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University of Missouri-Kansas City, 2017 

 

ABSTRACT 

 

Latina/o teachers are underrepresented in the educational workforce. As such, the 

purpose of this narrative inquiry is to explore the experiences of Latinas/os who are 

teaching in urban school districts. The central question addressed by this narrative inquiry 

was: To what do Latina/o teachers attribute to their academic and career attainment? 

The sub-questions that helped achieve the central question were: 1) What experiences 

contributed to Latina/o teachers earning bachelor’s degrees in elementary education? 2) 

What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers becoming employed as teachers in 

urban elementary schools? The site selected for this study resides in a medium-sized, 

Midwestern city. Within the selected site, purposeful, criterion and maximum variation 

sampling was used to identify participants. Written documents, semi-structured 

interviews, and focus-group interviews were used to construct a narrative profiles for 

each participant. Analysis of the narratives constructed began with enumerative, 

descriptive coding to identify chunks, or units of analysis, and their frequency. That led 

to the construction of interpretive codes by grouping descriptive codes into common 

categories and the construction of themes. The themes that emerged were family support, 

peer support, teacher/mentor support, specific preparation for urban teaching, and 

commitment to social justice and change agency. The results and findings can be used to 
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improve conditions for Latina teachers and Latina/o learners in urban schools. The 

meaning constructed is significant in that it uncovers stories that can be used to support 

education in urban communities, diversify the teaching force, and increase the 

recruitment, retention, and effective preparation of Latina/o teachers for urban schools. 
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CHAPTER 1 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Education is critically important for individuals to realize the promise of life, 

liberty, and the pursuit of happiness in the United States. For many marginalized groups 

who have a legacy of being underserved, access to quality education has been an ongoing 

challenge. Historically, people of Hispanic (Latina/o) origin have lagged behind their 

Black and White peers in education (Excelencia in Education, 2015; Krogstad, 2015). 

According to the United States Census Bureau (2013), 35,441,000 individuals of 

Hispanic (Latina/o) origin, aged 18 years and over, were surveyed regarding educational 

attainment. Of those surveyed, 63.2% indicated they had no education beyond high 

school graduation, compared to 41.6% of Whites and 49.2% of Blacks. A large 

discrepancy regarding the educational attainment of individuals of Hispanic (Latina/o) 

origin is clearly visible. In addition, only 0.9% of the Latina/os surveyed completed an 

undergraduate degree (U.S. Census, 2013). 

In spite of the pervasive gap in educational attainment, Krogstad (2015) found 

some promising trends in the education of Latina/o students. First, dropout rates for 

Latina/o students have dropped dramatically, dropping from 32% in 2000 to 14% in 2013 

among those ages 18 to 24 years old (Excelencia in Education, 2015; Krogstad, 2015; 

U.S. Department of Education, 2015). Second, college enrollment of Latina/o students 

has increased significantly. In 1993, 728,000 Latina/o students were enrolled in college. 

By 2013, enrollment increased by 201% to 2.2 million Latina/o students enrolled in 

college. Today, Latina/o students have the greatest increase in college enrollment and are 
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the largest minority group on U.S. college campuses. However, only 13.1% of U.S. 

Latinas/os graduated with a bachelor’s degree or higher in 2013 (U.S. Census, 2013). 

While an increase in college enrollment has the potential to increase the number 

of Latina/o teachers, nearly half of the Latina/o students who go to college attend a public 

two-year school, the highest share of any race or ethnicity (Krogstad, 2015). Many 

Latina/o students do not go on to complete the four-year degree required for teaching. 

Consequently, the proportion of Latina/o prospective teachers eligible to become teachers 

is significantly reduced before they can enter the teacher workforce (Ahmad & Boser, 

2014; Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012). Latina/o students are very unlikely to be taught by 

teachers who look like themselves (Boser, 2014; Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012). When 

teachers of similar backgrounds teach students, there are benefits, including instruction 

that is likely to be more responsive and relevant to the students (Boser, 2014; Gay, 2000; 

Ladson-Billings, 2009). Without responsive and relevant instruction, Latina/o students 

will continue to struggle in school, and gaps in educational attainment will remain. 

Problem Statement 

 Much of the literature regarding Latina/o teachers discusses the challenges and 

obstacles that Latina/o teachers face. Educational attainment for Latina/o students is low, 

limiting the number of eligible Latina/o candidates for teacher education (Ahmad & 

Boser, 2014; Boser, 2014; U.S Census, 2013). Data regarding racial gaps in high school 

graduations rate led to circumstances in which there are fewer people of color attending 

college than their White peers (Boser, 2014). Inadequate preparation for college is a 

barrier to earning a degree and for completion of licensure exams (Bennett, McWhorter, 

& Kuykendall, 2006; Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014). Incongruence regarding 
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identity, culture, and language can lead to misunderstandings and potential micro-

aggressions that alienate Latina/o teachers from White teacher educators, cooperating 

teachers, and colleagues (Huber & Solorzano, 2015; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Ingersoll, 

Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014; Urrieta, 2003). Valenzuela (1999) indicated that traditional 

schooling experiences for Latina/o students is a subtractive process, one that strips the 

students of their cultural strengths and assets; teacher education is a similarly subtractive 

process for Latina/o pre-service teachers in teacher preparation programs. When market 

forces are taken into account, people of color have more varied and lucrative job choices 

than in the past. As such, college-educated Latinas/os may not choose to become 

teachers. Latina/o teachers have much to overcome to earn degrees and gain employment 

in today’s schools.  

In 2014, students of color made up almost half of the student population in 

today’s schools, but teachers of color were only 18% of the teacher workforce (Boser, 

2014). While the diversity gap between teachers and students has long been a problem, 

there is an even greater gap present between Latina/o teachers and Latina/o students. 

Between 1994 and 2014, the Latina/o population increased by 50% (Boser, 2014). In the 

2011-2012 school year, the U.S. Department of Education found that eight percent of the 

teacher workforce was Latina/o while 23% of the student population was Latina/o (Boser, 

2014). That is a difference of -15 percentage points. For African American teachers and 

students, the gap is -8 percentage points, and for White teachers and students, the gap is 

+30 percentage points (Boser, 2014).  

According to the U.S. Department of Education (2013), 51% of the overall 

teaching population works in the elementary setting, making the need for teachers in the 
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early grades more important as the Latina/o population grows. Research conducted by 

Rodriguez (2011) emphasizes how the needs of Latina/o population can be met by 

Latina/o teachers who engage in effective teaching for those students. Rodriguez (2011) 

conducted a narrative inquiry of one Latina teacher’s vision and implementation of 

teaching for social justice with Latina/o youth. Rodriguez (2011) found that the 

participant engaged in culturally responsive and critical pedagogy by drawing on her own 

experiences as a member of a marginalized group and channeling them into student-

centered teaching that was grounded in student interests, concerns, and agency for social 

action.  Rodriguez (2011) asserted that the teacher preparation of Latina/o teachers for 

Latina/o children should be places where they can “juxtapose personal narratives with 

broader social contexts in ways that allow for the cultivation of social justice 

orientations” (p. 251). Latina/o representation, or the lack thereof, in the teacher 

workforce and narrative of teacher education historically have been, and currently are, 

problematic, as these problems began in P-12 classrooms and remained for generations. 

Purpose of the Study 

The purpose of this narrative inquiry was to explore how Latina/o teachers 

describe their experiences of educational and career attainment. There is a wealth of 

research dedicated to understanding the challenges that Latina/o teachers face. Causes 

and interventions for low educational attainment, lack of diversity in the teacher 

workforce, and social injustice are described in the literature (Ahmad & Boser, 2014; 

Boser, 2014; Flores & Clark, 2004; Galindo, 2011; Ingersoll & May 2011; Ingersoll, 

Merill, & Stuck 2014; Irvine, 1999; Rodriguez, 2011; Urrieta, 2003). Rather than 

examine problems and barriers that limit the number of Latina/o teachers in the 
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workforce, this study aimed to fill the gap in the research that emphasizes what today’s 

Latina/o teachers describe as contributing to their educational and career attainment.  

Motivation for the Study 

 Given the challenge of educational attainment and underrepresentation in the 

teaching profession, a logical assumption could be made that new and beginning Latina/o 

teachers have beaten the odds. Assumptions are easy to make about Latina/o teachers 

when their voices have a limited presence in the literature of teacher education. As a 

Latina and a former urban elementary teacher, I understand that I am a member of a 

select group of individuals. As an undergraduate and beginning teacher, I often felt 

isolated and lonely in my pursuit of a degree and employment. I felt then, and now, that 

my experiences were under- and misrepresented in the narrative of teacher education. 

There were times when family, friends, and colleagues held me back and propelled me 

forward in pursuit of becoming a teacher. I have yet to find any statistics that could 

convey the complexities and contradictions of my experiences. I am motivated to capture 

the intricate, and perhaps paradoxical, nature of the experiences of other Latina/o teachers 

as they completed degrees and became employed in urban elementary schools. Rather 

than make assumptions about other Latina/o teachers based on my own experiences, I am 

motivated to let them tell me, in their own words, about earning a degree in education and 

becoming a classroom teacher in an urban school. It is only then they will become the 

authors of their own life stories. 

Research Question 

The central question addressed by this narrative inquiry was: To what do Latina/o 

teachers attribute to their academic and career attainment? The sub-questions that 
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answered the central question were: 1) What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers 

earning bachelor’s degrees in elementary education? 2) What experiences contributed to 

Latina/o teachers becoming employed as teachers in urban elementary schools? These 

questions were examined through the lenses of Latino Critical Theory and Multicultural 

Education Theory. 

Theoretical Frameworks 

 Designing qualitative research requires that assumptions, paradigms, and 

frameworks be made explicit to ensure that they reveal the influence that they made on 

the conduct of inquiry (Creswell, 2007). For this study, Latina/o Critical Theory and 

Multicultural Education Theory were employed to assess and refine goals, develop 

appropriate research questions, select a methodology, identify threats to validity, and to 

justify a rationale for this research and its conclusions (Maxwell, 2005).  

Latino Critical Theory 

 According to Creswell (2007), critical theory is concerned with empowering 

others to transcend constraints placed on them by society. Critical race theory goes one 

step further by focusing theoretical attention on race and how racism is pervasive in the 

society of the United States (Creswell, 2007). With critical theory and critical race theory 

as supports, the primary theoretical framework that informed this study was Latino 

Critical Theory (LatCrit). This theory has components of critical theory and critical race 

theory, but this theory takes an interpretive stance related to societal issues and issues 

influencing the Latina/o population. Latino critical theory is “[a]imed at generating 

sociolegal discourse and social justice activism on law and policy issues affecting 

Latinas/os and other outgroups, both nationally and internationally” (LatCrit, 2006). It is 
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also “[c]onvinced that the oppression of Latinas/os cannot be understood, much less 

dismantled, without excavating the multiple interconnections among all oppressions” 

(LatCrit, 2006). Latino critical theory addresses issues such as bilingualism and 

immigration reform that are not issues with other non-dominant groups. This theory 

speaks to the plight of the Latina/o population. Therefore, it is highly relevant and 

applicable in understanding the participants of the study (Carrillo, 2010, Daniels, 2011; 

Irizarry & Raible, 2014, Rodriguez, 2011, Rios, 2008). 

Multicultural Education Theory  

 In addition to LatCrit, this inquiry was informed by the theoretical underpinnings 

of multicultural education. “Multicultural education grew out of social protest 

movements of the 1960s, particularly challenges to racism in education” (Sleeter & 

Bernal, 2004, p. 240). “Multicultural education is a field of study and an emerging 

discipline whose major aim is to create educational opportunities for students from 

diverse racial, ethnic, social-class, and cultural groups” (Banks & Banks, 2004, xi). 

Multicultural education theory interrogates, challenges and reinterprets content, concepts 

and paradigms from many established disciplines to inform pedagogy and curriculum 

development in educational settings (Banks & Banks, 2004). The intersectionality of 

race, class and gender are very important in multicultural education which, consequently, 

leads to a focus on ethnic, racial, cultural, language and gender groups within the United 

States and other nation-states (Banks & Banks, 2004). Bennett (1999) added to this 

understanding, highlighting that multicultural education should be grounded in 

democratic values, as all members of a diverse society should be included in multicultural 

learning environments. Like LatCrit, multicultural education critiques social injustice that 
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negatively impacts groups outside of mainstream society and aims to use education as a 

medium to rectify inequality. Given that education is a foundational issue for degree 

completion and employment in schools, it is also applicable in understanding the 

participants of the study.  

Overview of Methodology 

The story of one’s life experience is inherently subjective. To systemically study 

what is inherently subjective, this research employed an emerging, qualitative approach 

to inquiry, the collection of data sensitive to the participants, and data analysis that was 

inductive and established patterns and themes (Creswell, 2007). Given that this particular 

qualitative investigation aimed to understand the experiences of Latina/o teachers, a 

narrative tradition was best suited for this line of inquiry. Stories of participants were 

collected, analyzed and organized into a framework that made sense while actively 

involving them in the research (Creswell, 2007, p. 56).  

Within a medium-sized, Midwestern university, purposeful criterion sampling 

was used to identify participants. Criterion sampling refers to the selection of cases based 

on some criteria (Patton, 2002, p. 243). In this study, participants were selected using a 

questionnaire in which individuals identified themselves as Latina/o, graduates with 

degrees in elementary education, and teaching in urban schools. A Latina/o is person 

whose ethnic heritage includes people from African, Native, and/or Spanish descent 

(Carrasquillo & Rodríguez, 2002). After meeting those initial criteria, participants were 

selected to ensure that there was maximum variation, expressing the widest range of 

differences, among the potential participants. Ultimately, seven research participants 
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were chosen that provided “[i]information-rich cases that manifest [their] experience 

intensely” (Patton, 2002, p. 243).  

Three forms of data were collected: written documents, semi-structured 

interviews, and focus group interviews (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Merriam, 1998; 

Patton, 2002). Great care was taken to record the data with “thick description” and 

accuracy. Written documents were constructed by participants in response to an open-

ended prompt and submitted to me. Follow-up interviews, which asked questions of the 

participants, were conducted using a semi-structured interview guide that consisted of 

open- and closed-ended questions formulated in response to the open-ended prompt on 

the written document (Creswell, 2007). Then, a narrative profile was constructed for each 

participant. The data sources were analyzed using descriptive and thematic coding to 

formulate preliminary themes. The focus-group interviews provided an opportunity to 

respond to preliminary themes from the written narratives and individual follow-up 

interviews. These three data sources brought together multiple perspectives and created a 

more complete picture of the experiences of the participants (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 

2005; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 2002). The information was used to respond to the central 

question, To what do Latina/o teachers attribute to their academic and career 

attainment?, and the sub-questions, What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers 

earning bachelor’s degrees in elementary education? and What experiences contributed 

to Latina/o teachers becoming employed as teachers in urban elementary schools? 

In any research, purpose is of the utmost importance, as “[p]urpose guides 

analysis” (Patton, 2002, p. 434). Maxwell (2005) encouraged researchers to think deeply 

about how methods can provide answers to research questions (p. 102). By narrowing the 
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study and focusing on analytic questions, data was analyzed as it was collected (Merriam, 

1998, p. 162). An analysis of the narratives began with enumerative, descriptive coding 

to identify chunks, or units of analysis, and their frequency. That led to the construction 

of interpretive codes by grouping descriptive codes into common categories and the 

construction of themes. Themes were used to describe the academic and career 

attainment of Latina teachers who teach in urban schools. All of these ideas provided the 

groundwork for preparing and organizing data, coding and identifying themes, and 

finally, representing the data (Creswell, 2007, p. 148). 

Significance of the Study 

  This narrative inquiry aimed to fill the gap in the literature that examines 

educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers. While the literature identifies 

challenges and interventions for Latina/o teachers, it does not adequately address how 

Latina/o teachers describe educational and career attainment in their own words and 

perspectives. Latina/o teachers shared their own stories about what they attributed to their 

educational and career attainment. Narrating one’s own stories allowed Latina/o teachers 

to assert their strengths, knowledge, and understandings about schools and schooling 

(Gomez, 2010, p. 81).  

 As the nation becomes more diverse, the call for Latina/o teachers to teach 

Latina/o children has become louder. The findings of this study will add to the body of 

knowledge that teacher educators use to inform recruitment and retention practices, 

program design, and the curriculum and pedagogy of teacher preparation programs for 

Latina/o teachers. When Latina/o teachers are better-prepared, the children they teach 

will better-served by their schools Rodriguez (2011).  
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Limitations of the Study 

The conclusions of a study are only useful when researchers plan for potential 

threats to validity and reliability. In a qualitative study, the research can be considered 

valid if it is credible, yielding results that are trustworthy (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 

2005; Patton, 2002; Shenton, 2004). In this study, researcher bias and reactivity were 

potential threats to credibility. Researcher bias, how personal experiences and beliefs 

influence the conduct and conclusions of the study, was addressed using a reflective 

journal as a metacognitive tool to minimize bias. Reactivity, the influence of the 

researcher on the site or participants, was addressed by building upon prior relationships 

with participants. 

Just as validity and credibility are analogous terms, a qualitative study can be 

considered reliable if its methods yield dependable results, results that are accurate 

(Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). Gleaning meaning from the lived experiences of 

others requires a flexible, emerging methodology that was considered a potential threat to 

dependability. Consequently, strategic execution that provided accurate and detailed data 

and methods addressed was used to ensure the accuracy of the results. 

Just as there a methodological threats to this study, there also contradictions 

present when make sense and meaning of the lives of others.  Niels Bohr wrote, “How 

wonderful that we have met with a paradox. Now we have some hope of making 

progress” (Moore, 1967, p. 140). The problem of speaking for others is not unlike Bohr’s 

reference to paradox. There are many tensions that researchers must grapple with as they 

navigate “the ethics and responsibility involved when performing personal narratives, 

especially of Subjects whose identities and cultural practices are underrepresented and 



 

12 
 

contested” (Madison, 2003, pp. 469-470). How do researchers make sense of the 

intersection between self and other? 

 Madison (2003) wrote extensively regarding the tension between the “cynics” and 

the “zealots.” On one end of the spectrum, cynics believe that researchers can never know 

what it is like to walk in the shoes of the research participants. Consequently, any attempt 

to speak for others will be inaccurate, as their truths are unattainable. On the other end of 

the spectrum, zealots believe that they assume the identities of others and speak for them, 

just as one speaks for herself. This makes it difficult to interrogate the (in)equitable 

distributions of power that exist between researchers, participants, and audiences. 

Without a critical examination, zealots may not pause to reflect on the consequences of 

their actions when speaking for others. As with most paradoxical situations, the best 

option is to engage in critical discourse that creates balance between both perspectives 

based on all contextual factors. 

 The nature of discourse adds to the challenge of speaking for others. Greene 

(1988) wrote, “Thought, after all, grows through language; without thought or “freedom 

in relation to what one does,” there is little desire to appear among others and speak in 

one’s own voice” (p. 3). This means that the “language of power” (Foucault, 1980) and 

the extent to which the written word is privileged (Madison, 2003, p. 470) have 

implications for the language that participants use when sharing their stories as well as 

their degree of comfort when sharing. When researchers do not navigate these pitfalls, 

they risk silencing participants instead of providing opportunities for participants to share 

their thoughts and stories through language (Fine, 2003). Any researcher working with 

marginalized populations has moral and ethical obligations to attend to the tension 
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between language and power to ensure that participant stories are accurate and that 

participants are not further marginalized or exploited.  

With the many challenges that researchers face with narrative inquiry, it is a 

wonder that researchers continue to employ it as a research methodology. Fortunately, 

using a critical philosophical stance and specific methodological practices can mediate 

narrative challenges. By doing so, researchers can permeate the boundaries between self 

and others while honoring both at the same time (Patton, 2002). 

Terminology 

Several terms will aid the comprehension of this research, specifically the identity 

categories used to describe the participants. Depending on geography and family origin, 

some people whose ancestry began in North or South America can label themselves as 

“indigenous” or “Indian” (Urrieta, 2003). Some research participants may describe him- 

or herself using the family’s country of origin, such as Mexican, Cuban or Dominican. 

“For others, it is defined by pan-ethnic terms like Hispanic or Latino, emphasizing the 

commonalities of a diverse community” (Pew Research Center, 2015, p. 98). Calderon 

(1992) asserted that pan-ethnicity should emerge out of collective experience. It is that 

assertion and other factors that cause tension when choosing to label participants as 

“Hispanic” or “Latina/o.” 

The United States Census (2013) uses the term “Hispanic,” meaning people, 

speech, or the culture of Spain. The term itself was coined by the United States 

government; as a result of external factors (Calderon, 1992).  For that reason, and its 

association with Spanish conquest, some individuals choose not to use that term as an 

identity label. Urrieta (2003) asserts that the imposition of a single, uncritical pan-ethnic 
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term ignores the political reality of those who are from indigenous descent and the 

complexity of those their differences. 

This inquiry uses the term “Latina/o” in its place. “Latina/o” is an inclusive term 

that includes people from African and Indian heritage in addition to people from Spanish 

descent (Carrasquillo & Rodríguez, 2002). It does not imply that it is a separate identity 

from Hispanic, but a pan-ethnic label that emerged from collective experience and in 

response to labels that were developed as the result of U.S. foreign policy (Calderon, 

1992). One may also find the term Latina/o replaced with Latin@ or Latinx (Obiakor & 

Martinez, 2016). The evolution of the term reflects shifting paradigms regarding the way 

that Latina/o reflects a gender binary, whereas Latin@ and Latinx reflect the idea of 

gender as a spectrum of identity (Obiakor & Martinez, 2016). Examples of Latina/o 

people are people from Mexican descent, Central and South America, Puerto Ricans, 

Cubans, and others (Manning & Baruth, 2004). A Mexican immigrant is a person born in 

Mexico and moved to the United States to live. A Mexican American is a person of 

Mexican descent that was either born in the United States or a person born in Mexico that 

has become a naturalized citizen. A Chicana/o is a term used to describe individuals of 

Mexican descent who are American citizens with a unique socio-cultural grouping with a 

political ideology for social justice (Rios, 2008). Research participants chose a pan-ethnic 

label and also wrote in more specific ways that they wanted to describe their Latina/o 

identity. “Mainstream society” refers to the White, middle class values that are pervasive 

in American society and the American educational system.  

In addition to defining identity terms, geographic terms would also support 

understanding of this study. The National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) 
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classifies geography related to schooling by “proximity to an urbanized area (a densely 

settled core with densely settled surrounding areas).” Schools can be classified as a city 

(large, midsize, small), suburban (large, midsize, small), town (fringe, distant, remote), or 

rural (fringe, distant, remote) based on the aforementioned proximity. A large population 

of students of color, students living in poverty, and/or immigrants does not necessarily 

make a school urban. However, urban has become a code word for those characteristics, 

even if such a school resides in a suburban or rural area. For the purpose of this study, 

“urban education” refers to the issues, structures, and practices that are prevalent in 

schools who serve communities who are systemically disenfranchised and historically 

underserved. 

Conclusion 

The nature of research is one that requires the identification of a problem to 

justify an inquiry. In this study, Latina/o teachers are not the problem. In fact, they may 

be symbolic of the solution to the identified problem. Low educational attainment 

compounded with low career attainment in the teaching profession has resulted in a 

shortage of Latina/o teachers. To understand the lives of Latina/o teachers who have been 

elementary teachers in urban schools, I conducted an inquiry guided by the question, To 

what do Latina/o teachers attribute to their academic and career attainment? By 

exploring the educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers, this research shares 

stories of the participants for the purpose of increasing the number of Latina/o teachers in 

the teacher workforce. The following chapters provide a review of the literature relevant 

to the research question, a description of the qualitative methodology for the study, the 

findings of the study, and a discussion of those findings. 
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CHAPTER 2 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

Introduction 

One way researchers ensure that their topics are worthy of study is to determine 

how much it fits and expands on previous work (Merriam, 1998). The purpose of this 

narrative inquiry was to understand how Latina/o teachers describe their experiences of 

educational and career attainment. This study aimed to share the voices and stories of 

Latina/o teachers that are underrepresented in the literature of teacher education. 

Literature regarding Latina/o teachers was reviewed to provide a foundation for 

contributing to the knowledge base, to demonstrate how this study advances and refines 

what is already known, and to provide a rationale for this study’s significance. This 

included the historical context of Latina/o education and the theories related to their 

experiences with teaching and learning. 

The books, peer reviewed articles, and research reports reviewed were chosen 

from several major databases in humanities, social sciences and education: Google 

Scholar, WorldCat, JSTOR, EBSCOhost, and Wilson Education Full Text. Search terms 

included Latina/o teachers, Latina/o education, teacher diversity, and Latinas/os and 

teacher education. Specifically, this chapter reviews related literature in the following 

areas: (a) theoretical frameworks, (b) a comprehensive picture of teacher education for 

diverse learners in the existing literature, (c) the history of Latinas/os in the United States, 

and (d) an overview of Latina/o teachers. In the end, a conclusion of the literature is 

offered and a missing gap in the literature identified. 
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Theoretical Frameworks 

 A theoretical framework is a system of concepts, assumptions, expectations, 

beliefs, and theories that undergirds research (Maxwell, 2005). It provides the 

disciplinary orientation through which the world is viewed, as well as, acknowledging 

and revealing the ways in which those systems influence the conduct of inquiry 

(Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998). For this purpose, Latina/o Critical Theory and 

Multicultural Education Theory were employed to determine goals, develop research 

questions, select a methodology, identify threats to validity, and to provide a rationale for 

this research and its conclusions (Maxwell, 2005).  

Latina/o Critical Theory 

Latina/o critical theory (LatCrit) is a theoretical branch of critical race theory 

(CRT). Critical race theory began in critical legal studies in the 1970s being created by 

Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman (Daniels, 2011). Critical race theory seeks to study and 

transform the relationship between race, racism, and power (Amos, 2013; Daniels, 2011; 

Delgado & Stefancic, 2001). According to Huber & Solorzano (2015), there are five 

major tenets of CRT:  

1. Race, racism, and other forms of oppression are experienced by people of 

color. This allows the dominant groups of mainstream society to benefit 

from structured racism (Amos, 2013). 

2. Dominant ideologies that support structural oppression should be 

challenged. Challenged ideologies can manifest as storytelling to counter 

dominant narratives (Daniels, 2011). 
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3. Experiential knowledge should be the foundation for research on 

communities of color. This creates the possibility for context-specific 

knowledge over pervasive, universal assumptions (Daniels, 2011). 

4. Interdisciplinary perspectives should guide research questions. A 

multitude of approaches is required to examine the ways in which racism 

is embedded and intertwined in society (Amos, 2013). 

5. Researchers should pursue racial justice for communities of color without 

apology. There is no claim of neutrality, as activism and advocacy for 

marginalized groups are front and center. 

Critical race theory can be used to understand issues in schooling, such as discipline, 

tracking,  the measurement of student achievement via standardized testing, power 

relations between teachers and students and families and schools, and the ways in which 

knowledge is constructed and validated (Delgado & Stefancic, 2001, p. 3). Civil rights, 

equity, and equality are also addressed in this theory (Amos, 2013). These issues are very 

important, considering that the United States has a history of discriminating against 

Latinas/os (Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Madrid, 2011; Ramirez, Ross, & Jimenez-Silva, 

2016). However, CRT does not explicitly address the unique needs of the Latina/o 

community. Therefore, LatCrit was deemed a more appropriate theoretical framework. 

LatCrit  has developed a more specific lens to recognize patterns, practices, and 

policies of inequity that exist for Latina/o communities today (Daniels, 2011; Huber & 

Solorzano, 2015). LatCrit employs the five major tenets of CRT while it reflects the 

intersectionality of issues that are relevant to Latina/o populations (Amos, 2013; Huber & 

Solorzano, 2015).  
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Race, racism, and oppression. Ethnicity, language, culture, and immigration 

status are key issues in Latina/o communities, and LatCrit allows researchers to focus on 

the forms of oppression that are the most closely related to Latinas/os (Amos, 2013; 

Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011; Huber & Solorzano, 2015; Solorzano & Bernal, 

2001). “Thus, LatCrit theorists work on the premise that racism is not always about race 

but about power” (Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011, p. 282). 

 Dominant ideologies. Critical race theory and LatCrit encourage the 

deconstruction of majoritarian tales, the narratives that reflect mainstream, dominant 

society (Delgado & Stefancic, 1993; Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011). These 

narratives function to convey dominant groups as the standard and distort the lived 

experiences and funds of knowledge of non-dominant groups (Franquiz, Salazar, & 

DeNicolo, 2011). An example of a majoritarian tale is the claim that the parents and 

families of Latina/o students do harm to their students by speaking Spanish, instead of 

English at home. “Tales like this one place blame on parents and mask the inequitable 

structures of schooling” (Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011, p. 282).  

Experiential knowledge. For many Latinas/os, the examination of their ethnicity, 

language, culture, and immigration status is often approached as something other than in 

mainstream society. Promoting experiential knowledge as valid content for teaching and 

learning can create counterstories that undermine the “common knowledge” of 

majoritarian tales (Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011, p. 282). An absence of 

competing stories that challenge the status quo can lead to internalized deficit 

perspectives of Latina/o communities, which have implications for PK-12 and teacher 

education. 
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Interdisciplinary perspectives. The application of LatCrit in PK-12 schools may 

be used to express and navigate the complexity and multiple locations of struggles and 

resistance for Latina/o students (Saavedra & Perez, 2012). Irizarry & Raible (2014) 

examined the experiences of seven Latina/o students at various points in the school-to-

prison pipeline. By using collaborative research in a supportive classroom atmosphere, 

the participants moved from feelings of shame, guilt, and inferiority to having an 

enhanced critical understanding of their experiences with incarceration (Irizarry & 

Raible, 2014). Having developed new perspectives, LatCrit provides opportunities for 

Latina/o students to move beyond silence to creating new stories, counterstories, to resist 

dominant narratives and express social critique (Irizarry & Raible, 2014; Rodriguez, 

2011).  

 Racial justice. LatCrit can also be used in teacher education. While PK-12 

students deconstruct and reconstruct their own experiences, preservice teachers must 

learn how to dissect majoritarian tales in educational practice that maintain oppressive 

norms that define how teachers view themselves, schooling, families, and students 

(Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011). Promoting the experiential knowledge of 

culturally diverse communities as legitimate content can lead to transformative ways of 

knowing, teaching, and learning (Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011; Prieto & 

Villenas, 2012). The legacy of reflexive narratives of liberation is used by people 

throughout the world, and should continue to be used in teacher education (Reyes & 

Rodriguez, 2012). This is necessary if Latina/o teachers and teachers of Latina/o students 

hope to use positive and productive approaches to improving the educational and career 

attainment in the Latina/o community. 
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Multicultural Education 

 Multicultural education has been defined as “an inclusive concept used to 

describe a wide variety of school practices, programs, and material designed to help 

children from diverse groups to experience educational equality” (Banks, 1984, p. 182). 

The roots of multicultural are best understood from a historical perspective. Banks (1993) 

asserts that contemporary manifestations of multicultural education began after the Civil 

War, in the late 1800s, with the historical work of George Washington Williams, the first 

African American historian in the United States.  Early ethnic studies movements 

evolved into social protest and civil rights movements of the 1960s and 1970s (Banks, 

1993; Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). As marginalized groups pursued equity and social justice 

in society, multicultural education brought those pursuits into schools. 

Multicultural education and its connection to the Latina/o community and 

teachers can be described in many ways. “They vary with respect to content selection, 

methodological focus, and referent group orientations” (Gay, 2004a, p. 32). However, 

some basic tenets describe all versions of multicultural education. Multicultural education 

incorporates concepts, paradigms, theories, assumptions and pedagogy rooted in many 

fields and applies them to practical educational settings (Banks & Banks, 2004). Building 

on the work of Banks & Banks, Gay (2000) added the importance of cultural identity and 

the use of culturally responsive teaching in the classroom.  

Adding to Gay’s work, Nieto & Bode (2008) include seven characteristics of 

multicultural education: “antiracist, basic, important for all students, pervasive, 

education for social justice, a process and critical pedagogy” (p. 44). Antiracist 

education implements anti-discrimination curriculum to teach students to dismantle 
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racism and other forms of oppression. Basic education refers to the idea that students 

should have the basic right to a well-rounded education of core academics and the arts, as 

well as the social and intellectual skills required for citizenship in a multicultural society. 

Multicultural education is important for all students, those who represent mainstream, 

dominant society, students of color, and students who represent other categories of 

difference.  It is pervasive in that it encompasses an approach to the entirety of the 

educational experience, including school climate, physical environment, curriculum, and 

relationships. Education for social justice provides opportunities for teachers and students 

to use their knowledge and skills for activism and change agency. The process of 

multicultural education acknowledges that learning between and among students, 

teachers, schools, and society exemplifies ongoing and dynamic relationships among 

people and their interactions in the context of schooling. Critical pedagogy, like CRT and 

LatCrit, links classroom knowledge and instruction with wider issues of power and 

structural inequality in the United States.  

Goals. Two major goals are associated with multicultural education. According to 

Banks and Banks (2001), one 

major goal is to change the structure of educational institutions so that male and 

female students, exceptional students, and students who are members of diverse 

racial, ethnic, language, and cultural groups will have an equal chance to achieve 

academically in school (p. 1). 

The other goal is “to help all students to acquire the knowledge, attitudes, and skills 

needed to function effectively in a pluralistic democratic society” (Banks & Banks, 2004, 

xi). This allows students “to interact, negotiate, and communicate with people from 
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diverse groups to create a civic and moral community that works for the common good” 

(Banks & Banks, 2004, xi). Many agree that these two goals encompass dimensions that 

impact Latina/o students and teachers. 

Dimensions. In order to successfully implement multicultural education, 

“institutional changes must be made to the curriculum; the teaching materials; teaching 

and learning styles; the attitudes, perceptions, and behaviors of administrators; and the 

goals, norms, and culture of the school” (Banks, 1992; Bennett, 2001; Sleeter & Grant, 

1999). There is evidence of this in Banks’ (2004) dimensions of multicultural education: 

(a) content integration, (b) the knowledge construction process, (c) prejudice reduction, 

(d) an equity pedagogy and (e) an empowering school culture and social structure.  

 Content integration. Content integration “deals with the extent to which teachers 

use examples and content from a variety of cultures and groups to illustrate key concepts, 

principles, generalizations, and theories in their subject area or discipline” (Banks, 2004, 

p. 5). When teachers engage in content integration, they develop “[c]urriculum content 

that is meaningful to students to improve their learning” (Gay, 2000, p. 112). In order to 

do this, teachers need to seek out “various sources, many of which exist outside of the 

formal boundaries of schooling” (Gay, 2000, p. 112). While this requires more effort on 

the part of the teacher, this allows the students to learn more “about the histories, 

cultures, contributions, experiences, perspectives, and issues of their respective ethnic 

groups” (Gay, 2000, p. 112). At the same time, the teacher has the opportunity to benefit 

from the conviviality of students who are more engaged with the academic content (Shor, 

1992). An example of content integration is teaching a unit on the elements of poetry 

using Latina/o authors. Using multicultural literature makes this poetry unit inclusive and 
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accessible to students often left out of the mainstream curriculum (Gay, 2004b; Oakes & 

Lipton, 2007). 

Banks (2004) conceptualized four approaches to integrating multiethnic content 

into the classroom: contributions, additive, transformation and social action. “The 

contributions approach focuses on heroes, holidays, and discrete cultural elements” 

(Banks, 2004, p. 15). The additive approach adds cultural content, concepts, themes, and 

perspectives into the curriculum without changing its structure (Banks, 2004). The 

transformation approach changes the curriculum structure to enable students to view 

diverse ethnic and cultural groups from multiple perspectives (Banks, 2004). By 

extending the transformation approach, the social action approach makes it possible for 

students to make decisions on important social issues and to take action to solve these 

issues (Banks, 2004). In order to involve students in social action, educators must “create 

spaces for youth to speak, represent themselves, and organize” so that they can “go 

beyond a language or critique” (Giroux, 1998, pp. 290-291). In doing so, the students 

develop a critical consciousness they will carry with them as they create alternative 

versions of the future (Giroux, 1998; Ladson-Billings, 1995). Teachers who allow 

students to choose and engage in service learning projects are using the social action 

approach. 

 Knowledge construction. The knowledge construction process refers to the extent 

that teachers help students explore how the implicit cultural assumptions, perspectives, 

and biases influence the manner in which knowledge is constructed (Banks, 2004). 

Students need to know “how knowledge is created and how it is influenced by the racial, 

ethnic, and social-class positions of individuals and groups” (Banks, 2004, p. 4). In 
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multicultural education, this knowledge is viewed critically and continuously recreated, 

recycled, and shared by teachers and students (Ladson-Billings, 2009). When educators 

“recognize the narrow boundaries that have shaped the way knowledge is shared in the 

classroom,” we can find better ways to integrate multiethnic, or Latina/o, content into the 

curriculum (hooks, 1994, p. 44).  

 Prejudice reduction. Prejudice reduction focuses on the students’ racial attitudes 

and how they can be modified through teaching methods and materials (Banks, 2004). 

When educators choose teaching methods and materials that allow students to develop 

empathy for people who are different from them, prejudice is reduced. It is important to 

note that this can be quite a challenge for students because shifting paradigms can cause 

discomfort (hooks, 1994). However, prejudice often drives injustice, therefore it is 

necessary for teachers to work toward the goal of prejudice reduction. Teachers who 

create caring learning communities where differences are normal and students learning 

together are much more likely to reduce prejudice because “[c]aring binds individuals to 

their society, to their communities, and to each other” (Gay, 2000, p. 45; Oakes & Lipton, 

2007; Webb, Wilson, Corbett, & Mordecai, 1993). 

 Equity pedagogy. Teachers who modify their practices in order to facilitate the 

academic achievement of diverse students possess and enact an equity pedagogy (Banks, 

2004). They do this by using strategies that demonstrate a broad understanding of cultural 

and ethnic learning styles (Banks, 2004). This pedagogy is validating, comprehensive, 

multidimensional, empowering, transformative, and emancipatory (Gay, 2000). Selection 

and implementation of instructional practices is of the utmost importance, as they have a 

direct impact on student achievement.  



 

26 
 

Many equitable pedagogical strategies assist diverse students in acquiring new 

knowledge and skills need for academic achievement. Scaffolding allows the students to 

begin learning with what they already know so that they can make connections that allow 

them to move to the unknown. Cooperative learning and partnership learning allow 

students to relate to and learn from one another. Cooperative learning is also an 

acceptable alternative to the ability grouping that often does more harm than good to 

students (Ladson-Billings, 2009). Frequent and meaningful feedback allows the students 

to make adjustments to their own thinking and learning patterns in order to make 

improvement in the future. In fact, any instructional practice that enables students to 

actively participate, engage with a task, connect to relevant content, demonstrate on-task 

behavior, and become motivated to learn is an equitable pedagogical practice (Gay, 

2000). 

 Empowering school culture and social structure. By exploring the dynamic of 

the school community and its participants, educators can examine practices and structures 

that lead to inequity and disadvantage (Banks, 2004). The findings can be used to 

promote a school culture and social structure that empowers diverse students. There are a 

number of benefits to developing an empowering school culture and social structure. 

Students can develop democratic attitudes, which make them less sensitive to 

manipulation (Shor, 1992; Shor & Freire, 1987). In addition to reducing prejudice, an 

empowered school culture and social structure can direct attention to specifically 

challenge racism in education and address racist school structures such as tracking 

(Sleeter & Bernal, 2004). Teachers who engage in differentiated instruction, flexible 

grouping and cooperative learning as an alternative to tracking not only meet their 
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students’ academic needs, but they also empower them to interact with the world in a 

positive way outside of the classroom (Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Tomlinson, 

2003). 

While understanding the nature of multicultural education is as complex as our 

multicultural society, one thing is clear. “Multicultural education attempts to offer all 

students an equitable educational opportunity, while at the same time, encouraging 

students to critique society in the interest of social justice” (NAME, 2003). 

Understanding the potential for change, teacher educators sought to include multicultural 

education as part of the curriculum of teacher education. The voices of Latina/o teachers 

and their experiences working in urban schools will inform teacher education for diverse 

learners. 

Teacher Education for Diverse Learners 

Using multicultural education as a foundation, teacher education grapples with the 

challenge of preparing teachers for diverse learners. In 1972, the American Association 

of Colleges for Teacher Education (AACTE), via its first Commission on Multicultural 

Education, made three key assertions:  

1) cultural diversity is a valuable resource, 2) multicultural education preserves 

and extends the resource of cultural diversity rather than tolerating it or making it 

“melt away,” and 3) a commitment to cultural pluralism ought to permeate all 

aspects of teacher preparation programs (Baptiste & Baptiste, 1980; Cochran-

Smith, Davis, & Fries, 2004, p. 936). 

Using these assertions as a lens for inquiry, many educational researchers set out to 

examine teacher education for diverse learners. 
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 From 1980 – 2001, much work was done in understanding the relationship 

between teacher education and multicultural education (Cochran-Smith, Davis, & Fries, 

2004). Baptiste, Baptiste, & Gollnick (1980) found that teacher education programs must 

assess how well they prepare teachers to deliver equitable education for all learners, and 

they recommended that teacher education programs redesign themselves to meet the 

standards for multicultural education. Grant & Secada (1990) explored the incongruence 

between the teaching force and student diversity and suggested that even more studies be 

established to assess recruitment models and program outcomes. Shortly thereafter, 

Gollnick (1992) found that many of the policies that govern multicultural education were 

not accepted or poorly implemented. This added to the difficulty of recruiting students 

and faculty of color for teacher education. King (1993) took this a step further and 

specifically examined the presence of African American teachers in schools. She found 

that the small numbers of African Americans who stayed in teaching were influenced by 

desegregation, enrollment trends, other job opportunities, teacher competency exams, and 

the role of Historically Black Colleges and Universities (King, 1993). At this same time, 

Wiener (1993) recommended that teacher education should use their understandings of 

urban schools to shift to more competency-based programming, as the current preparation 

and a general focus of multicultural education was found to be inadequate for urban 

schools. 

 As researchers continued to explore teacher education for diverse learners, some 

suggested more specific findings and recommendations. Zeichner (1993) recommended 

that teacher preparation programs needed to prepare teachers with knowledge of and 

about various cultures, a historical perspective of school and societal inequities, varied 
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experiences in schools and communities, and culturally based curriculum, instruction, 

and assessment. Ladson-Billings (1995b) went one step further to include the influence of 

the teacher educators’ experiences. Echoing the work of Weiner, Haberman (1996) again 

called for a specific focus on the urban context, as there continued to be a challenge in 

recruiting and preparing effective teachers for urban schools. 

 As research continued, tension between universal approaches and those that 

focused on specific issues in diversity surfaced. Zeichner and Hoeft (1996) noted that 

there was little evidence of long-term impact for teacher education, especially when 

considering that teacher education attempted to prepare all teachers to teach all students 

well. Ladson-Billings (1999) suggested that critical race theory be used to make sense of 

the inequitable systems of power that govern our schools and prevent teachers for diverse 

learners from being effective. In addition to examining race and power relations, 

McAllister and Irvine (2000) recommended that teachers who work in diverse schools 

develop cross-cultural competence via process models that help preservice teachers grow 

in worldview and cultural identity.  

 At the turn of the century, Weiner (2000) again reminded us that the challenge of 

recruiting and preparing teachers to work in urban schools remains, partly because 

research in teacher education failed to show how the organization and structure of urban 

schools systems impedes learning. And, secondly, for many, there is a lack of clarity 

between “urban” and “diversity.” While attracting preservice teachers of color was seen 

as a way to address the need for diverse teachers for urban schools, Sleeter (2001a) found 

that traditional teacher education did not support the students of color who brought 

different experiences. Furthermore, while preservice teachers of color and White 
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preservice teachers both need skills in working with diverse populations, Sleeter (2001b) 

found that multicultural teacher education focused primarily on White teachers and 

discouraged preservice teachers of color. Preservice teachers of color found that their 

experiences were not reflected in the curriculum of teacher education or represented in 

faculty of their teacher preparation programs. This mirrors the history of urban schools 

and illustrates how challenging it is to prepare effective teachers for urban schools. 

 After Brown v. The Board of Education of Topeka (1954), teacher education 

programs suffered from a number of design problems described by Darling-Hammond, 

Pacheco, Michelli et al. (2005). Traditional views of schooling did not prepare pre-

service to “change with the times” or respond to students’ experiential knowledge and 

ways of knowing that were outside of mainstream society. That, combined with teacher 

educators who implemented a fragmented, superficial curriculum facilitated by 

uninspired teaching methods, did little to prepare effective teachers for urban schools. 

Such poor quality paired with inadequate time to ‘learn subject matter, child 

development, learning theory, and effective teaching strategies” did little to bring about 

change for our culturally and linguistically diverse students (p. 447). 

 A pervasive gap between students of color and their teachers remains in 

traditional teacher education. This is evidence that traditional teacher education programs 

have failed to develop teachers who can improve student learning and lower the turnover 

rate for teachers in urban schools (Grant & Gibson, 2011). Several researchers (Darling-

Hammond, 2011; Haberman & Post, 1998; Hammerness et al., 2005; Howey, 1999; 

Hollins, 2012, 2011a, 2011b; Ladson-Billings, 2009, 1995a; Zeichner, 2012) have called 

for a shift from traditional teacher education that is decontextualized in the university 
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setting to teacher education that provides more authentic opportunities for learning to 

teach in the context of urban teaching in practice. 

The promise of multicultural education and its relationship to teacher education 

has given those who prepare teachers a reason for hope and celebration, as there is 

currently a large amount of attention to issues of diversity and the education of children 

and teachers (Cochran-Smith, Davis, and Fries, 2004). Yet, it has been difficult for 

multicultural educators to dismantle the status quo and produce lasting change in 

American schools (PK-20) and in teacher education. It is also difficult to know where to 

begin when there are competing agendas for reform in multicultural education (Cochran-

Smith, Davis, & Fries, 2004).  

Urban Education 

Making sense of urban education in relation to teacher education is difficult for a 

number of reasons (Milner, 2012). With no core set of information clearly delineated as 

the knowledge, skills, and dispositions for urban teacher education, the study of teacher 

education for urban education becomes muddied. Without a core set of information, 

educators are left to grapple with complications and complexities of the discourse on the 

study of teacher education in urban communities. Without a common knowledge base, no 

consistent and common vocabulary can be used to construct shared meaning. An absence 

of shared meaning impedes theory development. Without theoretical frameworks to guide 

thinking, no collective way exists to determine the relationship between urban teacher 

education practice and the performance of urban teachers in the PK-12 schools after 

graduation. Each of these areas is further complicated by ethnic and racial demographic 

issues that are ever-present in education. Consequently, understanding how teacher 
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preparation addresses the needs of Latina/o students and teachers in urban elementary 

schools becomes a very complex task. This section begins by discussing conceptions of 

“urban” and its role in teacher education. Knowing the conceptions of “urban” provides a 

context for the historical and current focus of teacher preparation for urban schools. 

Knowledge of the historical context and current focus of teacher preparation for urban 

schools provides the foundation for understanding the best practices for preparing urban 

teachers. Using the knowledge base of conceptions, historical context, and current focus, 

teacher educators can glean information about the education and career attainment of 

Latina/o teachers. 

Before discussing how teachers are prepared for urban schools, a definition of 

“urban” is needed. In the past, the National Center for Educational Statistics (NCES) 

classified schools as urban based on population density and proximity to metropolitan 

areas (n.d). Given the ambiguity and fluctuations in the definition of terms, NCES revised 

its classification system to address “proximity to an urbanized area (a densely settled core 

with densely settled surrounding areas).” Schools can be classified as a city (large, 

midsize, small), suburban (large, midsize, small), town (fringe, distant, remote), or rural 

(fringe, distant, remote).  

NCES (n.d.) has classified all schools into one of these twelve categories based on 

schools' actual addresses and their corresponding coordinates of latitude and 

longitude. Not only does this mean that the location of any school can be 

identified precisely, but also that distance measures can be used to identify town 

and rural subtypes. Unlike the previous classification system that differentiated 

towns on the basis of population size, the urban-centric system differentiates 
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towns and rural areas on the basis of their proximity to larger urban centers. This 

key feature allows NCES to identify and differentiate rural schools and school 

districts in relatively remote areas from those that may be located just outside an 

urban center. 

It is important to note that the United States Census and NCES do not use race, ethnicity, 

language, culture, or immigration status to classify an area as urban. For many 

individuals, “urban” has become a code word to that refers to the challenges that 

mainstream teachers face when teaching students who do not represent dominant society. 

Milner (2012) identified three terms to help us develop a shared understanding of 

urban. “Urban intensive” schools are ones that are located in large cities with a dense 

population. “Urban emergent” schools are ones that share some of the same “challenges” 

of urban intensive schools but to a lesser degree, as these schools are generally located in 

larger cities, outside of major metropolitan areas. “Urban characteristic” schools may be 

beginning to experience increases in challenges that are sometimes associated with urban 

contexts. These schools can be located anywhere, including suburban and rural areas. 

Without these definitions, it is easy to see how teachers and teacher educators can 

mislabel any school with an increasing presence of culturally or linguistically diverse 

students as “urban.” This study was conducted in an urban emergent community. 

 The plight of today’s urban schools did not occur by happenstance. The origins of 

urban education can be traced back to the education of African Americans in the South 

prior to the Civil War. “Between 1800 and 1835, most of the southern states enacted 

legislation making it a crime to teach enslaved children to read and write” (Anderson, 

1988, p. 2). This set the stage for inequitable education systems. While African 
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Americans were forbidden to read and write, a movement to achieve popular schooling 

for free Americans was in action (Anderson, 1988). As the Civil War came to a close, 

most states had public school systems to educate free children (Anderson, 1988). This led 

some to think that the Emancipation Proclamation of 1863 granted former slaves the right 

to schooling. On paper, it appeared that way. However, the systematic 

disenfranchisement of African Americans led to substandard schooling. In spite of this, 

African Americans emerged from slavery pursuing universal education and the desire to 

read and write (Anderson, 1988). Whites found this threatening; even those who chose 

not to send their children to school. 

As the turn of the century approached, the division between the races remained. 

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) was the court decision that mandated “separate but equal” 

schools. While there were many inequities and disparities between “White” schools and 

“Colored” schools, African American students were taught by African American teachers 

during this time period. The divide between family and school was not far. De jure 

segregation resulted in African American teachers living and working in the communities 

in which they taught. This meant that the ties between school and community were very 

close, as schools were the center of the community at that time (Anderson, 1988). This 

was not the case for Latina/o students. 

As industrialization expanded in the late nineteenth and early twentieth century, 

schools were transformed to meet the new needs of society. As people flocked to cities 

for work, urbanization expanded greatly (Tyack, 1974). Small schools that were once the 

center of communities became larger, more complex systems that were meant to socialize 

the growing population work in an industrial society, hence the industrial nature of public 
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schooling (Anderson, 1988; Tyack, 1974). As the population continued to grow, schools 

became more centralized and bureaucratic (Tyack, 1974). By becoming more controlling, 

schools increased the likelihood that children would be transformed into efficient workers 

(Irons, 2002; Tyack, 1974). This also changed the demographic of those who would teach 

in urban schools. The African American teacher who was once highly regarded in the 

community became less valuable in the context of industrialization. 

As urban schooling became more mechanized as a way to combat the ills of 

society, racialized real estate practices led to concentrated poverty for people of color 

(Gotham, 2002.) As a result, schools that once belonged to the community and were 

designed to serve the community were no longer led by the people of the community 

(Tyack, 1974). This incongruence between school leaders and communities contributed 

to the educational inequity that arose from segregated schools.  

The first significant attempt to end segregated schools began as Brown v. The 

Board of Education of Topeka (1954). The intent was to improve educational 

opportunities for African American students (and by extension Latina/o students), but it 

did not go as planned. Mandated school desegregation caused many students to be bussed 

to schools outside of their communities to integrate classrooms. The intent was that 

access to better schools would decrease inequities. However, a better school did not 

necessarily mean that the students were served well. In fact, cultural differences between 

students and the school were largely ignored, again leaving the diverse student body 

underserved by teachers and schools who maintained the status quo of mainstream, 

dominant society (Tyack, 1974). As access to education grew, urban communities were 

met with learning experiences that did not allow urban students to capitalize on the full 
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benefits of their education. At the same time, the experiences students of color had with 

teachers of color in their own communities were coming to an end. 

The clash of urbanization, segregation, and cultural incongruence continued 

throughout the twentieth century and is still present in schools today. While many often 

lament that “kids aren’t the way they used to be,” urban schools have changed very little. 

They continue to be mechanistic, bureaucratic, and self-serving (Haberman, 1995, 

Weiner, 1999; Weiner & Jerome, 2016). They continue to have inadequate funding while 

charged with educating the diverse groups who have been systemically marginalized 

(Weiner, 1990). In today’s urban classrooms, the low numbers of teachers of color 

remain (Sleeter & Milner, 2011). Teacher educators have been and continue to grapple 

with these challenges that are present in urban schools. 

Program Design 

There is nothing easy about preparing teachers for diverse learners. Yet, research 

indicates that the quality of the teacher is the single most important factor that determines 

student success (Marzano & Waters, 2009). In spite of knowing this, teacher education 

has long continued to contend with enduring questions. According to Cochran-Smith, 

Feiman-Nemser, McIntyre, and Association of Teacher Educators (2008), there has been 

and will continue to be critical discourse regarding the following: 

• purposes of teacher education; 

• teacher capacities; 

• settings and roles in teacher education; 

• teacher recruitment, selection, and retention 

• diversity and teacher education; 
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• teacher learning over time; 

• authority in teacher education and licensure policy; 

• research and teacher education; and 

• the role of teacher education in teacher learning. 

Given the breadth and depth of teacher education, this study focused on the current state 

of teacher education programs designed to provide a context for the best practices for 

preparing urban teachers. 

 There are many models of teacher education employed around the country. There 

are traditional undergraduate programs, programs grounded in schools and communities, 

alternative routes, 5-year university programs, as well as postgraduate programs 

(Zeichner, 2008). Some are practice-based, competency-based, field-based, etc. There are 

many ways to prepare a teacher, and none of them are easy. 

According to Hammerness et al. (2005), today’s teacher education programs aim 

to support learning to teach addressing the challenges faced when prospective teachers 

merely learn to teach by watching others without enacting teaching practice. This leads to 

experiences that are not adequate in preparing preservice teachers to manage the 

cognitive complexity needed for quality teaching. The need for authentic learning 

experiences has teacher education deeply concerned with the clinical preparation of 

teachers for a variety of contexts (American Association of Colleges for Teacher 

Education, 2010).  

Several models of clinical preparation are currently in use around the country. 

Immersion models allow learning to take place within the school community. Learning 

with others enables cooperating teachers, pre-service teachers, and teacher educators to 
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develop shared understandings and become socialized together in a new professional 

community (Darling-Hammond, Hammerness, Grossman, Rust, & Shulman, 2005; 

Howey; 1999; Hollins, 2012, 2011a, 2011b; Murrell, 1998; Zeichner, 2010). This no 

longer privileges the knowledge of the university faculty; new spaces are created where 

all community members are teachers and learners (Howey; 1999; Murrell, 1998; 

Zeichner, 2010). In this case, the immersion creates a new hybrid space for learning to 

occur, a third space (Zeichner, 2010).  

Many programs choose to partner with local schools and/or school districts to 

provide extended clinical experiences that reflect effective teaching (Darling-Hammond, 

Hammerness, Grossman, et al., 2005; Ladson-Billings, 2009; Murrell, 2009). By working 

together in professional development schools, all parties can construct a shared vision of 

effective teaching, well-defined standards of performance, and consistent and coherent 

curriculum (Darling-Hammond, Hammerness, Grossman, et al., 2005). Both preservice 

and inservice teachers benefit from this model. Professional development schools can be 

used to ensure that practice is at the forefront and closely tied to program design; which is 

similar to the model of medical education (Darling-Hammond, Pacheco, Michelli et al., 

2005).  

In a medical school model, teacher educators conduct “rounds” to help novice 

teachers develop skilled practice. Grossman, Hammerness, and McDonald (2009) 

indicated that a core set of practices are needed so that knowledge, skills, and 

professional identities are developed in the process of learning to teach. Just as doctors 

move through phases of learning, teachers also add the application of new skills to their 

“teaching toolkit” throughout the teacher education program. The expectation is that 
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preservice teachers will grow and develop over time by acquiring skills and learning 

through practice. 

An induction model of teacher education follows the development of preservice 

teachers into the classroom. Induction models of teacher preparation generally include 

high-quality mentoring, common planning time, ongoing professional development, an 

external network of teachers, and standards-based evaluation (Alliance for Excellent 

Education, 2004). By providing mentoring and instructional supports in the context of the 

classroom, beginning teachers become more likely to be successful in educating their 

students. 

Clinical practice has significant implications for preparing teachers for urban 

schools. Ladson-Billings (2009) asserted that experience in the field can help pre-service 

teachers understand the role of culture by being immersed in different cultures for 

extended periods of time, provide opportunities to observe and critique systems of 

inequity that negatively impact our students, learn from master teachers who exemplify 

the program’s model of good teaching, and engage in a longer, more controlled student 

teaching experience. As teacher education programs move to pursue this goal, teacher 

educators have been and will continue to be, met with the challenges of schooling in 

America. 

In order for clinical practice to become effective in the ways that Ladson-Billings 

(2009) described, the learning of preservice teachers must be guided by cooperating 

teachers and university faculty (Zeichner, 2010). Without effective cooperating teachers 

who can make their thinking visible for preservice teachers, teacher educators 

riskpreservice teachers falling into the habits of less than effective teachers. Hollins 
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(2011a) specifically focused on the possibility that preservice teachers can become 

socialized into a school culture that does not support the program’s vision. This is why 

ongoing dialogue that results in the creation of new spaces for teaching and learning are 

so important; it ensures that clinical practice supports teacher development in accordance 

with program goals while mediating inequitable distributions of power amongst 

cooperating teachers, preservice teachers, and teacher educators (Hollins, 2011a; Howey, 

1999; Murrell, 1998; Zeichner, 2010).   

Given what researchers know about teacher education, to what extent are current 

teacher education programs positioned to effectively prepare diverse and highly 

competent teachers for America’s schools? Public dissatisfaction with schools and 

schools of education has created “dangerous times” for teacher education programs, as 

they must now compete with alternative certification routes for enrollment and venture 

philanthropists who aim to create academies for preparing teachers and principals in 

charter networks (Darling-Hammond, 1999; Zeichner & Pena-Sandoval, 2015). This 

threat has created a sense of urgency that cannot be ignored, as the survival of schools of 

education depends upon their ability to prove their relevance and value in student 

learning. This dissatisfaction and vulnerability has led to two very important shifts that 

position teacher education to become more effective: (1) more rigorous research in 

teacher education and (2) more structured teacher recruitment practices. 

 According to Zeichner (2011), major criticisms of teacher education that have 

impeded its development are the result of researchers who do not attempt to assess all of 

the ecological factors that impact learning to teach. For example, it may be difficult to 

determine the effectiveness of a field experience if the researcher does not consider the 
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impact of the school climate and cooperating teacher on the results. These highly 

contextualized and incomplete models of learning to teach make it difficult for teacher 

educators and researchers to build on one another’s related work. A sense of urgency 

creates a call for more substantive research in teacher education. 

 More substantive research in teacher education can be pursued. Ladson-Billings 

(2011) suggested that teacher educators examine the procedures and strategies of 

alternative programs that are successful in recruiting diverse preservice teachers. Howard 

& Aleman (2008) suggested that teacher education focus its research efforts on what 

teachers actually do in classrooms to assess their effectiveness. Ball & Tyson (2011) also 

discussed the need to investigate the roles that supervisors and cooperating teachers play 

in the development of teaching competence in preservice teachers. The results of any of 

these examples provide data that will position teacher education to effectively recruit and 

prepare diverse and highly competent teachers for diverse learners.  

Recruitment and Retention 

Ladson-Billings (2009) found that successful teachers of diverse learners were not 

necessarily all teachers of color; they were teachers who employed skills for academic 

success, cultural competence, and sociopolitical consciousness. All teachers should be 

able to successfully teach in diverse schools with effective preparation, but teacher 

selection is extremely important. “Parents and students know on a personal level that 

teachers make a difference – it does matter who teaches them” (Zumwalt & Craig, 2008, 

p. 409). This was evident in the need to diversify the teaching force across certification 

areas in regular and special education (Farrell, 1990; Flores, Clark, Claeys, & Villarreal 
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2011; Gautreau, Kirtman, & Guillaume, 2011; Ingersoll & May, 2011; Irizarry, 2007; 

Rodriguez & Rodriguez, 1986; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011). 

 While it is possible for anyone to become a highly effective teacher, diverse 

teachers have additional value to add to the classroom experience. In addition to being 

role models for culturally and linguistically diverse students, diverse teachers are more 

likely to understand and respect the cultural strengths of students and use those strengths 

as a foundation for teaching and learning (Dilworth & Brown, 2008; Flores, Clark, 

Claeys, & Villarreal 2011; Foster, 1997; Irvine, 2003; Sleeter & Milner, 2011; So, 1987; 

Villegas & Davis, 2008; Villegas & Irvine, 2010; Weisman & Hansen, 2008). This can 

open the door for fictive kinship relationships that are supportive for the whole child 

(Irvine, 1999). Yet, capitalizing on cultural strengths and tapping into “funds of 

knowledge” are no easy feats, especially when teachers are not familiar with student’s 

cultures (Gay, 2000; González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Howard, 2006; Ladson-Billings, 

2009, 1995). Diversifying the teaching force helps shift the paradigm of “the diversity 

problem” to one in which diversity is an asset (Cochran-Smith, Davis, & Fries, 2004). 

Perhaps this is why Haberman and Post (1998) discovered that the best teachers for 

teaching diverse learners are not necessarily “the best and the brightest,” the best teachers 

for diverse learners can relate to the children in ways that support learning. In fact, 

Haberman & Post (1998) asserted that teacher selection is more important than teacher 

preparation. While diversifying the teaching force will not necessarily improve student 

learning and life opportunities for urban children (Sleeter & Milner, 2011), it is easy to 

see how the recruitment of teachers of color holds promise for America’s schools. 
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 Of the many ways that teachers can be recruited for teacher education programs, 

designing programs to support diverse students and explore issues of diversity attract 

diverse teachers and advocates for diversity with similar interests (Irizarry, 2007; Sleeter 

& Milner, 2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011, Waddell & Ukpokodu, 2012). 

Pipeline programs also show great promise. Firm structures and programming that 

provide opportunities for middle and secondary students to learn about, experience the 

teaching profession, and engage in mentoring relationships can cast a wide net around 

students who might be considering other career paths (Ramirez, 2009; Sleeter & Milner, 

2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011; Zapata, 1988). Waddell & Ukpokodu 

(2012) echoed this in the recruitment strategies of their urban teacher education program. 

More than half of their students were teachers of color recruited through local school 

districts, community agencies, future teacher clubs, faith-based organizations, high 

school counselors, teachers, and cadet teaching programs (Waddell & Ukpokodu, 2012).  

 In addition to pre-college students, Villegas & Davis (2007, 2008) suggested 

investing in building relationships with undergraduates with undeclared majors, 

community college students, residents of communities of color, para-educators and career 

changers. This includes partnerships with other academic units on campus and the 

community (Flores & Claeys, 2011; Waddell and Ukpokodu, 2012). In all cases, financial 

support can also draw these constituencies into teaching, whether through scholarships to 

support schooling or the promise of employment upon program completion (Farrell, 

1990; Irizarry, 2007; Ramirez, 2009; Sleeter & Milner, 2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & 

Cramer, 2011; Villegas & Davis, 2007, 2008). 
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 Knowing what teacher educators know about the best practices for recruiting 

teachers, what might be the implications for preparing diverse and highly competent 

teachers for America’s schools? As gatekeepers, teacher educators are responsible for 

deciding who is ready to teach (Goodwin & Oyler, 2008). Consequently, teacher 

educators help prepare teachers by establishing high expectations, providing academic, 

personal, and cultural supports, accessible and relevant coursework, field work that 

acknowledges candidates experiences, and opportunities to link the student identity to 

teaching via culturally relevant learning experiences and culturally responsive mentoring 

relationships (Morton & Martin, 2013; Sleeter & Milner, 2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & 

Cramer, 2011; Waddell & Ukpokodu, 2012). Olsen (2011) suggested that preparing 

teachers with particular attention to developing identity can help teachers “develop fuller, 

more nuanced views of teaching while also learning about their own identities” (p. 270). 

This attention to the personhood of teachers does not mean that they do not partake in the 

best practices of teacher education; it means that teacher educators must find ways to 

differentiate experiences so that those best practices are responsive to the needs of all 

future teachers. 

 While all teachers are at risk for attrition, there is particular concern regarding 

diverse teachers. “Teachers of color are underrepresented in the profession and 

experience high turnover” (Achinstein, Ogawa, Sexton, & Freitas, 2010, p. 81). Borman 

& Dowling (2008) found several factors related to teacher attrition, including teacher 

demographic characteristics, teacher qualifications, school organizational characteristics, 

school resources, and school student body characteristics. This is especially true in hard-

to-staff schools and/or schools that use authoritative teaching practices (Beckett, 1998; 
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Mayes, Montero, & Cutri, 2004). With many of these factors out of the control of 

teachers; urban, suburban, and rural schools are at risk for teacher attrition. 

 The challenges today’s teachers face are difficult to overcome, and schools will 

lose teachers without retention strategies in place. Mentoring supports preservice and 

inservice teachers of color by helping teachers navigate their experiences in primarily 

White institutions and working in challenging schools (Flores & Claeys, 2011; Ingersoll 

&May, 2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011; Waddell & Ukpokodu, 2012). 

Schools can retain diverse and highly competent teachers. Incentivized pay encourages 

teachers to stay in education, instead of pursuing more lucrative careers (Johnson & 

Kardos, 2008). Appropriate and fair teaching assignments that are manageable within the 

teachers’ skill levels increase satisfaction (Ingersoll & May, 2011; Johnson & Kardos, 

2008). Positive and productive working relationships with colleagues, students, and 

families increase satisfaction (Flores & Claeys, 2011; Ingersoll &May, 2011; Johnson & 

Kardos, 2008; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011; Waddell & Ukpokodu, 2012). 

Access to resources and facilities to meet accountability requirements fosters motivation 

for success (Flores & Claeys, 2011; Johnson & Kardos, 2008). Supportive school 

organization, leadership, and mentoring all lead to greater levels of generativity, which 

allows teachers of color to remain active learners of their craft (Ingersoll & May, 2011; 

Johnson & Kardos, 2008; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011; Waddell & 

Ukpokodu, 2012). Feeling the power of one’s own agency fosters the autonomy that all 

humans crave. 
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Teacher Workforce Trends 

According to Ingersoll, Merrill, and Stuckey (2014), seven major trends occurred 

in the current teacher workforce over the last 25 years. After analyzing data provided by 

the National Center of Educational Statistics and the Bureau of Labor Statistics, they 

determined that the teaching force is the largest occupational group in the nation; and it 

continues to grow (p. 2). The teaching force is older, in spite of retirement (p. 10). At the 

same time, the teaching force is less experienced as the occupation has ballooned (p. 11). 

Even with dramatic increases in male teachers, the teaching population is even more 

female (p. 14). Numerically, the teaching force is more racially and ethnically diverse, 

but the growth of teachers of color has significantly outpaced by European American 

teachers (p. 17). The academic performance of the teacher workforce remains 

consistently below-average when measured by scores on the Scholastic Aptitude Test (p. 

19). Teacher attrition results in the profession being less stable, as beginning teachers 

have the highest turnover (p. 24).  

The workforce trends create a climate leaving the growing population of 

culturally and linguistically diverse students to be taught by a largely European American 

population (Sleeter & Milner, 2011). Gay (1993) indicated that this results in teachers 

and students continuing to have different cultural frames of reference. “In short, [this] is 

the recognition that bridging the chasm between the school and the life experiences of 

those with and without social, cultural, racial, and economic advantages requires 

fundamental changes in the ways that teachers are educated” (Cochran-Smith, Davis, & 

Fries, 2004, p. 935). As a result, Sleeter and Milner (2011) also assert that a teaching 
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force primarily composed of European American teachers and teacher candidates cannot 

meet the needs of PK-12 students.  

Even without consistent outcomes that demonstrate teachers are effective, “teachers are 

more formally prepared, degreed, and licensed than at any point in the history of the 

nation” (Dilworth & Brown, 2011, p. 440). The increased requirements have implications 

for our understanding of the demographics of teachers and teacher candidates. 

Workforce Challenges 

When students of color in PK-12 schools receive subpar educational opportunities 

from schools that underserve them, students of color have lower graduation rates from 

both high school and post-secondary educational endeavors (Flores, Clark, Claeys, & 

Villarreal, 2007). To put it simply, a poor PK-12 education significantly decreases the 

number of potential teachers of color. In terms of pure numbers, the pool of future 

teachers simply has more European American members. This means that teacher 

candidates of color will find themselves drastically outnumbered in teacher education 

programs that are designed to serve a vastly European American population (Irizarry & 

Donaldson, 2012). That, combined with gatekeeping tests and the allure of more lucrative 

careers, adds to the challenge of underrepresentation of teachers of color and teacher 

candidates of color in the teaching field and the research that informs teacher education. 

Few scholars of color exist in teacher education (Ladson-Billings, 2005). This 

means “a profession that is trying to diversify and “multiculturalize” its students finds 

itself in the embarrassing and awkward position of remaining overwhelmingly white, 

monolingual, and middle class” (Ladson-Billings, 2011, p. 391). This homogeneity in 

teacher education can make it difficult for teacher educators to engage in critical 
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multicultural education, as they may not have had the lived experiences to facilitate 

multicultural learning at deep levels. “[S]ome faculty members would rather not teach it 

because of student resistance to ideas expressed in the course and fear of poor course 

evaluations” (Ladson-Billings, 2011, p. 390).  

Giving in to student resistance maintains the dominance of European American 

teacher candidates. “This resistance may reflect teachers’ unspoken intentions to avoid 

teaching in school communities that serve diverse students” (Ladson-Billings, 2011, p. 

391). Some of these resistant teacher candidates may not have the dispositions to teach in 

our increasingly diverse schools, but they become certified teachers anyway because 

faculty may not challenge them. This can be frustrating for teacher educators and future 

teachers who aim to meet the goals of multicultural education. As a result, scholars of 

color, teachers of color, and teacher candidates of color may choose to leave the 

profession out of frustration with the resistance of their European American counterparts. 

This resistance shortchanges everyone. 

Historical Perspective of Latinas/os in America 

 Many ethnic labels are used to describe people of Latin American descent in the 

United States, including Latina/o, Hispanic and Mexican American (Hipolito-Delgado, 

2014). Regardless of the label, many European Americans consider this group culturally 

and racially inferior (Spring, 2013). Consequently, the Latina/o experience in America is 

marked by nativism and assimilation sanctioned by the America government (Galindo, 

2011). Understanding the experiences of today’s Latina/o teachers requires an 

examination of the history that shaped the Latina/o experience in America. The following 
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sections review important historical events and court cases regarding Latinas/os and 

Latina/o education in the United States. 

Prior to 1900 

While various ethnicities and nationalities fall under the Latina/o umbrella, 

Latinas/os have unique within-group differences that are important for understanding 

(Hipolito-Delgado, 2014). Given that Latina/o people are not a monolithic group, this 

study focused on the Latina/o group with the largest representation in the United States 

and in the Midwest, Mexican Americans, as they are representative of all of the 

participants in this study. 

Immigration and citizenship have been major issues for Latinas/os in the United 

States. In 1790, the U.S. Congress passed the Naturalization Act that limited naturalized 

citizenship to “free White persons” (Spring, 2006). This act prevented Mexican 

immigrants from gaining citizenship and created a legacy of withholding rights granted 

by the U.S. Constitution. This is just one of many instances in which Mexicans were 

singled out as the worst of the Latina/o groups. 

This created conflict in 1848, when the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo granted U.S. 

citizenship to Mexicans that were living on lands that were ceded to the U.S. after the 

Mexican-American War (Spring, 2006). Suddenly, large numbers of Mexicans were 

granted U.S. citizenship that was not available before. Even with this treaty in place, the 

new Mexican Americans were not granted the full rights of citizenship. Discrimination 

and racism were still the ruling bodies. Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans 

were not wanted in America, and this continued to manifest itself in the laws passed 

throughout the country.  
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For example, California’s State Bureau of Instruction decreed that all school 

instruction be taught in English in 1855 (Spring, 2006). This act alone denied many 

children of Mexican descent access to education. The state of Texas’ Bureau of 

Instruction followed suit in 1870 (Spring, 2006). In fact, the state of Texas continued to 

fight against Mexican Americans in 1897 by going to court to have Mexican Americans 

declared as “not White” to avoid granting citizenship to Mexican Americans (Spring, 

2006). The case of In re Rodriguez (1897) granted citizenship to Ricardo Rodriguez 

under the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. However, it made the distinction that the right to 

citizenship under the Treaty did not require one to be White. Therefore, Mexican 

Americans could be simultaneously not White and citizens (Shaw, Desipio, 

Pinderhughes, & Travis, 2015, p. 115). 

1900 - 1945 

Following Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), beginning in the early 1900s, “Mexican” 

classrooms and schools were established (MacDonald, 2004; Spring, 2013). These 

schools separated Mexican American children from their White counterparts, resulting in 

educational experiences that were unequal. At the same time, Mexican schools aimed to 

Americanize the Mexican children through segregation, isolation, and forced change of 

language (Galindo, 2011; Spring, 2013) 

 In 1918, Texas was so committed to working against people of Mexican descent 

that they made it a criminal offense to teach in any language other than English in schools 

(Spring, 2006). Following World War I, the Immigration Acts of 1921 and 1924 

highlighted the xenophobia that had been growing in the United States (Galindo, 2011; 

MacDonald, 2004). In response, the League of United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) 
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was formed to support bilingual instruction and maintenance of Mexican culture (Spring 

2006, 2013). This created an era of litigation in which Mexican American communities 

challenged mainstream society. 

 The first formal legal case in which Mexican Americans fought against 

educational segregation and exclusion was Romo v. Laird (1925) (MacDonald, 2004). 

Consequently, a favorable ruling in the state of Arizona indicated that Mexican children 

could not be denied admission to a school designated for White children (Galindo, 2011). 

This was supported by the fact that the Mexican school in question was staffed with 

student teachers instead of fully trained teachers (MacDonald, 2004.) Student rights were 

violated because it did not meet the standard of separate, but equal in Plessy v. Ferguson 

(1896). 

 The first legal case brought forth with the support of LULAC was Del Rio (TX) 

Independent School District v. Salvatierra (1930) (MacDonald, 2004). The families in 

this case opposed the expansion of a segregated school (Galindo, 2011). Lower courts 

ruled in favor of the families, higher courts ruled to uphold the right to segregate Mexican 

Americans for educational purposes (Spring 2006, 2013). This was a devastating blow for 

Mexican Americans living in Texas. 

 Shortly after the loss in Texas, the first Mexican American class action lawsuit 

was filed in California (MacDonald, 2004). In Roberto Alvarez v. the Board of Trustees 

of Lemon Grove (CA) School District (1931), the court ruled in favor of a group of 

parents indicating that school boards had no right under California law to segregate 

Mexican American children (Galindo, 2011; MacDonald, 2004). While this case 

represented an important victory in desegregation, it was only four years later, in 1935, 
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that California law declared that Mexican Americans were foreign-born Indians (Spring 

2006, 2013). As a result, segregated schools continued for many more years because 

foreign-born Indians had no legal right to a desegregated education. 

1945 – 2000 

 The first post-World War II victory in Mexican American desegregation was a 

landmark federal court case, Mendez v. Westminster School District (1946) (Galindo, 

2011; MacDonald, 2004). With the support of a legal brief written by the National 

Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), Felicitas and Gonzalo 

Mendez challenged the constitutionality of school segregation by filing a class action 

lawsuit against four school districts in southern California (MacDonald, 2004). As a 

result of this case, Mexican Americans were declared not to be Indian, which made 

segregation illegal in California (MacDonald, 2004; Spring, 2006). With this case as a 

precedent, Delgado v. Bastrop Independent School District (1948) resulted in school 

segregation being deemed as illegal in Texas. 

 In 1954, Brown v. Board of Education of Topeka, Kansas became a pivotal point 

in American history by ending school segregation for African American students. At the 

same time, Brown became a major force in improving the educational experiences of 

many diverse groups, including Latinas/os (Contreras & Valverde, 1994). In addition to 

busing and funding allocations to support desegregation, Brown also led to changes in 

instructional approaches, such as bilingual and multicultural education. As with African 

Americans, many of these positive changes were met with resistance and improved 

slowly over time. Some historians found that as late as the mid-1960s Mexican American 

students in isolated areas were still attending “Mexican” schools (MacDonald, 2004). 
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 In spite of the rulings of Mendez, Delgado, and Brown, many Latinas/os remained 

segregated from their White counterparts because they were considered “White” for 

desegregation purposes (Contreras & Valverde, 1994). White students remained in all 

White schools while schools with Latinas/os and African Americans were considered 

integrated. This created a situation in which “the two largest minority school populations 

in the U.S. continued to be exposed to inferior facilities and unequal education” 

(Contreras & Valverde, 1994, p. 472). 

 The ongoing struggle for equity gave birth to ethnic, gender, and racial rights 

movements of the 1960s. Among the most famous civil rights activities for Latinas/os 

was the 1968 Los Angeles high school walkouts. Mexican American students at four East 

Los Angeles high schools staged “blowouts,” massive walkouts, requesting better 

guidance counselors for college, more diverse teachers, Mexican American history 

classes, and bilingual classes (MacDonald, 2004; Urrieta, 2004). In response to these 

movements, Mexican Americans gained federal recognition as an identifiable ethnic 

group, as well as passage of the Bilingual Education Act (1968) which recognized the 

needs of English Language Learners (ELL). Throughout the remainder of the 1960s and 

1970s, Latinas/os continued to make progress toward educational equity, including 

availability of ethnic studies and access to higher education (MacDonald, 2004). This 

paved the way for growth in bilingual and multicultural education (Contreras & 

Valverde, 1994). 

 A wave of conservatism marked the latter part of the 20th century. Under the 

Reagan Administration, severe cuts in taxes and government agencies reduced beneficial 

programs for and college access of Latinas/os. At the same time, there was a rise in 



 

54 
 

English-only and anti-bilingual education initiatives from mainstream society (Galindo, 

2011; MacDonald 2004). Issues of language and anti-immigration sentiment further 

compounded the subordinate status of the Latina/o community (Galindo, 2011). 

2000 – 2015  

 Population, immigration, and education continue to be major issues for the 

Latina/o community today. Between the 1990, 2000, and 2010 censuses, the population 

of Latinas/os grew dramatically across the United States (Galindo, 2011). The latest 

challenge for Latina/o students is related to children that are undocumented, which 

prevents access to higher education. In 2001, the Development, Relief, and Education of 

Alien Minors (DREAM) Act was introduced in the United States Senate (Galindo, 2011; 

MacDonald, 2004). Under the DREAM Act, undocumented minors could enroll in 

publicly funded institutions of higher education, enlist in the military and have a pathway 

to permanent residency (MacDonald, 2004). While the DREAM Act has not passed at the 

federal level, many states have passed versions of their own that allowed undocumented 

students to pay in-state tuition (Galindo, 2011; MacDonald, 2004).  The National 

Immigration Law Center (2016) indicates that there are currently 20 states that have 

tuition equity policies in place that would allow students who meet certain criteria, 

regardless of immigration status, to have access to higher education. 

Latinas/os and Education 

Given the ongoing struggle for civil rights and educational equity, Irizarry (2015) 

pointed out that approximately 13 percent of all Latinas/os in the United States between 

the ages of 16 and 24 have not earned a high school diploma or a general equivalency 

degree. As a result, most districts with significant Latina/o populations are engaged in 
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initiatives for improved educational attainment. His research indicated that Latina/o 

students would benefit from schools that: counter deficit perspectives of Latina/o students 

and families, demonstrate a broader conception of culture to address diversity with 

Latina/o populations, and navigate how power and opportunity are manifested in urban 

schools (Irizarry, 2015).  

While Irizarry’s recommendations are focused on the educational foundations, 

Verdugo’s (2006) analysis of research focused on classroom practices. The National 

Education Association suggested that culturally responsive teaching, cooperative 

learning, instructional conversations, cognitively guided instruction, and technology-

enriched instruction have been effective at educating Latina/o students (Verdugo, 2006). 

Both educational foundations and instructional effectiveness are areas critical to 

preparation of Latina/o teachers in urban schools. 

Latina/o Teachers 

 The United States Census (2013) conducted a survey of 35,441,000 Latinas/os 

aged 18 and over regarding their educational attainment. At that time, 65.6% of those 

surveyed had graduated from high school (U.S. Census, 2013; U.S. Department of 

Education, National Center for Education Statistics, 2015). While this may seem 

promising, a significant number of prospective Latina/o teachers are lost in the leaky 

pipeline between high school graduation and the completion of a bachelor’s degree 

(Ahmad & Boser, 2014). Only 13.1% of all the Latinas/os (male: 6%; female: 7.1%) 

surveyed held a bachelor’s degree that could potentially lead to completion of a teacher 

preparation program (U.S. Census, 2013). Out of 35,441,000 people, 2,533,000 
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Latinas/os earned a bachelor’s degree or higher (U.S. Census, 2013). The number of 

Latinas/os who choose teaching is much smaller.  

 The educational attainment of Latinas/os is also reflected in the data regarding the 

race/ethnicity of the teacher workforce. In the 2011-2012 school year, the National 

Center for Educational Statistics reported that 82% of the U.S. teaching population was 

White (Boser, 2014). African Americans represented 7% of the nation’s teachers while 

Latinas/os represented 8% of the teaching population (Boser, 2014). The 

underrepresentation of Latina/o teachers in the workforce is also significantly 

mismatched with the demographics of the nation’s students. 

 In the 2011-2012 school year, the National Center for Educational Statistics 

reported that 52% of the student population was White while African Americans and 

Latinas/os accounted for 16% and 23%, respectively (Boser, 2014). This means that 

White students and African American students are more likely to be taught by teachers 

who look like themselves than Latinas/os. It is very unlikely that Latina/o students will 

have the potential benefit of being taught by a Latina/o teacher.  

Latina/o teachers impact the education of children in American schools in many 

ways. Ahmad and Boser (2014) asserted that teachers of color, including Latina/o 

teachers, tend to have higher expectations, provide more relevant instruction, develop 

more positive relationships with students, and engage in social justice and change agency 

for students of color more often than their White counterparts. The contributions may 

stem from many areas, including the teacher’s identity, culture, and language. While each 

of these areas will be discussed separately, it is important to note that identity, culture, 
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and language are inextricably linked. This section reviews the literature regarding 

Latina/o teachers in the United States. 

Identity 

 “A prevailing theme in the literature is that teachers of color are faced with 

dueling opposites . . . and encounter marginalization from a ruling center . . . and the 

established margin . . . . They are neither in the center nor on the margins . . . . ” (Haddix, 

2010). Comprehending the identities of Latina/o teachers requires an understanding 

beyond dueling opposites to the illumination of intersectional tensions (Upadhyay, 2005). 

Latina/o teachers experience identity as simultaneous workings of race, class, gender, 

sexuality, language, and nation (Villenas, 2009). This can make the process of becoming 

a teacher, adding another facet to identity, painful, contradictory, or emotional (Urrieta, 

2003). Ongoing interrogations and excavations of Latina/o teachers provide opportunities 

for interested parties to explore who Latina/o teachers are personally and who they might 

become professionally (Gomez, Rodriguez, & Agosto, 2008). 

 “[I]dentity is defined from a cultural production perspective as people’s ever-

changing perspective of who they are” (Urrieta, 2007). The ethnic identities of Latina/o 

teachers are of the utmost importance, as their cultural experiences define how they will 

engage students (Flores et al., 2010; Galindo, 1996). This is a life-long process that will 

change over time (Hatt-Echeverria & Urrieta, 2003; Rios, 2008; Urrieta, 2007). 

Flores et al. (2010) asserted that ethnic identity is a psychological aspect linked to 

the personal development of Latina/o teachers. The implication is that a strong sense of 

ethnic identity and a healthy sense of self are related to student achievement in the 

classroom. Clark & Flores (2001) noted the significant association between ethnic 
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identity and self-conceptualization for Latina/o preservice teachers. This is of great 

importance in understanding how personal identities of Latina/o teachers are related to 

the formation of their occupational identities. 

Oliva and Staudt (2003) noted that the formation of a teacher identity begins with 

one’s own schooling experiences. They surveyed and interviewed ninth and tenth grade 

students who participated in a summer teacher training institute. “For many of the 

students surveyed, teachers inspired or helped to mold their teacher identity” (Oliva & 

Staudt, 2003). Many of the students provided examples that demonstrated a 

conceptualization of teaching beyond professional activity to one of teaching as a moral 

and ethical endeavor (Oliva & Staudt, 2003). Many students connected good teaching 

with culturally responsive caring because of their early teaching play and educational 

mentoring interactions with younger family members (Oliva & Staudt). Effective 

teaching was found when school mirrored home experiences. For many Latina/o teachers, 

professional identities are interconnected ways of being that combine professional 

activity with nurturance, protection, and caring (Oliva & Staudt, 2003). 

According to Galindo (1996), many Latina/o teachers experience their roles as 

professional educators via bridging identities. “The term bridging identity describes a 

certain type of identity that links past biographical experiences with a current 

occupational role” (Galindo, 1996, p. 85). In his study of three Latina teachers, Galindo 

(1996) found that the socialization of family values plays a critical role in shaping 

teacher’s lives. Galindo, Aragon, & Underhill (1996) added to this understanding with 

another study of Latina/o teachers in which they explored how teacher role identity is a 

narratively constructed self-image. In that study, the professional identity was presented 
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as an identity-in-action, an identity in which teaching competence was demonstrated 

through their actions across various teaching demands and challenges (Galindo, Aragon, 

& Underhill, 1996). By using these understandings in urban teacher education, the use of 

a bridging identities and identities-in-action may provide other Latina/o teachers (or 

teachers of color) strategies to address frustrations that arise from being underrepresented 

in the teacher workforce (Galindo, 1996). The narratives of those tensions play critical 

roles in the construction of Latina/o teacher identity (Galindo, 2007). 

Achinstein Ogawa (2011) explored identity roles further by examining how the 

conditions of schools are associated with the cultural and professional roles of two new 

Latina teachers. Latina/o teachers must learn how to be teachers and wrestle with being a 

human being at the same time (Carrillo, 2010). When school contexts lack social, human, 

and multicultural capital or provide little teacher control, teacher identity that is grounded 

in being a culturally and linguistically responsive teacher can be disrupted, making 

educación, authentic culturally responsive caring, difficult to achieve (Achinstein & 

Ogawa, 2011; Valenzuela, 1999). When the opposite is true, fulfillment of the teacher 

role identity is more likely. Thus, the professional identities of Latina/o teachers in the 

study can be used to change school contexts, or they can be changed by school contexts 

(Achinstein & Ogawa, 2011). 

Culture 

 Culture is another area that plays a significant role in the lives and work of 

Latina/o teachers. Yosso (2005) defined culture as “behaviors and values that are learned, 

shared, and exhibited by a group of people” (p. 75). Culture is dynamic, not static or 

something to only be celebrated on holidays (Saathoff, 2015). While mainstream society 
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often operates from an individualistic stance, many Latinas/os have been socialized in a 

collectivist culture (den Brok, Levy, Rodriguez, & Wubbels, 2002). In terms of culture, 

Latinas/os often think of themselves as we, not necessarily I (López & Vaughn, 2015). 

This has significant implications for the role that culture plays in the classrooms of 

Latina/o teachers. 

 Many students outside of mainstream society bring a self-concept to school that 

has been constructed in home/family environments that is often mismatched with the 

school environment (Farruggio, 2009; López & Vaughn, 2015; Mundt, Gregory, Melzi, 

& McWayne, 2015; Saathoff, 2015). After observing, interviewing, and analyzing field 

notes and student work products, Irizarry (2011) found that subordination serves to 

marginalize Latina/o preservice teachers by hindering their full, active participation in 

teacher preparation programs through the silencing of their voices. Acts of subordination 

are often subtle but become evident when examining who speaks, how often, and about 

what topics.  Cultural work in teacher training can provide opportunities for Latina/o 

teachers (and others) to help school become more of an extension of their home 

environment (López & Vaughn, 2015). Culture can be a resource for students and 

teachers of color (Saathoff, 2015; Yosso, 2005). By using culture to leverage learning for 

students, Latina/o teachers can capitalize on “funds of knowledge,” the idea that all 

students and families are competent, have knowledge, and their life experiences have 

given them knowledge (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). 

 Salinas and Castro (2010) examined the influence of cultural biographies on the 

curriculum decision making of two Latina/o preservice teachers working in standards-

based schools. They found that the participants drew on their personal and cultural 
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experiences to transform the official curriculum into one that was more responsive and 

addressed issues of race and inequity. While this is something that all teachers are 

expected to do, the participants used their personal encounters with discrimination and 

economic injustice to make curricular decisions (Salinas & Castro, 2010). Each teacher 

has unique funds of knowledge, so teachers from another cultural group may arrive at 

different curricular decisions which could be less responsive, or even, harmful, to 

students outside of mainstream society (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Valenzuela, 

1999). 

 Teo’s (2015) case study of a Latina science educator conveyed another way that 

culture influences the classrooms of Latina/o teachers. Teo found through analysis of 

interviews and written reflections that the Latina teacher in the study used her 

experiences with stereotyping, personal history, and control by authority to make 

classroom decisions. The participant used her personal and cultural experiences to 

construct “alternative curriculum spaces” to empower herself and her students to move 

beyond perceived limitations and have voice (Teo, 2015, p. 381). Again, the cultural and 

personal experiences of Latina/o teachers impact what and how they teach students. The 

rugged individualism and meritocracy that dominates American schooling gives way to 

more collectivist and familial learning experiences that are associated with the effective 

teaching of diverse learners.  

 In addition to classroom instruction, the culture of Latina/o teachers can impact 

school-based family engagement. Mundt, Gregory, Melzi, and McWayne (2015) 

conducted a quantitative study of 294 Latina/o caregivers and 37 Head Start teachers 

examining how ethnic match between the two may explain the variance in school-based 
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family engagement. Using hierarchical linear modeling, the researchers found that when 

Latina/o caregivers and Latina/o teachers were matched, there was a significant 

association with teacher-rated family engagement. “Having a Latina/o teacher explained 

a significant amount of the variance in school-based family engagement, beyond that 

accounted for by caregiver and teacher education” (p. 170). When Latina/o parents and 

teachers work together, Latina/o students benefit from the cultural congruence between 

home and school (Martinez & Ulanoff, 2013). A teacher’s culture matters in teaching, 

learning, and engagement with families. 

Language 

 Another significant aspect of Latina/o teachers is the ways they use language. 

While not all Latina/o teachers are able to speak Spanish and English in their classrooms, 

the vast majority of the literature regarding the use of language by Latina/o teachers was 

with Latina/o students. The conflict between bilingual education and English only 

movements highlights the importance of language. The great disparity between students 

learning English and the current number of teachers prepared to teach them impacts the 

extent to which schooling is effective for speakers of languages besides English (Flores 

& Clark, 2004).  

 One aspect of language use by Latina/o teachers concerns building rapport. 

Latina/o students tend to participate more if they feel motivated and believe their 

contributions are important (Lara, Howell, Dominguez, & Navarro, 2001). Teachers who 

can be cultural and linguistic intermediaries between home and school are much more 

likely to leverage bilingualism to support student learning (Sakash & Chou, 2007). When 

Latina/o teachers write or speak Spanish in the classroom, it conveys to students that their 
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language is an asset, a fund of knowledge (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). The 

affective nature of the decision to use multiple languages in the classroom has been 

viewed as equal to and interdependent with the cognitive factors that support learning 

(Monzó & Rueda, 2001). Latina/o teachers have the potential to use language to increase 

student achievement. 

 Jiménez, Gersten, and Rivera (1996) conducted a study of one Latina teacher and 

her efforts to support students’ transition from Spanish to English language instruction. 

The participant was interviewed and observed over three years to provide insights into 

her success with Latina/o students learning English. Using personal experiences, 

community connections, professional development, and 16 years of teaching, the 

participant was able to integrate concepts from diverse models, modulate language for 

instruction, and facilitated communication between school and the students’ homes to 

become highly successful in teaching her students. While there may be concerns 

regarding a single participant, the researchers were able to leverage the study of the 

participant in providing professional development for novice teachers. 

 The use of English and Spanish by Latina/o teachers working with Spanish-

speaking students and families is more substantive than being able to translate from one 

language to another. For many Latina/o teachers, negotiating language policies and usage 

can reflect social justice perspectives. Valdez (2014) found that Latina/o early childhood 

teachers acted as advocates for children by negotiating how much and it what ways 

Spanish was used for instruction, in spite of the fact that the school language policy 

valued the equal use of English and Spanish.  
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Latina/o teachers who bear the burden of being unofficial translators, interpreters, 

and school representatives while struggling to form social networks with Latina/o 

students operate as advocates for the Latina/o community (Colomer, 2014). The critical 

self-awareness to resist authoritative and internally persuasive discourses, whether they 

are in English or Spanish, is an act of social justice (Gomez, Carlson, Foubert, & Powell, 

2014). Language as a tool for social justice even occurs with teacher education programs 

when Latina/o teachers become part of social networks and safe spaces to “revisit, re-

contextualize, and re-theorize the meanings of their own K-12 experiences within the 

context of Latina/o social history” (Fitts, Winstead, Weisman, Flores, & Valenciana, 

2008). How Latina/o teachers receive and express language in the classroom is very 

important for teaching and learning. 

 The identities, cultures, and receptive and expressive language of Latina/o 

teachers position them to meet the unique needs of culturally and linguistically diverse 

learners. However, simply being a Latina/o teacher will not ensure that she will be an 

effective teacher. Effective teaching requires more of a critical lens regarding those we 

entrust with the education of children. 

Studies of Latina/o Teachers 

 Studies of Latina/o teachers, including this one, are situated in a problematized 

context. There are many challenges to becoming a teacher, and there are too few 

Latinas/o entering and staying in the teaching profession. The following studies provide 

examples of the struggles and support that influence the educational and career 

attainment of Latina/o pre-service and in-service teachers. 
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Galindo (1996) conducted a qualitative study of three in-service Chicana teachers 

with an average of 17 years of teaching experience. The purpose of the analysis was to 

share portraits of the participants to reveal a sense of who they were as teachers and 

identify the noteworthy biographical influences that played a role in shaping their lives 

and teacher role identity. Data were collected from interviews, autobiographies, and 

papers written by teachers for a graduate program in education. After analysis, the 

findings revealed that the biographical experiences of the participants that were relevant 

to their teacher role identity were related to family values that shaped their lives as 

children and adolescents. Those values guided their beliefs and views as teachers. 

Galindo (1996) also asserted that the analysis of the biographical influences of the 

participants illustrated the various ways that family values became cultural resources for 

the types of relationships that the participants had with students and families. The 

researcher suggests that preparation and career attainment of Latina/o teachers would be 

benefitted by creating supportive environments in teacher education programs that 

recognize the value of diverse biographical experiences in relation to their emerging 

perspectives of their teacher roles needed to complete their degrees and become 

employed as teachers. 

Irizarry (2007) analyzed a program whose goals were to diversify a pre-service 

teacher education program and create a pipeline of diverse teacher candidates for a local 

urban school district. Using CRT and LatCrit as theoretical frameworks, a qualitative 

study was conducted using structured and unstructured interviews with program 

participants, program documents, and field notes taken in meetings. Participants shared 

their experiences regarding, recruitment, retention, and preparation of teachers of color. 
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Findings indicated that there were three key factors related to the teacher preparation 

program that increased the number of candidates of color. 

Irizarry (2007) also discussed several findings that support educational and career 

attainment. He suggested that “home growing” teachers of color from local districts for 

employment in that district would likely improve career attainment in those districts. 

Once in the program, participants were a part of “working lunches” that addressed the 

need for additional learning in social justice education that would be needed to teach well 

in urban schools. Additional supports for participants included fully funded tuition, fees, 

and books, academic progress reports from instructors, advising meetings with the 

program director, a cohort model, and participation in a mentoring program and critical 

inquiry group. 

Weisman and Hansen (2008) conducted a qualitative study of 10 bilingual pre-

service teachers enrolled in a multiple-subject credential program with a 

bilingual/bicultural emphasis. Semi-structured interviews and observations in urban and 

suburban student teaching settings were analyzed to identify themes regarding the 

participants’ perspectives about student teaching. The findings indicated that the 

influence of early schooling experiences, connections to Latina/o students and 

communities, awareness of inequalities, and a desire to teach in urban schools 

characterized their perspectives about student teaching in urban and suburban schools as 

well as their educational and career attainment. Participant commitment to becoming 

teachers was connected to their own experiences with cultural and linguistic 

marginalization.  
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Weisman and Hansen (2008) also noted that urban and suburban student teaching 

experiences created opportunities to see inequity; that did not necessarily mean that the 

participants understood how to address inequity in either context. As such, the 

researchers recommend that both urban and suburban students could benefit from having 

Latina/o teachers as positive role models. It was also suggested that student teachers also 

be provided with master teachers who work effectively with students of color and their 

families, especially those with a desire to work in urban schools. 

Gomez (2010) employed a Bakhtinian conceptual framework and a qualitative, 

life history methodology in which Latina prospective teachers described their experiences 

at home, in their P-12 schooling, on the college campus, and in their teacher education 

program. The life histories of three Latina participants enrolled in a teacher education 

program were collected through interviews designed to elicit stories of experiences and 

the meanings, values, and emotions attached to those experiences. The participants 

responded with stories of the past and present experiences of their own mothers. 

Gomez (2010) also found that the participants used the stories of their mothers to 

make meaning of their own experiences and reject negative meaning placed on them by 

others. The stories served as reminders to be persistent and resilient in the face of 

difficulty. Family stories served to strengthen their internal dialogues about what will 

serve themselves and their students well. The findings suggest that teacher education 

faculty become more effective at facilitating critical multicultural and social justice 

discourse so that all teacher candidates can become aware of their internal discourses and 

how they help and/or hinder their educational attainment, career attainment, and the 

ability to facilitate student achievement in schools. 
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Achinstein and Ogawa (2011) conducted a four-year qualitative case study to 

examine the conditions that support or challenge Latina/o teachers ability to perform their 

cultural and professional roles (i.e. become culturally responsive teachers and agents of 

change) in the classroom. The two participants in the study were drawn from a larger 

study of about the socialization of new teachers of color with 21 participants. Data were 

collected regarding the two participants from teacher interviews, administrator 

interviews, videotaped classroom observations, and focus groups. Analysis involved 

summarizing segments of data, generating pattern codes, and conducting cross-case 

analysis. Findings indicated that early learning experiences and teacher preparation 

influence the participants’ abilities to perform their cultural and professional roles to 

increase learning opportunities for Latina/o students. The teachers’ abilities to perform 

the roles is shaped by the capital and power relations in their school environments. Thus, 

teachers can impact school environments and student learning and become impacted or 

socialized into their school environments simultaneously. 

Achinstein and Ogawa (2011) also asserted that the educational and career 

attainment of teachers of color are not enough to provide culturally responsive and 

equitable educational opportunities for students. They suggested that the spectrum of 

organizational contexts in relation to the cultural and professional roles of new teachers 

of color be considered in supporting new teachers of color committed to supporting to 

serving diverse students. Specific attention must be paid to understanding social capital, 

human capital, multicultural capital, and power structures and relations in school contexts 

once the teachers of color become employed. 
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Flores and Claeys (2011) conducted an exploratory case study to examine how 

educational entities collaborate to address representation of Latina/o teachers in the 

workforce and teacher shortages in certain fields for culturally and linguistically diverse 

students in urban schools. A critical examination of the Academy for Teacher Excellence 

(ATE) program revealed the ways in which collaborative partnerships with community 

stakeholders promote college access for Latina/o teacher candidates. Data were gathered 

from principals, school representatives, community college personnel, and program 

participants. Using constant comparative analysis, the following themes emerged: 

building relationships and dialogue across partners, communicating information and 

outreach, and networking and leveraging resources. 

Flores and Claeys (2011) also found that the collaborative partnerships in the 

ATE program allowed each partner to capitalize on its strengths. In doing so, the 

educational and career attainment of the program participants were supported. As 

collaborative efforts increased, so did access and opportunities for Latina/o students to 

earn their degrees and become teachers. The researchers also acknowledged that building 

their collaborative partnerships required diligence, passion, and commitment, as they 

were necessary to overcome isolation and resistance to change. It was also noted that 

highly effective partnerships must also contend with P-12 schooling and its negative 

impact on educational attainment for Latina/o students who hope to become teachers. 

Kalmbach Phillips and Nava (2011) conducted qualitative case studies of one 

Latino (male) and one Latina (female) pre-service teacher. Using Michel Foucault’s 

concepts of biopower and disciplinary power, the researchers used their analysis to 

deconstruct the notion of “teachers of color” as role models by examining the conditions 
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of power which determine how one becomes a “good” teacher of color. Data were 

collected to convey the ways teachers of color become teachers in the presence of 

Whiteness and diversity. Data sources included formative assessments from coursework, 

biographical writing, reflections on teaching units, anecdotal notes from class sessions, 

and one formal interview. The researchers concluded that a “good” teacher of color is 

subjectively constructed for each participant at the nexus of the school district, the 

university, and Latina/o counter-discourse. 

Kalmbach Phillips and Nava (2011) also found that the examination of the 

process of how biopower and disciplinary powers work within the context of this school 

district, university and Latino counter-discourse conveys how racial and teacher identity 

are constructed and rewarded. In simpler terms, those who hold power and privilege over 

Latina/o teachers determine who earns a degree and becomes a teacher in schools. White 

teachers, principals, and teacher educators are typically those who normalize and 

legitimize what it means to be a “good teacher of color.” This is important as that 

distinction has implications for the educational and career attainment of the Latina/o 

teachers. 

Irizarry and Donaldson (2012) conducted a study of three separate groups of 

Latina/o teachers at various points in the teacher pipeline, high school students, pre-

service teachers, and in-service teachers. Applying LatCrit and a cross-case analysis of 

three separate, but related, inquiries, the researchers examined the factors that influence 

the recruitment and retention of Latina/o teachers. The findings suggest that the 

perspectives and experiences of Latina/o teachers differ greatly from the traditional 
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narrative of teacher recruitment and retention, which is dominated by the narrative of 

White teachers.  

Irizarry and Donaldson (2012) also asserted that their findings can serve as a race-

conscious and culture-conscious counter-narrative to support the diversification of the 

teaching profession. By inserting the missing or silenced perspectives of Latinas/os into 

the dominant narrative of teacher education can transform the ways in which diverse 

candidates are attracted to the teaching profession. That could further influence the 

educational and career attainment of those prospective teachers. 

Amos (2013) conducted a five-year longitudinal study of two Mexican bilingual 

women and traced their experiences from being pre-service teachers to the end of their 

third year as in-service teachers. Using CRT and LatCrit as theoretical frameworks, the 

study explores how paraprofessionals overcome inequality and oppression they face in 

educational settings. Semi-structured interviews were conducted during the teacher 

education program, at the end of the first year of teaching, and in the middle of the third 

year of teaching. Using narrative inquiry and restorying as a process for data analysis, the 

following themes emerged: academic struggles, microaggressions and financial burdens.  

Amos’ (2013) themes have implications for the educational and career attainment 

of Latina/o teachers. The participants in the study benefitted from tutoring and 

remediation classes, but changes in P-12 education could have a greater impact on their 

academic achievement. The two participants established a relationship with each that was 

used to become resilient in the face of microaggressions of peers. Family support also 

kept them going in spite of their financial burdens. The researcher suggests that the 

educational and career attainment of Latina/o paraprofessionals who hope to become 
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teachers could be supported by raising the status of paraprofessionals, providing financial 

support in the form of tuition and books, providing faculty with caring attitudes regarding 

academic difficulty, establishing social and academic counter-spaces as nurturing 

environments, and directly incorporating issues of race and culture in the required 

curriculum. 

Morton and Martin (2013) conducted a collective study using the theoretical 

frameworks of CRT, LatCrit, and Social Capital Theory. The purpose of the study was to 

examine the perceptions of P-12 Mexican American teachers regarding their own 

schooling and how those experiences impacted their decision to become a teacher. Six 

participants were chosen to be observed and interviewed. The themes that emerged were 

the role of relational support and the role of institutional support. 

Morton and Martin (2013) also found that each participant had at least one 

significant role model or mentor that affirmed their cultural values. Those individuals 

may have been an educator, a family member, or a community member. Institutional 

support was important in increasing student expectations, building social capital, and 

demonstrating awareness and validating cultural and socioeconomic diversity. The 

researchers assert that the recruitment of Latina/o teachers should begin with 

relationships with Latina/o students in middle school. Additional action regarding the 

critical collaboration of P-12 and higher education leaders is needed eliminate barriers 

and infuse supports for the educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers. 

Conclusion 

 The review of literature provides a wealth of foundational knowledge for this 

narrative inquiry. The history of Latinas/os in America has been one of struggle and 
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resistance. In spite of social justice movements, discrimination based on race, ethnicity, 

language, culture, and immigration status is still present in mainstream society and 

American schools. Teacher education responded by calling for recruitment and retention 

of diverse teachers to be prepared to teach diverse learners well. Latina/o teachers, in 

particular, are sought after to teach Latina/o students. Like their students, Latina/o 

teachers benefit from teacher education programs that have knowledge and application of 

identity, culture, and language so that they may experience a teacher training program 

that is responsive to their needs. Using critical theoretical frameworks to examine the 

structural inequities that impact Latina/o students and teachers is a necessary step to 

understanding the educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers. This study 

addresses the gap in the literature by examining the how Latina/o teachers describe their 

educational and career attainment. 

 The following chapter provides an overview of this study’s methodology. First, it 

discusses a rationale for qualitative research and narrative inquiry, specifically. The study 

design and procedures will then be described in detail followed by a description of the 

data analysis. A timeline for implementation is also included. The chapter concludes with 

limitations and ethical considerations. 
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CHAPTER 3 

METHODOLOGY 

 A research methodology provides the who, what, where, when, why, and how of 

an inquiry in such a way that the study could be conducted by another researcher using 

the information as a systematic guide (Fraenkel, Wallen, & Hyun, 2015). This chapter 

describes the methodology for this narrative inquiry. The central question addressed by 

this narrative inquiry was: To what do Latina/o teachers attribute to their academic and 

career attainment? The sub-questions that helped achieve the central question were: 1) 

What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers earning bachelor’s degrees in 

elementary education? 2) What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers becoming 

employed as teachers in urban elementary schools? First, a rationale for the use of 

qualitative research is provided. Following is the design of the study and the data analysis 

procedures. Finally, a conclusion with limitations and ethical considerations is provided.  

Rationale for Qualitative Research  

 Quantitative methodologies often aim to control and isolate variables so that 

causal relationships can be deduced. In order to do so, research conditions are controlled 

as much as possible. However, conditions are not controlled with qualitative inquiry. 

According to Merriam (1998), “Qualitative research is an umbrella concept covering 

several forms of inquiry that help us understand and explain the meaning of social 

phenomena with as little disruption of the natural setting as possible” (p. 5). Merriam 

(1998) identified five key features of all qualitative research:  

1) There is an interest in understanding the meaning people have constructed.  

2) The primary instrument for data collection and analysis is the researcher. 
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3) Fieldwork is usually involved. 

4) An inductive research strategy is primarily employed. 

5) The product of the study is richly descriptive. 

Just as Dewey (1938) asserted that schooling should provide educative 

experiences that are continuously reconstructed by and for learners, qualitative inquirers 

often use interviews, observations, and document analysis to construct meaning from 

experiences and tell the stories of the subjects of study as authentically as possible 

(Clandinin et al., 2006; Lincoln & Denzin, 2003; Patton, 2002; Phillion; 2002). In order 

for qualitative inquiry to be fruitful, which results in the accurate representation of the 

participants, researchers must get close enough to what/who is being studied to gain in-

depth understanding, aim to capture the perceived facts, include “thick descriptions” of 

people, events, interactions, etc., and use direct quotations from people from interviews, 

observations, and written sources (Patton, 2002, p. 28). This must be done strategically. 

Qualitative investigations lead to greater understanding, description, discovery, 

meaning, and hypothesis generating (Merriam, 1998). Just as the goals of qualitative 

research vary, there are many ways to engage in qualitative inquiry. Creswell (2007) 

explained qualitative inquiry by describing five selected approaches: narrative research, 

phenomenology, grounded theory, ethnography and case study. These approaches and 

other theoretical traditions and orientations vary based on the foundational questions that 

the researcher aimed to answer (Patton, 2002). For example, phenomenology intends to 

uncover the meaning, structure and essence of a phenomenon (Patton, 2002). While 

employing a phenomenological methodology, a qualitative inquirer can apply a social 

constructivist world view that makes room for the subjective meaning(s) constructed by 
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the participants (Creswell, 2007). At the same time, an interpretive position (e.g. critical 

theory) can “provide a pervasive lens or perspective on all aspects of a qualitative 

research project” (Creswell, 2007, p. 24). Lincoln and Denzin (2003) go even further as 

they identified and described various ways that qualitative research can be presented (e.g. 

ethno-drama and poetics). Overall, the combination of research methods guided by world 

views and interpretative perspectives allows the researcher to seek the answers to the 

research questions in a specified context. This creates a personal and authentic experience 

that retains the complexity of real-world practices. 

Unlike many quantitative methodologies, there is no universally accepted set of 

steps for qualitative inquiry (Maxwell, 2005). Qualitative researchers are free to design 

studies in unique ways, from case studies to ethnographies to ethnodrama (Carger, 1996; 

Clandinin et al., 2006; Creswell, 2007; Lincoln & Denzin, 2003; Merriam, 1998; Patton, 

2002; Phillion, 2002). However, all studies must consider research relationships, site and 

participant selection (Maxwell, 2005). Data collection is a cyclical process that begins 

with locating a site/individual (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005). Carger (1996), 

Clandinin et al. (2006), and Phillion (2002) demonstrated the importance of this concept, 

as each researcher built relationships with students and teachers while functioning as a 

participant observer within a school community. Each situation called upon the 

researchers to continually assess the relationships and school ecology; this is what 

Creswell (2007) referred to as “gaining access and making rapport.” If the participants 

and sites are not “open,” data will be difficult to gather. That is why purposeful sampling 

is of the utmost importance (Creswell, 2007). 
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 Once the site and participants have been selected, researchers can turn their 

attention to collecting data. Interviews and field notes are key data sources for qualitative 

researchers (Creswell, 2007; Merriam, 1998; Maxwell, 2005; Patton, 2002). Great care 

must be taken to record the data with “thick description” and accuracy. As this occurs, 

the researchers must attend to and record any issues that occur in the field as they arise 

because any number of challenges can present themselves during an investigation. 

Ultimately, a plan must be made to determine how all of this data will be stored to ensure 

that it will be readily available for data analysis and future interpretation. 

 Data collection and fieldwork strategies are paramount in ensuring the stories 

have face validity and credibility (Patton, 2002). The qualitative data should paint a 

picture of that which is being studied as it is situated in context. At the same time, the 

researcher should be cognizant of how her/his personal experiences are a part of 

constructing meaning from direct contact or close proximity to what/who is under study. 

By doing so, the inquirer is mindful and capable of maintaining an empathic stance 

without being judgmental. By attending to self and the dynamic processes that occur 

through the inquiry, authentic stories can be told. 

 Once data are collected and fieldwork is complete, there are a number of analysis 

strategies that can be employed (Patton, 2002). Unique cases can be analyzed and 

compared. Inductive analysis and creative synthesis can be used to identify and make 

meaning from themes and patterns. A holistic perspective can be used to grapple with 

complex systems, as opposed to discrete variables. At the same time, context sensitivity 

can be utilized to ensure that any results are situated in the contexts that impact findings. 

All the while, voice, perspective, and reflexivity are used to achieve credibility and 
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verisimilitude. It is with this in mind that I chose the theoretical tradition that best fits my 

research questions.  

Narrative Inquiry 

 Narrative inquiry is the qualitative methodology employed in this study. Narrative 

inquiry aims to use stories to illuminate the life and culture of a person and the world 

from which the story came (Patton, 2002). According to Creswell (2007), narrative 

studies grew out of different disciplines in the social sciences. “The entire field of study 

is commonly referred to as narratology, a term which cuts across such areas as literary 

theory, history, anthropology, drama, art, film, theology, philosophy, psychology, 

linguistics, education, and even aspects of evolutionary biological science” (Connelly & 

Clandinin, 1990).  In general, narrative studies use written or spoken text to give an 

account of an event or series of events that are chronologically connected (Creswell, 

2007). “The procedures for implementing this research consist of focusing on studying 

one or two individuals, gathering data through the collection of their stories, reporting 

individual experiences, and chronologically ordering (or using life course stages) the 

meaning of those experiences” (Creswell, 2007, p. 54). 

Narratives are extremely useful, as they can be both the method and phenomenon 

of study (Creswell, 2007). This presents the researcher many choices regarding types of 

narratives and analysis. Biographies, autobiographies, life histories, and oral histories are 

only a few choices available to narrative inquirers (Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2002). These 

choices become especially important when making decisions regarding data analysis 

(Creswell, 2007). For example, an analysis of narratives utilizes inductive thinking to 

identify themes across stories. Narrative analysis, on the other hand, occurs when 
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researchers collect accounts and configure them into a story using a plot line. Given that 

this particular qualitative investigation aimed to understand the educational and career 

attainment of Latina teachers, a narrative tradition is best suited for this line of inquiry. 

On the surface, narrative inquiry can be perceived as simplistic, as it is an 

ordinary occurrence for people to live and tell stories about their lives (Clandinin, 2006; 

Clandinin & Rosiek, 2007). However, it is much more complex than that, as storytelling 

can run alongside narrated events (Villenas, 2005). Huber, Caine, Huber, & Steves 

(2013) stated that: 

Throughout the ages and across cultures story continues to express the 

fundamental nature of humanity. Stories are not to be treated lightly as they both 

carry, and inspire significant obligations and responsibilities: stories must be 

cared for as they are at the heart of how we make meaning of our experiences of 

the world (p.214). 

“The claim for the use of narrative in educational research is that humans are storytelling 

organisms who, individually and socially, lead storied lives” (Connelly & Clandinin, 

1990). Stories are a direct reflection of who we are, and are evidence of the “…ways we 

enlist each other’s help in building our lives and communities” (Clandinin, 2006). 

While there are some forms of positivist research that require researchers to 

maintain an objective distance from participants, this is not the case for narrative inquiry. 

According to Clandinin & Caine (2008), “In studying and understanding experience 

narratively, researchers recognize the centrality of relationships, the relationships among 

participants and researchers, and the relationships of experiences studied through time 

and over time and in unique places and multilayered contexts” (p. 542). With this 
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understanding, one can see how narrative inquiry is a relational inquiry in which the role 

of researcher includes attending to the tensions of the relationships (Clandinin, Murphy, 

Huber, & Orr, 2010).  Narrative inquiry is very well-suited to the research question, as 

this study aimed to collect the stories of Latina/o teachers regarding their educational and 

career attainment and “restory” them into a framework or plot line that makes sense while 

actively involving them in the research (Creswell, 2007, p. 56). 

Study Design 

 The flexible design of this study used a setting, sampling techniques, participants 

and data sources that enabled me to make meaning of the stories of Latina teachers who 

teach in urban schools 

Setting 

While there are many places that Latina/o teachers can work, the setting selected 

for this study resides in a medium-sized, Midwestern city. The city itself plays an 

important role, as it has a well-documented history of segregated schools, racialized real 

estate, and educational inequity (Gotham, 2002). There are far fewer teachers of color 

presently teaching than there were prior to the federally-mandated desegregation of 

publicly funded schooling. The reduced number of teachers of color highlights the 

importance of setting in this historical and geographical context.  

Since the present study concerns the stories of Latina/o teachers who teach in 

urban, elementary schools, criteria was used to determine if the schools they taught in 

were in fact urban, proximity to a densely settled core with densely settled surrounding 

areas (NCES, n.d.). Royal University (pseudonym) is the largest urban-serving university 

in the aforementioned Midwestern City. Since 2005, Royal University provides programs 
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and coursework that are aligned with the literature regarding teacher education for 

diverse learners in urban communities. As such, Royal University has developed 

partnerships with local school districts and charter schools that can be described as 

having an overrepresentation of culturally and linguistically diverse students and/or 

overrepresentation of students and families that participate in the Federal Free and 

Reduced Lunch Program.  

Sampling Techniques 

Within the setting, two types of purposeful sampling strategies were employed. 

Criterion and maximum variation sampling was used to identify participants. Criterion 

sampling refers to the selection of cases based on some criteria (Patton, 2002, p. 243). All 

15 Latina/o graduates of Royal University from 2005 to 2015 were provided the Consent 

for Participation, Appendix A. In this study, potential participants were selected using a 

questionnaire, Appendix B, in which individuals identified themselves as Latina/o, an 

elementary teacher, and one who teaches in one of the urban partner schools of Royal 

University. Merriam (1998) suggests that there is no predetermined number regarding 

sample size in qualitative research. However, Patton (2002) recommends that specifying 

a minimum sample size is necessary to collect enough data to respond to the research 

questions and address the purpose of the study.  For this study, a sample size of five 

participants was the established minimum. Once potential participants were identified, 

maximum variation sampling was used to provide the greatest diversity in the sample. 

Using age, gender, length of time as a teacher, grade taught, and highest level of 

education, I identified seven research participants that provided “information-rich cases 

that manifest [their] experience intensely” (Patton, 2002, p. 243).  
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Participants 

 All of the participants in this study were graduates of the elementary education 

program at Royal University. Royal University is a medium-sized, Midwestern 

university. Royal University is located in a medium-sized, urban area. It also resides in 

one of the area’s largest and most diverse urban school districts. The School of Education 

at Royal University specialized in the preparation of teachers, administrators, and mental 

health professionals for diverse, urban communities. The elementary education program, 

from which all participants earned a degree, focused on social justice, multicultural 

education, and culturally responsive teaching in the local, urban school districts. 

Graduates of the program experienced a cohort model while having numerous immersive 

experiences in urban communities, including a yearlong student teaching placement in an 

urban school. 

 According to the enrollment data provided on Royal University’s website, in the 

fall of 2014, 16,610 students were enrolled, only six percent of all students identified as 

Latina/o or Hispanic. Using the alumni database from the School of Education, 

prospective participants were solicited from the pool of 15 Latina/o students who earned 

a bachelor’s degree in elementary education from 2005-2015. This provided an 

opportunity to have participants with various amounts of time teaching in one of the 

Royal University’s urban partner schools. Seven individuals responded to the request for 

participation in the study, and all seven were chosen to participate. The participants 

ranged from 22 to 35 years old with an average of 2.3 years of teaching experience. Three 

out of seven participants have earned masters degrees, and the remaining four 
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participants were working towards masters degrees during the study. Profiles of the 

participants are included on the following pages. 

Table 1 

 

Demographic Profiles of the Participants 

 

Name Age (years) Gender 

Race and/or 

ethnicity 

Country of 

origin 

Languages 

spoken 

 

Carmen 23 Female Latina/Mexican United States 

English; 

Spanish 

 

Carmella 35 Female Latina/White United States English 

 

Gloria 27 Female Latina/Mexican Mexico 

English; 

Spanish 

 

Grace 28 Female Latina/White Mexico 

English; 

Spanish 

 

Joy 25 Female 

Latina/Mexican 

American Mexico 

English; 

Spanish 

 

Nicole 25 Female 

Latina/Mexican 

& Puerto Rican United States 

English; 

Spanish 

 

Rachel 22 Female 

Latina/Mexican 

& Puerto Rican United States 

English; 

Spanish 
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Table 2 

 

Educational Profiles of the Participants 

 

Name 

First 

generation 

college 

student 

(Y/N) 

Length of 

teacher 

preparation 

program 

(years) 

Cohort 

experience 

Urban 

education 

scholarship 

(Y/N) 

Highest 

level of 

education 

completed 

 

Carmen Y 4 Y Y Bachelors 

 

Carmella Y 2 Y Y Bachelors 

 

Gloria Y 2 Y N Masters  

 

Grace N 4 Y Y Masters 

 

Joy N 4 Y Y Masters  

 

Nicole N 2 Y N Bachelors 

 

Rachel Y 4 Y Y Bachelors 

 

 

Table 3 

 

Career Profiles of the Participants 

 

Name 

Currently 

employed 

(Y/N) 

Type of 

school 

Years of 

elementary 

teaching 

Total years 

of teaching 

Current 

grade taught 

 

Carmen Y 

Urban, 

public 1 1 6th  

 

Carmella Y 

Urban, 

public 5 5 K 

 

Gloria Y 

Urban, 

public 1 1 1st  

 

Grace Y 

Urban, 

charter 4 5 

6th – 8th  

Spanish 

 

Joy Y 

Urban, 

public 3 3 2nd  

 

Nicole Y 

Urban, 

public 1 1 6th  

 

Rachel Y 

Urban, 

public 1 1 4th  



 

85 
 

Data Sources 

Researchers use many ways of collecting data in qualitative research. Narrative 

inquirers often use documents and interviews to construct meaning from experiences and 

tell the stories of the subjects of study as authentically as possible (Clandinin et al., 2006; 

Lincoln & Denzin, 2003; Patton, 2002; Phillion; 2002). Together, they provide 

opportunities to construct meaning from the experiences of the participants. 

Documents. According to Patton (2002), “Learning to use, study, and understand 

documents and files is part of the repertoire of skills needed for qualitative inquiry” (p. 

295). Being that documents are not unlike interviews and observations, their use in 

qualitative research can be quite advantageous as long as they provide insight into 

research questions and it can be acquired in a reasonable amount of time in a practical but 

systematic manner (Merriam, 1998). The documents selected can be private or public, 

ranging from personal journals to official documents from organizations (Bogdan & 

Biklen, 2007; Creswell, 2007). In most cases, documents are combined with other data 

sources, such as interviews and observations, to triangulate data collection methods to 

reduce the risks that conclusions drawn are biased and to achieve a more secure 

understanding of that which is being studied (Anfara, Brown, & Mangione, 2002; 

Maxwell, 2005).  

In this study, one document was collected from each of the participants at the 

beginning of the study. The document was a questionnaire collecting demographic 

information, sampling criteria, and a narrative prompt. The prompt asked the question, 

“To what do you attribute your educational and career attainment?” This provided 

insights into experiences that the participants identified as significant in earning a college 
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degree and acquiring employment as an elementary teacher in an urban school. The 

questionnaire can be viewed in its entirety in Appendix B. 

Interviews. deMarrais (2004) used qualitative interviews as an umbrella term for 

those methods in which researchers learn from participants through focused 

conversations. “Qualitative interviews are used when researchers want to gain in-depth 

knowledge from participants about particular phenomena, experiences, or sets of 

experiences” (deMarrais, 2004, p. 52). Interviews are necessary when we cannot observe 

what participants are thinking and feeling (Merriam, 1998).  

According to Patton (2002), “The quality of the information obtained in an 

interview is largely dependent on the interviewer” (p. 341). This makes the process of 

interviewing of the utmost importance, as there are numerous interview types and 

procedures. Researchers must also consider identifiers for the data set, such as who is 

being interviewed when and where, and in what ways the text will be examined (Grbich, 

2007). 

In this study, the individual interview allowed for follow up questions regarding 

the documents as part of a semi-structured interview.  

Semi-structured interview. The individual semi-structured interview consisted 

of four open-ended questions that were derived from my central research question, as 

Creswell (2007) recommended. Examples of questions from the individual interview 

protocol are below: 

1. Please tell me about your educational attainment. What experiences supported 

you in earning your degree? 
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2. Please tell me about your career attainment. What experiences supported you in 

gaining employment as an urban teacher?  

The full semi-structured interview protocol can be found in Appendix C. The responses 

from the individual interviews were audiotaped and transcribed. Then, the transcripts 

were used to construct a unique narrative for each participant. After that, the narratives 

were analyzed using descriptive and thematic coding. The preliminary themes were used 

as part of the focus-group interview. 

Focus-group interview. Following the analysis of the individual interviews, all 

participants were brought together for a focus group interview. According to Eliot and 

Associates (2005), a focus group is a small group led through an open discussion by a 

skilled moderator. In this case, I acted as the moderator. In a focus group, the group needs 

to be large enough to generate rich discussion but not so large that some participants are 

left out (Eliot & Associates, 2005). Unlike the individual interviews, participants in a 

focus-group engage in discussion that may stimulate and influence the thinking and 

sharing of others (Eliot & Associates, 2005). Examples of questions from the focus-group 

interview protocol are below: 

1. The data indicated that experiences with family influenced your educational 

attainment. What can you tell each other about that? 

2. In addition to family, you all have indicated that teachers and mentors also 

influenced educational attainment. Please describe your experiences to each 

other. 

3. Some of you mentioned that peers and friends were supportive while earning 

your degree. What can you tell each other about your experience? 
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The full focus-group interview protocol can be found in Appendix D. The responses from 

the focus-group interviews were audiotaped and transcribed for analysis. 

Role of the Researcher 

The philosophical stance held by researchers has a significant impact on how they 

will address the tensions and challenges of narrative inquiry. This determines whether or 

not the researcher will assume the role of a community ally or as someone uses 

participants for personal gain. A major factor in researcher’s actions is determined by 

one’s conceptions of knowledge. Underrepresented groups can have their stories distorted 

by researchers who view knowledge as static and is passed in one direction (Ladson-

Billings, 2009, p. 89). When one views knowledge as socially constructed, researchers 

understand and act in ways that allow for stories to be revealed through interactions 

among researchers and participants (Padilla, 2004). The social production of stories is not 

unlike becoming a person; it happens in communion with others (Weis, 1990). The 

exchange of ideas and stories creates opportunities for “social movements [to] organize 

and reorganize society (Weis, 1990). This comes to fruition via whispers of resistance 

that become liberatory discourse which ultimately lead to transformation (Fine, 2003; 

hooks, 1994; Savage; 2003; Shor & Freire, 1987). Researchers who can accomplish this 

can be viewed as a community allies, but what do they do to become community allies?  

Becoming a community ally is closely tied to one’s research methods. The 

researcher will be the key instrument and use multiple sources of data and inductive 

analysis to provide a holistic account of the participants’ experiences. “For some people, 

the act of narrating a significant life event facilitates positive change” (Chase, 2005, p. 
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667). It is this positive change that is at the heart of the researcher’s advocacy research 

agenda.  

As the instrument of this study, I positioned myself as someone similar to the 

participants, as we share similar ethnic backgrounds. Our similarities were used to build 

connections that would encourage the participants to share their experiences openly. 

While this was helpful with some of the participants, I also became cognizant of the ways 

in which similarities between the participants and me impeded the collection of data 

collected from individual interviews and focus groups. For example, a participant 

concluded a statement with, “You know what I mean?” In that instance, I followed up 

asking for more detail, even if I did think that I understood the point that the participant 

was trying to make, as I did not want our rapport to diminish the detail and/or clarity of 

responses. 

Timeline 

After the approval of IRB, recruiting for participants began immediately. First, 

Consent for Participation in the Study (Appendix A) and the Initial Questionnaire 

(Appendix B) were sent to potential candidates from Royal University. Respondents had 

one week to complete the initial questionnaire. All seven respondents were selected for 

the study. Once the participants were selected, individual interviews were scheduled 

within one week. After individual interviews were completed, an email of the interview 

transcript was sent to participants for member checking and for a response to two follow-

up questions. After that, a narrative profile was constructed for each participant, and  the 

data sources were analyzed as a group for themes. Two weeks later, the focus group 



 

90 
 

interview was scheduled. The entire process took approximately six months from IRB 

approval to completion of the study.  

Data Analysis 

Qualitative data analysis is the process by which one makes sense of massive 

amounts of data (Patton, 2002). Data analysis is sense making of words that can be 

assembled, sub-clustered, or broken into segments that allow the researcher to compare, 

contrast, and bestow patterns upon them (Miles & Huberman, 1994). While there is much 

guidance available to researchers for transforming data into findings, there are few 

universally accepted ground rules for drawing conclusions or determining the 

significance of those conclusions (Miles & Huberman, 1994; Patton, 2002). Yet, there are 

ways in which qualitative researchers are able to demonstrate the rigor of their analytical 

thought processes. 

In any research, purpose is of the utmost importance, as “[p]urpose guides 

analysis” (Patton, 2002, p. 434). Maxwell (2005) encouraged researchers to think deeply 

about how methods can provide answers to research questions (p. 102). By narrowing the 

study and focusing on analytic questions, data can be analyzed as it is collected 

(Merriam, 1998, p. 162). All of these ideas lay the groundwork for preparing and 

organizing data, coding and identifying themes, and finally, representing the data 

(Creswell, 2007, 148). 

Creswell (2007) indicated that preparing and organizing data are key components 

of data analysis. This can take place a number of ways in qualitative research.  With three 

data sources to organize and manage, strategic planning was very important. First, I 

created and organized files for data. Coding began immediately after each data source 
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was collected. Using a word processing program, the written narrative and transcribed 

interviews were structured to form initial codes to be manipulated electronically for 

sorting chronologically or by theme. This began by identifying and assigning codes to the 

data. Then, the codes were counted for frequencies and/or reduced into themes. The 

classification of stories, epiphanies, and written narratives became easier making the 

interpretation of the larger meaning of stories less abstract.  

Data representation can be both conceptual and literal. The themes constructed 

can be contextualized in the frameworks of the literature for discussion or to create a 

viewpoint (Creswell, 2007). Data can also be represented visually using graphs, pictures, 

tables, charts, diagrams, or figures. This visual makes it easier to compare and contrast 

cases with themselves or with a standard. Overall, the representation of data will make 

the interpretation of the data visible for the reader in the next chapter. 

Creswell (2007) provided concrete guidelines for data analysis and representation 

in the narrative tradition that are very similar to the general steps mentioned above. First, 

the researcher must create and organize files for data. Then, read through the text, make 

margin notes, and form initial codes. After that, describe the story or experiences 

chronologically. This allows the researcher to identify stories, locate epiphanies, identify 

contextual materials, and interpret the larger meaning of the story. Then, the results can 

be presented with narration that focuses on processes, theories, and unique and general 

features of the lives of the participants.  

In this study, I employed an analysis of narratives to the documents and 

interviews used to construct the individual narratives of the participants. This began with 

enumerative, descriptive coding to identify chunks, or units of analysis, and their 
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frequency (Grbich, 2007). Then, the construction of interpretive codes were created by 

grouping descriptive codes into common categories. This eventually led to the 

construction of themes. 

Descriptive coding (Miles and Huberman, 1994) begins by “assigning units of 

meaning to descriptive or inferential information” (p. 56). As I coded the descriptive data, 

each code was recorded in a code book. In this book, I provided an abbreviation and 

definition that is more than one or two words. For example, family connection was a 

descriptive code used to identify instances in which family members were involved with 

the participants’ education or career attainment. The numerical frequency count, while 

positivist in nature, allowed me to determine the ideas that were most reported or 

observed as important. This allowed me to tag segments of data to support organizing and 

retrieving data related to research questions and themes.  

In the second step of the data analysis, I developed interpretive codes formed 

from the descriptive codes. This involved categorizing the descriptive codes and 

identifying patterns. Grouping the descriptive codes together by these patterns resulted in 

interpretive codes. The interpretive codes, once developed, were used to construct 

themes. For example, family education was an interpretive code used to indicate how 

participants viewed their family’s expectations for education. It was constructed from the 

descriptive codes in which family was mentioned in conjunction with the purpose of 

education, the importance of doing well in school, and cautionary tales of what life could 

be like without an education.  

As with the descriptive coding process, the frequency of the interpretive codes 

matters. The more frequent an interpretive code is present, the more likely it is that a 
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theme is present and can be illuminated. The themes were connected to the context of the 

data and the relevant areas discussed in my theoretical framework and review of 

literature. For example, family support for education and career attainment demonstrated 

alignment of that theme between the history of Latina/o education in the United States 

(literature review), a counterpoint to the dominant narrative that Latina/o families do not 

care about education (Latina/o Critical Theory), and the possibility of using knowledge of 

families and counter stories for knowledge construction and prejudice reduction 

(multicultural education). Overall, the themes that emerged illuminated the experiences 

of Latina/o teachers regarding their educational and career attainment. 

Limitations and Ethical Considerations 

There is no such thing as a perfect study. “Like other qualitative methods, 

narrative relies on criteria other than validity, reliability, and generalizability” (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990). The limitations and ethical considerations that contributed to this 

study are discussed in the following sections. 

Limitations 

Reliability and validity are areas of concern in all research. Validity has its roots 

in the positivist paradigm that exists in quantitative methodologies (Golafshani, 2003; 

Maxwell, 2005; Winter, 2000).  In the positivist paradigm, validity is something that is 

fixed, an absolute product (Golafshani, 2003; Maxwell, 2005; Winter, 2000). In 

qualitative methodologies, validity refers most often to credibility or trustworthiness 

(Creswell, 2007; Patton, 2002; Shenton, 2004). Maxwell (2005) refers to validity as “the 

correctness or credibility of a description, conclusion, explanation, interpretation, or other 

sort of account” (p. 106). Correctness is influenced by a number of factors. 
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 Maxwell (2005) identified two specific threats to credibility, researcher bias and 

reactivity. As a Latina teacher conducting research with other Latina/o teachers, 

researcher bias and reactivity were relevant. Understanding of how personal experiences 

and beliefs influence the conduct and conclusions of the study allows researchers to make 

plans for avoiding negative consequences of bias. Keeping a reflective journal to 

document personal reactions and interrogate them as part of the research process can do 

this. Sharing this information as part of the research and using an external reviewer to 

examine the themes constructed from the data adds to trustworthiness and integrity. 

Using reflexivity and disclosing personal experiences allowed me to become immersed in 

the study in a way that added rigor and value to this line of inquiry (Creswell, 2007; 

Maxwell, 2005).  

 While not a data source, my reflective journal included my own responses to the 

research questions. As data was collected from each of the participants, I noted the 

similarities and differences between each participant and me. I also noted my feelings and 

assumptions about those differences. I noted in my journal that I hoped I would find 

commonalities and kinship with the participants. However, only one of the themes that 

emerged, a commitment to social justice and change agency,  applied to my own 

experiences. The data indicated that the participants demonstrated a level of critically 

reflective thinking that I did not possess as an early career teacher. Additionally, the 

participants conveyed favorable views of their educational and career attainment, in spite 

of any challenges that they experienced. 

 Reactivity is the influence of the researcher on the site or participants. Since this 

can never be eliminated, researchers are expected to understand, analyze, and disclose the 
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reactivity as part of the research process. Prolonged engagement allows the participants 

to become comfortable with the researcher and with each other (Creswell, 2007; 

Maxwell, 2005; Shenton, 2004). An investment in time and relationship building can 

contribute to other credibility measures. Prior engagement with the participants in the 

study greatly reduced reactivity, as all participants knew the researcher; two participants 

were siblings, and four other participants had taken courses together in the past. To 

reduce prejudicial views, the researcher acknowledged previous relationships and 

interactions prior to the interview and focus groups and emphasized the need to clearly 

articulate ideas, even if any party felt safe in assuming what others meant. 

Maxwell (2005) identified other ways to support credibility and trustworthiness 

that were employed in this study. Some of his suggestions include: intensive, long-term 

involvement, “rich” data, respondent validation, crystallization, and negative case 

analysis. The aforementioned long-term involvement with participants yields the rich 

data that is needed to convey the actual situations and contexts around them (Creswell, 

2007; Maxwell, 2005; Shenton, 2004). To ensure that the rich data was accurate, I 

engaged in member checking, allowing the participants to provide feedback regarding my 

findings and interpretations (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Shenton, 2004). The 

participants examined their individual transcripts for accuracy, and they also provided 

feedback on the preliminary themes during the focus group interview. 

Making use of multiple data sources provides a “full picture” for the participants 

and the researcher to review (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Shenton, 2004). 

Triangulation assumes that three fixed points create a singular understanding that can be 

known from three sides (Richardson, 2000). In qualitative analyses, researchers must 
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encounter and make sense of the data through many ways of knowing (Ellingson, 2008). 

“Crystallization, without losing structure, deconstructs the traditional idea of ‘validity’ 

(we feel how there is no single truth, we see how texts validate themselves, and 

crystallization provides us with a deepened, complex, thoroughly partial, understanding 

of the topic” (Richardson, 2000, p. 934). The resulting themes are the crystallization of 

the data sources and the analysis of narratives. 

With so much data, negative case analysis was needed to refine the themes until 

they addressed all cases in the data (Creswell, 2007; Maxwell, 2005; Shenton, 2004). 

Participants provided feedback for preliminary themes during the focus group interview. 

At that time, preliminary themes that did not address all cases were confirmed through 

the group responses. Creswell (2007) and Shenton (2004) also suggested peer or external 

reviews to scrutinize any questionable findings. An external reviewer examined the 

themes and the data sources that provided evidence of each theme. 

“In addressing the issue of reliability, the positivist [paradigm] employs 

techniques to show that, if the work were repeated, in the same context, with the same 

methods and with the same participants, similar results would be obtained” (Shenton, 

2004, p. 71). The nature of narrative inquiry, constructing meaning from the experiences 

and stories of the participants, is not concerned with the replication of the experience. In 

fact, each new story creates a unique set of data. In lieu of reliability, this research aimed 

for dependability and accuracy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Shenton, 2004). By doing so, 

dependability and accuracy undergird the goals of credibility and trustworthiness 

(Golafshani, 2003). This was accomplished by using comprehensive information to 

describe the strategic execution of my research design and its implementation, addressing 
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the minutiae of the operational detail of data gathering in the field, and providing a 

reflective appraisal of research during and after the completion of the study. This allows 

other qualitative researchers to repeat this study in similar contexts to tell the stories of 

their participants (Maxwell, 2005). 

Ethics 

In addition to the concerns about validity and reliability in qualitative research 

design, ethical concerns must also be considered. The Social Sciences Institutional 

Review Board required that this study meet the key principles of the Belmont Report 

(1979) regarding beneficence, informed consent, and justice. However, there were two 

ethical concerns considered for this study. First, Latina/o teachers can be considered 

vulnerable populations. As such, great care was taken to ensure that they were not viewed 

with a deficit perspective. Again, an external reviewer was used to examine the 

relationship between knowledge and power within the study (Winter, 2000). Secondly, in 

order to ensure that participation in the study was not a distraction from classroom duties 

for new and beginning teachers, care was taken to respect the time and space of teachers 

early in their careers. As a result, the study was conducted in the summer months when 

school was no longer in session. 

Fine, Weis, Weseen, and Wong (2000) suggested that researchers use “ethical 

injunctions” as precautionary measures to ensure social responsibility before, during, and 

after the research process. These ethical injunctions consist of a series of questions 

researchers ask themselves to reflect on the ethical implications for social science 

research. Each of the questions listed below has relevance for this research: 



 

98 
 

• Has the researcher connected the voices and stories of the participants to the 

broader contexts in which they are situated? 

• Has the researcher recorded the sensational and the mundane? 

• How far does the researcher want to go when theorizing the words of 

participants? 

• How might these data be used or misused by various constituencies? 

• Who would the researcher not want to see the analyses? Who might be 

helped/hurt by the revelations? 

• How is the researcher connected to these experiences? 

• How is the researcher challenging dominant discourse? How might the analyses 

be challenged? 

Each of these questions allows narrative inquirers to navigate the problem of speaking for 

others by encouraging a stance of critical self-reflection. These questions were also used 

to guide my reflective journal.  

 As mentioned above, the ethical injunctions were used as part of my reflective 

journaling before, during, and after the research. Prior to the research, I immersed myself 

in the literature related to Latina/o teachers to ensure that I illuminated their experiences 

outside of the broader narrative of teachers of color. Before data collection began, I 

completed the data sources for myself to ensure that I could understand how I might be 

similar and different than the participants. This helped me to tell their stories, not mine. 

The member check of transcripts during the research provided opportunities for the 

storied lives of the participants to be shared without concern about the audience. 

Reflecting after the research allowed me to see that, while I hoped the data would help 
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recruit and retain Latina/o teachers in the future, I can only tell the stories as they were 

when they were shared.  

An appropriate philosophical stance combined with high quality research methods 

allows researchers to engage in what Winn and Ubiles (2011) refer to as “worthy 

witnessing.” Worthy witnessing is a four phase process that includes admission, 

declaration, revelation, and confidentiality. Admission is very much like gaining access 

and making rapport. Declaration requires that researchers share of themselves and their 

ideas so that social and political ideologies can be revealed. Revelation refers to the way 

that researchers and participants become fellow travelers in the research process. Finally, 

confidentiality refers to the decisions that researchers make about what to share with the 

public. These decisions are guided by responsibility, respect, and reciprocity. A worthy 

witness is one who becomes actively engaged in the community, a community where the 

researcher “is initially a stranger and attempting to translate lessons learned to a new 

generation” (p. 307). A worthy witness is a community ally, not a “research pimp.” 

 Becoming a worthy witness was a recurring idea in my reflective journal. The 

participants made admission fairly easy, and they became even more willing to tell their 

stories after I shared my social and political ideologies. The similarities we shared made 

us fellow travelers, but I was careful not to disclose information about my stories as they 

shared theirs. I made the decision not to engage in reciprocal storytelling. Our 

interactions were warm and cordial, but professional. In doing so, it was easier to collect 

the factual data that is required for qualitative rigor. I avoided using their stories for my 

own catharsis or gain by simply letting the themes emerge from their data. While I know 
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there is no such thing as a pure objectivity, I did strive for it as a way to counter bias that 

I might have brought into the study through my own experiences as a Latina/o teacher. 

Conclusion 

 Understanding the experiences of teachers in urban schools requires a research 

methodology that allows researchers to make sense of the storied lives of Latina/o 

teachers. Narrative inquiry was used to capture the stories and experiences of the 

participants to construct narratives about their educational and career attainment. Then, 

inductive analysis was used to make sense of the data. Concerns regarding the limitations 

and ethics of the study were also shared.  

 The following chapter explores the findings of the enacted study design and 

analysis. It includes the narrative profiles for each of the participants, the emerging 

themes, and the response to the research question, To what do to Latina/o teachers 

attribute to their educational and career attainment? 
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CHAPTER 4 

FINDINGS 

The lack of Latina/o representation in the teacher workforce has been an ongoing 

challenge of teacher education and the districts that are attempting to hire diverse 

teachers. Low educational attainment in P-20 schooling, inappropriate teacher 

preparation, and better career options are a few of many factors that influence the number 

of Latinas/os who choose teaching (Ahmad & Boser, 2014; Bennett, McWhorter, & 

Kuykendall, 2006; Boser, 2014; Huber & Solorzano, 2015; Ingersoll & May, 2011; 

Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014; Urrieta, 2003; U.S Census, 2013). The purpose of 

this narrative inquiry was to explore the experiences of Latinas/os who are teaching in 

urban school districts. The lenses of Latino Critical Theory and Multicultural Education 

Theory framed the qualitative analysis of narratives to elucidate the findings. The aim 

was to share the stories with teacher educators and administrators to support education in 

urban communities, diversify the teaching force, and increase the recruitment, retention, 

and effective preparation of Latina/o teachers for urban schools. Overall, the findings of 

this study endeavored to answer the central question: To what do Latina/o teachers 

attribute to their academic and career attainment? The sub-questions that deepened the 

understanding of the central question were: 1) What experiences contributed to Latina/o 

teachers earning bachelor’s degrees in elementary education? 2) What experiences 

contributed to Latina/o teachers becoming employed as teachers in urban elementary 

schools?  

Documents and individual, semi-structured interviews were used to construct 

individual narrative profiles for each of the participants. The data sources were coded as 
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one unit to uncover emerging themes and respond to the research questions. A focus 

group interview was used to confirm or refine themes to ensure that they were 

representative of all participants. The remainder of this chapter details the narratives of 

each of the participants, the emerging themes, and responses to the research questions. 

Narrative Profiles 

 “Throughout the ages and across cultures story continues to express the 

fundamental nature of humanity” (Huber, Caine, Huber, & Steeves, 2013, p. 214). 

Narrative inquiry uses stories to understand how people experience the world (Connelly 

& Clandinin, 1990; Clandinin & Caine, 2008). The following narrative profiles represent 

the storied lives of the participants at the time that this study was conducted. 

Carmen 

 Carmen is a 23 year old sixth grade teacher with one year of teaching experience. 

She is a first generation college student and a first generation American. Both of her 

parents immigrated to the United States from Mexico in the 1980s to begin new lives. 

Although she was born in California, Carmen identifies herself as Mexican. She speaks 

English and Spanish at home and in the classroom. The sacrifices that her family made to 

come to the United States motivated her to do well in school. Carmen was the first in her 

family to graduate from high school and college. She holds a bachelor’s degree in 

elementary education and is currently enrolled in master’s graduate program for teaching 

English to speakers of other languages (TESOL). 

 While in high school Carmen attended a small private high school geared toward 

urban students. She had many experiences in which she felt that her teachers had low 

expectations of her and her peers. The teachers that held biases and treated students 
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unfairly motivated her to become a teacher so that she could prove them wrong. 

However, there was one teacher, Ms. Gee, who supported her and encouraged her to 

become an urban teacher. Carmen also wanted to provide for her family and give back to 

the community of which she was proud. 

 When Carmen was in college, she moved into her first apartment. At that time, 

her mother and brother moved in with her. Even though she became the head of the 

household, Carmen’s mother supported her in many ways. Her mother helped her stay 

organized so that she could study, provided meals, and provided money for gas or food 

when she could. Her mother’s presence and work ethic made everything feel less 

stressful. 

 Scholarships also helped Carmen. She was a recipient of a scholarship for 

Latina/o students. That scholarship paired her with a university mentor. Her mentor, Ms. 

Dee (pseudonym), consistently met with Carmen to check on her progress. Ms. Dee also 

provided academic resources and the names of immigration lawyers for Carmen’s 

mother.  

 Carmen’s admission to an urban teaching program also provided scholarship 

funds. The courses allowed Carmen to have experiences with a variety of people with a 

multitude of perspectives. However, she was most impacted by the similarities that she 

found between some of her peers and faculty. Peers provided emotional support and 

camaraderie, as well as partners to study with. Faculty provided support regarding the 

college experience that Carmen’s mother could not provide. It was important to Carmen 

that some of her peers and one faculty member looked like her and shared a similar 

background. 
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 Carmen believes that her background as an urban student helped her become 

employed as urban teacher. Her background, combined with coursework specifically 

designed for urban education, helped Carmen demonstrate passion and emphasize 

teaching urban students throughout the employment process. It is her belief that her urban 

teaching program was tailored to help her learn about urban education and gain 

employment. 

Carmella 

 Carmella is a 35 year old kindergarten teacher with five years of teaching 

experience. She identifies herself as Mexican American and White, as her mother is of 

Mexican descent and her father is White. While some members of her extended family 

attended college, she is the first person in her immediate family to complete an 

undergraduate degree. Carmella’s parents made financial sacrifices for her to attend a 

private Catholic school instead of attending the public neighborhood schools. Their hard 

work and wanting to set an example for her own children motivated Carmella to earn a 

bachelor’s degree in education. She is currently enrolled in a master’s program to become 

an English as a Second Language (ESL) teacher. 

 Carmella’s family stressed the importance of education throughout her schooling. 

She knew that attending college was a goal, but Carmella was not aware of what the 

process entailed. She has not taken the ACT and missed scholarship deadlines. Realizing 

that she would not be able to attend college immediately after high school, Carmella got a 

job. Later, Carmella became pregnant at 19 years old and gave birth to her son after her 

twentieth birthday. During this time, Carmella had steady employment that allowed her to 

care for her son, but she was not fulfilled. Carmella had teachers in school who inspired 
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her and had always wanted to be a teacher, so she decided to pursue a degree to be a role 

model for her family and so she could help her son when it was time for him to go to 

college. 

 Once Carmella began taking courses, she found that her extended family, on her 

Mexican side, was a tremendous help. Having a young son with a full academic course 

load was a challenge, especially in the semesters in which she took extra classes. 

Carmella’s family made sure that her son was always dropped off or picked up from 

school. Once in a while, Carmella had to bring him to class, but most of the time a family 

member was a baby sitter. Helping Carmella succeed was a collective family effort. 

  Although Carmella initially thought that she would be a teacher in a Catholic 

school, courses in multiculturalism and culturally relevant teaching influenced her 

thinking. She also joined an urban teaching program that allowed her to learn more about 

her community and teaching the diverse learners that live there. This prepared her to 

work in the district in which she became employed. 

 When pursuing employment in the urban community from which she belongs, 

Carmella felt that she had a slight disadvantage. Having pale skin and an Anglo name did 

not convey to employers her connections to urban schools. After having a mock interview 

scheduled through the university, Carmella used personal connections to let the 

interviewers know that she is Mexican and from the neighborhood in spite of her looks 

and name. Once the school district uncovered this information, they were ready to hire 

her. Carmella’s Mexican identity was an asset.  
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Gloria 

 Gloria is a 27 year old first grade teacher with one year of teaching experience. 

Like Carmen, Gloria is also a first generation college students and a first generation 

American. However, Gloria was born in Mexico and did not become a naturalized citizen 

of the United States until she was 18 years old. She speaks English and Spanish at home 

and at school, when necessary. Both of Gloria’s parents stopped attending school in the 

elementary grades to work. A love of learning and her parents’ example motivated Gloria 

to complete an undergraduate degree in psychology and a master’s degree in curriculum 

and instruction with certification in elementary education.  

 Gloria has mixed feelings about her high school experience. She attended an 

urban high school and is aware that she did not receive a high quality education from her 

teachers. In contrast, her cousins who went to school in a neighboring district had a better 

academic experience, but they hated being one of the few or only Mexicans in class. 

Gloria’s high school was very diverse, so much so that White students were the minority. 

Socially, Gloria did well in high school, as she was voted Homecoming and Prom Queen. 

At the end of high school, Gloria paid the financial costs of being a citizen just in time for 

college. 

 The school district that Gloria graduated from was unaccredited for most of her 

high school experience. This made it difficult for her to find scholarships, as she was not 

an effective writer. As a result, Gloria took out loans to pay for college. The work ethic 

that her parents demonstrated and their value on education motivated Gloria to complete 

college, even when it was difficult.  
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 Gloria was surprised by her experience at Fountain University. She was 

unprepared for White students to be the majority when her high school experience was 

the complete opposite. Gloria indicated that her roommate, a classmate from high school, 

helped her acclimate to college life. Gloria’s roommate was Asian American; they helped 

each other navigate the newness of being a person of color in a predominately White 

institution. 

 Gloria’s bachelor’s degree is in psychology. She discovered during her senior 

year that she did not enjoy working in a lab. While continuing to finish her degree in 

psychology, Gloria used her coursework in Spanish to volunteer as a translator for 

students in New American classes held in the school district from which she graduated. It 

was at that time that Gloria decided to purse teaching as a career. Although Gloria’s 

parents could not provide guidance with the college experience, she did know that they 

would always help her if she asked for it. 

 Gloria credits her professors and teaching experience for helping her earn her 

master’s degree and becoming certified to teach in an urban elementary school. When 

Gloria was not in classes, she earned money through substitute teaching in diverse 

schools. In addition to that, Gloria’s teacher preparation program required a full year of 

student teaching. Her love of learning and work ethic were key in helping Gloria become 

employed as an urban elementary teacher. 

Grace 

 Grace is a 28 year old middle school Spanish teacher with five years of teaching 

experience. She spent the first four years of teaching in elementary classrooms. She 

speaks English and Spanish at home and in the classroom. Grace identifies herself as 
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Mexican and White. Her family moved from Mexico to the United States when she was 

nine. While Grace’s father completed his GED within the last few years, her mother was 

a teacher in Mexico and in the United States. Grace completed a bachelor’s degree in 

elementary education and a master’s degree in TESOL. She is currently working on her 

second master’s degree in romance languages and literature. 

 Upon entering the United States as a child, Grace struggled assimilating into the 

school’s culture. She did not see herself reflected in her teachers, as she only had White 

teachers until she reached college. None of her teachers demonstrated the knowledge, 

skills, and dispositions of multicultural education, except her ESL teachers who helped 

her learn English. Consequently, Grace did not always feel welcome in the classroom. 

These experiences and coming from a family of teachers prompted Grace to pursue 

teaching immediately after high school. 

 Grace also began her bachelor’s degree in elementary education as part of an 

urban teacher preparation program that included specialized courses and a scholarship. 

She was brought to this program by her desire to create a safe and welcoming 

environment in the classroom for students of different backgrounds, especially immigrant 

children. When she entered the program, she had no idea that there were other students 

and professors who shared her beliefs about diverse learners. Grace’s peers and faculty in 

the program were instrumental in providing guidance and encouragement in 

understanding and critically questioning teaching practices. This ultimately helped Grace 

complete her degree. 

 Grace credits gaining employment to two sets of factors. First, her mother and 

many family friends were employed as urban teachers. From a young age, Grace visited 
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their classrooms and made connections in schools that would help her find employment 

later. Grace also began visiting classrooms and working with students the first semester 

of her freshman year in college. By the time she was in her final year of her teacher 

preparation, Grace was very comfortable in schools and interacting with students, 

colleagues and families. She also noted that she received very specific guidance 

regarding résumés and interviewing from her professors was very helpful. Grace also saw 

a need for Spanish speaking teachers and used her bilingual skills and ethnic identity to 

secure employment in the school of her choice.  

Upon completing four years of teaching in an urban classroom that were required 

for her scholarship, Grace chose to begin teaching Spanish full time in a middle school. 

She hopes to complete a doctoral degree in the future. 

Joy 

 Joy is a 25 year old second grade teacher with three years of teaching experiences. 

Having been born in Mexico, Joy identifies herself as Mexican American. Joy’s 

background is very similar to Grace, as she is her younger sister. In addition to the 

example that their parents set, Joy also had Grace as a model. Joy earned a bachelor’s 

degree in elementary education from the same program as her sister. She also completed 

a master’s degree in romance languages and literature with an emphasis in Spanish 

literature. She speaks English and Spanish at home and in the classroom. 

 Joy was seven years old when she moved with her family to the United States. As 

a young child, she had similar experiences to her sister when entering school. She went to 

a small school in the suburbs where she and her siblings were the only students of color 

and the only English language learners in the school. In the earlier grades, Joy struggled 
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with reading and felt lost in class when she was not with her ESL teacher. She did, 

however, feel happy and empowered when helping the teacher with classroom jobs. It 

was during this time that her parents and family members helped her with her homework 

in English and practicing speaking the English language. When Joy was doing her 

homework, she recalled seeing her mother doing her own homework for her own 

master’s degree. Although work at school was difficult, Joy and Grace’s parents placed a 

great emphasis on the importance of education. There was an expectation to achieve the 

same level, or greater, of education that her mother achieved.  

 As Joy advanced beyond the elementary grades, she helped put up bulletin boards 

in the urban school in which her mother worked; that peaked her interest in teaching. In 

high school, participation in debate and forensics helped Joy overcome her fears and 

become more confident in public speaking. Engagement in extracurricular activities 

provided opportunities for Joy to see other schools in different communities that were 

less privileged and underserved. Joy did not think this was fair. At the same time, her 

teachers and counselors trusted her enough to let Joy babysit their children. Those 

experiences solidified her interest in teaching, especially in an urban environment since 

both of her parents worked in an urban community. 

 Joy chose to apply for the same urban teacher education program as Grace 

because she was very interested becoming a teacher and working with Latina/o 

communities. Although there was a large amount of reading, writing, and learning, Joy 

loved the hands-on experiences in classrooms with children. Seeing children develop at 

different stages and using her skills in English and Spanish helped Joy experience first-

hand what it means to be a change agent for students. 
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 Joy credits her urban teacher education program for helping her acquire a teaching 

position at an urban school. She indicated that her program had partnerships with three 

urban districts. Foundation University students with and without scholarships had 

numerous experiences in these districts. This made their faces familiar and recognizable 

to teachers, principals, and district administrators in the employment process. She also 

noted while she had a strong family support system, not every preservice teacher in the 

program had one. For those students, the program was set up with faculty and supervisors 

to provide support to anyone who needed it. 

Nicole 

 Nicole is a 25 year old sixth grade teacher with one year of teaching experience. 

She identifies herself as Mexican and Puerto Rican. She is the eldest of five siblings and 

one of two children that were born to her parents during high school. While her parents 

worked or went to school, Nicole cared for her younger siblings. Nicole’s mother 

completed an associate’s degree, but Nicole was the first in her family to complete a 

bachelor’s degree. She now holds a bachelor’s degree in elementary education and is 

currently enrolled in the same master’s program for TESOL as Carmen. Nicole and 

Carmen also teach in the same urban school on the same grade level team. She speaks 

English and Spanish at home and in the classroom. 

 Nicole’s parents were a great influence in her life. As teenagers, her parents had 

two young children. As time passed, Nicole’s parents had three more children and 

worked day and night to provide for their family. While her parents were working, Nicole 

cared for her siblings by preparing dinner and making sure that they did their homework. 

Then, Nicole locked herself and her siblings in her mother’s room until her dad came 
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home. Three things happened during this time. First, Nicole’s parents consistently told 

her that if she earned an education, she would not have to struggle as they did. She 

watched her mom earn her own associate’s degree as an adult learner to better provide for 

the family. Second, Nicole promised herself that she would go to college and not become 

pregnant before 18, like many of her family members. As a child, her grandfather asked 

her about college to get her thinking about going. Third, Nicole enjoyed helping her 

siblings with homework so much that she decided to become a teacher. 

 Although Nicole’s parents encouraged her to go to college, they did not always 

understand what that entailed. Nicole could not help out at home as she had in the past. 

She worked three jobs, attended class, and had homework to complete. There was not as 

much compassion and understanding as Nicole had hoped for, but she did find a great 

source of support from peers and professors. 

 Nicole believes that living on campus was very helpful during her first two years 

of college. This allowed her to attend study groups and use campus resources, like the 

writing center. Her roommates reminded her to study and changed the password on her 

social media account during finals so she could not be distracted. At one point, Nicole 

was homeless and living out of her car. One of her friends talked to an advisor that 

created a special circumstance so that Nicole could have financial aid for emergency 

housing and a meal plan.  

 Nicole’s college peers were more like a second family. During one summer 

semester, Nicole did not have enough money to enroll in a required class. One of her 

friends provided her a loan. In fact, Nicole’s group of friends helped each other with gas 

money and food often. However, there was a strong academic focus in this group as well. 
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They worked together and leaned on each other to understand and complete coursework. 

She does not believe that she would have graduated with honors if her friends had not 

supported her.  

Additionally, Nicole noted that there were two professors who supported her in 

completing her degree. She indicated that they pushed her and helped her navigate her 

teacher education program. Nicole was able to discuss problems, concerns, or ask for 

extensions when needed. She received one-on-one attention for projects. This was 

significant to Nicole because completing quality work was important to her. The 

relationships Nicole had with those professors motivated her to challenge herself. 

Becoming employed as an urban elementary teacher was fairly easy for Nicole. 

She always wanted to be an urban teacher, and her teacher education program had a good 

reputation with the local urban districts. Nicole believes that the way she thinks and 

reflects, along with her experiences in culturally responsive teaching, made her very 

marketable. Being a former athlete also made Nicole coachable, and that came through in 

her interviews. At the same, Nicole found that she was highly sought after for being 

bilingual in English and Spanish, so much so that she believes her résumé did not matter 

to some of her potential employers.  

Rachel 

 The youngest of the participants, Rachel is a 22 year old fourth grade teacher with 

one year of teaching experience. She identifies herself as Mexican and Puerto Rican and 

is also a first generation college student. During her schooling, many teachers pushed her 

academically and inspired her to be a teacher. She holds a bachelor’s degree in 
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elementary education. Rachel is currently enrolled in a master’s program for educational 

technology. She speaks English and Spanish at home and at school, when necessary. 

 Rachel’s family was very supportive as she earned her degree. When was 

focusing on school, Rachel was excused from attending certain family events and duties 

because she was busy with school. Her relatives sent messages of support and 

encouragement. Her parents, in particular, sent food, school supplies, or money to 

minimize stress on Rachel. There was an unspoken understanding that family would 

support you no matter what. 

 Rachel had many experiences that pushed her complete her bachelor’s degree in 

education. Outside of school, she volunteered to teach Spanish at private, parochial 

school and worked in the summer at a Freedom School, a summer literacy and social 

justice program for urban youth. This helped Rachel begin to see herself as a teacher.  

 Rachel also applied and was admitted to the same urban teaching and scholarship 

program as Carmen, Carmella, Grace, and Joy. Rachel stated that seeing different types 

of teaching and classrooms during her four years of college was informative and provided 

opportunities for her to work with children across many grade levels. Rachel’s professors 

helped her make sense of the experiences by allowing her to ask questions, reflect, and 

analyze the experiences to improve herself as a teacher. She felt as if she was let into a 

teacher’s world, and that encouraged her to finish her degree in education.  

 In addition to support within Rachel’s teacher education program, Rachel also had 

a mentor specifically for Latina/o students. (This is the same mentoring program in which 

Carmen participated.) Rachel’s mentor provided career advice, but she also provided 

another place for Rachel to talk or “air things out” so that Rachel could understand 
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herself better. The relationship also allowed Rachel to make connections with other 

individuals at the university level. The personal attention that Rachel received from her 

mentor and professors was similar to her high school experience. Rachel felt supported 

throughout her educational experience. 

 When the time arrived to pursue employment, Rachel felt that her full year of 

student teaching left her with a well-rounded experience that she could discuss in depth 

during the interview process. Her professors also demonstrated appropriate interview 

skills for the teaching profession, including expressing oneself using the correct 

vocabulary and views of the profession. The program itself had connections with schools 

that showed in the Fountain University job fair, and professors also provided advice 

about choosing a school in which to work. 

Themes Formed 

 The narrative profiles above were constructed using an initial questionnaire, an 

individual interview, and written follow-up questions. These data sources were analyzed 

to identify preliminary themes that were confirmed or disconfirmed through the focus 

group interview. Once the analysis was complete, themes surfaced that were supported by 

the data. The following themes, family support, peer support, teacher/mentor support, 

specific preparation for urban teaching, and commitment to social justice and change 

agency are discussed below. Table 4 demonstrates the varied presence of the interpretive  

codes that led to the five themes found among all seven participants. 
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Table 4 
 

Themes and Interpretive Codes 
 

S = Strong presence  

M = Moderate presence 

N = Nominal presence 

Questionnaire/ 

Semi-structured 

interview/ Focus 

group interview 

Carmen Carmella Gloria Grace Joy Nicole Rachel 

Theme: Family 

Support 

Interpretive Codes 

 

Mother 

Father 

Parents 

S 

N 

M 

N 

N 

S 

N 

M 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

M 

S 

N 

N 

S 

Theme: Peer Support 

Interpretive Codes 

 

High School Peers 

Cohort Peers 

Vulnerable Peers 

N 

M 

S 

S 

N 

N 

S 

N 

S 

N 

S 

S 

N 

S 

S 

N 

S 

S 

N 

M 

N 

Theme: 

Teacher/Mentor 

Support 

Interpretive Codes 

 

P-12 Teachers 

Program Faculty 

Outside Mentors 

M 

S 

S 

S 

N 

N 

N 

S 

N 

M 

S 

N 

N 

S 

S 

N 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

Theme: Specific 

Preparation for Urban 

Teaching 

Interpretive Codes 

 

Culturally Responsive 

Teaching 

Urban School 

Experience  

Faculty Expertise 

 

 

M 

 

S 

S 

S 

 

S 

M 

N 

 

S 

N 

S 

 

S 

S 

S 

 

S 

N 

S 

 

S 

M 

S 

 

S 

N 

Theme: Commitment 

to Social Justice and 

Change Agency 

Interpretive Codes 

 

Bias Schooling 

Language Supports 

Morals and Ethics 

S 

S 

S 

S 

M 

S 

M 

S 

N 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

S 

N 

S 

S 

N 

N 

S 
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Family Support 

 The support of family was a very strong theme in the data. This theme was 

formed using the interpretive codes of mother, father, and parents. Every participant 

indicated that support and encouragement from family was a part of their educational 

experiences. Carmen’s stories of her mother exemplify this: 

Even though my mother and brother lived with me so I could support them, which 

included doctors’ appointments, parent-teacher conferences, soccer games, etc., 

and it was often stressful for me to juggle the many responsibilities that came 

along with this, my mother’s relentless effort to help me only have to focus on 

school when I needed to was an amazing help. She made sure that if I needed 

breakfast, lunch, or dinner, it was ready for me. She kept a little bit of extra 

money to the side just in case I went to Burger King one too many times and 

couldn’t afford gas in my car. She helped me stay organized by ensuring that all 

of my school materials were kept neat. She helped me study a couple of ways. 

Sometimes, she would sit down with me as encouragement. If it was math, she 

could help me. Anything else, just her presence made it easier. If it was a stressful 

time of the semester, she and my brother would take a walk while I studied so that 

I could focus.  

 

Carmella’s family support was similar to Carmen in that her parents sacrificed 

financially so that she and her siblings could attend a Catholic school. However, once 

Carmella had her son, she received even more support from her family. She stated:  

It just helped me know the importance of education and made me want to be 

driven to do better having a child as well. Definitely, I have a resource. I have an 

extended large Mexican family. I have always had a baby sitter. I mean 

occasionally you probably saw me bringing him to school with me. But, I always 

had people to watch him when I needed to come to class, or pick up him from the 

school or watch him if needed to come and get some work done. 

 

Family support was crucial for Carmella to finish school. 

Gloria’s family is similar to Carmen’s, as her family also came to the United 

States from Mexico for a better life. While neither of Carmen’s parents went to college, 

Carmen indicated that her parents made sure that she and her siblings attended school and 
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never missed a day, if it could be helped. Gloria’s family support was more unspoken and 

indirect between her parents and her. Gloria explained: 

Well, now, I mean I just always knew I could go to them if I needed to. I mean I 

did not, I have never asked my parents for money. I don’t like to, or I don’t want 

to cause they raised me be independent, and so my mom would give me food 

which is kind of something, but not exactly… 

 

Gloria’s family is proud having a strong work ethic. 

As mentioned above, Grace and Joy are sisters who were also born in Mexico and 

brought to the United States as children. Unlike the other participants, their mother was a 

teacher in Mexico before coming to the United States and becoming a teacher here. 

While their father recently earned his General Equivalency Diploma (GED), both parents 

regularly encouraged their daughters to go to college and supported them while they were 

there. Grace stated, “Well, I think part of it, I think the most basic part was they provided 

like a safe place to live, they provided food, clothing, and I think those were just like the, 

the basic things you know.” However, Grace and Joy were clear that support went 

beyond that, especially from their mother. Joy stated: 

So I remember, as a young kid, my mom having to do work and then going to 

school so that she could earn her degree in teaching here. And then, later on, when 

I was in middle school and in high school, she actually ended up getting a 

masters. So, it’s always been like in my family… its always been… education is 

like the number one thing, it’s the only thing that you can inherit from your 

family, so my mom has to really pushed my siblings and I to always –you know- 

like keep moving on within our education.  She never let us like give up within 

our learning and then like if we did come to a hardship with school or with work 

or whatever it is, she is always there to support us to give us advice and she 

knows like we won’t always take her advice but she is always being there as like a 

support system… 

 

Grace and Joy’s mother expects them to attain the same (or higher) level of education as 

her. 
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Nicole’s family support and encouragement were offered from a different 

perspective. Nicole shared: 

My parents were teenagers with two kids and lived in an environment where 

college wasn't the norm. My mother was very driven and graduated high school 

with two children. She still focused heavily on academics, graduating with 

honors.  I saw my mom try to get education in her adult years in order to make a 

better life for her family.  

 

Nicole’s parents were very explicit with her in explaining the importance of education as 

a way to improve one’s life circumstances. Nicole’s grandfather was more implicit with 

his encouragement. According to Nicole: 

As a child, my grandpa would ask me where I was going to college. I thought this 

question was irrelevant because I was always so young. Later, I realized he was 

trying to instill college my brain at a young age. 

 

Getting an education was serious business in Nicole’s household. 

Rachel’s family support system was similar to Carmella’s in that they both felt 

supported by a large extended family where few, if any, members had experience in 

college. While Nicole experienced some tension having to pull away from family to focus 

on college, Rachel had the opposite experience. Rachel stated this about her family 

support system: 

That was a big thing because I feel like well there was sometimes I would drop 

off with like family things, stuff like that, but they were always supportive and 

kind of helped push me to keep going in a sense. But in Hispanic household, I 

mean that kind is a given, that no matter what they are gonna support you 

whatever you do, so…   Like they would always like send messages like, ‘Hope 

you are doing good’, or like my mom… she would always help me with supplies 

and things like that…then sometimes like just by, you know, even making food so 

when I came home I was like ready to study and I was okay. Like simple things 

like that.  

 

While each participant told a unique story, all seven of them were clear that their 

families were necessary characters in the story of their college experiences. This is 
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supported by Irizzarry (2015), González, Moll, and Amanti, (2005), and Yosso (2005) 

who assert that family supports are sources of strength for students and should not be 

viewed with deficit lenses. In addition to families, peers also had roles to play.  

Peer Support 

 As families set the stage for the college experience, the participants indicated that 

peers provided much support during undergraduate coursework. This theme was formed 

using the interpretive codes of high school peers, cohort peers, and vulnerable peers 

(peers with which the participants could show vulnerability). This support took various 

forms, including social support, emotional support, academic support, and/or financial 

support. Their experiences are described below. 

In Carmen’s case, peers provided social and academic support. Carmen revealed 

that: 

Knowing that these people who have similar upbringings as you or who just have 

similar struggles as you have to do a little bit more than others have to do…So 

then for us to collaborate and say, “We have the same class at this time.  We have 

a 30-minute break at this time, so let’s study together, I know you have to go to 

work at one, so when you get off work, we’ll meet up again.” You know just 

knowing that we have the same circumstances and the same responsibilities or 

similar responsibilities where we can’t just go to school and go back to our dorm, 

and we can’t just go to school and go home. We have jobs and bills and things 

like that are involved. Just being collaborative because we were sensitive to the 

fact that we were similar…you know…and so, being of use and available at all 

the times because I can’t go to my sister and say, “What would you do when you 

took this class? Or how did you like this professor etc. etc.?” I go to my peers and 

they helped me with those things. 

 

Carmella’s support from peers occurred in a different context. Since Carmella did 

not attend college immediately after high school, many of her peers that she attended 

Catholic school with for years, were ahead of her. Many of them had completed their 

undergraduate degrees before Carmella began her post-secondary education.  Carmella 

indicated that she perceived this as an unexpected advantage when she stated: 
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So, I think that already having had a child and the fact that I was going 

back…they were very supportive of that. One of them who lived in town at the 

time actually helped watched my son when I would go to classes, but yeah, I 

mean just in addition to watching him, they always, you know, verbally give 

support as well. 

 

Gloria’s peer support was much more social than academic. Having attended a 

diverse, urban high school, Gloria was accustomed to being a part of a multicultural 

learning environment. She did not enjoy being one of few students of color at a primarily 

White institution. However, the support of one peer in particular was very helpful at this 

time. Gloria shared, “I lived with my roommate. We went to high school together, so we 

knew each other. It was nice knowing somebody.” Gloria’s roommate, who is Asian, 

helped her process the culture shock of the lack of diversity on campus. 

While Grace had family and friends who were teachers, she still benefitted from 

peer support while earning her undergraduate degree. Having felt like an outsider during 

much of her public schooling, she found the social and academic support provided by 

peers to be useful. Being able to “get together to have coffee, go out for dinner, and you 

know, study or you know just talk about the things that we’re seeing in class” was 

important for Grace. She wanted to feel connected to others because she did not always 

understand what she was learning.  She thinks it “can be embarrassing if you are really 

not getting what is going on.” For Grace, “it is powerful if you make those relationships, 

like the others would understand and be a support system for you.” 

Joy’s peer support began the summer before she started college and continued 

throughout her undergraduate degree.  It was during this time that Joy first met her cohort 

that she would be a part of for four years.  Joy reported: 

One thing that really helped was the summer camp before we came to our classes. 

We were introduced to each other, and we were able to build relationships with 
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other [urban teacher program] members, and then throughout the four years of our 

career, we were able to kind of go off to each other, and ask for help or ask 

teachers for help as well. So, I know that really helped me being able to know 

people before I was put into an environment and kind of not know who to go to or 

who I was going to feel comfortable going to. 

 

The early connections eased Joy’s transition into college. 

   Nicole was very clear the importance of peer support during her college 

experience.  Like all of the other participants, Nicole was a part of a cohort in her teacher 

preparation program, but Nicole had peers who were even closer because of the support 

they provided financially, emotionally, and academically. Nicole offered this description: 

In college, I was homeless and living out of my car and my friend let me live with 

her, as we both were looking to move on campus... I also had a few friends that 

helped me financially with tuition, food and living expenses. I was almost not 

able to enroll one summer, but thanks to a friend, I received a hefty loan. My 

friends were more like family. We always stuck together and helped one another 

when we needed anything. My cohort and crew (my four friends I worked with) 

really inspired and motivated me to work hard. We collaborated and leaned on 

each other for deeper understanding of strategies, content, and so much more. I 

really used my friends to keep me focused when it seemed as though I didn't have 

the strength to go on. 

 

Peers were particularly important for Nicole, as her parents, her mother in particular, did 

not fully grasp the extent of Nicole’s work load as a college student. 

Rachel also found support from peers. She stated, “Peer to peer interaction with 

other people in the cohort, like every step was a learning step.” She went on to provide 

more detail about her experience when she shared: 

Like, if we ever had a problem in the classroom, we were able to seek advice from 

each other, and not only that, but like it was comforting us when some of the same 

situations would happen to another person. And it wasn’t just you struggling 

through it; it was everyone kind of struggling through it. And just being able to 

talk about it… but trying to find a solution to the problem, I know if it would have 

been in a more individualized way, it wouldn’t had been a cohort. I don’t think it 

would have had the same feel for it. 

 

Like most of her peers, Rachel found being a member of a cohort valuable. 
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 The participants shared stories of family support from their inner most circle of 

influence. After that, all participants described peer support in their next circle of 

influence. Connections with peers via a collectivist identity is supported by den Brok, 

Levy, Rodriguez, and Wubbels (2002) and López & Vaughn (2015). This is particularly 

important as the formation of a teacher identity is related to personal identity (Clark & 

Flores, 2008). Peer relationships and supports are extremely important.  The next theme 

details how teachers and mentors provided support in the subsequent circle of influence.  

Teacher/Mentor Support 

 All of the participants shared stories of support from teachers and/or mentors. 

This theme was formed using the interpretive codes of P-12 teachers, program faculty, 

and outside mentors. Each participant provided a unique story of teacher/mentor support.  

Carmen described the support she received at the high school and university level. 

Like many teachers, Carmen was close with a former teacher who encouraged her to 

enter the teaching profession. In college, Carmen had access to faculty mentors and 

mentors outside of her urban teacher education program. Carmen emphasized the 

importance of this mentoring when she stated: 

It also means that the instructors and mentors that I had knew how to best support 

me and answer my questions. Most of them had been urban educators in the past, 

which also was helpful, because I was an urban student. They understood that I 

had responsibilities with my family and that I had to work while I went to school, 

so they accommodated where needed. The great thing is that they weren’t so 

accommodating as to “baby” me; they definitely challenged me to gain the 

responsibility and organization to handle my life. However, they were 

understanding and were some of my biggest cheerleaders as I led an untraditional 

college lifestyle. 

 

While Carmen was the head of her household at home, she still needed support from 

faculty and mentors while in college. 
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 For Carmella, the support from her teachers was less direct than with the other 

participants.  She was greatly impacted by the teachers in her Catholic schooling that 

“made school fun and interesting.” They inspired her to become a teacher. However, 

there was one teacher whose gesture left a lasting impact on Carmella. She described the 

interaction in this way: 

One teacher in particular I ran into after high school (about 5 years after 

graduation) and he asked what I had been up to and what I was doing career-

wise.  I told him I wanted to go college but that I didn't have a computer or the 

internet and so I wouldn't be able to do assignments.  At the time, I lived near my 

old high school (where he still taught) and he offered for me to come up anytime 

to use his classroom computer and printer so that I would be able to take college 

classes.  It made me really stop and think…wow...he cared enough about me to 

offer his time and space so that I could get my degree.  It made me wake up, stop 

making excuses and shortly thereafter I began taking the classes that ultimately 

resulted in me getting a teaching degree.  I never took him up on his offer, but the 

gesture itself meant so much to me. 

 

A simple gesture from a former teacher changed Carmella’s life. 

 Gloria found support from faculty in her teacher education program. While she 

stated that she had many “good professors” who were “a lot of help,” Gloria described 

her encounters with one particular faculty member who influenced her experience. Gloria 

identified this professor as Hellen. Hellen had: 

… always talked to me about how…I guess she just made me more confident that 

I would be employed because I was a teacher from [Royal University], and I can 

speak Spanish. You know what I mean?  It kind of really motivated me to just not 

give up. I guess so… I guess that helped. 

 

Faculty encouraged Gloria by helping her see what she had to offer to urban schools. 

 Grace was greatly impacted by the lack of diversity in her P-12 educational 

experience in the United States. However, those experiences did not keep her from being 

supported by teachers. Grace shared that: 
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Even though I did not always have teachers who were culturally responsive, I do 

recognize that I had some amazing teachers in my middle school and high school 

years. This motivated me more in reaching my goal of becoming a teacher. Later 

on, during my college years, I was lucky enough to have caring professors who 

opened my eyes to things I had already seen. They molded my views and taught 

me to think critically and question the teaching practices. This really helped me in 

earning my degree and also in furthering my education. 

 

 Joy indicated that she had many mentors who were teachers throughout her 

schooling. She was most impacted by her family members who were already working in 

schools. She found them to be excellent role models. What Joy did acknowledge was that 

many other students in her urban teacher program did not have the same experience. Joy 

explained: 

I know that other students may not have had a family member within their reach, 

so they would go to professors or other people… and so that kind of set up a 

family base approach when they needed help [from] whoever they felt 

comfortable going to. 

 

Like Carmen, Nicole had the benefit of an additional mentor at Royal University. 

They met once a week, and Nicole eventually used the skills she learned to help mentor 

other students. However, that did not mean that Nicole no longer needed support of her 

own. As Nicole moved from general education courses to courses in the teacher 

preparation program, she shared that: 

The School of Education had two awesome teachers that pushed me to become 

the teacher I am today. These teachers navigated me through the program 

teaching me everything to become successful. These teachers were very 

influential because they were receptive to my needs. I was able to discuss 

problems or concerns and be offered help or extensions on assignments. I even 

received one-on-one attention while completing huge projects. Those moments 

were specially some of the most influential times I’ve experienced as it allowed 

me to complete quality work. I feel I was most successful because I cared about 

my classes. The reason I cared about classes because I could see that my teachers 

cared about me. The relationships my teachers made with me motivated me to 

challenge myself. 
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 As most of the other participants, Rachel noted support from teachers and faculty 

was impactful. Rachel indicated that in high school, “I had many teachers that knew me 

and pushed me. They knew how I worked and made a difference in my life. They inspire 

me to be a teacher and make a difference in the world.” In her teacher preparation 

program, Rachel added, “being able to connect with different professors that were here 

with the program and just kind of get advice from them and being able to know what 

steps to take and where to go from there” was an important step in her academic journey. 

All participants shared stories of support from family, peers, and 

teachers/mentors. Mentoring relationships provided significant supports for the 

participants, particularly when their immediate environments did not feel encouraging   

(Flores & Claeys, 2011; Ingersoll &May, 2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011; 

Waddell & Ukpokodu, 2012). Clearly, interpersonal relations were important to the 

experiences of the participants. The following theme, specific preparation for urban 

teaching, addresses the stories that are related to program design in the participants’ 

teacher preparation program at Royal University. 

Specific Preparation for Urban Teaching 

 University-based teacher preparation programs have many similarities. Most have 

courses, field placements, practicum, and student teaching. This happens to be true for 

the elementary teacher education program at Royal University. Every participant 

indicated influential components of their teacher preparation. However, their stories were 

specific in that they focused on the experiences that were aimed explicitly at learning to 

teaching in urban schools. This theme was formed using the interpretive codes of 

culturally responsive teaching, urban school experience, and faculty expertise. 
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 As a student who attended urban schools, Carmen was drawn to learning about 

the content of urban education. Carmen experienced issues of educational inequity and 

cultural bias, but it was not discussed until she began her urban teacher preparation 

program. Carmen explained: 

Being a part of [an urban teacher preparation program] was different from the 

general education routes because we had instructors and classes that were 

designed to be passionate and emphasize on teaching urban students. This means 

that the concerns and questions I had about becoming an urban teacher were often 

addressed in the courses that I took.  

 

Carmella had a more transformative experience in her teacher preparation 

program. Carmella originally had no intention of becoming an urban teacher. She planned 

to become a Catholic school teacher, like the teachers that she had experienced in her 

own schooling. Carmella revealed that courses: 

…on social justice, multiculturalism and culturally relevant teaching (among 

other classes) helped me see that I could have the biggest impact and be most 

effective in an urban school.  My practicum experiences, getting to interact and 

work with students in an urban school, also inspired me to work in an urban 

school.  I think there is a misconception about what urban school kids are 

like.  When given an opportunity to work with these students, you are able to see 

that while they may lack some of the resources of their suburban peers, they have 

the same needs and a desire to learn…they just face more challenges. 

 

Coursework in urban education changed the entire trajectory of Carmella’s teaching 

career. 

 Learning to teach in urban schools requires immersion in the urban setting to 

develop relationships with students and communities. Gloria found this in her year-long 

student teaching experience. When it was time for her to interview for teaching positions 

in urban schools, Gloria was able to share what she learned over the course of an entire 

school year. When asked about student teaching, Gloria explained, “I feel like that really 

prepared me a lot. Since we were there all year, so I felt like I could just go on and on and 
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on about my experiences. You know what I mean?” Gloria was offered multiple jobs 

after being interviewed. 

 With Grace’s mother working as an urban school teacher, she had many 

opportunities to visit her classroom over the years. Yet, Grace still found her ongoing 

experiences in urban classrooms to be very meaningful. Part of specializing in the urban 

teacher preparation program meant that its preservice teachers began working in schools 

the first semester of their freshman year. Grace referred to this when she stated: 

Additionally during my college years, it was essential that I started doing 

classroom and school observations during my freshman year of college. By the 

time I was a senior, I was very comfortable in schools, in a classroom and 

interacting with colleagues, students, and parents. Being able to observe in so 

many schools, I saw the need for Latin American teachers. I related to what 

Spanish-speaking kids were going through and I was able to create close bonds 

with them thanks to employing culturally responsive practices and a personal 

connection with these students. I strongly believe that these experiences supported 

me in becoming employed as a teacher in an urban school. 

 

Other participants shared that field experiences in urban schools were impactful. 

Joy shared thoughts about her experiences in urban schools that are similar to 

those shared by Grace. Joy mentioned, “I really loved it because it was a lot of hands on, 

it was a lot of reading and learning, but I really enjoyed the hands on being able to be in 

the classes with the students.” Additionally, Joy disclosed more information about how 

partnerships with her teacher education program worked. She revealed: 

I know that a lot of the people that were… able to find jobs in those school 

districts because our faces were familiar to the schools that we applied for so I 

think in a way the …program really set up to kind of showcase the students that 

were learning how to be teachers so that once they were out in the field, they were 

easily recognized.  

 

Connections between Royal University and partner school districts were helpful for 

students when looking for employment. 
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 Nicole also commented about the reputation of Royal University’s urban teacher 

program.  She recalled a conversation with an administrator when she explained that she 

was experienced with cultural diversity and social justice. The principal divulged that 

many of the teachers employed did not know how to teach urban students. Nicole 

believed that being a graduate of her program was “like you are a step above.  So, I think 

that was the probably the biggest thing for them to help me to get a job, anyways.”  

Nicole also added that the experience of working with challenging students was also 

helpful because she had to: 

… find ways to, like, motivate them and then also just, like, have the patience for 

myself. I mean it’s very challenging. That experience just was able to teach me, 

like, how to work with these children and children who people like write off… 

children… just really, they just need to tell someone else that gets them 

differently and pursues them differently. I think that was what really helped me. 

 

Nicole learned to support the most challenging of students while she was a preservice 

teacher. 

Rachel also discussed the importance of extended experiences in urban 

classrooms. After four years in classrooms, Rachel was able to take pieces of each 

experience and make it a part of her schema. As she reflected, Rachel noted: 

Now that I am teaching, so I think being able to get into classrooms early on was 

the best… I would work with kids one-on-one or small group. We would do 

sometimes read aloud.  Sometimes I would do small lessons; it would just depend 

and vary every age group… I did pretty much every similar age group from k to 

5th grade with just going into the classroom and observing and then helping out 

wherever needed.  

 

These experiences allowed Rachel to see herself as a teacher and practice her teaching 

craft. 

 The previous themes that emerged from the stories of the participants are, in some 

ways, external influences. While the participants are members of a family, the support of 



 

130 
 

family, peers, and teachers/mentors are sometimes outside of the locus of control of 

teacher programs. However, preparation for urban teaching is something that can be 

planned for by teacher preparation programs Clinical preparation and understanding of 

complex urban contexts greatly benefited the participants in this study (Darling-

Hammond, Hammerness, Grossman, Rust, & Shulman, 2005; Howey; 1999; Hollins, 

2012, 2011a, 2011b; Milner, 2012; Murrell, 1998; Zeichner, 2010). The final theme that 

emerged, commitment to social justice and change agency, revealed itself in the lived 

experiences of the participants in their lives away from earning a degree in elementary 

education and gaining employment in urban schools.  

Commitment to Social Justice and Change Agency 

 There are many reasons that people choose to become teachers in urban schools. 

Each of the participants shared personal and unique stories about their lives. However, 

each participant also demonstrated a commitment to social justice and change agency. 

This theme was formed using the interpretive codes of bias schooling, language supports, 

and morals and ethics. These codes are indicative of why the participants chose teaching 

as a profession. Understanding these reasons can serve as another rationale for providing 

a race-conscious and culture-conscious counter-narrative to support the diversification of 

the teaching profession (Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012).  

 Carmen was greatly influenced by her own schooling as an urban student. She did 

not like being treated unfairly by teachers or hearing others make disparaging remarks 

about the community from which she came. Carmen declared: 

In high school, I often saw the injustices and biases held by the educational 

system and some of its educators toward their students for many reasons. I was in 

situations where my opinion and input did not seem to matter much and I knew 

that I cared about kids enough to challenge and personally be different from the 
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way things were. I specifically wanted to teach in the neighborhood where I was 

raised…because I aspire to challenge and guide the students in my community to 

reach for their best. 

 

Carmen now works in her neighborhood and plans to buy a home there with her spouse. 

 Carmella’s commitment to social justice was rooted in her religious identity. 

Thinking back on her own schooling, Carmella shared, “Classes I took in school on 

religion and social justice growing up gave me a desire to help those less fortunate then 

me.” This led her to the conclusion that: 

So I just felt like I could be effective there. I thought I had a purpose. I thought in 

growing up Catholic, I am instilled with all these morals and values and where 

better to model and serve others than in an urban school where sometimes they 

lacked, you know, resources or effective teachers, so that made me wanted me go 

there. 

 

Carmella is now studying to support students learning English. 

 When recalling past experiences, Gloria was most impacted by being an English 

language learner during her schooling. After some reflection time following the 

individual interview, Gloria added to her initial thoughts with: 

…one other thing that really motivated me to become a teacher is because when I 

went to school I never ever had a teacher that could speak Spanish. Not until I 

went to college to learn Spanish from Spanish speaking teachers. I don't 

remember elementary school really, and I would guess its because I couldn't 

speak English at first. I wonder if it would have been more memorable if there 

would have been bilingual staff or teachers when I was in Elementary school. I 

get to help out at times with my Spanish at school and its nice :D because I never 

had it. Just last week I had to help the principal with a parent and student that 

couldn't speak English. It isn't common at my school but it’s still nice to help. I 

did some conferences last school year in Spanish as well.  

 

Gloria plans to continue supporting the Spanish-speaking students and families in her 

schools. 

Like many of the other participants, Grace faced challenges in her P-12 schooling 

that made her want to improve the educational experiences of students that came after 
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her. Grace’s parents ensured that they maintained their culture and language at home, but 

school was a different experience. Grace shared that: 

For a long time, I fought with my feelings of assimilating into this culture and 

keeping my own. Part of this struggle was also due to not seeing myself reflected 

in any of my teachers. I had only white teachers growing up, and none of them 

were immersed in the pedagogies of multicultural education. They did not 

understand my heritage. Additionally, I don’t believe they knew that I did not 

always feel welcome in their classrooms (had they known, I think most of them 

would have done something differently). 

 

Grace drew on her personal experiences so that she could help a wide variety of students, 

including immigrant children like her. She described this when she shared: 

It was a mix of experiences that all revolved around my cultural background that 

made me want to pursue a career in education. I had always wanted to be a 

teacher, but my motive for wanting this was to create a more welcoming 

classroom environment for all and not just for the majority. I wanted to have 

students of different backgrounds and be able to use them as resources. I wanted 

to know that my students felt safe, welcome and loved in my class.  

 

Grace now works in a charter school helping middle school students become bilingual 

and biliterate in Spanish. 

 Joy’s commitment to social justice and change agency was also around her 

schooling experiences as child. Not knowing English made Joy’s elementary schooling 

very difficult. However, this changed over time. Joy explained: 

By the time I reached my senior year, I kind of knew that I wanted to become a 

teacher because I had had teachers that had not been able to communicate with me 

at the beginning of my US education, and so I wanted to make sure that students 

like me coming into the US and learning English was an easier approach then 

what I had as a child. 

 

In addition, Joy also made sure to include, “I want to make sure that the Hispanic 

community youth sees Hispanic professionals in front of them so they too can pursue to 

become professionals themselves.” Joy plans to continue giving back to the community 

in her urban elementary classroom for the foreseeable future. 
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 Nicole had many challenging experiences throughout her life, and she knows that 

many urban students face similar challenges. Rather than change her life and move on, 

Nicole decided that she would use her experiences to connect with students. She did that 

when she explained: 

I had many personal experiences that supported me becoming a teacher in an 

urban school. I could relate to a lot of my urban students because we had many 

similar experiences. I was a Latina who spoke Spanish. Because I was bilingual I 

was highly sought after to teach in my district.  I grew up poor and with a single 

teenage mom. My mom got married and had a lot of kids who I had to raise. I had 

crazy parents and even more crazy experiences that allowed me to understand the 

environments in which my students live... I especially wanted to work in an urban 

school to become a change agent. I wanted to give students the opportunity to 

succeed by establishing a culturally responsive environment where my students 

felt like a family. I had many family members who were uneducated due the 

public education system. They were able to just keep moving grades with limited 

growth. This experience inspired me to become an urban teacher.  

 

Nicole, along with Carmen, is currently enrolled in TESOL master’s program that is 

being paid for by their school district. 

 For Rachel, her commitment to social justice and change agency was about 

finding her voice and helping others do the same. In becoming a teacher, Rachel 

discovered:  

It kind of in essence helped me have a voice. Not only in the in the school 

community but in the educational world, like being able to voice my opinions on 

educational issues, but also just be more open to change and having others be 

more open to change as well… being able to be agents of change and being there 

for the community… and I feel like the School of Ed helped us do that, and 

molded us into people that were able to create change in and have people rethink 

prior knowledge that they had or prior, thinking that they had. 

 

Rachel’s experience, like Carmella, was also rooted in her own transformation. She 

continues to pursue this for her own students in her classroom. 

 In many qualitative studies, themes can be constructed using data from most, but 

not all, participants. In this study, there is ample evidence from each participant to 
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support the five themes that emerged from the stories of the participants. Significant 

variation in the participants (e.g. parental education, ethnicity, age, language, culture, and 

identity) conveyed only nuanced variation in what they attributed to their educational and 

career attainment. The next section combines the themes and content from the review of 

literature to address the central research question and sub-questions. 

Findings to Research Question 

The participant narratives and themes constructed from their stories answer the 

central question: To what do Latina/o teachers attribute to their academic and career 

attainment? In order to simplify the findings, I have chosen to provide distinct responses 

to each of the sub-questions below. 

The themes regarding what the participants attributed to their educational and 

career attainment can be viewed using three frames: cultural attributes, educational 

design attributes, and existential attributes. Cultural attributes are those factors that the 

participants brought to their educational experience from outside of school. Next, 

educational design attributes are the factors formally created by the university experience.  

Finally, existential attributes include specific moral, philosophical, or spiritual factors 

that appeared in the stories of the participants. 

Sub-question 1: What Experiences Contributed to Latina/o Teachers Earning 

Bachelor’s Degrees in Elementary Education? 

 Cultural attributes. Cultural attributes were very prevalent in the stories of the 

participants regarding their educational attainment. For the participants, family support 

was a key factor in helping them achieve the education and credentials needed to become 

urban elementary teachers. Family support varied in form and function. For Carmen, 
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Camella, and Nicole, family support was encouragement to live one’s dreams and 

reminders that life is more difficult without an education. For Gloria, Grace, Joy, and 

Rachel, family support was unconditional acceptance and always having a place to call 

home or gas money and food. In all of the stories, family was viewed as something to 

draw strength from, even when participants could not request guidance about the college 

experience. This mirrors what the literature describes as funds of knowledge and 

community cultural wealth (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Saathoff, 2015; Yosso, 

2005). 

 The sense of connection that the participants derived from family was also present 

in their descriptions of peer support. Having peers with similar experiences was very 

important to the participants. In many cases, the participants viewed peers as a second 

family. Instead of succumbing to the challenges of completing a degree, the participants 

relied on peers for personal and academic sustenance. Gloria had peers with which she 

could be herself. Carmen, Carmella, and Nicole understood that, for the most part, their 

lives outside of school consisted of obligations beyond the typical college student. Peers 

loaned each other money for food and tuition. Peers cared for children when a babysitter 

was needed. Grace, Joy, and Rachel benefitted when peers helped each other study and 

did not pass judgment when the participants needed academic support. Even within a 

cohort, participants looked to create closer fictive kinship relationships (Irvine, 1999). 

For these Latinas, the importance of the collectivist identity was present with family and 

peers (den Brok, Levy, Rodriguez, & Wubbels, 2002; López & Vaughn, 2015). 

  Educational design attributes. Participants also shared an educational design 

attribute, support from teachers and mentors, which helped them on their journeys to 
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completing their degrees. Participants shared that teachers and mentors encouraged them 

to go to and/or finish college. The description of the interactions with P-12 teachers 

revealed that having at least one supportive relationship with a teacher made a difference 

in pursuing college. This was true for Carmen, Carmella, Grace, Joy, and Rachel. 

Positive relationships with teachers had a lasting impact (Oliva & Staudt, 2003). At the 

university level, supportive faculty within the teacher education program and mentors 

outside of the teacher education program also helped Gloria and Rachel complete their 

degrees. Faculty and university mentors helped the participants make sense of the college 

experience at a primarily White institution and focus on the needs of teachers of color 

(Jackson & Kohli, 2016; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011). In addition, Carmen, 

Grace, Joy, and Nicole noted that interacting with faculty with which they shared a 

cultural identity also influenced them. Being taught by Latina/o faculty was positive 

motivation to complete their degrees. The presence of faculty of color makes a difference 

(Ladson-Billings, 2005; 2011). 

 Existential attributes. The final attribute that the participants discussed regarding 

educational attainment was existential in nature, a commitment to change agency. For the 

participants in this study, earning a degree was about more than future income. For 

Carmen, Carmella, Gloria, Grace, Joy, Nicole, and Rachel, earning a college degree was 

a moral endeavor that was done for the betterment of the entire family unit in the present 

and the future. While Flores & Hondagneu-Sotelo (2014) found collective family 

considerations inform agency and occupational decision-making for Latina teachers, the 

participants viewed this as serving a higher purpose (Fregeau & Leier, 2016). Completing 
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a degree was a commitment to changing the trajectory of a family for generations to 

come. 

Sub-question 2: What Experiences Contributed to Latina/o Teachers Becoming 

Employed as Teachers in Urban Elementary Schools? 

 Cultural attributes, educational design attributes, and existential attributes are also 

relevant in determining what supported the participants in their career attainment. 

 Cultural attributes. As stated previously, collectivism is a significant cultural 

attribute of the participants in the study. Cultural identity is not something that the 

participants created on their own; it was constructed with and by others (Kalmbach 

Phillips & Nava, 2011). When deciding to become teachers in urban schools, they looked 

for places in which they could support other Latinas/os. Carmen, Carmella, Gloria, 

Nicole and Rachel wanted to give back to the communities from which they are from or 

to be of service to others like themselves. Having noted the importance of Latina/o 

faculty for themselves, Grace and Joy hoped to provide the same representation for their 

future students. Being a contributing member to the broader Latina/o community was a 

strong influence in their decisions to become teachers in urban schools. 

 Educational design attributes. Educational design attributes were highly 

important for the participants when choosing to become employed as a teacher in an 

urban elementary school. The participants were very clear about their experiences 

regarding their specific preparation for urban teaching. Their program reflected 

accessible and relevant coursework and field work in urban schools (Morton & Martin, 

2013; Sleeter & Milner, 2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011; Waddell & 

Ukpokodu, 2012). Carmen, Carmella, Grace, Joy, and Nicole specifically mentioned the 
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importance of the coursework in multicultural education and culturally responsive 

teaching that was taught by former urban teachers and faculty of color. Course 

experiences allowed the participants to acquire knowledge about communities of color 

that are often ignored in general education coursework (Salinas, Fránquiz, & Rodríguez, 

2016). Gloria and Rachel also noted the importance of ongoing experiences in urban 

schools, including a yearlong student teaching experience. This allowed the participants 

the time to become familiar with students, repeated practice with teaching and learning, 

and access to potential employers. 

 Existential attributes. The final existential attribute that impacted the career 

attainment of the participants was a commitment to social justice and change agency. 

Carmen and Carmella, through their own experiences and the experiences of others, 

understood how low expectations, cultural bias, and discrimination negatively impact 

students in urban schools (Fregeau & Leier, 2016). Grace and Joy were motivated to 

become teachers in urban schools to create more equitable educational opportunities for 

diverse learners with a special focus on spaces where they might regularly interact with 

Latina/o students and families (Flores, 2015) Just as Latina/o Critical Theory places 

bilingualism front and center, so did the participants in this study (LatCrit, 2006). For 

Gloria, Nicole, and Rachel, being bilingual was considered advantageous to teachers and 

students (Linn, 2011; Pedrano, 2009). At the time of this study, the six participants, 

Carmen, Gloria, Grace, Joy, Nicole, and Rachel, who are Spanish speakers were using 

their ability to speak Spanish to connect with students and families. Out of the seven 

participants, one has a master’s degree in TESOL (Grace) and four others are working on 

master’s degrees in TESOL (Carmen, Carmella, Joy, and Nicole). Like the participants in 
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Amos’ studies (2016a; 2016b), the participants plan to use their Spanish speaking skills 

and cultural knowledge to effectively teach Latina/o students. The participants made the 

decision to work in urban schools to combat injustice with education, especially injustice 

connected to language and immigration. 

Conclusion 

 The central question addressed by this narrative inquiry was: To what do Latina/o 

teachers attribute to their academic and career attainment? The sub-questions that 

helped achieve the central question were: 1) What experiences contributed to Latina/o 

teachers earning bachelor’s degrees in elementary education? 2) What experiences 

contributed to Latina/o teachers becoming employed as teachers in urban elementary 

schools? Data were collected from seven Latina teachers in the form of an initial 

questionnaire, semi-structured interview with follow-up questions, and a focus group. 

The meaning culled from these data was the focus of chapter four. 

Chapter four began with an introduction to the storied lives of the participants 

using narratives that were constructed from the data. After the narratives were presented, 

the themes that emerged from inductive analysis were shared and supported with quotes 

from the participants. The themes included: family support, peer support, teacher/mentor 

support, specific preparation for urban teaching, and commitment to social justice and 

change agency. After that, the themes were categorized as cultural, educational design, or 

existential attributes and were used to answer the research questions. 

 The participants in the study shared stories of family support that contributed to 

their educational attainment. In addition to providing food, shelter, and other tangible 

forms of help, family support also included encouragement and cautionary tales about the 



 

140 
 

need for formal education. Family support was categorized as a cultural attribute, a 

strength, which the participants brought with them to their educational experiences. 

 Peer support also emerged from the participant’s stories. Throughout the 

completion of their degrees, peers provided academic, social, financial supports.  For 

example, peers studied together, helped each other adjust to being students at a primarily 

White institution, loaned each other money, and helped babysit. Peer support was also 

categorized as a cultural attribute because peer relationships were an extension of kinship 

that is rooted in a collectivist identity. 

 Participants also indicated that teacher/mentor support was related to their 

educational attainment. Some participants felt encouraged by caring adults from their P-

12 educational experiences, while others found specific guidance from teacher education 

faculty and other mentors on the university campus. Unlike the family support and peer 

support, teacher/mentor support was categorized as an educational design attribute. 

Caring relationships with P-12 teachers, hiring faculty with experience in urban schools, 

and structured mentoring programs are experiences that happen by design and for the 

purpose of assisting students on their academic journeys.  

 The second educational design attribute that was revealed was specific 

preparation for urban schools. Some participants shared the course content that impacted 

their desire to teach in urban schools. This included topics such as multicultural education 

and culturally responsive teaching. Other participants were impacted their experiences 

teaching and learning in urban schools. The content and experiences buttressed their 

desire to become employed as teachers in urban schools. 
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 The final theme that surfaced was a commitment to social justice and change 

agency. This theme was categorized as an existential attribute that reinforced the 

educational and career attainment of the participants. From an educational perspective, 

the participants viewed completing a degree as contribution to family for generations to 

come, a way of paying homage to family members who did not or could not attend 

college. From a career perspective, the participants viewed becoming an urban teacher as 

a way to give back to the Latina/o community. Both perspectives are sown from moral, 

philosophical, or spiritual beliefs that developed over time, but were in place prior to 

entering college. 

 In the next and final chapter, I will discuss the meanings gleaned from the stories 

of the participants and provide recommendations for individuals who hope to support 

potential Latina/o teachers from degree completion to employment in urban schools. 
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CHAPTER 5 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS 

 This narrative inquiry examined the stories of seven Latina teachers who have 

earned degrees in elementary education and have taught in urban schools. In particular, 

the participants shared the stories related to their educational and career attainment. In 

chapter four, I reported the findings of the central research question, To what do Latina/o 

teachers attribute to their academic and career attainment?, and the two sub-questions: 

1) What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers earning bachelor’s degrees in 

elementary education? 2) What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers becoming 

employed as teachers in urban elementary schools? Although analysis of the data is 

complete, the story of this research is not complete. Patton (2002) noted that narrative 

inquiry aims to use stories to illuminate the life and culture of a person and the world 

from which the story came.  

 In this chapter, I will discuss the meanings and implications embedded in the 

findings of this study. First, I will discuss the policy implications of cultural strengths, 

mentoring of Latina/o pre-service teachers, peers and cohorts, field experiences, and 

language. Then, I will describe the following policy and practice recommendations for 

supporting the educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers. Before concluding 

this chapter, I will also discuss recommendations for future research. 

Discussion  

 The findings shared in chapter four led to the discussion of relevant topics that 

have implications for the educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers. The 

topics included: cultural strengths, rethinking family, mentoring of Latina/o pre-service 
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teachers, peers and cohorts, field experiences, and language. Each of these is discussed 

below. 

Cultural Strengths 

 The literature regarding the history of Latinas/os in the United States, and the 

educational system in particular, is characterized by patterns, practices, and policies of 

inequity that exist in the lives of Latinas/os today (Daniels, 2011; Huber & Solorzano, 

2015). For a Latina/o pre-service teacher to attend a teacher education program, even one 

devoted to social justice and urban education, is to know that the odds of completing a 

degree are not in one’s favor. The reality of learning about racism, structural oppression, 

and marginalization in education in the United States is both the curriculum and 

educational experience of Latina/o pre-service teachers (Farruggio, 2009; Irizzarry, 2011; 

López & Vaughn, 2015; Mundt, Gregory, Melzi, & McWayne, 2015; Saathoff, 2015).  

The truth of educational realities and personal experiences may result in additional 

emotional or psychological (dis)stress for Latina/o teachers.  Supporting the educational 

and career attainment of Latina/o teachers means that teacher educators must understand 

this. Six out of the seven participants indicated that at least one faculty member in their 

urban elementary education program was available to help them make sense of their 

teacher education experiences beyond the course content. Each of those six participants 

specifically mentioned needing to process with their frustration with White peers and in-

service teachers. This frustration should be framed as a sign of cultural strength, a sign 

understanding how to support diverse learners, and seized as an opportunity to push 

against the White, mainstream dominance of teacher education. 
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 Multicultural education respects and celebrates diversity while creating a school 

and social structure that empowers diverse students (Banks, 2004). Latina/o pre-service 

teachers would benefit from experiencing multicultural teacher education while learning 

about multicultural education. Latina/o teachers must be taught to explicitly see how their 

cultures can be a resource for students and teachers of color (Saathoff, 2015; Yosso, 

2005). By purposely reflecting on their own funds of knowledge, Latina/o teachers can 

deliberately use their cultural attributes to navigate the challenges of completing a degree 

and becoming an urban teacher (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). Five of the seven 

participants had experiences with faculty and/or mentors who deliberately acknowledged 

how their Latina/o culture impacted them as learners and pre-service teachers. Policies 

must be made to ensure that teacher preparation programs practice the multicultural 

education that it espouses to continue to support Latina/o teachers. 

Mentoring of Latina/o Pre-Service Teachers 

 Oliva and Staudt (2003) asserted that the professional identities of Latina/o 

teachers are interconnected ways of being that combine professional activity with 

nurturance, protection, and caring, as they often link teaching with play and educational 

mentoring interactions with younger family members. Carmen, Grace, Joy and Nicole 

indicated that their mentoring experiences were of this nature. They benefited from 

“sisterly” educational mentoring by a faculty mentor. When deliberately structured this 

way, the mentoring of Latina/o pre-service teachers can create a predisposition toward 

entering mentoring relationships for the participants, as knowledge and skills are shared 

in collectivist cultures through apprenticeship and mentoring. Many teacher education 

programs use mentoring as way to support teachers of color (Flores & Claeys, 2011; 



 

145 
 

Ingersoll &May, 2011; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 2011; Waddell & Ukpokodu, 

2012). 

 Given what the literature reveals about the culture, identity, and language use of 

Latina/o teachers, there are opportunities to create more responsive mentoring programs 

that put their needs at the center Latina/o teachers experience many tensions entering 

mainstream society and a profession that often emphasizes the individual over the group 

(Haddix, 2010; Upadhyay, 2005; Urrieta, 2003). Mentoring programs should be designed 

with this in mind. The tenets of critical race theory and multicultural education should 

inform the policy and practice of teacher education to ensure that every experience is 

designed for Latina/o teachers, including those that take place outside of the classroom 

with mentors and support their unique funds of knowledge or community cultural wealth 

(González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005, Yosso, 2005). Effective mentoring should mirror 

cultural ways of being. Supplanting the family through mentoring surrogates is a deficit 

perspective and not needed. 

Peers and Cohorts 

 All of the participants in the study were members of a cohort during their teacher 

preparation. Many teacher education programs organize pre-service teachers in cohorts to 

provide academic and social supports for pre-service teachers, as well as ease of 

scheduling courses. While cohorts have their benefits, Hollins (2011a) cautioned teacher 

educators about the unintended side effects of cohorts. Both peers and cohorts are 

socializing agents in the teacher preparation experience; cohorts can support or 

undermine the development of effective teaching for diverse learners (Hollins, 2011a). 
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 When participants mentioned their supportive experiences with peers, they shared 

information about relationships. The relationships were characterized by mutual respect 

and shared experiences. The participants felt that having peers with similar cultural and 

linguistic backgrounds or similar views about teaching in urban schools was a benefit. 

Participants enjoyed working with others who valued multicultural education and saw 

strengths in urban schools. Peers also supported each other helping each other stay on 

track with assignments, helping each understand content, and/or helping each other with 

life challenges (e.g. gas money, food, rent). Policy and practices must require that cohorts 

be carefully crafted to ensure that caring relationships emerge. Expectations for respectful 

interactions should be established, and experiences should be designed to reveal shared 

characteristics and commonalities. It should not be left up to chance, as poor peer 

interactions undermine achievement motivation and program goals.  

Field Experiences 

All of the participants in the study indicated that field experiences and student 

teaching in urban schools had a positive impact on their desire to teach and become 

employed in urban schools. Although, four participants did admit that it was difficult for 

them to work in schools and with teachers who held negative beliefs about students of 

color and urban communities. The selection of school sites and cooperating teachers are 

often determined by social and political connections between universities and 

schools/districts that have little to do with the needs and wants of Latina/o pre-service 

teachers. This practice can undermine the overall need to diversify the teacher workforce. 

 For Latinas/os who pursue teaching as a way to connect, reconnect, or strengthen 

connections to the Latina/o community, field placements with Latina/o students and 
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teachers are critical. Field experiences that enable these connections can help pre-service 

teachers make use of their cultural strengths and provide opportunities to observe and 

critique systems of inequity that negatively impact Latina/o students (Ladson-Billings, 

2009).  Teacher educators must consider the influence that field placements have on the 

achievement motivation and existential needs of Latina/o pre-service teachers. Policy and 

practice must align with the espoused desire to recruit and retain Latina/o teachers.  

Language 

 Whether one is monolingual, bilingual, or multilingual, language is a significant 

component of the experiences of Latina/o teachers. Colomer (2014) noted that many 

Latina/o teachers operate as unofficial translators, interpreters, and school representatives 

while advocating for the Latina/o community. This is true for all of the participants in this 

study. However, the participant experiences with language existed outside of the formal 

curriculum of teacher education. 

The American Association for Colleges for Teacher Education (2010) has taken a 

firm stance about the need for authentic learning experiences for pre-service teachers, 

including teaching English language learners. As a result, university courses have been 

designed to show pre-service teachers how to best meet the needs of the P-12 students 

learning English. However, little has been done to help bilingual and/or bilterate teachers 

to use their knowledge and skills beyond translation. Another step forward includes 

providing well-crafted learning experiences to help Latina/o teachers make best of their 

bilingual and/or biliteracy knowledge and skills in the classroom setting. If Spanish 

speakers are desirable for Latina/o students, policies and practices must officially be put 

in place support the use of Spanish in learning to teach. 
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The ideas discussed above, cultural strengths, mentoring of Latina/o pre-service 

teachers, peers and cohorts, field experiences, and language create a foundation for the 

practical recommendations in the following section. 

Recommendations  

 Flores and Hondagneu-Sotelo (2014) found that college-educated Latinas, the 

daughters of working-class Latina/o immigrants, are disproportionately entering the 

teaching profession in the United States and suggest that Latinas are socially channeled 

into the teaching occupation (p. 2014). Ladson-Billings also noted that alternative 

certification programs have been more successful at recruiting diverse teacher candidates 

for urban schools than traditional, university-based teacher education programs (2011).  

While the recruitment of Latina/o teachers is an ongoing process, the findings of this 

study indicated that retention the Latinas/os who enter teacher preparation programs is 

extremely important. The participants in this study described ways to support Latina/o 

teachers with degree completion and employment in urban schools. With this in mind, the 

following recommendations focus on retention efforts that will support Latina/o teachers 

with educational and career attainment. The practical recommendations include needs 

assessments and mentoring, mentor selection and training, flexible cohorts and near 

peers, teaching and learning in Latina/o communities, and pathways to TESOL 

certification. 

Needs Assessments and Mentoring   

The participants in this study had mentoring experiences that supported their 

development, as well as their educational and career attainment. While some of those 

experiences were informal, five of the seven participants were in a mentoring program 
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designed for Latina/o college students. Still, the vast majority of pre-service teachers and 

teacher educators are White (Ingersoll, Merrill, & Stuckey, 2014; Ladson-Billings, 2005). 

With Whiteness at the center, being a Latina/o in a teacher preparation program, in the 

process of forming a new professional identity, can be a dissatisfying and painful 

experience (Haddix, 2010; Irizzary, 2011; Irizarry & Donaldson, 2012; Upadhyay, 2005; 

Urrieta, 2003). Rather than help Latina/o pre-service teachers assimilate or acclimate to 

the mainstream concept of teacher education, teacher education programs who desire to 

improve the retention of their Latina/o teacher may use a needs assessments and 

mentoring to provide opportunities for Latinas/os to reframe and transform their 

experiences as a pre-service teacher. 

 When Latina/o pre-service teachers enter higher education and/or teacher 

education programs, a needs assessment can help them make sense of new experiences 

before they happen. A needs assessment will provide Latina/o pre-service teachers an 

opportunity to reflect and assess their strengths. This includes social, political, and 

academic capital that is valuable for college success and the cultural capital discussed by 

González, Moll, & Amanti (2005) and Yosso (2005). Weaknesses, such as the academic 

needs that result from inequitable educational experiences and low educational attainment 

(U.S. Census, 2013; U.S. Department of Education, National Center for Education 

Statistics, 2015) can be revealed. Then, proactive plans can be put in place to support 

those areas needing growth. Opportunities for capitalizing on one’s strengths should also 

be illuminated to increase achievement motivation and engagement as a diverse learner in 

a mainstream environment. Threats, including the reality of lower graduation rates for 

students of color (Flores, Clark, Claeys, & Villarreal, 2007), should also be exposed. Just 
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as weaknesses can be remediated, threats can be planned for and eliminated, or, at the 

very least, understood. 

 Completing a needs assessment alone is not enough; something must be done with 

that information. Without practical plans to support Latina/o teachers, they are at risk of 

becoming expendable tokens. Latina/o teachers are sought after because they can be role 

models for culturally and linguistically diverse students and are more likely to understand 

and respect the cultural strengths of students and use those strengths as a foundation for 

teaching and learning (Dilworth & Brown, 2008; Flores, Clark, Claeys, & Villarreal 

2011; Foster, 1997; Irvine, 2003; Sleeter & Milner, 2011; So, 1987; Villegas & Davis, 

2008; Villegas & Irvine, 2010; Weisman & Hansen, 2008). Mentoring can provide the 

same experiences for Latina/o pre-service teachers. However, mentor selection and 

training are very important. 

Mentor Selection and Training 

 Mentoring can have a lasting impact on the generativity of pre-service teachers 

(Ingersoll & May, 2011; Johnson & Kardos, 2008; Valle-Riestra, Shealey, & Cramer, 

2011; Waddell & Ukpokodu, 2012). For the participants in this study, the mentoring 

relationship was a powerful one. Here, the emphasis is on the word relationship; the 

agency of both participants is required. Whether formal or informal, not anyone can be a 

mentor for Latina/o teachers. Each participant recalled a particular individual who was 

invested in their success. Therefore, mentor selection should be examined on an 

individual basis. 

 Individuals who choose to mentor Latina/o pre-service teachers, formally or 

informally, should determine whether or not they can serve well in that role. Selection 
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criteria for mentoring Latina/o pre-service teachers should include, but is not limited to: 

knowledge of the role of family in collectivist cultures, understanding of the strengths, 

weaknesses, opportunities, and threats that some Latina/o pre-service teachers may face, 

and skills in active listening, intercultural communication, and cross-cultural relationship 

building. If perspective mentors do not already possess the recommended knowledge, 

understanding, and skills, they should pursue them, or policies should be in place to 

provide training in these areas before taking on a Latina/o pre-service teacher as a 

mentee.  

 The participants in this study benefited from mentors who were inside and outside 

of the Latina/o community. Being Latina/o is not a prerequisite to being an effective 

mentor of Latina/o preservice teachers. Nevertheless, having a Latina/o mentor as an 

example is particularly impactful, especially if the Latina/o preservice teachers have not 

had the experience of having a Latina/o teacher as a student or known any Latinas/os in 

professional occupations. As such, teacher education programs should actively recruit 

Latina/o faculty in teacher education. 

Flexible Cohorts and Near Peers 

 Every participant experienced a cohort model during their teacher preparation. 

The participants who were in a four year program spent an additional two years with their 

cohort than the participants in the two year program. The participants in the two year 

program noted peer support from specific individuals within the cohort while participants 

in the four year program described the overall cohort experience as positive for their 

educational attainment. Participants in the two year program described more 

dissatisfaction with peer relationships. Flexible cohorts and near peers could lengthen the 
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cohort experience for two year programs and may mitigate the homogeneity of teacher 

education. 

 Irizzary and Donaldson (2012) pointed out that the homogeneity of teacher 

education results in teacher candidates of color finding themselves drastically 

outnumbered by their White counterparts in teacher education programs. Cohorts can 

bring diverse groups together, but rigid adherence to a cohort model may limit the 

number of positive and supportive peer relationships for Latina/o preservice teachers. 

 Using a flexible cohort model and near peers can create more supportive 

structures for Latina/o preservice teachers. A flexible cohort model can provide 

structured opportunities for teachers of color to build relationships with peers with similar 

storied lives that happen to be in another cohort. If cohorts are at the same point in the 

teacher preparation program, horizontal flexibility is needed. If one cohort is ahead of the 

other, vertical flexibility is needed. In the case of vertical flexibility, a relationship with a 

near peer, one who is one cohort ahead, can also function as a mentoring relationship. 

Teacher preparation programs must consider be flexibility in their organization and 

function in order to be responsive to the needs of its Latina/o preservice teachers.   

Teaching and Learning in Latina/o Communities 

 As mentioned in the discussion, all of the participants indicated that their field 

placements and/or student teaching sites positively impacted their desire to complete their 

degrees and become employed as elementary teachers in urban schools. However, the 

structure of accreditation may interfere with field placements, as teacher education 

programs are required by accrediting bodies to demonstrate that teacher candidates have 

been prepared to teach in a variety of contexts (e.g. urban, suburban, and rural) 
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(American Association of Colleges for Teacher Education, 2010). A developmental 

approach to teacher education often results in early field experiences providing a round 

robin of contexts with more extended clinical experiences later and concentrated learning 

time during student teaching. This is a complex process further complicated by the 

logistics of finding appropriate schools and cooperating teachers. The participants in this 

study indicated a strong desire to be a positive force in the Latina/o community. How, 

then, do we ensure that Latina/o preservice teachers receive field placements that support 

their learning and their motivation to complete their teacher education programs? 

 Boser (2014) indicated that students of color make up almost half of the student 

population in today’s schools, but teachers of color are only 18% of the teacher 

workforce. With Latina/o preservice teachers and other non-White groups making up so 

little of the teaching population, policies should be in place so that preservice teachers of 

color should be given priority in field placement and student teaching assignments. Using 

their cultural strengths in the communities in which they want to teach with highly 

effective and diverse cooperating teachers can only serve to support program completion. 

Latina/o preservice teachers should have every opportunity to learn with and from 

teachers of color in Latina/o communities if teacher educators truly hope to grow a 

diverse workforce. 

Pathways to TESOL Certification 

 Both Latina/o critical theory and multicultural education highlight the importance 

of language and culture in education (Amos, 2013; Banks & Banks, 2001; Banks & 

Banks, 2004; Franquiz, Salazar, & DeNicolo, 2011; Huber & Solorzano, 2015; Solorzano 

& Bernal, 2001). The participants in the study conveyed an affinity for working with 
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Latina/o students learning English, as they knew about the disparity between students 

learning English and the current number of teachers prepared to teach them (Flores & 

Clark, 2004). How might teacher educators use this information to grow the number of 

Latina/o teachers and provide more equitable educational opportunities for English 

language learners at the same time? One suggestion is to offer credits towards TESOL 

certification. This is supported by the fact that six out of seven of the participants are 

working towards or have earned a TESOL degree.  

 The number of students learning to speak English has skyrocketed, as the Latina/o 

population increased by 50% between 1994 and 2014 (Boser, 2014). The need for 

TESOL teachers is significant. One way to recruit and retain Latina/o teachers is to create 

pathways for faster and/or less costly ways for them to earn additional endorsements 

and/or certifications in areas of interest. At least two teachers in this study had their 

master’s degrees in TESOL paid for by their school districts. Teacher education programs 

may attract and retain Latina/o teachers in their programs by offering scholarships or 

faster tracks to TESOL certification after completing initial certification. 

 This study recommends the use of needs assessments and mentoring, mentor 

selection and training, flexible cohorts and near peers, teaching and learning in Latina/o 

communities, and pathways to TESOL certification as strategies for supporting the 

educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers. 

Future Research 

 In addition to evaluating the effectiveness of the recommendations above, there 

are many more avenues to explore regarding the educational and career attainment of 

Latina/o teachers in urban schools. Areas of future research include: the replication of 
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this study across a number of factors, the examination of relationships between Latina/o 

preservice teachers and Latina/o teacher education faculty, and the exploration of the 

relationships between Latina/o teacher candidates and Latina/o cooperating mentor 

teachers. 

 Purposeful, criterion sampling with maximum variation was employed as a way to 

achieve a diverse sample in this study. However, there were no replies to the request to 

participate from male, Latino teachers. Repeating the study with a more diverse sample 

would further illuminate the educational and career attainment of Latina/o teachers. 

Stories could be compiled by gender and examined using narrative analysis. Then, cross-

case analysis could be used to illuminate the similarities and differences between Latino 

men and Latina women who have become teachers.  

While each of the participants in this study is a unique individual, all of them 

identified as being, at least half, Mexican American. Latinas/os are not a monolithic 

group. As such, themes that emerged from this study may or may not be applicable to the 

experiences of Latinas/os from other nations. Would Latinas/os from South and Central 

America respond to the research questions the same way as Puerto Ricans or 

Dominicans? Do Afro-Latinas/os respond differently than Latinas/os who consider 

themselves of European or Indigenous descent? Closer examination is needed to uncover 

variations in the storied lives of Latina/o teachers. 

Are there other geographic factors that might influence the findings of this study? 

Do Latinas/os from urban, rural, and suburban areas respond differently? How might 

Latinas/os from California, Arizona, or Texas compare to Latinas/os from Missouri, 

Illinois, or Louisiana? Does immigration status make a difference? Are there any 
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variations in experiences if one lives in a state that has passed its own version of the 

DREAM Act versus those that have not? Anyone of these questions could lead to deeper 

understanding of the educational and career attainment Latina/o teachers. 

For many Latinas/os, family is critically important. With family variation, there 

are opportunities to delve deeper into understanding the experiences of Latina/o teachers. 

Are the experiences of Latina/o teachers whose families have been in the United States 

for two generations or more different from Latina/o teachers who have just come to the 

United States? How does the immigration status of the family impact the educational and 

career attainment of Latina/o teachers? Does variation across the education levels of 

Latina/o families change what Latina/o teachers attribute to their educational and career 

attainment? Family must be explored to further examine the ways it influences the lives 

of Latina/o teachers. 

Language is another significant area for further research. While there has been 

much research conducted regarding bilingual education and Spanish-speaking teachers, 

other areas are ready for inquiry. For example, many Latinas/os from Brazil speak 

Portuguese. Do they have the same connections to language that emerged from the 

participants in this study? What are the experiences like for Latinas/os who only speak 

English? How might the participants of this study responded if the study had been 

conducted in Spanish? We have much to learn about language and its relationship to the 

educational and career attainment of Latinas/os. 

 One of the major criticisms of teacher education is that it does not take into 

account all of the ecological factors that impact teacher preparation (Zeichner, 2011). 

Relationships with faculty are one of the ecological factors that should be explored for 
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Latina/o teachers. With few teacher educators of color available to interact with Latina/o 

teachers (Ladson-Billings, 2011), exploration of these rare relationships is worthwhile. 

Do Latina/o preservice teachers benefit from having experiences with Latina/o faculty? Is 

there a relationship between the number of Latina/o faculty and the number of Latina/o 

teachers who complete teacher education programs and become teachers? Perhaps 

teacher education must commit to its own diversity if it hopes to diversify the teacher 

workforce. 

 The need to investigate the roles cooperating teachers play in the development of 

teaching competence is important for all teacher candidates (Ball & Tyson, 2011). For P-

12 students, workforce trends result in the growing population of culturally and 

linguistically diverse students being taught by a largely European American population 

(Sleeter & Milner, 2011). The same is true for preservice teachers of color and White 

cooperating teachers. The limited number of teachers of color creates a shortage of 

cooperating teachers of color for student teaching. The examination of the relationships 

between Latina/o preservice teachers and Latina/o cooperating teachers is a worthy 

endeavor, as these relationships contribute to educational and career attainment of all 

teachers.  

Conclusion 

 Latina/o teachers are a rarity in the teacher workforce. Yet, I identified seven 

Latina elementary teachers who taught in urban schools to participate in this study.  The 

purpose of this narrative inquiry was to explore the experiences of these teachers. The 

meaning constructed is significant in that it uncovers stories that reveal what has 

supported the participants through college and into employment as urban teachers. The 
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central question addressed by this narrative inquiry was: To what do Latina/o teachers 

attribute to their academic and career attainment? The sub-questions that helped achieve 

the central question were: 1) What experiences contributed to Latina/o teachers earning 

bachelor’s degrees in elementary education? 2) What experiences contributed to Latina/o 

teachers becoming employed as teachers in urban elementary schools?  

Written documents, semi-structured interviews, and focus-group interviews were 

used to construct a narrative profiles for each participant. Analysis of the data sources 

constructed began with enumerative, descriptive coding to identify chunks, or units of 

analysis, and their frequency. That led to the construction of interpretive codes by 

grouping descriptive codes into common categories and the construction of themes. The 

themes that emerged were: family support, peer support, teacher/mentor support, specific 

preparation for urban teaching, and commitment to social justice and change agency. 

These themes were then categorized as cultural attributes, educational design attributes, 

and existential attributes to respond to the research questions. The results and findings 

highlight the importance of understanding the human experience and the roles that culture 

and power play in the recruitment and retention of Latina/o teachers.  

My experiences as a researcher in this study can be best described by Gloria 

Anzalduá’s (2015) Acts of Healing: 

We are each our sisters’ and brothers’ keepers; no one is an island or has even 

been. Every person, animal, plant, stone is interconnected in a life-and-death 

symbiosis. We are each responsible for what is happening down the street, south 

of the border or across the sea. And those of us who have more of anything – 

more brains, more physical strength, more political power, more money, or more 
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spiritual energies – must give or exchange with those who don’t have those 

energies but may have other things to give. It is the responsibility of some of us 

who tap the vast source of spiritual/political energies to help heal others, to put 

down a drawbridge; at the same time we must depend more and more on our own 

sources for survival. Ayudar a las mujeres que todavía viven en la jaula dar 

nuevos pasos y a romper barerras antiguas. (To help women [and men] who still 

live in cages to take new steps, to break old barriers) (p. xxviii). 

In closing, I want to draw attention to the fact that the Latina teachers in this study shared 

deeply personal stories from which we can learn. For the women in this study, learning to 

teach did not come without wounds. I am forever grateful for stories they offered to help 

future Latina/o teachers. 
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Appendix A: Consent for Participation in a Research Study 

  

A Narrative Inquiry of Latina/o Teachers in Urban Elementary Schools 

 

Co-Investigators:       

 

Erica Hernandez-Scott, M.A., I.Ph.D. Candidate  

hernandeze@umkc.edu 

(816) 235-1295 

 

Omiunota Ukpokodu, Ph.D. 

ukpokoduo@umkc.edu  

(816) 235-2469 

 

Request to Participate  

 

You are being asked to take part in a research study. This study is being conducted at the 

University of Missouri – Kansas City (UMKC).  

 

The researchers in charge of this study are Erica Hernandez-Scott, I.Ph.D candidate at UMKC 

and Dr. Omiunota Ukpokodu, Professor of Teacher Education and Curriculum Studies, UMKC.  

 

The study team is asking you to take part in this research study because you are a graduate of our 

university and a Latina/o teacher working in an urban elementary school.  Research studies only 

include people who choose to take part.  This document is called a consent form. Please read this 

consent form carefully and take your time making your decision. The researcher or study staff 

will go over this consent form with you. Ask him/her to explain anything that you do not 

understand.  This consent form explains what to expect: the risks, discomforts, and benefits, if 

any, if you consent to be in the study. 

 

Background  

 

The subjects of this study should meet the following requirements: 

• A self-identified Latina/o 

• Elementary school teacher (Grades 1st – 6th)  

• Graduate of UMKC’s elementary teacher education program (2005-2015) 

• Teach in an urban school 

 

There will be six subjects in the study. Participants will be selected for the study based on 

meeting the requirements above and maximum diversity in the group. You will be contacted for 

individual and focus group interviews if you are selected for further participation in the study. 
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Purpose  

 

The purpose of this narrative inquiry is to understand how Latina/o teachers describe their 

experiences of educational and career attainment. The overarching question guiding the study is: 

To what do Latina/o teachers attribute to their academic and career attainment?   

 

This study is being conducted to ensure that the voices of Latina/o teachers are authentically 

represented and utilized in teacher education. 

 

Procedures  

 

If you decide to participate, you will be asked to submit one initial questionnaire, participate in 

one 60 minute interview, and a 60 minute focus group interview. The research will take place on 

the UMKC campus.   

 

Initial Questionnaire 

• Respond to demographic questions to ensure that participant requirements are met. 

• Respond to one open-ended prompt about your educational and career attainment. 

• Once received, selected participants will be notified for scheduled interviews. 

Individual Interview 

• Participants select pseudonyms. 

• 60 minute interview (audio taped) 

Focus-group Interview at UMKC (this visit will include all participants who work in different 

school sites) 

• Participants are introduced using pseudonyms. 

• 60 minute focus-group (audio taped) 

 

The individual and focus group interviews will be audiotaped and transcribed later. This research 

will begin in May of 2016 and conclude by July 2016. If you agree to take part in this study, you 

will be involved in this study for approximately four months.  
 

Participation in this study is voluntary and subjects may refuse to participate in certain activities 

or answer certain questions. If you wish to withdraw from the study, you may do so at any time 

by contacting the study investigator.  

 

Risks and Inconveniences  

 

This research is considered to be minimal risk. That means the risks of taking part in this research 

study are not expected to be more than the risks in your daily life. While there may be concerns 

regarding confidentiality, pseudonyms will be used during audio taped interviews to maintain 

confidentiality. 
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Benefits  

 

There are no direct benefits to participating in this study. However, there are possible indirect 

benefits including networking with other Latina teachers working in urban schools. Additionally, 

other people may benefit from learning from what you attribute to your educational and career 

attainment. 

 

Fees and Expenses  

 

You will not incur any fees and expenses for participating in this study.   

 

Compensation  

 

There is no payment for participating in this study.  

 

Alternatives to Study Participation  

 

Study participation requires the completion of the initial questionnaire and engagement in audio 

taped interviews. Should you not be comfortable with those requirements, the alternative is to not 

take part in the study.  

 

Confidentiality  

 

While we will do our best to keep the information you share with us confidential, 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 to make sure 

we are doing proper, safe research and protecting human subjects. The results of this research 

may be published or presented to others. You will not be named in any reports of the results.   

 

Information gathered through the written narratives and interviews will be kept confidential. The 

study investigators will have access to the data sources. This information will be stored in a 

locked office at the School of Education at UMKC and on the password protected UMKC 

computers of the study investigators. Audio tapes will be destroyed after transcribed. Any 

information written in the dissertation, papers, presentations or publications will be kept 

anonymous unless separate written consent gives explicit permission to share the identity of the 

subject. If a subject withdraws before the study ends, the data collected will be kept and possibly 

used to inform study findings.   

 

The University of Missouri-Kansas City appreciates people who help it gain knowledge by being 

in research studies. It is not the University’s policy to pay for or provide medical treatment for 

persons who are in studies. If you think you have been harmed because you were in this study, 

please call one of the researchers, Ms. Hernandez-Scott at (816) 235 –1295 or Dr. Ukpokodu at 

(816) 235 – 2469.  
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Contacts for Questions about the Study  

 

You should contact the Office of UMKC’s Institutional Review Board at 816-235-5927 if you 

have any questions, concerns or complaints about your rights as a research subject. You may call 

the researchers, Ms. Hernandez-Scott at (816) 235 –1295 or Dr. Ukpokodu at (816) 235 – 2469, if 

you have any questions about this study. You may also call either researcher if any problems 

come up.  

 

Voluntary Participation  

 

Taking part in this research study is voluntary. If you choose to be in the study, you are free to 

stop participating at any time and for any reason. If you choose not to be in the study or decide to 

stop participating, your decision will not affect any care or benefits you are entitled to. The 

researchers, doctors or sponsors may stop the study or take you out of the study at any time if 

they decide that it is in your best interest to do so. They may do this for medical or administrative 

reasons or if you no longer meet the study criteria. You will be told of any important findings 

developed during the course of this research.  

 

You have read this Consent Form or it has been read to you. You have been told why this 

research is being done and what will happen if you take part in the study, including the risks and 

benefits. You have had the chance to ask questions, and you may ask questions at any time in the 

future by calling Ms. Hernandez-Scott at (816) 235 –1295 or Dr. Ukpokodu at (816) 235 – 2469. 

By returning the questionnaire and participating in the individual and focus group interviews, you 

volunteer and consent to take part in this research study. At any time, you can discontinue your 

participation in the study. 
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Appendix B: Initial Questionnaire 

 

 

This questionnaire will be used to determine if potential participants will move forward with 

individual and focus group interviews. 

 

Thank you for taking the time to complete this short questionnaire. As the consent to participate 

form stated, I am interested in learning about your educational and career attainment. You may 

be contacted for individual and focus group interviews in the near future. 

1. Name: 

2. Age: 

3. Gender: 

4. Length of time as a teacher: 

5. Urban district in which you work: 

6. School in which you work: 

7. Grade that you currently teach: 

8. Are you an Institute for Urban Education (IUE) graduate? __________ 

9. How would you describe your ethnic/racial background (Mark all that apply)? 

� American Indian 

� Alaskan Native 

� Asian 

� Black or African-American 

� Hispanic or Latino/a 

o If necessary, include more-specific identity labels here: 

_________________________ 

� Native Hawaiian or other Pacific Islander 

� White 

� Other  

Please free to include comments about your background that you believe the above categories do 

not capture: 

10. Are you a first generation college graduate? _________ 

11. What is the highest level of education you have completed? 

� Bachelor’s Degree 

� Master’s Degree 

 

12. Describe the experiences that influenced your educational and career attainment? 
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Appendix C: Semi-Structured Interview Guide 

 

 

Thank you for taking the time to meet with me today. I know you are very busy as a teacher. 

Today, we are going to discuss your educational and career attainment. I anticipate that we will 

spend about 45 – 60 minutes in this interview. I am recording this interview so that your 

responses can be transcribed to allow me to more carefully review your responses. However any 

information included in the study will be anonymous.  

  

I will turn the recorder on at this point and say: 

Please state your pseudonym for the recording. 

1. Please tell me about your educational attainment. What experiences supported you in 

earning your degree? 

 

 

2. In your written narrative you mentioned _________________. Please tell me more about 

that.  

 

 

 

 

3. Please tell me about your career attainment. What experiences supported you in gaining 

employment as an urban teacher? 

 

 

 

4. In your written narrative you mentioned _________________. Please tell me more about 

that.  

 

 

 

 

This is the end of the interview. Thank you so much for your time and telling me about your 

experiences. This information will be used to construct a narrative of your experience. I will 

share your narrative with you to seek clarification and to ensure that I understand what you 

share with me. The narratives of all participants will be analyzed for themes. Then, I will 

schedule a focus group with you to discuss the preliminary themes. Before we conclude, do you 

have any questions for me? 
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Appendix D: Focus Group Protocol 

 

Welcome: 

 

Welcome and thank you for agreeing to participate in this study and today’s focus group. 

 

Topic: 

 

Today, we are going to discuss your educational and career attainment. You were selected 

because you are Latina, graduates of the elementary program, and teachers in urban schools. 

 

Guidelines: 

 

There are no right or wrong answers, only differing points of view. You don’t need to agree with 

others, but you must listen respectfully as others share. I will guide the discussion, but you will 

talk to each other. Anything you say in this session should be held in strict confidence by 

everyone present today. I am recording this session so that this information can be transcribed so 

please identify yourself using your pseudonym each time you speak. Please speak clearly and one 

at a time. Although you are identifying yourself for transcription purposes, all information 

written in the study will be confidential. This focus group should last 45-60 minutes.    

 

1. Let’s begin by sharing our names on the cards placed in front of you and the grade you 

teach. 

2. The data indicated that experiences with family influenced your educational attainment. 

What can you tell each other about that? 

3. In addition to family, you all have indicated that teachers and mentors also influenced 

educational attainment. Please describe your experiences to each other. 

4. Some of you mentioned that peers and friends were supportive while earning your 

degree. What can you tell each other about your experience? 

5. The data indicate that ongoing experiences in schools influenced your career attainment. 

What can you tell each other about that? 

6. Some of you mentioned that connections to the community motivated you to pursue a 

career in urban schools. What can you tell each about your experience? 
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7. In addition to community motivation, you all have indicated that guidance from your 

teacher preparation program influenced your career attainment. Please describe your 

experiences to each other. 

8. The purpose of this study is to gather information about your experiences with 

educational and career attainment. Have we missed anything?  

 

This concludes our focus group. Thank you so much for your time and sharing your experiences. 

I will continue to share my findings with you as I analyze data to seek clarification and to ensure 

that I understand what you share with me. I will also share the study findings with you. Before we 

conclude, do you have any questions for me? 
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