’s perception of what education should be like comes 

predominately from their own brief, past experiences in Mexican schools and from seeing 

their children’s current learning experiences here in the United States. 

School and Teacher Expectations 

Within this theme there were four main connectors that included teachers demanding 

more, teachers being stricter, the schools being more disciplined, and the teachers putting in 

extra time. When I asked the four parents about school and teacher expectations they shared 

their thoughts on this in the context of their own educational experiences. They focused on 

their Mexican educational experience to describe what they see happening or not happening 

in the American educational system.  

Teresa, Julia and Isabella all talked about how the teachers were strict and demanded 

more from students in México than they do in the United States. Julia’s description of 

teachers being strict included her using the word “punish”, and she stated that “the teachers 

would hit the students when they did not achieve the goal that the teacher had set for them”. 

Julia did not have many positive things to say about her schooling in México, but she was 

very glad that that kind of punishment is not happening at her daughter’s school. She said, 

“you do not see that kind of punishment here in the United States”. 

Isabella had a good experience in school and respected the fact that the teachers were 

strict and held the students accountable for their work. She commented on how the teachers 

also gave up of their time to help the students and make sure they did their work.  
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Well, it is like there I had some strict teachers. I had some very strict teachers – I do 

not mean to say that they crossed over the line – no, but when the teacher gave us 15 

questions he would say, “You have to answer these questions for me before you can 

go home.” We had to learn, and I believe that one sees things at that time as bad, but 

now I believe that was a good strategy the teacher had...The teacher was also there 

putting in his time and he could not go to his house for lunch either because he was 

waiting for us to finish our work – what we had to learn before leaving that day, 

because that was for that day. 

Isabella expressed her disappointment with her daughter’s school and teachers because they 

do not demand more from the students, and she does not see the teachers spending extra time 

to make sure that the students get their work done. She says that she does not see these kind 

of expectations going on here in the American schools. 

Teresa shared that the teachers in México were very strict and demanded more from 

the students. Teresa stated, “There [México] they demanded more in the tasks they gave us. It 

was all about finishing the tasks, working hard on math, doing letter and word exercises, 

sentence exercises, division and multiplication exercises. We did all of these as homework at 

home almost every day.” 

Teresa also talked about how in México they taught students responsibility for their 

work. 

The teachers there [México] are very strict but that helps you be very responsible in 

your work. They are strict in such a way that if you are going to put in the effort to do 

your homework they do not let you just turn in sloppy homework. We had to take 
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notebooks to write down our homework. We had to do our homework and turn it in 

the same notebook. We had to write clearly and present all of our homework in good 

form and all of that. They would not accept it if it was not done well. Because when 

you have that responsibility as a child you begin to teach yourself how you have to do 

it, that you have to do it well. 

Teresa commented that here in the United States students can come back to school 

with their homework and it is messy and some times crumpled up, and the teachers still 

accept it. She says that this would not happen in México because the students knew to not 

even try to turn that kind of mess into the teacher because they would not accept it. She feels 

that because of this lack of respect and low expectations on the teacher’s part children are not 

taking their work seriously nor are they taking pride in their work. 

In contrast to Isabella and Teresa, Marcos was very happy with the schools especially 

in regards to children’s safety and the rules of the school. He feels that the schools here in the 

United States are more disciplined in how they protect students and keep order. 

Here in the United States they are more disciplined than in México. In México it is 

very different. Here it is a little more – the teachers, the adults, everyone is constantly 

watching over your children; no one can come in, like if someone comes and you do 

not know them here at the school, they cannot come to the school and say, “I’m going 

to go into a classroom, I’m going to go to...” There in México – that is why many 

times children are stolen from schools. Many times they arrive and they come into the 

school when they do not have anything to do with the school. But not here. Here they 

come and it is, “What are you doing here at the school?” And if some child is not in 
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his school classroom, they ask him, “And what are you doing out of school?” or 

“What are you doing out here in the street? Why didn’t you go to school because 

school is in session?” 

Marcos feels like the United States schools are very safe and that children cannot skip 

school here. He says that the schools in the United States really care about the students being 

safe and getting an education. 

It was interesting to hear the perceptions of the four parents in regards to the teacher’s 

and school’s expectations. I could not help but see that they all had some very different 

experiences in regards to school expectations. Isabella and Teresa had very strict teachers 

that they appreciated later in life. Both Isabella and Teresa had also talked about having very 

good educational experiences while in México. They liked school when they were children. 

On the other hand, Julia talked about how teachers would hit her and other children if they 

did not do what the teachers wanted them to do. As she talked about this she shared a fear of 

going to school at times. This is different from Isabella and Teresa’s perception of the 

teachers as they both said that the teachers never hit them or other students, but they were 

strict. Marcos did not talk much about his own schooling, but instead about how happy he is 

with the safety and order that the schools here in the United States present to him and his 

daughter. Marcos also talked about how children would be stolen from schools in México 

which seemed very frightening to me. 

Participation 

A connection that came from the four parents as we talked about parent participation 

was a general feeling that schools in the United States do not do enough to promote parent 
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participation. Teresa and Isabella shared a similar view of the attitude that they see many 

parents have in regards to their children’s education. Teresa stated that she feels sad when 

she sees this attitude. 

Here the difference that I see is that they invite children to participate, but the 

children do not see it as an obligation, as a responsibility. It is like, “Oh, if I do not 

want to do it nothing happens. They do not say anything to me.” So it is like as a 

parent, if you come from there, they say, “No, you all have to participate.” Here it is 

that “the others are not participating, the rest do not want to and they do not do it 

either. So, why should I?” this makes me feel sad...It seems to me that it was not 

optional in México. All of us had to participate. There was none of this, “Oh, I do not 

want to.” No, we all had to participate in something because it was to help us grow 

up, to help us learn to develop in different environments. 

Teresa also shared that although the children act this way she feels that the parents 

should be pushing them to participate and be involved. She also shared that the schools need 

to do what they can to get the children and parents to participate. 

Isabella made a similar comment in our discussions. She stated, “I see here that 

sometimes people are not interested in their children’s education, they just bring them here 

and leave them and they go away, bye.” Both Teresa and Isabella felt that participation is not 

a priority for some of the parents and their children here in the United States. As they 

continued to talk about participation they shared about many celebrations that the schools in 

México put on for the children. Teresa and Isabella both stated, “When they have 

celebrations everyone gets involved it is a beautiful sight”. 
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In regards to parent participation Marcos discussed a lot about his own participation 

in his daughter's school, and he also shared a little bit about a conversation he has had with 

his sister regarding supporting her children in school. 

And she [his sister] tending toward a point of view in which she does not pay 

attention to her daughters’ education and I say to her, “Look, children should not miss 

a day of school because school is important for children,” because the support of the 

parents is...if a child says, “I do not want to go to school,” “But why do not you want 

to go?” That is, the parent tries to get the child to go to school...It should not be like 

that, because my girl does not miss school unless it is for some important reason or 

for something – maybe she is sick – or something. 

Marcos believes that it is very important to support his daughter and to be involved 

and visible in the school. In light of Marcos’ comments he too sees that some parents here in 

the United States just do not care about their children’s education. 

In regards to parent participation both Teresa and Julia have a unique solution for 

getting parents to school. They both say they experienced this strategy in Mexican schools 

and both feel strongly that this should happen at the schools in the United States. Teresa feels 

that one way to make parents participate is for the schools to make the parents come to the 

school to sign off on their children’s report cards. She says, “[In México] the parents had to 

go to sign the report cards, the grade. The parents had to go to the school to sign off on the 

grades, and then in the meetings, the festivals – all of the parents went”. Isabella also 

remembers this as a great strategy to getting parents involved in the school. Isabella states, 
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“So in México they never sent a report card to the house. The parents always had to go to the 

school to sign them and see how their children were doing.” 

In listening to all four of the parents all have very similar beliefs as to parent 

participation and support in the schools. I too with my children feel that being involved as a 

parent is a key component to my children’s success in school. As a principal I am encouraged 

at the amount of support that these four parents have given to their children in regards to 

education. I see that for these parents being involved in their children’s education at times 

must be a little difficult because they do not speak English, but as much as possible they do 

not let this hinder them from being involved, supportive and visible in their children's 

education. Even though they do not speak English very well, they are present in their 

children’s education.  

I think about my experiences and compare them to these four parents’ experiences. 

They do not speak English very well, they do not even have high school educations, yet they 

are still involved with their children as much as possible. They see a high importance in 

being involved. I feel the same, but I cannot help but wonder if being involved in my 

children’s education is easier for me. I speak English and have two masters’ degrees. Does 

this give my Latino/a children an advantage even though our desire and passion to be 

involved in our children’s education may be the same?  

For example, I have run into some obstacles with one school that my children 

attended in regards to my oldest son. I had requested a meeting with the principal and his 

teacher. I received an email back saying that due to testing they could not meet with me for a 

month. I quickly made a phone call, and I met with the principal and the teacher within a 
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couple of days. When I think about these four Latino/a, Spanish-speaking parents a couple 

things come to mind: (a) If a situation similar to mine would have happened to them would 

they have gotten the quick response that I did? (b) Would their lack of English prevent them 

from getting together with the principal and the teacher sooner or even at all? and (c) Does 

not speaking English create a barrier despite the desire to be involved with their children’s 

education? My desires and the desires of these four parents seem to be the same.  However, 

are our desires producing the same results? 

Educational Concerns 

Within this pattern theme there were some interesting connectors that showed up. The 

educational concerns included participant perceptions of student complacency, pressure on 

students, teachers caring about and how teachers treat students. This theme contained 

connectors from all four parent participants and the children interview. The first connector 

was in regards to student complacency. I saw a connection between the children’s and 

parent’s comments as Teresa talked about pushing her children, and in the children’s 

interview as they talked about parental pressure when they are pushed by their parents. 

Teresa talked about student complacency, how she sees this as a direct affect of the American 

educational system, and how she tries to make sure her children are not complacent. She also 

discussed how her two daughters have been to school in México, and they see a difference in 

the educational system here in comparison to the educational system here in the United 

States. 

My daughter has had the opportunity to go to México and she has seen the difference. 

There are many things that are different here. My own daughter has noticed the 
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difference in the education there. So Carlos here says, he was raised here and has not 

been able to go to México and he says, “It’s all the same…” So it is like competing 

with the teachers, i.e., the system. It is competing because we want to teach them one 

way and the system here is different. So they, well obviously – children tend toward 

whatever is easiest. They see that it is easier. They say, “They did not give me that for 

homework.” And I say, “Daughter, but do this exercise.” In México they did not 

accept messy homework – the printing did not have to be perfect but it had to be as 

clear as possible, with no erasures, and nothing like that. And here I tell them, 

“Daughter, try to make better letters,” and they say, “Oh, that does not matter to them 

[the teachers]. They do not say anything to me about it.” 

While talking about student complacency Teresa stated that she tries to put more 

pressure on her children to do a better job in their work especially in their writing. However, 

in the student interview some of the students commented on some of the pressure they feel 

from their parents at times. One of the students commented, “They [the parents] put more 

pressure on their children and then the children start giving up, so why even do that, just let 

them do it by themselves kind of and let them figure it out.” 

The next common connector that came up as I coded the interviews was the 

participant’s perception of how and if teachers really care for the children. Within this 

connector the students also had some comments to say about how they felt that their teachers 

treated them. Isabella discussed a little bit about her thoughts on what she has seen with some 

of the teachers in her son’s school.  
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I have had problems with some teachers. I am not going to tell you that they have 

helped me a lot; that is the truth...I believe that at times some teachers – I do not 

know if I could be wrong, but I think that maybe they are only here for their salary. I 

believe that. I see it with some of my son’s teachers, but I also went to school out here 

once [school for the adults] and the teacher sometimes acted like she did not care. I 

have always had that idea that there are some who are only there because it is their 

job and they are paying them, and they do not care about people or students. 

Mario also talked about how he felt a situation was handled by his daughter’s teacher 

regarding how they dismiss the children. In this school the teachers walk the students out to 

the gate so that they can meet their parents there. However, Marcos noticed something 

different was happening with his daughter and her teacher. 

So, lately, what was not handled well – perhaps it is because I take very good care of 

my girl because it did not seem very good to me – that about a month ago I began to 

see that my daughter’s teacher was no longer taking my girl over there, to the corner. 

So I asked her [his daughter] why. She said, “The teacher says that we should go by 

ourselves.” So I have not talked with the teacher about why the children are going by 

themselves, but my daughter is waiting there for me to arrive to not come out to the 

street but just to wait over there on the sidewalk, and not cross the street. But before 

the teacher brought her to me and left her with me, but what is happening? Also, I 

saw the teacher more then, and I could ask her things about my daughter. 

This really bothered Marcos because to him he felt that the teacher did not care 

anymore. He did not know if this was a new rule or what was going on. He just knew that his 
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daughter was not being treated the same way and this made him wonder if the teacher really 

cared about his daughter. 

When asked this same question to Julia she said that she really did not have anything 

bad to say about her daughter's teachers. However, both Julia and Isabella talked about how 

their children do not like substitutes. To some extent they both contributed “not caring” to 

teachers not being at school to teach their children. 

Julia, What she does not like is when they have a substitute. That is when she gets 

down and does not want to come, since her teacher is not here...My daughter in the 

line [where they line up before coming into class] when she sees that her teacher is 

not there everyone puts their head down and that is where you have to work a little 

more and pressure them a little because they do not know the person. 

Isabella, He looks out the window and says, “No, there is going to be a substitute. Go 

back!” 

What really concerned me is when asked a similar question to the children. They 

stated that for the most part they liked their teacher, but what they did not like was when the 

teachers would yell at them. One student stated, “Sometimes when a student makes her [the 

teacher] mad and the only thing I do not like it when I raise my hand sometimes she is mad 

and she shouts at me and everybody”. When this student shared this comment in the group 

over half of the students were nodding their heads in agreement with this student. One of the 

other students stated, “Sometimes the teachers be mean to us and when we do accidents they 

be mean to us and yell at us.” 



  

204 

Because I am an educator and have worked with many educators I feel that I must say 

that all the above comments disturb me, but I also have seen teachers act like what has been 

stated above. When interviewing the parents and students regarding their educational 

concerns you could see the sadness and frustration in the parent’s faces, and for the children I 

could see the fear in their faces as we talked. In my own personal experience I too have been 

frustrated with how teachers have treated my children, specifically my oldest son. 

My three adopted children are Latino/a and came to the United States four years ago 

only knowing Spanish and no English. Like most of the children of the parents interviewed 

my children have been labeled English language learners and receive some special 

educational services. Most of their school experience has been positive, but at one school we 

felt that my son was not being treated very well. My son’s teacher was not communicating 

with us very well. He knew my son’s history because I had willingly let him know what kind 

of background my children had been through, but there seemed to be no empathy for my son. 

I did not want sympathy, but I did expect empathy. He was new to the school and had only 

been in the country for three years at the time and this was the first year that he was in an all 

English school. His previous two years of American schooling was in a Spanish immersion 

school.  

My son was struggling and it showed up in my son’s grades. My husband and I went 

to the school for a conference and put a plan together to help my son. One thing that we set 

up with the teacher was using my son’s agenda to communicate back and forth with the 

teacher. The teacher would sign it so that we knew that my son was writing down the correct 

assignments, and then we would sign it so that the teacher would know that we had read the 
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agenda. After doing this with the teacher for about a week we noticed that the teacher 

stopped signing the agenda. After about another week of this I emailed the teacher and asked 

him what was going on. I shared with the teacher how my son may need a little support and 

that we are trying to support him at home. The teacher responded in an email to me that he 

was frustrated with our son and that our son is not very organized and he had thirty students 

in the class and did not have time to check my son’s agenda every day even though that was 

the agreement that we had made. He went on to say, “[Your son] does not ask for help, 

please tell him he needs to talk to his teachers when he needs help or if he does not 

understand something.” And regarding us asking the teacher what subjects or topics that we 

could help my son with at home he stated, “[Your son] needs help and extra support in 

almost everything.” The teacher did not give us anything specific to work on with our son. 

Well, I did fight for my son and eventually had a meeting with the principal regarding this 

teacher. 

I thought about this exchange with my son’s teacher and felt very discouraged for the 

parents I interviewed. I thought about their perceptions of their children’s teachers not caring 

about their children or just working for the money. I also thought about what the students 

said as well. I began to compare their experience with mine and began to think that I actually 

have an advantage over these parents. I am educated past a master’s degree, I am an educator 

and have been for nearly twenty years, and I know the laws and regulations regarding 

education. I kept thinking how the parents I interviewed did not have all these advantages 

that I have. How are they supposed to fight for their children when in their situation it is not 

their children who do not know English such as mine, but it is the parents who do not know 
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the language or the educational system very well. What do these parents do? How do they 

really help their children and fight for their children? What does the school or educational 

system do for these parents so that they will know how to fight for their children? 

 School and Teacher Support 

Three main connectors were identified from the two data sets within this theme 

pattern. The main connectors included most of the parents having positive perspectives of 

their children progressing in the educational system and having bilingual teachers. The 

children had a positive perspective of teacher support. There was one theme from one parent 

that emerged in regards to teachers showing favoritism. When listening to the parents and the 

children there was a general theme of positive teacher support among most participants. Of 

the parent participants Julia was happy with her daughter’s teachers because she said she can 

see the growth in her daughter. 

With the teachers that I have had in Kindergarten as well as in first grade, I have 

really liked them because she is moving up and moving up, because since she did not 

go to preschool she came in at a low level. And she left kindergarten at grade level 

and now also in first grade – even I can see that she has advanced a lot...Her teacher 

tells me that she is at grade level. And I have tested her at home because I set her 

tasks and she does them for me, and I set her to reading English and ask her to 

translate it into Spanish for me, and she translates it. Very well for me, everything is 

working very well – the teachers are all helping a lot. It’s very good. 

Marcos also had some very good things to say about his daughter’s teachers. He 

spoke about the good communication that the teacher has with him. 
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The teacher says to me, “Your daughter is doing very well, her homework is fine, she 

is on time with her homework.” So, she more or less gives me options of how I can 

work with my daughter and even with books because I do not know which books 

because at the level she is at, she tells me which book would be good for the girl so it 

will not be so difficult. I say to her, “Look, this book?” And she picks out a book that 

would be appropriate for the girl, and is not far ahead of her knowledge...So, the 

teacher tells me more or less, “Take this book, and take this book.” And in the library 

she knows about all the books you find there. So, she more or less gives me options 

about which.  

When interviewing the children they too had positive things to say about their 

teachers. They talked about their teachers giving them life examples in order to help them 

understand more of what was being taught. They also talked about how their teachers make 

them “better”. 

Student 1, The way they give us examples of life and stuff. Like, they give us motivation 

and tell us examples about their life and it helps you, it makes you think about what to do in 

the future. 

Student 2, Cause sometimes she gives us examples and if we do not understand the first one 

she helps us. 

Student 3, Like, if we do not be good they tell us what not to do and then we get better and 

better and better. 

Another connector that came through in the data was having a bilingual teacher. Both 

Marcos and Teresa stated that it was a lot of help having a bilingual teacher. Teresa talked 



  

208 

about her experience when she had come to the United States when she was young and 

attended school for two years here. She was comparing her experience of having a bilingual 

teacher to her own experience alluding to the fact that it really helped her mother when she 

was young and it also helps her as she tries to help her children. 

When I was here for the two years that I was in school, we had a bilingual teacher. So 

those two years that my mother was here the teacher helped us a lot. That is why I 

think that a lot of the English basics stayed with us because she took the time to come 

to the house and help us with our homework...She spent a lot of time talking to my 

mother. She could tell my mother what problems we had in school, the problems we 

had with learning and all of that. It helped us a lot in learning English. 

Teresa talked about how her bilingual teacher helped her learn English. She attributes 

that to the fact that the teacher was able to tell her mother how she could help the children in 

Spanish, and then her mother would know how to help her. 

My daughter’s teacher I also like because she speaks Spanish and she would send me 

papers [in Spanish] when my daughter misbehaved...So, when I see her teacher, when 

I pick her up the teacher says, “Do you know what? Your daughter is doing very 

well,” the teacher tells me and she brings me papers and sometimes they are green 

[positive note home] and sometimes they are red [concern note]. And the teacher tells 

me, “Look, your daughter behaved in this way.” So it is good that I can be truly aware 

of how my daughter is behaving in school.  

In contrast to the positive comments made from some of the participants Isabella had 

a different view point and was a little bothered by what she has seen and heard in regards to 
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some teachers. She discussed how sometimes she sees teachers favoring particular students, 

and it makes her angry and sad.  

Because if you watch them [the teachers] sometimes, you can see. You can see when 

a person, when a teacher is truly interested in his work and likes what he is doing and 

that is why they try to help the children more, and it is not important to them if that 

child over there knows more than another and pays attention because sometimes I 

have heard comments, “Do not help that one because this one knows more, or this 

one asks more questions, and that one does not, and they begin to leave him behind. 

And that is not good”. 

Although there are some very positive comments regarding the children’s teachers 

Isabella’s comment about her actually hearing a teacher say the above comment is very 

disturbing. I too have had some great experiences with my children’s teachers, but when 

thinking about my experience with my son’s teacher last year I remember a few situations 

that happened that were very hurtful to me and my son. In one situation the teacher and I had 

set up a system to help Cristian get organized and remember what his homework was each 

night. We decided to sign his agenda each night in order to make sure he was doing the work 

he was supposed to do for school. I asked him if he would mind doing this for us. His teacher 

made this statement to me, “I have been working with your son to better understand 

everything we do, as well as everything he should be doing...Sadly, most of the time I am 

able to help him, we spend looking for something.” I do understand that teachers are busy, 

and they have their daily agendas to follow; however, these kind of comments like the one 
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Isabella experienced as well are very hurtful and makes you wonder why a teacher is 

teaching.  

Isabella was very frustrated with the comment that she heard from the teacher and 

really held that to heart. She was concerned for all the students, but she wondered if other 

teachers have this same thought and if they are going to treat her own son like this as well. Of 

the four parents Marcos and Julia have had the most positive experiences with teachers. 

Teresa has had some positive experiences, but Isabella seems to be very frustrated with the 

support she has gotten from the teachers. I could not help but wonder if the amount of years 

that their children have had in American schools may have been a factor. Marcos and Julia’s 

children have only been in school from Kindergarten to second grade. However, Teresa and 

Isabella’s children have been in school longer. I wonder if in a couple of years Marcos and 

Julia will still regard their children’s teachers in a positive light. I hope so. 

Cultural Aspects and Beliefs 

Within the cultural aspects and belief section three pattern themes were identified 

from the two data sets within this category. These three patterns focus on family values and 

cultural patterns that reflect their views regarding their children’s educational experiences in 

the United States. The theme patterns include: 

Family View of Education. The families’ view of education and the importance of 

education to their child’s success. 

Cultural Patterns. Cultural aspects that influence perceptions and feelings about 

education and living in the United States. 

Family Values and Treasures. What values or treasures the families hold dear. 
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Family View of Education 

In discussing the parents’ view of education discussion on how their own parents 

supported or did not support their education came up. All four parents had something to say 

regarding their own parental support and family view of education. Marcos talked about his 

mother’s view of education as positive and supportive; however, his father did not view 

education as important at all. 

My mother supported us, but she did not insist so much on us going to school. And 

my father definitely never supported us. It was never, “go to school, you have to 

study,” or anything like that. He never made us go, nor did he encourage us. He never 

encouraged us...all my older siblings finished secondary school. I was the only one 

that did not finish because I did not want to finish – not because of lack of support 

from my mother, no, because my mother all of the time, has been interested in us, 

although she could not provide much help, and wanted us to at least go to school, 

maybe not to study for a career but that we would have some schooling even though it 

might be a low level. 

Both Isabella and Teresa talked about their mothers viewing education as important, 

but life circumstances caused them not to be able to continue school. Both Isabella and 

Teresa had to stop their education short due to financial concerns for her family. Isabella also 

discussed her grandmother saying that she wanted her to get an education but because the 

school was too far she would not let her continue. Julia, on the other hand, had a mother who 

died when she was very young and her father was not there to support her education.  
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For three of the four participants their mothers’ positive view towards education was 

very prominent. In Marcos’s case he chose not to continue despite his mother’s push, Isabella 

and Teresa could not continue because of financial hardships on their families, and Julia, on 

the other hand, did not have a mother to push her. As we talked Julia stated that she wished 

she had a mother to push her because if she would have she feels that she definitely would 

have completed more school. 

Cultural Patterns 

The cultural patterns which have influenced each of these four parents are both 

disheartening and exciting. Some cultural patterns have been very similar to each other and 

other cultural experiences have been very different for the four parents. These cultural 

patterns are what has provided the drive of each of these parents to push their children to get 

an education and see the importance of education. In Teresa’s case she stated, “At times in 

México a person who is more than thirty has difficulty finding a job.” This pattern that she 

has seen and experienced in México is what drives her to help her children get an education. 

She stated that she did not want them to not be able to get a job like some of the people in 

México. If her children have an education than it will not matter if they are over thirty 

because they will be in the United States and hopefully there will be jobs for them. She says 

that even if her children did want to go back to México they would have an education so that 

people would want to hire them despite their age. 

In contrast to Teresa, Marcos is trying to change a cultural pattern that has been going 

on in his family with his eight siblings. He talked about how most of his siblings who have 

come to the United States do not care about becoming anything or succeeding. He feels that 
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they need to see the importance of supporting their children in order for them to be successful 

in life. He stated that only he and his brother have pushed their children to go to school and 

do well in school. This saddens him, and he is hoping that by his example his siblings will 

change and start seeing that pushing their children to get an education is very important.  

I hope that my siblings see that something can be done and that we do not need the 

support of our parents, that if one of our siblings comes here, if they see that our 

parents cannot help, because there are times when your parents cannot help you, even 

though in their pride they might say, “I am going to help, I am going to...” But 

financially they cannot help, so maybe you are not going to go to school. But that is 

what we are here for – to help each other succeed. 

Julia and Isabella are also trying to change a pattern that has gone on in their families. 

Both of these women could not finish school due to financial difficulties. They came to the 

United States so that they could help their children with their education. They feel that the 

educational opportunities are better and more accessible here in the United States. They 

continue to push their children and support them, so that they will get their education. 

Something that was taken away from them. 

All four parents are trying to break the cycle of family members not getting an 

education. They all have come to the United States so that their children can get an education 

and a better life. They fight these cultural, familial patterns everyday but continue to push on 

through the difficulties and cycles that they and their families have lived with for many years. 
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Family Values and Treasures 

As I asked each parent to tell me what family values and treasures that they hold dear 

they began to smile. Despite the hardships that all of the four parents have gone through as 

children and are still going through when we talked about treasures and values their smiles lit 

up the room. It was like the dark cloud had been lifted and they were now talking about their 

most valuable treasures. Each parent has something a little different to say, but each parent 

said that family was the most important thing to them. Each parent had a different way to say 

it, but the togetherness of family is what reigned as the most brought up connector. 

Teresa, Togetherness – to be together. Here I have my parents, my siblings – and this 

is something that we brought from México. We are very close, all the family, all of 

the families, since we were very little, with my parents, with my grandparents. 

Julia, Well, I believe that now [treasures] are my children, my husband and my 

parents. Those are the greatest things I have in this world. 

Marcos, And all of us want a boy, but we had a girl. And you do not loose hope nor 

do you become discouraged because this is someone who has come into the world 

and you embrace her with your whole heart. So, since she was born everything I do, I 

do for her. 

Isabella, One very important treasure that I have is my son. That is one of the greatest 

treasures. My mother is important to me...Things like having a house, well, I have to 

thank God, a place to live; I have a house, but that remains in second place...For me 

my dearest, most valuable treasures, are my son, my mother, my family and my 

husband. 
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When asked what a typical evening at home would look like both Marcos and Teresa 

described a very festive evening with family and food. They both used the word “beautiful” 

when describing times when their families are together. 

Teresa, There is lots of food, lots of happiness, lots of music, spending time together 

also. The whole family. Even though the food may not be expensive, but typical food 

that is not expensive sometimes, or even simple like beans, tostadas, little beans with 

cheese – anything. The food may be humble but the most beautiful part of the meal is 

that everyone comes together, to be together. It is beautiful – lots of happiness, 

dancing, singing, and drinking, too, sometimes. 

Marcos, For me, for me at home, a night like the one we are going to have now 

because they [his mother and some other family members] are arriving tonight if God 

allows; they are arriving tonight. We will not sleep tonight because we will be 

waiting, seeing that they have now arrived, because we are excited, because we are 

waiting for them to wake up so we can do something, to make some meal, whatever, 

what we want to make but a meal, whether with chicken or some ribs in the oven, or 

tamales or any other thing, but we are waiting for them to wake up so we can enjoy 

the day although we are already enjoying the evening...Everyone plays; everyone has 

a good time. And the night is long – when we least expect it, we notice on the clock 

that it is already two in the morning, because, it is very good, because since today is 

Friday and no one is going to school on Saturday - so they can stay up awake all night 

until two or three in the morning. And what you are waiting for is very beautiful, like 

them coming. It has been two years since we saw them; it is very beautiful. 
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In contrast, both Julia and Isabella describe a much calmer and quieter evening 

together with family. 

Julia, Well, with the children it is watching a little television, and talking a little with 

them about what they learned at school, how it went, what they learned, and trying to 

get them to bed as early as possible so that they are ready to get up early the next day.  

Isabella, We all sit down at the table, eat at the same time, and talk about, “How was 

your day? How did it go? How did your day go?” To my son, “How did it go at 

school? How was your day?” Okay, then each person tells about how his day was, 

and then we eat. 

It is very clear that family is important to all of the four parents interviewed and spending 

time with family is a thing of beauty. 

I could not help but wonder how these values and treasures might influence their 

children’s education. When I think about how family is so important it made me think of the 

culture of schools. How can we create a feeling of family at our schools? How can we 

welcome Latino/a parents and students more? Schools have language, culture and family 

values to consider as we teach Latino/a children. It is important to incorporate these things 

into school so that the children and families can feel welcomed and comfortable about being 

in school and learning. 

Hopes and Dreams 

Within the hopes and dreams section two major theme patterns were identified from 

the two data sets. These two themes focused on the life and educational dreams that the 
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families have for their children and humble advice that they gave to their children’s teachers. 

The patterns include: 

Support from Teachers. What parents feel teachers can do to make the education for 

their children better and what the children feel the teachers can do to make their 

educational experience better. 

Educational and Life Dreams. Life and educational dreams that parents have for 

their children, what they believe they can become, what they want their child’s life to 

be like, and the children’s dreams. 

Support from Teachers of Our Children 

As I talked to the children, listened to the parents, and observed their conversations I 

noticed that they have many dreams. One of the questions I asked the parents was in regards 

to the educational system and how it is supporting their children in fulfilling their dreams. As 

they answered this question some of the parents did not know how to answer and other 

parents quickly answered the question with emphasis on respect, favoritism, and 

trustworthiness. Teresa focused on respect for students. 

They [teachers] must earn respect so that they will be respected. And then they will 

be able to demand much more from the children because with respect you are going 

to be able to demand much more because they are respecting you. And you will be 

able to require more...although they may be very good teachers, no matter how much 

you want to teach, and you can tell them this or that, if you do not teach them to have 

respect it is very difficult. For me, this is foundational.  
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As Teresa talked about respect she shared with me that she has seen teachers who show a 

disregard for the students. She was very adamant that teachers must respect their students. 

Marcos also stated that respect would be very important for the teachers to give to the 

children. He shared, “The teachers need to treat the children with lots of respect so that the 

children will respect them.” Both Teresa and Marcos showed a very deep concern for the 

teachers to respect the students in order to gain respect from the students. 

Isabella also mentioned respect in her conversation. She coupled respect with 

trustworthiness.  

Love and respect. That is very important. And trust, love, respect and trust – that they 

[students] can trust them [the teachers]. It is like you with your children. You have to 

show yourself to be trustworthy to your child so that they will talk to you...above all 

they need to give them trustworthiness – they need to show themselves trustworthy to 

the children so that the children can trust them.  

In contrast, Julia did not mention anything that the teacher can do to support her 

child. She stated that she felt that the teacher was doing all she could and that she is 

comfortable and happy with all the teachers her daughter has had so far. 

Marcos was the only one of the four parents who stressed that the teachers not show 

favoritism to their students. 

So the teacher has to see, she has to look out for all of the children, and take all of the 

children into consideration. There should not be any special child to her. Because 

there are 20 children that she has in her classroom and there should not be one that is 

special. Maybe in her mind she might say, “I really like this child,” but she should not 
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say to a child, “look take this, have this pencil for yourself because you are behaving 

well. No, that is, she should try to maintain good behavior in all of the children to see 

that there is not one there she is indifferent to, so that all of the children are part of 

her”. 

I saw some connectors within the children interview as well. Here are some of the 

things the children said that could help them in school. Many of the same themes ran through 

the children’s interview as we talked about how their teachers and the school could support 

them in their education. Like the parent observations some of the suggestions are general and 

other suggestions are more specific. The following are thoughts that came from the 

perceptions of the children interviewed: give more challenging homework; teachers, do not 

yell at us; free time with teachers and principals to talk about goals; more homework; 

encouragement; believe in us; tutoring after school; a five minute break instead of recess to 

focus more on learning; instead of physical education we want thirty minutes of another 

subject like science, social studies, art, and so on; make school fun and have more activities; 

teachers give more green alerts (positive notes home) instead of red alerts (notes of concern 

to parents). The students took this question very seriously and were very vocal about what 

they thought they needed in order to be supported in school and to be successful in life. 

Within my observations of the Parent Connection group I also saw many themes that 

connected the data sets. During my observations and while listening to the parents in the 

Parent Connection group they often talked about how the school and teachers could support 

their children. Some of those things are very specific and some are very general, but all the 

support items came from the perspectives and experiences of the parents in the Parent 
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Connection group. Like Isabella, Marcos, Julia, and Teresa all of the parents in this group 

have a deep desire to get the best education for their children. Some of the supports that the 

parents suggested include: small group instruction for their children; teachers being prepared; 

needing more discipline at the school; teachers need to be role models for the students; 

teachers need to focus on the children’s needs both academically and spiritually then they can 

lead them [the children] on the right path; focus on student interests; extra curricular rewards 

when students meet their goals; a school culture that focuses on student dreams; teachers 

being at school - do not want too many subs; challenge students; one on one teacher 

conferences; and more teacher communication so parents can help at home. 

As I listened to and observed parents and children talking about how the teachers and 

school could support them more I could not help but see another theme that rang out – high 

expectations. Both parents and students want teachers to provide high expectations for the 

students. The parents had high expectations for both student and teacher behavior; high 

expectations in challenging the students; and high expectations for the teachers to 

communicate with parents and to love and respect the children. Both students and parents 

want the best – parents want the best for their children and the children want the best for 

themselves. Not one person interviewed or observed had a complacent view or attitude 

regarding education. Everyone saw that education is important to be successful in life. 

The parent surveys that were collected from participants of the Parent Connection 

group showed that a high percentage of parents felt that their children were receiving support 

from their children’s teachers. In regards to if they felt that the school supported their 

children in their education, 85% said that they felt that the school was doing an above 
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average job at providing support for their children, 10% felt that it was average support, and 

5% felt that it was below average support. In regards to accepting their child’s culture and 

incorporating their child’s culture into their learning, 85% said the school did an above 

average job and 15% said that the school was doing a below average job. In regards to the 

teachers being supportive with giving the parents strategies to help their children, 85% of the 

parents felt that the school did an above average job at supporting them, 5% felt that the 

school/teachers did an average job, and 10% felt that the school did a below average job at 

supporting them with strategies to help their children learn. In regards to the teachers being 

supportive in providing information on their student’s progress, 90% felt that the 

school/teachers did an above average job, 5% felt that the school/teachers did an average job, 

and 5% felt that they did a below average job. Overall the parents surveyed felt that the 

teachers and school were very supportive in their child’s education. 

Educational and Life Dreams for Their Children 

The dreams that the participants have for their children mainly focused around them 

wanting their children to be successful. They want their children to achieve something that 

they have not. They want their children to have an education so that they can have a better or 

easier life than they have had. Achieving in life and achieving in education is the dream that 

these parents have for their children. 

Isabella shared that she came to the United States so that she and her family could 

have a better life. “We were seeking a better life,” stated Isabella. To Isabella seeking a better 

life includes making sure her children are taken care of and making sure that her children get 

an education so that they can have a better life for themselves and their own children one 
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day. Because Isabella had not been able to continue her education she knew the experience of 

not having an education and how much that negatively affected her being successful in the 

United States. Isabella also discussed how she pushes her son and she hopes that one day he 

will see that pushing him was so that he could achieve his dreams, dreams that she was not 

able to attain. Julia also shared similar thoughts.  

Well, my dreams are to help her, lift her up, support her, so that she can achieve her 

goals and even encourage her to realize that studying is the basis of life. And try to 

involve myself in her schooling as much as I can. Support her and be, well, here at 

school asking, being informed, and well, to be able to help her to obtain her 

best...and, well, now, well, my goal and my focus is to achieve, achieve so that my 

children can have what I could not have and what I wanted to have. 

Again, like Julia and Isabella, Teresa wants to support her son so that he can achieve 

what she was not able to achieve. “I want to support him in what he wants...hopefully it is 

God’s will that with a little more encouragement and trying as hard as we can, hopefully they 

will achieve what my siblings and I were not able to achieve, that they can make it,” Teresa 

stated regarding the dreams that she has for her children. 

Marcos also talked about his daughter achieving and being successful and described a 

little bit about what he does to support her.  

And my daughter it is true that all the time I am paying attention to my daughter. I 

would like my daughter to be someone very big here in the United States – not for 

me, for her. Because I only have one daughter. And my daughter, as I am telling you, 
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if I get a quarter, I save it so that she can get ahead because I do not know when – I 

could die tomorrow or I may live for a hundred years. 

When I asked the children in their interview what kind of dreams that they had of 

themselves they put their dreams in the context of their dream job or what they would want 

to be when they are older, when they get out of school and college. Some of the dream jobs 

that they have fore themselves include: teacher; archeologist; lawyer; undercover police; 

detective; veterinarian; art teacher; singer; nurse; business owner; dentist; doctor; scientist; 

author; police; fashion designer; and astronaut. 

When the parents in the Parent Connection were asked what dreams they have for 

their children they shared that they want their children to: help society and be successful; 

graduate, play football, go to community college, go to a UC school; and play for the NFL; 

study hard; fulfill their dreams; have a good career; support their families and parents; help 

save our planet and recycle; finish high school and go to college; be doctors; own a business, 

join the military; be able to do whatever they want; and they want their children to live their 

dreams. 

The parents who were participants in this study related to each other in that most of 

them have come from situations where their dreams were not able to be met. Some of them 

realized this when they were younger and some of them did not. Despite when they realized 

it, due to life circumstances and hardships they have not been able to fulfill their own dreams. 

Because of this they are involved in their children’s education and push them to do well, be 

successful in school, and to fulfill their own dreams. They know to well how hard life can be, 
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they want an easier and enjoyable life for their children, and they all feel that education will 

help their children to have a successful life here in the United States. 

Summary of Findings 

Any education given by a group tends to socialize its members, but the quality and 

value of the socialization depends upon the habits and aims of the group. 

John Dewey (Democracy and Education, 1916) 

Because of my experience as an educator for nearly 18 years I know that within the 

educational realm there are beliefs lingering between educators that families of color and 

poverty do not care about their children’s education when in fact, parents of color actively 

engage, urge and support their children in their educational endeavors and place a high value 

on education (Brown & Souto-Manning, 2008; Darder, 1991; Delgado-Gaitan, 2001; 

Martinez, 2003; Reyes, 2003; Valdés, 1996; Villenas, 2001; Waterman, 2008). Often times 

this “deficit” perspective causes educators to feel that they have to “dummy” down the 

curriculum for students of color and poverty in order to help them be successful (Brown & 

Souto-Manning, 2008). Realizing that Latino/a parents have high expectations for their 

children is often not understood by classroom teachers (Ada & Zubizarreta, 2001). Many 

times educators and policy makers focus so much on classifying, labeling and tracking these 

students to no avail. Statistics continue to show that students of color are not getting what 

they need or deserve in the American educational system (Olivos & Quintana de Valladolid, 

2005; Reyes, 2003; Rodriquez, 2008). These beliefs are based on an ignorance and lack of 

understanding of other cultures that are not apart of the dominant culture. Often times 

learning in public school is organized in a way that promotes the “White wealthy view” and 
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neglects the culture that students come from (Baker, 2001; Carnoy, 1974; Darder, 1991; Hill, 

2001; Spencer, 1996). According to Baker, Darder and Hill bicultural students are socialized 

into believing that their place in society is based upon the values that benefit the dominant 

culture and that their culture is “problematic”. 

Instead of trying to make a certain culture melt into the dominant culture, educators 

need to take a critical and progressive view regarding how one should merge education and 

culture together. In order to make this happen we must look at the culture our students come 

from and listen and learn from our students and their families. Freier (1993) describes it as a 

change in understanding. He continues by explaining, “We must respect the knowledge of 

living experience and embrace our student’s cultures and biculturalism” (Freier, 1993, p. 19). 

We are losing our children by ignoring who they are and where they come from. We are 

losing our children by not taking into consideration their sociocultural experiences and their 

educational perspectives. We must build a relationship between our Latino/a students, their 

families and the American educational system (Olivos & Quintana de Valladolid, 2005).  

In order to build this relationship a critical approach must be taken. This relationship 

will enable educators to better understand and support Latino/a learning. The process that 

critical educators must take in order to build this relationship and to fully understand what a 

Latino/a family needs in order to fulfill their hopes and dreams can be summarized in a five 

step process. The first step involves exploring the historical and sociocultural issues facing 

Latino/a families on a large scale. From this step we then begin to see that there is a need to 

enlighten ourselves and others on the deep political and educational struggles that Latinos/as 

have had to face in general and also individually, this is step two. Step three gets more 
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specific as we look beyond the generalities of the Latino/a sociocultural context and concerns 

and focus on the individual Latino/a and explore the cultural aspects which affect their 

personal concepts and beliefs of learning in the American educational system.  

Step four involves compiling all the information from steps one through three and 

looking at the educational needs of Latino/a students, choosing, and then practicing best 

practices for Latino/a students. Then, step five is somewhat of a self-check for educators to 

establish with individual Latino/a families if the practices and pedagogies that they are using 

in the classroom are providing the correct path for their children to be successful in the 

American educational system and in society. We only help our Latino/a students attain their 

goals and dreams by listening to their voices on a large scale basis and then on an individual 

basis.  

By listening to the voices of the participants of this study I found that there are many 

things that educators can do to support Latino/a students in the American educational system. 

The following findings come from the research collection and my own lens which has been 

strongly influenced by work in the area of critical theory and pedagogy (Darder, 1991; Freire, 

1993). I offer the conclusions of these findings through three distinct lenses: The first is 

through firsthand, long-term experiences within bilingual/bicultural education settings; the 

second is through the eyes of a bilingual critical educator; and third is through my own 

personal experience with my three, adopted bilingual/bicultural children. The following 

findings are based upon the voices of my participants, research findings and my research 

questions. 
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Findings on Cross-Analysis of Data Sets 

Research Question 1: What are some of the sociocultural experiences that the 

families face which may affect their experience in the American educational system? 

As I asked families questions regarding their sociocultural experiences I found that 

there were common characteristics which showed up among the families I studied and also in 

other research findings (Brown & Souto-Manning, 2008; Olivos & Quintana de Valladolid, 

2005; Olmedo, 2009; Waterman, 2008). I felt that it was important to look at the 

sociocultural experiences because often times these experiences play an important role in a 

families educational decisions and perceptions. As I asked the participants about their 

sociocultural experiences I found that many of the experiences they face on a daily basis 

while living in the United States include limited English language abilities, immigration 

status and with poverty.  

It was important to look at these characteristics because often times these 

characteristics play a major role in Latinos/as dropping out of school and performing poorly 

in school. According the Pew Hispanic Center, a “lack of English language ability is a prime 

characteristic of Latino/a dropouts. Almost 40% of Latino/a dropouts do not speak English 

well” (Fry, 2003, p. iv). “Of the 14% of Hispanic 16 to 19 year olds who have poor English 

language skills, their dropout rate is 59%. The status dropout rate for Latinos/as “born 

outside the United States [44%)] is higher than the rate for first-generation [Latino/a] youth 

[15%]” (NCES, 2003, p. 40). This is significant “given that 35% of Latino/a youth are 

immigrants, compared to less than 5% of non-Latino/a youth” (Fry, 2003, p. iii).  
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Poverty is another characteristic which is often ignored by policymakers. Latino/a 

children who perform poorly in school generally come from families living in poverty. A 

Latino/a child who is living in a family on welfare or receiving food stamps has a greater risk 

of failing socially and academically than one who is living with middle- or upper-class 

parents (Olivos & Quintana de Valladolid, 2005; NCES, 2003). Policy makers must not 

ignore the issue of poverty. Poverty is not an excuse; rather it is a reality which can have an 

adverse effect on a child’s education. 

Of the four families studied childhood poverty influenced their attitudes regarding 

education in the United States. All four families had come from rural México and had lived 

very poor lives. They all had to quit school due to family financial situations. They all 

wanted to come to the United States in order to give a “better life” for their families and their 

children. Poverty and the ramifications of poverty were woven in all four families’ lives. In 

spite of poverty and the demands of the parent’s time they continue to encourage and “push” 

their children to get a good education. All four parents realize that because of their lack of 

education, poverty, lack English skills, and in some cases their immigration status they are 

having a hard time “making it” in the United States. None of the parents want these 

difficulties for their children and are actively “pushing” their children to get a good 

education. The childhood and sociocultural experiences of these parents have motivated them 

to value education, and they are fervently passing on these values to their children 

(Waterman, 2008).  

As I interviewed and listened to these families I realized how important it is for 

educators to hear the stories of Latino/a families. In order to positively contribute to the 
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educational success of our students we must try and understand where they are coming from 

and the experiences that they have faced and that they continue to face on a daily basis. It is 

imperative that teachers put their perspectives aside and learn about and try to understand the 

perspectives of their students and families of their students. Educators must be committed to 

instruction that acknowledges and affirms the culture of the community and development of 

bilingualism/biculturalism (Olmedo, 2009).  

Research Question 2: Are the educational experience of the families studied 

reflected in their educational perspectives of the American educational system? If so, 

how? If not, why not? 

Poverty has had an effect on these families’ perception of education in general. 

Poverty not only is apart of their lives now as they often times struggle to make life “better” 

for their children, but as children themselves these four parents had to deal with poverty, and 

poverty effected their educational experiences as children. In México the cost and availability 

of schooling was a factor for many poor children. Education was only free through the sixth 

grade, and middle schools and high schools often times exist in rural areas so if a child wants 

to go to school they have to find transportation which also costs money. In order for children 

from rural areas of México to attend school in grades higher than sixth grade they have to 

find money for transportation, and they sometimes have to find relatives to stay with so that 

they do not have to ride back and forth everyday which takes them away from their own 

families and homes. Often times the children do not have family members in other towns 

where the schools might be located (Waterman, 2008).  
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Of the four parents interviewed poverty was the reason that they did not continue with 

school. As children they had a desire to continue with school and now as adults they deeply 

understand the importance of school. The childhood experiences of these families motivate 

them to value education in a way that is foreign to many in the United States, and they pass 

these values onto their children. With the families involved in this study their experiences 

with poverty have compelled their own commitment to supporting their children’s education. 

Waterman (2008) and Brown and Souto-Manning (2008) have also researched poverty and 

it’s effects on Latino/a commitment to education which showed similar results. One of the 

most common comments among the interviews was that the parents want to provide their 

children with a “better life”. Despite their sacrifices and hardships these families are 

dedicated to doing all they can to provide the support and encouragement that their children 

need to be successful in school.  

Of the four families studied they all discussed how their short-lived experiences in 

education was not like what their children are getting in the United States. In México they 

stated that they had teachers who were strict and demanded the best from their students. They 

stated that they saw much more parent involvement in México than in the United States. 

They also stated that they saw a complacency from many students here in the United States 

and they also have seen complacency from some of the teachers here in the United States. All 

of the families studied shared a desire to not only support the school their children attend but 

to also have a school where teachers and staff members have high expectations for their 

children, believe in their children, and communicate with them about their children’s 

progress in school. 
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Research Question 3: What are some cultural patterns and values you hold dear 

which are reflected in the attitudes and beliefs you have of the American educational 

system? 

In regards to the cultural aspects which are reflected in the attitudes and beliefs of the 

parents in this study toward the American educational system I found that they all are 

actually “breaking” a cultural pattern that has run in their families for many years.  The 

cultural pattern that they lived with in México regarding education was that they would not 

finish school past the sixth grade or so, and would have to work in order to support their 

families. The struggles, the pain, and the travels that the parents have gone through in order 

to “break” the cultural pattern that they have lived with while they were children is amazing. 

Often times they left family members, struggled financially, gave up luxuries, and lived with 

the constant fear of being an illegal immigrant in the United States in order to “break” these 

cultural patterns.  

At this point all the families studied have been focused on breaking this cycle of 

allowing poverty to control the educational destination of their children. All four families 

expressed the fact that their mothers had valued education and were involved in their 

education. Their mother’s attitudes and behaviors toward education were instilled in the 

Latino/a parents in this study which helped them to understand the value and importance of 

getting an education. Now, all four families have came to the United States, have enrolled 

their children in American schools despite the struggles and possible consequences, and are 

involved in their children’s education. The experience with their own parents’ educational 

involvement has strongly influence the attitudes and beliefs of their own children’s 
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education. This is consistent with prior findings in parent involvement research (Delgado-

Gaitan, 1992; Mapp, 2003; Waterman, 2008).  

These four parents also expressed that more education would be helpful for them 

now. They stated that knowing more English would also benefit them as they continue to try 

to provide the best opportunities for their children here in the United States. For the parents 

studied, education is of utmost importance for their children and they also know that getting 

themselves educated would also help their own situations here in the United States; however, 

they all have chosen to put aside their educational desires for themselves in order to provide 

for their children. Also, because they are providing for their children they are often times too 

busy to go to educational classes that may help them. The desire to be an example for their 

children is there; however, the desire to support their children outweighs the personal 

educational example that they would like to set for their children.  

During my interviews with all the parents studied it became very clear that getting 

their children educated is very important. They all want their children to be successful, 

educated citizens. They value education highly and want to do all they can to support their 

children. They did feel that they could support their children more if they had a higher 

education and knew more English; however, providing for their families does not allow for 

them to take much time out for educating themselves.  

Research Question 4: Are the hopes and dreams that you have for your children 

being reflected in the education your child is currently receiving? If so, how? If not, 

why not? 
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The hopes and dreams of the parents in this study was that their children would be 

successful in American schools in order to have a “better life”, a good career, go to college 

and be successful (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001; Valdés, 1996; Villenas, 2001; Waterman, 2008). 

At times they wondered if their children really understood the importance of their education 

and hoped that their children would understand how getting an education was the first step in 

being successful. They want their children to respect their teachers as well. Some of the 

parents stated that the teachers are not demanding respect from the students but also, they felt 

that sometimes the teachers are not respecting their children or “earning” the respect of the 

students. They felt that if the children and teachers respected each other that their children 

could get a better education. 

The parents also felt that the school and teacher should communicate the progress of 

their child more. They felt that teachers need to give more updates on their children’s 

progress and try to communicate with them in Spanish. Although they also felt that their lack 

of English sometimes contributed to the lack of communication between themselves and the 

teachers. When a teacher was able to speak Spanish to them about their child they felt more 

positive about the communication between themselves and the teacher.  

The families’ hopes and dreams for their children are very clear – to be successful 

and have a better life. However, the parents face challenges everyday that continue to beat up 

on them. Overall, the parents felt that the hopes and dreams that they have for their children 

are being reflected in the education that their children are receiving. Like all parents who 

want the best for their children they continue to look for things that the school and teacher 

can do to make their children be more successful. In listening to the parent’s voices during 
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this study and everyday at work I see that there are many things that we can do for our 

Latino/a parents and students in order to help them be more successful in school.  

Along with my study and other research there are many strategies and actions that 

schools can take in order to help Latino/a children be successful in American schools (e. g. 

Bussert-Webb, 2009; Olmedo, 2009; Waterman, 2008). There are many strategies that can 

help Latino/a students, but one must look at the culture of Latino/a families in order to 

implement strategies that are going to prove themselves to be successful. Not only must we 

look at the overall Latino/a cultural aspects, but in order to really embrace the needs of our 

Latino/a students we must look at each families’ and student’s needs. In that, while the 

families and students shared the same hopes and dreams, the way to go about fulfilling the 

families' hopes and dreams may not look the same for every Latino/a family.  

This study looks at four families in order to focus in on the strategies that they need 

for their children in order to help them be successful. Interestingly enough, these strategies 

ring true in other studies as well. However, in looking specifically at the four families studied 

the following are some of the needed strategies that these families felt that they needed in 

order to provide a successful education for their children: provide more communication 

between parents, teachers and schools; provide parent involvement opportunities, promote 

and maintain high expectations for Latino/a students, and bring in cultural awareness and 

integration into the school and the curriculum. 

Recommendations 

Based on substantial evidence, Latino/a families place a high value on education and 

want to be involved in their children’s education (Waterman, 2008). Parents want to be 
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valued and communicated to based on mutual value and understanding (McCaleb, 1997). 

Latino/a parents want schools and parents to create opportunities for dialogue between 

parents, teachers, and principals. Parents also want to be informed of school resources and 

what steps to take to access them (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001; Shirley, 2002; Valdés, 1996). 

Latino/a families want schools to respect their children, their culture and to value their 

children’s character and social skills (Valdés, 1986; Villenas, 2001). They want their children 

to be successful in school but they sometimes feel that their own lack of English skills 

hindered them in being able to support their children in their homework, in being able to 

communicate to their children's non-Spanish speaking teachers, and in being able to 

financially support their families. These findings are consistent with prior research indicating 

that language is a dominant factor hindering both school staff and parents in their desire to 

support student achievement (Aspiazu, Bauer, & Spillett, 1998; Diaz Soto, 1997; 

Goldenberg, 1993; Waterman, 2008).  

Based on the results of my study and by listening to the voices of the Latino/a 

families involved in this study, I recommend the following steps that educators, school 

districts, and policy makers can take to address the question –  What can educators do to 

become more effective in the way they support the learning of Latino/a students? The 

following steps are listed and then explained below: 

1. Provide purposeful parent involvement, parent-school collaboration and 

communication opportunities; 

2. Provide teacher preparation opportunities focusing on educational practices, 

cultural awareness, and critical pedagogical approaches; 
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3. Research-based strategies that support English language learners in English-

only classrooms; and 

4. Develop an instructional framework that explicitly supports English language 

learners and their cultural backgrounds. 

Parent Involvement, Parent-school Collaboration, and Communication 

Schools and educators need to create opportunities for parent involvement activities. 

Parent involvement activities should be created in collaboration with teachers, parents and 

the principal and should include dialogue between all stake holders associated with the 

student (McCaleb, 1997; Olmedo, 2009). Schools should attempt to diminish the gap 

between the home and the school and build on the skills that Latino/a parents bring to their 

involvement in their children’s education (Delgado-Gaitan, 1990, 2001; Goldenberg, 1993; 

Waterman, 2008).  

Schools and educators need to create a communication system were parents are 

informed about school resources and shown where and how to access those resources 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 2001; Shirley, 2002; Valdés, 1996). Communication should be in both 

English and the parent’s primary language. In schools where there are a minimal number of 

staff members who speak Spanish a bilingual parent liaison would be helpful. 

Providing parents on information and parental skills and behaviors related to home 

literacy activities, more specifically reading with children and supporting the completion of 

homework (Epstein, 2001). English as a second language (ESL) classes should be available 

to parents and have been reported to support parental involvement (Rioux & Berla, 1993). A 

significant number of ESL classes are being offered in public schools and there is a high 
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demand for more (Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2001; U. S. Department of Education, 

1995). Integrating parental involvement skills and behaviors within the parent ESL classes 

has been seen as highly effective in promoting parent participation in their children’s 

education (Waterman, 2008; Waterman, 2006a, Waterman, 2006b). 

Teacher Preparation on Educational Practices and Critical Pedagogical Approaches 

Pedagogy is not just the techniques or strategies that teachers use to make learning 

more fun or interesting, but it also includes how teachers perceive the nature of learning and 

what they do to create conditions that motivate students to learn and to become critical 

thinkers (Nieto, 1996). Pre-service teacher education programs should address diversity in 

public schools. Teacher education programs should provide courses that immerse teacher 

candidates in the communities they are about to serve. The courses should offer debriefing 

sessions and guided reflections in order to reduce any teacher candidates’ initial prejudices 

that they may have about the communities that they might serve (Ladson-Billings, 1994). 

School districts should provide continual professional development opportunities for teachers 

focusing on diversity. 

Commitment (Compromiso), trust (confianza) and collaboration (colaboración) 

should characterize the culture exhibited by the teachers, administrators, parents, students 

and the community in which the school lies (Olmedo, 2009). Reaching our students is not 

enough. We have to extend our work to our communities (Darder, 2002; Olivos & Quintana 

de Valladolid, 2005). We must trust that our parents and community members have the 

power to advocate for what is best for their children. Our parents and community members 

are committed to bilingual education and progressive teaching programs, and we as educators 
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need to collaborate and connect our voices with those of the parents (Núñez, 1994; Olivos & 

Quintana de Valladolid, 2005).  

We need to understand that we cannot alter the home environment or the level of 

poverty of our Latino/a ELL students, but we can understand and accept them for the 

experiences that they bring to the classroom (Olivos & Quintana de Valladolid, 2005; 

Slocumb & Payne, 2000). Schools can be “sites of both oppression and empowerment” 

(Darder, 1991, p. 81). Educators must develop a “critical lens” as a tool to question and fight 

oppression and injustice towards our Latino/a students. We must stop relying on the words of 

policy makers and “experts” and include our own realities of the educational setting and 

community into our teaching. We must constantly seek “new ways to make a difference, not 

only in the daily lives of [our] students, but also [in the lives of our] communities” (Darder, 

2002, pp. 93-94).  

Supporting English Language Learners in English-only Classrooms 

The following strategies are recommended for supporting English language learners 

in an English-only Classroom. Many of these strategies can be used for non- English 

language learners; however, they have been proven over time to work effectively with 

English language learners in helping them to be successful in the classroom. Some effective 

strategies that support English language learners include: predictable and consistent 

classroom management routines, aided by diagrams, lists, and easy-to-read schedules on the 

board or on charts, to which the teacher refers frequently; graphic organizers that make 

content and the relationships among concepts and different lesson elements visually explicit; 

additional time and opportunities for practice, either during the school day, after school, or 
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for homework; redundant key information, (e.g., visual cues, pictures, and physical gestures 

about lesson content; identifying, highlighting, and clarifying difficult words and passages 

within texts to facilitate comprehension, and more generally greatly emphasizing vocabulary 

development; helping students consolidate text knowledge by having the teacher, other 

students, and ELLs themselves summarize and paraphrase) giving students extra practice in 

reading words, sentences, and stories in order to build automaticity and fluency; providing 

opportunities for extended interactions with teacher and peers; adjusting instruction (teacher 

vocabulary, rate of speech, sentence complexity, and expectations for student language 

production) according to students’ oral English proficiency; and targeting both content and 

English language objectives in every lesson (Goldenberg, 2008). 

Instructional Framework for English Language Learners 

If feasible, children should be taught reading in their primary language. Primary 

language reading instruction strategies should include: (a) developing first language skills; 

(b) promoting reading in English; (c) caring out first language instruction as children are also 

learning to read; and (d) learning other academic content in English (Goldenberg, 2008). As 

needed, students should be helped to transfer what they know in their first language to 

learning tasks presented in English; teachers should not assume that transfer is automatic. 

According to Goldenberg teaching in the first and second languages can be approached 

similarly. However, adjustments or modifications will be necessary, probably for several 

years at least for some students, until they reach sufficient familiarity with academic English 

to permit them to be successful in mainstream instruction. More complex learning might 

require more instructional adjustments. 



  

240 

ELLs need intensive oral English language development (ELD), especially 

vocabulary and academic English instruction. However, we have much to learn about what 

type of ELD instruction is most beneficial. Effective ELD provides both explicit teaching of 

features of English (such as syntax, grammar, vocabulary, pronunciation, and norms of social 

usage) and ample, meaningful opportunities to use English – but we do not know whether 

there is an optimal balance between the two. ELLs also need academic content instruction, 

just as all students do; although ELD is crucial, it must be in addition to – not instead of – 

instruction designed to promote content knowledge (Goldenberg, 2008). 

Conclusion 

Latinos/as are the fastest growing racial and ethnic group in the nation. In California 

public schools, Latino/a children constitute the largest ethnic group (California Department 

of Education, 2010). This poses a concern for American educators since most of today’s 

classrooms do not have sufficient numbers of teachers and administrators who are trained to 

meet the needs of the Latino/a population (Gándara, 1998). Education departments of 

colleges and universities will have to make greater efforts in preparing teachers to educate 

culturally diverse classrooms. School districts will also have to make greater efforts in 

providing professional development activities for current teachers that focus on creating 

culturally diverse and sensitive classrooms.  

Current and soon-to-be educators will have to become “critical educators” and 

develop a “critical lens” when facing the challenges of teaching Latino/a students. 

Collaboration between educators, Latino/a families and community members will have to be 

a primary goal in providing opportunities for parent involvement and parent education in 
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order to create a place of trust, collaboration and commitment for school communities with 

large percentages of Latino/a students. Critical educators must search out non-traditional 

ways to teach and support our Latino/a students. I believe that this study and others like it can 

begin to help educators understand how to bridge best instructional and pedagogical practices 

for effectively educating our ever growing diverse student populations – in particular, 

Latino/a students. My hope is that educators and policy makers will listen to Latino/a voices 

in order to provide the best education possible for our Latino/a students which, in turn, will 

help them to be successful in school and in life. 
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APPENDIX A                                                                                                                             

UMKC Social Sciences Institutional Review Board Approval Letter 

 
May 5, 2010 
 
Ms. Sweeden 
Renee Sweeden, MS, MEd, BA 
3614 Massimo Circle 
Stockton, CA 95212 
 
Dear Ms. Sweeden: 
 
The UMKC Social Sciences Institutional Review Board approved your research protocol 
#100410 entitled, “Developing an understanding of the cultural aspects and beliefs of 
Latino/a families towards the American educational system” on 5/3/10 but restricted human 
subjects enrollment until clarifications on each form and proof of CITI Training have been 
submitted. These clarifications have been received. 
 
The IRB approves research protocol #100410 which includes the following: 
 
-Child Assent Form date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Parent consent form date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Focus group verbal consent script date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Interview verbal consent script date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Group observation verbal consent date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Letter of Confidentiality date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Parental permission letter date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Formulario de aceptacion de los ninos date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Consentimiento de los padres para participar en un estudio de investigacion date stamped 
5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Spanish focus group verbal consent script date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Spanish group observation verbal consent script date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Guion del consentimiento verbal de la entrevista date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
-Carta de permiso de los padres date stamped 5/5/10 through 5/2/11 
 
This letter is to confirm that your protocol is now fully approved. You are granted permission 
to conduct your study effective immediately. This study is subject to continuing review on or 
before 5/2/11, unless closed before that date. It is your responsibility to provide a progress 
report prior to that date to avoid disruption of your research. 
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Please note that any changes to the study as approved must be promptly reported and 
approved. Some changes may be approved by expedited review, others require full board 
review. Contact Sheila Anderman (816) 235-5370 or andermansh@umkc.edu if you have any 
questions or require additional information. 
 
Sincerely, 
 
Sheila Anderman, CIP, CIM 
Research Protections Manager 
UMKC Social Sciences 
Institutional Review Board 
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APPENDIX B                                                                                                                               

Estudio de Las Familias Latinos/as – Survey of Latino/a Families 

Nombre/Name:__________________________Edad/Age:_______Sexo/Gender: ______ 

¿Cuántos hijos tiene usted? (How many children do you have?) 

________________________________________________________ 

¿Cuáles son los nombres de sus hijos? (What are your children’s names? ) 

_______________________________________________________________ 

Por favor, escriba los grados actuales y las edades de sus hijos. (Please list your children’s 

current grade levels and ages.) 

________________________________________________________________ 

¿Cuántos años ha vivido en los Estados Unidos? (How many years have you lived in the 

United States?) ______________________________________________________ 

¿Cuál es el idioma principal que se habla en su casa? (What is the primary language spoken 

in your home?) _____________________________________________ 

¿Cuál es el idioma principal que habla su hijo / s? (What is the primary language spoken by 

your child/ren?) ________________________________________________ 

¿Cuál es su nivel más alto de educación? (What is your highest level of education?) 

______________________________________________________________________ 

¿Durante cuántos años de su educación ha estado usted en los Estados Unidos? (How many 

years of your education has been in the United States?) 

____________________________________________________________________ 
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¿Durante cuántos años de educación ha estado en los Estados Unidos su hijo? (How many 

years of your child’s education has been in the United States?) 

____________________________________________________________________ 

En una escala de 1 a 5 por favor de calificar las siguientes preguntas:  (On a scale 

from 1 - 5 please rate the following questions:) 

5=Excelente/Excellent        4=Muy Bien/Very Good        3=Bien/Good 

2=Mal/Bad          1=Muy Mal/Very Bad 

¿Qué tan bien (How well do you) ...     

Lee/Read ____   Escribe/Write ____   Habla/Speak ____   Inglés/English? 

¿Qué tan bien (How well do you)      

Lee/Read _____   Escribe/Write ____   Habla/Speak ____   Español/Spanish? 

¿Qué tanto apoyo cree que la escuela ha dado en la educación de su hijo? (How supportive 

do you feel the school has been with your child’s education?) 

5 4 3 2 1 

¿Qué tanto apoyo cree que la escuela ha dado en aceptar la cultura de su hijo o su patrimonio 

cultural? (How supportive do you feel the school has been in accepting your child’s culture 

or heritage?) 

5 4 3 2 1 

¿Qué tanto apoyo cree que la escuela ha dado en la incorporación de la cultura o el 

patrimonio de su hijo dentro de la escuela? (How supportive do you feel the school has been 

in incorporating your child’s culture or heritage at the school?) 
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5 4 3 2 1 

¿Qué tanto apoyo cree que la escuela ha dado en darle formas (estrategias) para ayudar a su 

hijo a tener éxito en la escuela? (How supportive do you feel the school has been in giving 

you ways (strategies) to help your child be successful in school?) 

5 4 3 2 1 

¿Qué tanto apoyo cree que la escuela ha dado en darle información actualizada sobre el 

progreso de su hijo en la escuela? (How supportive has the school been at giving you current 

information about your child’s progress in school?) 

5 4 3 2 1 

 

Muchas gracias. Thank you very much. 
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APPENDIX C                                                                                                                        

Focus Group Questions 

1.  Give me a brief history of your background. 

2.  Tell me about your K-12 educational experience. 

3.  How has your family viewed education? 

4.  How did your teachers help you in your educational process? 

 

 

1. Cuéntame una breve historia de sus antecedentes. 

2. Cuéntame de sus experiencias educativas, desde el Kinder hasta el grado 12. 

3. ¿Qué es el punto de vista de tu familia hacia la educación?  

4. ¿Cómo te han ayudado tus profesores en tu proceso educativo? 
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APPENDIX D                                                                                                                   

Individual Interview Questions 

Focused Life History Questions 
 
1.  I am interested in knowing a little bit about you and your families background (i.e. where 
you were born?, when you came to the United States?, How you came to the United States?, 
and why you came to the United States?)   Estoy interesada en saber un poco de los 
antecedentes de usted  y de su familia (es decir, ¿donde nacieron?, ¿cuando llegaron a los 
Estados Unidos?, ¿cómo llegaron a los Estados Unidos?, Y¿por qué vinieron a los Estados 
Unidos?) 
 
2.  What are some of your family’s values or treasures that you hold dear?    ¿Cuáles son 
algunos de sus valores familiares o los tesoros que les importan mucho? 
 
3.  What would a typical evening at home with your family look like?     ¿Como sería una 
noche típica en la casa de su familia? 
 
Details of Experience Questions 
 
1.  Please tell me a little bit about you and your child's educational history (i.e. education in 
other country, education in the United States, and similarities and difference of the two 
educational experiences).    Por favor, cuénteme un poco sobre usted y la historia educativa 
de su hijo (es decir, la educación en otro país, la educación en los Estados Unidos, y las cosas 
parecidas  y diferencias entre las dos experiencias educativas). 
 
2.  What is you and your family’s view of education?    ¿Cual es el punto de vista de usted y 
de su familia sobre la educación? 
 
3.  How did your teachers contribute or not contribute to you or your child's educational 
process?   ¿Cómo contribuían o no contribuían los profesores en su proceso educacional y en 
el proceso de su hijo/a? 
 
4.  What was the curriculum like in the educational experiences that you or your child has 
had?    ¿Cuál ha sido el plan de estudios en las experiencias educativas de usted tanto como 
de su hijo? 
 
5.  What was the school climate like in the educational experiences that you or your child has 
had?    ¿Como fue el clima de la escuela en las experiencias educativas que ha tenido usted o 
su hijo? 
 
Reflection on the Meaning Questions 
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1.  Now that you are in the United States, what are some experiences that you have enjoyed 
or not enjoyed about the American educational system?     Ahora que está en los Estados 
Unidos, ¿cuáles son algunas de las experiencias que haya disfrutado o no disfrutado sobre el 
sistema educativo americano? 
 
2.  What are some things that you feel that the American educational system is lacking or that 
it provides for your child?    ¿Cuáles son algunas cosas que usted siente que le hace falta el 
sistema educativo americano o cuales son algunas que se le proporciona a su hijo? 
 
3.  What would you change about the American educational system in order to better fit your 
child's educational needs?   ¿Qué cambiaría usted del sistema educativo americano para que 
sea más adecuado a las necesidades educativas de su hijo? 
 
4.  What is one piece of advice that you would give to teachers teaching your child within the 
American educational system?   ¿Qué consejo les daría a los profesores que enseñan a su hijo 
en el sistema educativo americano? 
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APPENDIX E                                                                                                             

Observational Checklist 

Who (pseudonym): 

When: 

Where: 

Time observation Began: 

Time observation Ended:  

 

Descriptive Notes  Reflective Notes________________ 
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APPENDIX F                                                                                                   

Parent Consent to Participate in a Research Study 

Project Title:  Developing an understanding of the cultural aspects and beliefs of Latino/a 
families towards the American educational system 
 
You are being invited to participate in a research study. 
 
Investigator 
This study will be conducted by Renée Sweeden. I am a graduate student in the Department 
of Curriculum and Instruction and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies at the University of 
Missouri-Kansas City. I am currently the Principal of Roosevelt Elementary in the Stockton 
Unified School District located in Stockton, California. 
 
Who will Participate 
Three families of Latino/a descent whose first language is Spanish and whose students are 
currently in the American educational system. Ten to fifteen Latino/a parents who are 
involved in Roosevelt Elementary's Parent Connection.  
 
Purpose 
The purpose of this study is to learn how to help Latino/a students be more successful in the 
American educational system by listening to the voices of their families. 
 
Methods/Procedures 
You will be asked to complete a voluntary survey which includes demographic information 
regarding you and your family and about your feelings about your children’s experience in 
school. The survey is voluntary; however, all information will be kept confidential. I will 
also be observing the Parent Connection group throughout the school year. I will post when 
those days will be so that you will know when I will observing the Parent Connection. I will 
only be observing and collecting field notes but will not be recording anything during these 
observations. If you chose to not be apart of this research project anything you say or do 
during the Parent Connection will not be apart of the study.  
 
For the families who are chosen and volunteer for the study, you will be completing at least 
one focus group interview which will last for forty-five to sixty minutes long. The interview 
can be held at the school during or after the Parent Connection time. The interview will take 
place at least once during the duration of the study. You may become one of the three 
families who volunteer to be studied further by doing individual interviews with you and one 
to three group interviews with your children. If you are one of these three families the 
individual interviews will last sixty to ninety minutes long and will be done at least two times 
during the duration of the study. The group interviews with your children will be conducted 
with all children of the families chosen, will be approximately thirty to sixty minutes long, 



  

252 

and will be held at school. Nothing you or you children say will have a negative affect on 
you, your children, or your child’s teacher. We can conduct the individual interviews 
wherever it is convenient for you. All individual interviews, group interviews and the 
children group interviews will be audio taped. You may stop the taping or ask that the tape be 
erased and it will be done. Further, any materials completed remain your property.  No 
identifying information will be recorded on the tape.  The tape will be transcribed and the 
findings will include a description of the attitudes and beliefs of Latino/a families toward the 
American educational system.  The findings may be used in professional presentations or be 
published in professional journals;  however, your identity will be protected.  
 
Voluntary Participation 
Your participation in this research is voluntary.  You may choose to participate or to 
withdraw your participation at any time. 
 
Fees and Expenses 
You are not responsible for any costs or expenses associated with this study. 
 
Compensation 
There will be no monetary compensation for your participation in this study; however, you 
will receive a light snack for the participation in the Focus Group Interview. 
 
Risks and Inconveniences 
There are no known risks for participating in this study. 
 
Benefits 
Although there are no foreseeable direct benefits to you it is hoped that the research will 
benefit others or society in general. 
 
Alternatives to Study Participation 
You can choose not to participate in this study.  Your decision to not participate will not 
affect your participation in the Parent Connection nor will if affect your child’s education at 
Roosevelt Elementary. 
 
Confidentiality 
All of the information you complete and share in this study will be kept confidential with the 
exception of reporting any physical abuse to you or others, which will be reported to the 
appropriate authorities. In order to make sure my translations are correct not only in the 
Spanish language but in the local dialect, I will be asking others to review my letters to the 
families, the consent forms, and my interview and observation transcripts. The people I ask 
will have a vested interest in the community and will have lived in the community for at least 
fifteen years in order to once again ensure that the correct dialect will be translated. I will be 
asking a staff member to review the letters, the consent forms, and the transcripts. All names 
will be taken off in order to ensure confidentiality during these reviews.  
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While every effort will be made to keep confidential all of the information you complete and 
share, it cannot be absolutely guaranteed. Individuals from the University of Missouri-
Kansas City Institutional Review Board ( a committee that reviews and approves research 
studies) , Research Protections Program, and Federal regulatory agencies may look at records 
related to this study for quality improvement and regulatory functions.  Your identity will not 
be provided on the measures, tapes, or their transcriptions.  Also, all of the measures, tapes, 
and their transcriptions will be kept in a locked office or in my home.  The information 
obtained in this study may be presented at professional conferences or published in journals; 
however you will not be identified in any way. 
 
In Case of Injury 
The University of Missouri-Kansas City appreciates the participation of people who help it 
carry out its function of developing knowledge through research.  If you have any questions 
about the study that you are participating in you are encouraged to call Renee Sweeden, the 
investigator, at 209-933-7275. 
 
Although it is not the University’s policy to compensate or provide medical treatment for 
persons who participate in studies, if you think you have been injured as a result of 
participating in this study, please call the IRB Administrator of UMKC’s Social Sciences 
Institutional Review Board at 816-235-1764. 
 
Questions 
If you have any questions about this study at any time, you may contact Dr. Donna Russell at 
the University of Missouri-Kansas City, School of Education 5100 Rockhill, Kansas City, 
MO 64110 or you may phone her at 816-235-2232, or e-mail her at russelldl@umkc.edu and 
she will be happy to answer any of your questions. 
 
Authorization 
By signing your name below, you are indicating that (1) you have read this form, (2) you 
agree to participate in this study, (3)  you have received a copy of this consent form, and (4)  
you agree to have the information you share in the study be used for the stated research 
purposes. 
 
Printed Name of the Participant  ______________________________________ 
 
Signature of the Participant  __________________________________________ 
 
Date_______________________________ 
 
Printed Name of the Investigator  ______________________________________ 
 
Signature of the Investigator  ____________________________________________ 
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APPENDIX G                                                                                                            

Consentimiento de Los Padres para Participar en un Estudio de Investigación 

Título del proyecto: El desarrollo de una comprensión de las actitudes y creencias de las 
familias Latinos/as en el sistema educativo estadounidense 
 
Le invito a participar en un estudio de investigación. 
 
Investigador 
Este estudio será realizado por Renée Sweeden. Soy un estudiante de posgrado en el 
Departamento de Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Políticas en la 
Universidad de Missouri-Kansas City. Actualmente soy la directora de la Escuela Primaria 
Roosevelt en el Distrito Escolar Unificado de Stockton, ubicada en Stockton, California. 
 
Quién participará 
Tres familias de origen Latino/a cuyo primer idioma es el español, y cuyos estudiantes se 
encuentran actualmente en el sistema educativo americano. De diez a quince padres 
Latinos/as que participan en la academia de Padres de la escuela Primaria Roosevelt. 
 
Propósito 
El objetivo de este estudio es de aprender cómo ayudar a los estudiantes Latinos/as a tener 
más éxito en el sistema educativo norteamericano escuchando a las voces de sus familias. 
 
Métodos y Procedimientos  
Se le pedirá completar una encuesta voluntaria que incluye información demográfica sobre 
usted y su familia y acerca de sus sentimientos sobre la experiencia de sus hijos en la escuela. 
La encuesta es voluntaria; sin embargo, se guardará la confidencialidad de toda la 
información. También voy a estar observando el grupo de la Academia para Padres durante 
el año escolar. Voy a notificar en aquellos días, de modo que usted sabrá cuando estoy 
observando la Academia de Padres. Solamente voy a estar observando y recogiendo las notas 
de campo, pero no estaré grabando absolutamente nada durante estas observaciones. Si 
decide no participar en este proyecto de investigación cualquier cosa que diga o que haga 
durante la reunión de la Academia de Padres no se utilizará en el estudio. 
 
Para las familias que son elegidas y que son las voluntarias para el estudio, completarán por 
lo menos una entrevista en un grupo de enfoque, que durará de cuarenta y cinco a sesenta 
minutos. La entrevista pueda ocurrir en la escuela durante o después de la reunión de la 
Academia de Padres. La entrevista se llevará a cabo por lo menos una vez durante la 
duración del estudio. Usted pueda ser una de las tres familias que ofrecen ser más estudiados 
por lo que me permite hacer entrevistas personales con usted y de uno a tres entrevistas de 
grupo con sus hijos. Si usted está dentro de este grupo de tres familias, las entrevistas 
individuales durarán de sesenta a noventa minutos y se realizarán por lo menos dos veces 
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durante la duración del estudio. Las entrevistas en grupo con sus hijos se llevarán a cabo con 
todos los niños de las familias elegidas, y durarán aproximadamente de treinta a sesenta 
minutos, y se llevarán a cabo en la escuela. Nada que usted diga o que los niños digan tendrá 
un efecto negativo sobre usted, sus hijos, o el profesor de sus hijos. Podemos realizar las 
entrevistas individuales donde sea conveniente para usted. Todas las entrevistas individuales, 
entrevistas grupales y entrevistas de los niños en grupo se grabarán de audio. Usted pueda 
parar la grabación o pueda pedir que la cinta se borre y se hará. Además, cualquier material 
completado sigue siendo su propiedad. No se registrara ninguna información de 
identificación en la grabación. La grabación se transcribirá y los resultados incluirán una 
descripción de las actitudes y creencias de las familias Latinos/as hacia el sistema educativo 
americano. Los resultados pueden ser utilizados en presentaciones profesionales o ser 
publicados en revistas profesionales, sin embargo, su identidad será protegida. 
 
Participación voluntaria 
Su participación en esta investigación es voluntaria. Usted puede optar por participar o retirar 
su participación en cualquier momento. 
 
Honorarios y gastos 
Usted no es responsable para ningún costo o gasto asociado con este estudio. 
 
Compensación 
No habrá compensación monetaria por su participación en este estudio, sin embargo, usted 
recibirá un aperitivo para la participación en la entrevista del grupo de enfoque. 
 
Riesgos e inconvenientes 
No existen riesgos conocidos para su participación en este estudio. 
 
Beneficios 
Aunque no hay beneficios previstos directos para usted, se espera que la investigación 
beneficiará a otros o a la sociedad en general. 
 
Alternativas a la Participación en el Estudio 
Usted puede elegir no participar en este estudio. Su decisión de no participar no afectará su 
participación en la Academia de los Padres ni afectará a la educación de su hijo en la escuela 
Primaria Roosevelt. 
 
Confidencialidad 
Toda la información que usted complete y comparte en este estudio será confidencial, con la 
excepción de informar de cualquier abuso físico a usted u otros, lo cual será comunicado a 
las autoridades competentes.  
 
Con el fin de asegurarme de que mis traducciones son correctas, no sólo en el idioma 
español, sino en el dialecto local, voy a pedir que otros revisen mis cartas a las familias, los 
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formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones de mis entrevistas y observaciones. Las 
personas a quienes pido este tendrán un gran interés en la comunidad y habrán vivido en la 
comunidad durante por lo menos quince años con el fin de garantizar una vez más que el 
dialecto correcto sea traducido. Pediré a un miembro del personal que revise las cartas, los 
formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones. Todos los nombres serán retirados a fin 
de garantizar la confidencialidad durante estas revisiones. 
 
Aunque se hará todo esfuerzo para mantener la confidencialidad de toda la información que 
completa y comparte, no puede ser totalmente asegurada. Los individuos de la Universidad 
de Missouri-Kansas City Consejo de Revisión Institucional (un comité que revisa y aprueba 
los estudios de investigación), Programa de Protección de Investigación, y las agencias 
federales de reglamentación podrán ver los datos relacionados a este estudio para mejor la 
calidad y las funciones reguladoras. Su identidad no será proporcionada en las medidas, 
grabaciones, o sus transcripciones. Además, todas las medidas, las grabaciones y sus 
transcripciones se mantendrán en una oficina cerrada con llave o en mi casa. La información 
obtenida en este estudio pueda ser presentado en conferencias profesionales o publicados en 
revistas, sin embargo, no se identificará a usted en forma alguna. 
 
En caso de lesión 
La Universidad de Missouri-Kansas City agradece la participación de las personas que le 
ayudan a cumplir su función de desarrollo de conocimientos por medio de la investigación. 
Si usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre el estudio en que están participando se le aconseja que 
llame a Renee Sweeden, la investigadora, al 209-933-7275. 
 
Aunque no es la política de la Universidad de compensar o proporcionar tratamiento médico 
para las personas que participen en los estudios, si usted cree que ha sido herido como 
resultado de su participación en este estudio, favor de llamar al Administrador de la IRB de 
Ciencias Sociales UMKC Junta de Revisión Institucional a 816 -235-1764. 
 
Preguntas 
Si usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre este estudio en cualquier momento, puede comunicarse 
con la Dra. Donna Russell de la Universidad de Missouri-Kansas City, Facultad de 
Educación, 5100 Rockhill, Kansas City, MO 64110, o puede llamarla a 816-235-2232, o 
enviarle un e-mail a russelldl@umkc.edu y ella con gusto contestará cualquiera pregunta que 
tenga. 
 
Autorización 
Al firmar su nombre a continuación, usted indica que (1) ha leído este formulario, (2) se 
compromete a participar en este estudio, (3) que ha recibido una copia de este formulario de 
consentimiento, y (4) está de acuerdo que la información que usted comparte en el estudio 
pueda ser utilizada para los fines de investigación establecidas. 
 
Nombre en Letra de Molde del Participante ______________________________________ 
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Firma del Participante __________________________________________ 
 
Fecha_______________________________ 
 
Nombre en Letra de Molde de la Investigadora 
______________________________________ 
 
Firma de la Investigadora ____________________________________________ 

 



  

258 

APPENDIX H                                                                                                      

Focus Group Verbal Consent Script 

I am Renee Sweeden, from the University of Missouri Kansas City in the department of 
Curriculum and Instruction and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies. I am currently working 
on my doctoral dissertation. I am conducting a research study on developing an 
understanding of Latino/a attitudes and beliefs which may affect Latino/a learning.  The 
research will help me understand how to better support Latino/a learners in the American 
educational system. 
 
Today you will be participating in a focus group interview, which should take approximately 
thirty to forty-five minutes. Your participation is voluntary. If you do not wish to participate, 
you may stop at any time. Responses will be completely anonymous. Your name will not 
appear anywhere in the final write up. I will be assigning pseudonyms in the place of names. 
There are minimal risks associated with this focus group interview. Taking part in this focus 
group interview is your agreement to participate.   
 
During the group interview, I will not be able to guarantee confidentiality because we will be 
discussing information as a group. Therefore, if you would feel uncomfortable with any of 
your statements being shared with others in or outside the group, please do not share them 
during the process. 
 
In order to make sure my translations are correct not only in the Spanish language but in the 
local dialect, I will be asking others to review my letters to the families, the consent forms, 
and my interview and observation transcripts. The people I ask will have a vested interest in 
the community and will have lived in the community for at least fifteen years in order to once 
again ensure that the correct dialect will be translated. I will be asking a staff member to 
review the letters, the consent forms, and the transcripts. All names will be taken off in order 
to ensure confidentiality during these reviews.   
 
The focus group interview will be audiotaped. All information on the audiotapes will be 
confidential, will be kept at my home, and will de destroyed in one year. 
If you would like a copy of this letter for your records, please let me know and I will give 
you a copy now. If you have any questions regarding the research, contact Renee Sweeden 
from the University of Missuori Kansas City in the department of Curriculum and Instruction 
and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies. You can also contact my advisor, Dr. Donna 
Russell at 816-235-2232 or russelldl@umkc.edu. If you have any questions regarding your 
rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB Administrator of UMKC’s Social 
Sciences Institutional Review Board at 816-235-1764. 
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APPENDIX I                                                                                          

Guion del Consentimiento Verbal de La Entrevista Grupo 

Soy Renee Sweeden, de la Universidad de Missouri Kansas City, en el departamento de 
Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Política. Actualmente estoy 
trabajando en mi tesis doctoral. Estoy realizando un estudio de investigación sobre el 
desarrollo de una comprensión de actitudes y creencias Latinos/as que puedan afectar al 
aprendizaje Latino/a. La investigación me ayudará a entender la mejor manera de ayudar a 
los estudiantes Latinos/as en el sistema educativo americano. 
 
Hoy estará participando en una entrevista de grupo de enfoque, que debe tomar 
aproximadamente treinta a cuarenta y cinco minutos. Su participación es voluntaria. Si usted 
no desea participar, puede detenerse en cualquier momento. Las respuestas serán 
completamente anónimas. Su nombre no aparecerá en ningún lugar en el documento final. 
Yo usaré la asignación de otros nombres o sinónimos en lugar de los nombres. Existen 
mínimos riesgos asociados con esta entrevista del grupo de enfoque. Debe de estar de 
acuerdo para participar en esta entrevista.  
 
Durante la entrevista de grupo, no puedo garantizar la confidencialidad, porque vamos a 
tratar la información como un grupo. Por lo tanto, si se sintiera incómodo con la 
comunicación de cualquiera de sus declaraciones con otros dentro o fuera del grupo, por 
favor no las comparte durante el proceso. 
 
Con el fin de asegurarme de que mis traducciones son correctas, no sólo en el idioma 
español, sino en el dialecto local, voy a pedir que otros revisen mis cartas a las familias, los 
formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones de mi entrevista y de observación. La 
gente que me ayuda tendrá un gran interés en la comunidad y serán personas que hayan 
vivido en la comunidad durante quince años por lo menos con el fin de garantizar una vez 
más que el dialecto correcto será traducido. Pediré a un miembro del personal que revisara 
las cartas, los formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones. Todos los nombres serán 
retirados a fin de garantizar la confidencialidad durante estas revisiones. 
 
La entrevista del grupo de enfoque será grabada por audio. Toda la información en las 
grabaciones será confidencial, será guardada en mi casa, y será destruida en un año. 
 
Si desea una copia de esta carta para su archivo, por favor hágamelo saber y yo le daré una 
copia ahora. Si usted tiene alguna pregunta relacionada con la investigación, póngase en 
contacto con Renee Sweeden en la Universidad de Missouri Kansas City en el departamento 
de Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Política. Usted también puede 
contactar a mi asesora, la Dra. Donna Russell en 816-235-2232 o russelldl@umkc.edu. Si 
usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre sus derechos como sujeto de investigación, por favor, 
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póngase en contacto con el Administrador del IRB de Ciencias Sociales Consejo de Revisión 
Institucional de UMKC en 816-235-1764. 
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APPENDIX J                                                                                                        

Interview Verbal Consent Script 

I am Renee Sweeden, from the University of Missouri Kansas City in the department of 
Curriculum and Instruction and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies. I am currently working 
on my doctoral dissertation. I am conducting a research study on cultural aspects which may 
affect Latino/a Learning.  The research will help me understand how to better help Latino/a 
learners in the American educational system.   
 
Today you will be participating in an interview, which should take approximately forty-five 
to sixty minutes. Your participation is voluntary. If you do not wish to participate, you may 
stop at any time. Responses will be completely anonymous. Your name will not appear 
anywhere in the final write up. I will be assigning pseudonyms in the place of names. There 
are minimal risks associated with this focus group interview. Taking part in this focus group 
interview is your agreement to participate.   
 
If translations need to be made in order to make sure my translations are correct not only in 
the Spanish language but in the local dialect, I will be asking others to review my letters to 
the families, the consent forms, and my interview and observation transcripts. The people I 
ask will have a vested interest in the community and will have lived in the community for at 
least fifteen years in order to once again ensure that the correct dialect will be translated. I 
will be asking a staff member to review the letters, the consent forms, and the transcripts. All 
names will be taken off in order to ensure confidentiality during these reviews.   
 
The interview will be audiotaped. All information on the audiotapes will be confidential, will 
be kept at my home, and will de destroyed in one year. 
 
If you would like a copy of this letter for your records, please let me know and I will give 
you a copy now. If you have any questions regarding the research, contact Renee Sweeden 
from the University of Missuori Kansas City in the department of Curriculum and Instruction 
and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies. You can also contact my advisor, Dr. Donna 
Russell at 816-235-2232 or russelldl@umkc.edu. If you have any questions regarding your 
rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB Administrator of UMKC’s Social 
Sciences Institutional Review Board at 816-235-1764. 
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APPENDIX K                                                                                                                          

Guion del Consentimiento Verbal de La Entrevista 

Soy Renee Sweeden, de la Universidad de Missouri Kansas City, en el departamento de 
Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Política. Actualmente estoy 
trabajando en mi tesis doctoral. Estoy realizando un estudio de investigación sobre los 
aspectos culturales que puedan afectar al aprendizaje Latino/a. La investigación me ayudará a 
entender la mejor manera de ayudar a los estudiantes Latinos/as en el sistema educativo 
americano. 
 
Hoy estará participando en una entrevista que debe tomar aproximadamente cuarenta y cinco 
a sesenta minutos. Su participación es voluntaria. Si usted no desea participar, puede 
detenerse en cualquier momento. Las respuestas serán completamente anónimas. Su nombre 
no aparecerá en ningún lugar en el documento final. Yo usaré la asignación de otros nombres 
o sinónimos en lugar de los nombres. Existen mínimos riesgos asociados con esta entrevista 
del grupo de enfoque. Debe de estar de acuerdo para participar en esta entrevista.  
 
Durante la entrevista de grupo, no puedo garantizar la confidencialidad, porque vamos a 
tratar la información como un grupo. Por lo tanto, si se sintiera incómodo con la 
comunicación de cualquiera de sus declaraciones con otros dentro o fuera del grupo, por 
favor no las comparte durante el proceso. 
 
Con el fin de asegurarme de que mis traducciones son correctas, no sólo en el idioma 
español, sino en el dialecto local, voy a pedir que otros revisen mis cartas a las familias, los 
formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones de mi entrevista y de observación. La 
gente que me ayuda tendrá un gran interés en la comunidad y serán personas que hayan 
vivido en la comunidad durante quince años por lo menos con el fin de garantizar una vez 
más que el dialecto correcto será traducido. Pediré a un miembro del personal que revisara 
las cartas, los formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones. Todos los nombres serán 
retirados a fin de garantizar la confidencialidad durante estas revisiones. 
 
La entrevista será grabada por audio. Toda la información contenida en las grabaciones será 
confidencial, será guardada en mi casa, y será destruida en un año. 
 
Si desea una copia de esta carta para su archivo, por favor hágamelo saber y yo le daré una 
copia ahora. Si usted tiene alguna pregunta relacionada con la investigación, póngase en 
contacto con Renee Sweeden en la Universidad de Missuori Kansas City en el departamento 
de Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Política. Usted también puede 
contactar a mi asesora, la Dra. Donna Russell en 816-235-2232 o russelldl@umkc.edu. Si 
usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre sus derechos como sujeto de investigación, por favor, 
póngase en contacto con el Administrador del IRB de Ciencias Sociales Consejo de Revisión 
Institucional de UMKC en 816-235-1764. 
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APPENDIX L                                                                                                                      

Parental Permission Letter 

Dear Parents, 
 
My name is Renee Sweeden.  I am a graduate student in the Department of Curriculum and 
Instruction and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies at the University of Missouri-Kansas 
City.  I would like your child to take part in my research.  During the school year I will be 
conducting research in order to listen to and understand Latino/a attitudes and beliefs toward 
education. If you agree that your child may participate in the study I will be conducting a 
small group interview with your child and the children from the other families who are 
participating in the study. The interviews will take place within the school year and at school. 
The interviews will last for approximately thirty to forty-five minutes two to three times 
during the school year. 
 
All of the information I obtain in my group interview of your child will be kept confidential.  
The information collected from this study will be complied into my dissertation but all names 
will be changed. 
 
There are no direct benefits to you or your child for participating in this study.  The 
information from the observation should help us understand how the public educational 
system can better help Latino/a learners.  Anything your child says in the group interviews 
will not have a negative impact on your child at school, your family or your child’s teacher. 
There are no known risks associated with participation in this study.  
  
While every effort will be made to keep confidential all of the information your child shares, 
it cannot be absolutely guaranteed. Individuals from the University of Missouri-Kansas City 
Institutional Review Board( a committee that reviews and approves research studies) , 
Research Protections Program, and Federal regulatory agencies may look at records related 
to this study for quality improvement and regulatory functions. 
 
In order to make sure my translations are correct not only in the Spanish language but in the 
local dialect, I will be asking others to review my letters to the families, the consent forms, 
and my interview and observation transcripts. The people I ask will have a vested interest in 
the community and will have lived in the community for at least fifteen years in order to once 
again ensure that the correct dialect will be translated. I will be asking a staff member to 
review the letters, the consent forms, and the transcripts. All names will be taken off in order 
to ensure confidentiality during these reviews.   
 
 
The University of Missouri-Kansas City appreciates the participation of people who help it 
carry out its function of developing knowledge through research.  If you have any questions 
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about the study that you are participating in you are encouraged to call Renee Sweeden, the 
investigator, at 209-933-4572. 
 
Although it is not the University’s policy to compensate or provide medical treatment for 
persons who participate in studies, if you think you have been injured as a result of 
participating in this study, please call the IRB Administrator of UMKC’s Social Sciences 
Institutional Review Board at 816-235-1764. 
 
 If you feel that your child may take part in the research please return a signed copy of this 
form to me in the enclosed envelope.  You may keep the other copy for future reference.   
 
You have read this permission form and agree to have your child take part in the research. 
 
 
_________________________________________ 
Name of Student 
 
__________________________________________ 
Printed Name of Parent 
 
___________________________________________          _________________ 
Signature of Parent      Date 

 



  

265 

APPENDIX M                                                                                                    

Carta de Permiso de Los Padres 

Queridos Padres, 
 
Mi nombre es Renee Sweeden. Soy una estudiante de posgrado en el Departamento de 
Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Políticas en la Universidad de 
Missouri-Kansas City. Me gustaría que su hijo participara en mi investigación. Durante el 
año escolar voy a realizar investigaciones con el fin de escuchar y entender las actitudes y 
creencias Latinos/as hacia la educación. Si está de acuerdo que su hijo participara en el 
estudio voy a realizar una entrevista de grupo pequeño con su hijo y los hijos de las otras 
familias que están participando en el estudio. Las entrevistas se llevarán a cabo durante el 
año escolar y dentro de la escuela. Las entrevistas tendrán una duración de aproximadamente 
de treinta a cuarenta y cinco minutos dos o tres veces durante el año escolar. 
Toda la información que obtengo en mi entrevista del grupo de su hijo se mantendrá 
confidencial. La información recopilada en este estudio será compilada en mi tesis, pero se 
cambiarán todos los nombres. 
 
No hay beneficios directos para usted o su hijo por su participar en este estudio. La 
información de la observación debe ayudarnos a entender cómo el sistema educativo público 
mejor pueda ayudar a los estudiantes Latinos/as. Cualquier cosa que su hijo diga en las 
entrevistas en grupo no tendrá ningún impacto negativo en su hijo en la escuela, en su familia 
o en el maestro de su niño. No existen riesgos conocidos asociados con su participación en 
este estudio. 
  
Aunque se hará todo esfuerzo para mantener la confidencialidad de toda la información su 
hijo comparte, no puede ser totalmente asegurada. Los individuos de la Universidad de 
Missouri-Kansas City Consejo de Revisión Institucional (un comité que revisa y aprueba los 
estudios de investigación), Programa de Protección de Investigaciones, y las agencias 
federales de reglamentación podrán ver los datos relacionados a este estudio para mejorar la 
calidad y las funciones reguladoras. 
 
Con el fin de asegurarme de que mis traducciones son correctas, no sólo en el idioma 
español, sino en el dialecto local, voy a pedir que otros revisen mis cartas a las familias, los 
formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones de mi entrevista y de observación. La 
gente que me ayuda tendrá un gran interés en la comunidad y serán personas que hayan 
vivido en la comunidad durante quince años por lo menos con el fin de garantizar una vez 
más que el dialecto correcto será traducido. Pediré a un miembro del personal que revisara 
las cartas, los formularios de consentimiento, y las transcripciones. Todos los nombres serán 
retirados a fin de garantizar la confidencialidad durante estas revisiones. 
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La Universidad de Missouri-Kansas City agradece la participación de las personas que 
ayudan a cumplir con su función de desarrollar conocimientos por medio de la investigación. 
Si usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre el estudio en que está participando debe llamar a Renee 
Sweeden, la investigadora, al 209-933-4572. 
 
Aunque no es política de la Universidad de compensar o de proporcionar tratamiento médico 
para las personas que participen en los estudios, si usted cree que haya sido herido como 
resultado de su participación en este estudio, favor de llamar al Administrador de la IRB del 
Consejo de Revisión Institucional de las Ciencias Sociales de la UMKC a 816 -235-1764. 
 
Si usted está de acuerdo de que su hijo pueda participar en la investigación por favor 
devuelva una copia firmada de este formulario a mí en el sobre adjunto. Usted puede guardar 
la otra copia para futuras referencias. 
 
Usted ha leído este formulario de permiso y está de acuerdo que su hijo participe en la 
investigación. 
 
_________________________________________ 
Nombre del Estudiante 
 
__________________________________________ 
Nombre del Padre/Madre 
 
__________________________________________ _________________ 
Firma del Padre/Madre     Fecha 
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APPENDIX N                                                                                          

Child Assent Form 

My name is Renee Sweeden.  I am a student in the Department of Curriculum and Instruction 
at the University of Missouri-Kansas City. I would like to invite you to take part in my 
research study. A research study is a special way to find out about something.  I am trying to 
learn more about how to help students in school. 
 
If you agree to be in this study, you will be asked to meet with me in a group of other 
children, and you will be asked to answer questions about what you like or do not like about 
school.  The questions will take about 30-45 minutes to answer.  Some of the questions will 
be personal and you can stop at any time.  We do not know if being in this research study 
will help you.  But you may be helping us to understand children and what it is like for you 
in school. 
 
If you agree to help us, your teacher and classmates will not know what you have said.  Only 
those students who are in the group will know what you said. If you decide to be in the study 
or if you decide to say “no” your choice will not affect your grades or whether people like 
you. 
 
When we are done with the study, we will write a report about what we found out.  We will 
not use your name in the report. 
 
Please talk this over with your parents before you decide if you want to be in my study.  I 
will also ask your parents to give their permission for you to be in this study. But even if your 
parents say yes you can still say no and decide not to be in the study. 
 
If you do not want to be in this study, you do not have to be in it.  Remember, being in a 
study is up to you, and no one will be upset if you do not want to be in it.  If you decide to 
stop after we begin that is okay too.  Remember that no one else besides the other children in 
the group, not even your parents will know what you have told me. 
 
You can ask any question that you have about the study.  If you have a question later that you 
did not think of now, you can call me or ask your parents, teacher or a friend to call me at 
209-933-7275. 
 
Signing here means that you have read this paper or someone read it to you and that you are 
willing to be in this study.  If you do not want to be in this study, do not sign. 

 
 
___________________________________  _____________ 
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Printed Name of Participant    Date 
 
 
____________________________________ 
Signature of Participant 
 
 
__________________________________  _______________ 
Printed Name of Investigator    Date 
 
 
__________________________________ 
Signature of Investigator 
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APPENDIX O                                                                                            

Formulario de Aceptación de Los Niños 

 
Mi nombre es Renee Sweeden. Soy un estudiante en el Departamento de Currículo e 
Instrucción en la Universidad de Missouri-Kansas City. Me gustaría invitarte a participar en 
mi estudio de investigación. Un estudio de investigación es una manera especial para 
averiguar algo. Estoy tratando de aprender más sobre cómo ayudar a los estudiantes en la 
escuela 
 
Si tú te comprometes a participar en este estudio, se te pedirá que te reúnas conmigo en un 
grupo de otros niños, y se te pedirá tu respuesta a preguntas sobre lo que te gusta o no te 
gusta de la escuela. Las preguntas pueden tomar alrededor de 30-45 minutos para responder. 
Algunas de las preguntas serán personales y se puede parar en cualquier momento. No 
sabemos si tu participación en este estudio de investigación te ayudará. Pero es posible que 
nos ayude a comprender mejor a los niños y su experiencia en la escuela. 
 
Si estás de acuerdo en ayudarnos, tu profesor y compañeros de clase no sabrán lo que has 
dicho. Sólo aquellos estudiantes que están en el grupo sabrán lo que has dicho. Si tú decides 
participar en el estudio o si tú decides decir que "no," tu decisión no afectará a tus 
calificaciones o si la gente te gusta o no. 
 
Cuando hayamos terminado con el estudio, vamos a escribir un informe sobre lo que nos 
enteramos. No vamos a usar tu nombre en el informe. 
 
Por favor hable de esto con tus padres antes de decidir si quieres estar en mi estudio. 
También voy a pedir a tus padres que den su permiso para que tú puedas participar en este 
estudio. Pero inclusive si tus padres dicen que sí, tú todavía puedes decir que no y decidir no 
participar en el estudio. 
 
Si no quieres estar en este estudio, no tienes que participar. Tengas en cuenta que tu 
participación en un estudio depende de ti, y nadie se moleste si tú no quieres participar. Si tú 
decides suspender después de comenzar también está bien. Recuerdes que nadie más, aparte 
de los otros niños en el grupo, ni siquiera tus padres, va a saber lo que me has dicho. 
 
Tú puedes hacer cualquier pregunta que tengas sobre el estudio. Si tienes una pregunta más 
adelante que no te ocurre ahora, me puedes llamar o pedir a tus padres, un profesor o un 
amigo que me llame al 209-933-7275. 
 
Tu firma aquí significa que has leído este documento o que alguien te lo leyó y que estás 
dispuesto a participar en este estudio. Si no deseas participar en este estudio, no firmes. 
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___________________________________   _____________ 
Nombre en Letra de Molde del Participante   Fecha 
 
 
____________________________________ 
Firma del participante 
 
 
__________________________________   _______________ 
Nombre en Letra de Molde de la Investigadora  Fecha 
 
 
__________________________________ 
Firma de la Investigadora     
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APPENDIX P                                                                                          

Group Observation Verbal Consent Script 

I am Renee Sweeden, from the University of Missouri Kansas City in the department of 
Curriculum and Instruction and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies. I am currently working 
on my doctoral dissertation. I am conducting a research study on developing an 
understanding of Latino/a attitudes and beliefs which may affect Latino/a learning.  The 
research will help me understand how to better support Latino/a learners in the American 
educational system.   
 
Today you will be participating in a group observation, which should take approximately 
thirty to forty-five minutes. Your participation is voluntary. If you do not wish to participate 
please do not sign the consent form. If you choose not to participate I will not be using 
anything you say or do in my project.  
 
Any responses or observation material will be completely anonymous. Your name will not 
appear anywhere in the final write up. I will be assigning pseudonyms in the place of names. 
There are minimal risks associated with this focus group interview. Signing the consent form 
is your agreement to participate.   
 
During the observations I will not be using audiotape or videotape. I will solely be taking 
notes and putting these observations in my study. I will be notifying the group at least a week 
in advance before I observe the group so that you will know when I will be coming into 
observe the group. 
 
If you would like a copy of this letter for your records, please let me know and I will give 
you a copy now. If you have any questions regarding the research, contact Renee Sweeden 
from the University of Missuori Kansas City in the department of Curriculum and Instruction 
and Urban Leadership and Policy Studies. You can also contact my advisor, Dr. Donna 
Russell at 816-235-2232 or russelldl@umkc.edu. If you have any questions regarding your 
rights as a research subject, please contact the IRB Administrator of UMKC’s Social 
Sciences Institutional Review Board at 816-235-1764. 
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APPENDIX Q                                                                                                                            

Guion del Consentimiento Verbal de La Observación 

 
Soy Renee Sweeden, de la Universidad de Missouri Kansas City, en el departamento de 
Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Política. Actualmente estoy 
trabajando en mi tesis doctoral. Estoy realizando un estudio de investigación sobre el 
desarrollo de una comprensión de actitudes y creencias Latinos/as que puedan afectar al 
aprendizaje Latino/a. La investigación me ayudará a entender la mejor manera de ayudar a 
los estudiantes Latinos/as en el sistema educativo americano. 
 
Hoy estarás participando en un grupo de observación, que le tomará aproximadamente 
treinta-cuarenta y cinco minutos. Su participación es voluntaria. Si usted no desea participar, 
por favor no firme el formulario de consentimiento. Si decide no participar no va a usar 
cualquier cosa que usted diga o haga en mi proyecto. 
 
Las respuestas o material de observación será totalmente anónima. Su nombre no aparecerá 
en ninguna parte en la escritura final para arriba. Yo seré la asignación de seudónimos en 
lugar de nombres. Hay riesgos mínimos asociados con esta entrevista de grupo de enfoque. 
La firma del formulario de consentimiento es la aceptación de participar. 
 
Durante las observaciones que no va a utilizar cinta de audio o video. Yo sólo será tomar 
notas y poner estas observaciones en mi estudio. Yo estaré notificando al grupo de al menos 
una semana de antelación antes de observar al grupo para que usted sabrá cuando se observe 
que entren en el grupo. 
 
Si desea una copia de esta carta para su archivo, por favor hágamelo saber y yo le daré una 
copia ahora. Si usted tiene alguna pregunta relacionada con la investigación, póngase en 
contacto con Renee Sweeden en la Universidad de Missouri Kansas City en el departamento 
de Currículo e Instrucción y Liderazgo Urbano y Estudios de Política. Usted también puede 
contactar a mi asesora, la Dra. Donna Russell en 816-235-2232 o russelldl@umkc.edu. Si 
usted tiene alguna pregunta sobre sus derechos como sujeto de investigación, por favor, 
póngase en contacto con el Administrador del IRB de Ciencias Sociales Consejo de Revisión 
Institucional de UMKC en 816-235-1764. 
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APPENDIX R                                                                                                                          

Group Interview Questions Children 

 How do you like school?  ¿Cómo le gusta la escuela? 
 
What do you like best about school?  ¿Qué es lo que más te gusta de la escuela? 
 
What do you like about your teacher?  ¿Qué te gusta de tu maestro? 
 
How does your teacher help you do well in school?  ¿Cómo es que vuestro maestro le ayudan 
a hacer bien en la escuela? 
 
What are you favorite subjects?  ¿Qué temas favoritos? 
 
Does your teacher talk to your parents about how you are doing at school?  ¿Su profesor 
habla con tus padres acerca de cómo se están haciendo en la escuela? 
 
Do you tell your parents how you are doing at school?  ¿Te dices a tus padres lo que está 
haciendo en la escuela? 
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