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Series Editor’s Introduction

Th is series explores the many ways people engage diversity, democracy, 
and social justice in classrooms and communities. Th e term “social justice” 
is the umbrella for texts that address broad concerns of democracy, equal-
ity, diversity, and justice. “Teaching/learning” emphasizes the essential 
connections between theory and practice that books in this series will ex-
amine. Th e series addresses both popular education as well as education in 
formal institutions. Central are the stories and lived experiences of people 
who struggle both to critically analyze and challenge oppressive relation-
ships and institutions, and to imagine and create more just and inclusive 
alternatives. My hope is that the series will balance critical analysis with 
images of hope and possibility in ways that are accessible and inspiring to 
a broad audience of educators and activists who believe in the possibility 
of social change through education and who seek stories and examples of 
practice, as well as honest discussion of the barriers and struggles in chal-
lenging oppressive institutions. 

Th e goals of this series are beautifully realized in Tara Yosso’s Critical 
Race Counterstories along the Chicana/Chicano Educational Pipeline. Th is 
timely book by a critical race theorist addresses an issue that is prominent 
in the news as colleges and universities, as well as public K–12 educators 
committed to social justice, refl ect on the recent Supreme Court decision 
providing a twenty-fi ve-year window to remedy the underrepresentation 
of students of color in higher education. Th e pressure of this deadline has 
made educators at all levels pay more attention to the entire pipeline from 
kindergarten through higher education and to reducing the barriers that 
block movement through the pipeline. 

Th rough critical race counterstories, Yosso represents the various stag-
es in the educational pipeline for Chicanas/os and brings to life the quali-
tative, oft en hard-to-see dimensions of the struggle for equal education in 
Chicana/o communities. Th rough these stories the reader gets a more vivid 
and complex picture of the dimensions of the problems Chicana/o students 
face at all levels of schooling and the barriers put in place by schools and 



the dominant society. Yosso’s counterstories also invoke and develop the 
multiple possibilities for challenging these barriers, imagining alternative 
scenarios for success through schooling in Chicana/o communities and 
holding schools accountable to all young people in this country. In so do-
ing, Yosso makes a powerful contribution to theory and practice aimed at 
opening up the educational pipeline to disenfranchised communities and 
to bringing the rhetorical promise of education as a path to equality and 
opportunity closer to reality.

Lee Anne Bell
Professor and Barbara Silver Horowitz Director of Education,

Barnard College, Columbia University
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1
WHY USE CRITICAL RACE THEORY AND 

COUNTERSTORYTELLING TO ANALYZE THE 
CHICANA/O EDUCATIONAL PIPELINE?

I shed tears of anguish 
as I see my children disappear
behind the shroud of mediocrity
never to look back to remember me
I am Joaquin. …

I have endured in the rugged mountains
 of our country.
I have survived the toils and slavery
 of the fi elds.
  I have existed
in the barrios of the city,
in the suburbs of bigotry,
in the mines of social snobbery,
in the prisons of dejection,
in the muck of exploitation
and
in the fi erce heat of racial hatred. …

I am the masses of my people and
I refuse to be absorbed.
 I am Joaquin
Th e odds are great
But my spirit is strong
 My faith unbreakable1
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Th e above excerpts of Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales’ 1967 epic poem “I am 
Joaquin” are part of a Chicana/o2 counterstory. A counterstory recounts 
experiences of racism and resistance from the perspectives of those on 
society’s margins.3 In the spirit of Gonzales—whose life’s work expressed 
the same defi ance and hope of his poem—this book off ers Chicana/o coun-
terstories that challenge social and racial injustice along the educational 
pipeline. 

Gonzales’ Joaquin endures a legacy of social and racial inequality. 
Likewise, Chicana/o communities struggle to survive a history of institu-
tional neglect in U.S. public schools. Abysmal statistical realities pervade 
today’s Chicana/o educational pipeline. Fift y-six percent of Chicana/o 
students do not graduate high school and only 7% graduate from college. 
Chicanas/os suff er daunting schooling conditions throughout the educa-
tional pipeline. Most Chicana/o students attend overcrowded, racially seg-
regated schools, which lack suffi  cient numbers of trained faculty, updated 
textbooks, and even desks. 

Despite seemingly insurmountable odds, Gonzales’ Joaquin maintains 
his faith. In the same way, Chicana/o youth and their families continue to 
challenge an educational system that has consistently failed them. Indeed, 
their counterstories carry on Joaquin’s legacy and demonstrate hope and 
possibility all along the Chicana/o educational pipeline.

DEMOGRAPHIC CONTEXTS OF THE CHICANA/O 
EDUCATIONAL PIPELINE

Chicana/o communities have long experienced the explicit and implicit ef-
fects of racism through social institutions such as schools.4 To frame this 
discussion, I begin with a brief demographic overview of the Chicana/o, 
Latina/o community in the United States. Latinas/os5 comprise the larg-
est and fastest growing racial/ethnic “minority” group in the United States. 
According to the 2000 U.S. Census, at least 35.3 million Latinas/os reside in 
the United States, and account for about 13% of the total U.S. population. 
Projections indicate Latinas/os will make up 18% of the U.S. population by 
2025. People of Mexican descent—Chicanas/os—represent the youngest, 
the largest, and the fastest growing Latina/o population subgroup. Chicanas/
os comprise an estimated 66% of the total Latina/o population. Th e remain-
der of the Latina/o population includes Central or South Americans (14%), 
Puerto Ricans (11%), Cubans (5%), and other Latinas/os (7%).6

Historically rooted and indigenous to the southwestern United States, 
Chicanas/os now represent the largest single “minority” group in almost 
every major metropolitan area west of the Mississippi River. In addition, 
Chicanas/os are moving in large numbers to major metropolitan areas in 
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the Pacifi c Northwest, the Midwest, the East Coast, and the South. Th e me-
dian age of the Chicana/o population is 24 years old, and one of every two 
Chicanas/os under the age of 18 lives in poverty. Th e educational opportuni-
ties made available to these young Chicanas/os will yield societal repercus-
sions as major cities across the nation exhibit demographic patterns already 
evident in California and the Southwest. To address some of these contem-
porary contexts, I begin with a critical examination of the Chicana/o educa-
tional pipeline at the turn of the 21st century (fi gure 1.1).
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Figure 1.1. The Chicana/o Educational Pipeline7
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Th e pipeline represents a system of connecting educational institu-
tions. Schooling structures, practices, and discourses facilitate the fl ow of 
knowledge, skills, and students along the educational pipeline. However, 
at any given point in the pipeline—no matter how one measures educa-
tional outcomes—Chicanas/os do not perform as well as Whites and at-
tain less than other racial or ethnic groups in the United States.8 Figure 1.1 
demonstrates these very serious leaks in the Chicana/o educational pipe-
line.9 Utilizing 2000 U.S. Census data and information from the National 
Center for Educational Statistics, we begin with 100 Chicana and Chicano 
students at the elementary level, noting that 56 drop out of high school 
and 44 continue on to graduate. Of the 44 who graduate from high school, 
about 26 continue on toward some form of postsecondary education. Of 
those 26, approximately 17 enroll in community colleges and nine enroll 
at 4-year institutions. Of those 17 in community colleges, only one will 
transfer to a 4-year institution. Of the nine Chicanas/os attending a 4-
year college and the one community college transfer student, seven will 
graduate with a baccalaureate degree. Finally, two Chicana/o students will 
continue on to earn a graduate or professional school degree and less than 
one will receive a doctorate.

In order to humanize some of these statistical realities along the 
Chicana/o educational pipeline, I utilize a method of presenting research 
called counterstorytelling. Indeed, social scientists off er at least two types of 
stories to explain unequal educational outcomes—majoritarian stories and 
counterstories.10 A majoritarian story implicitly begins from the assump-
tion that all students enjoy access to the same educational opportunities 
and conditions from elementary through postsecondary school. From this 
premise, and utilizing seemingly neutral and objective standard formulae, 
the majoritarian story faults Chicana/o students and community cultural 
traditions for unequal schooling outcomes. 

A counterstory, on the other hand, begins with an understanding that 
inadequate educational conditions limit equal access and opportunities in 
Chicana/o schooling.11 Pointing out the biased and subjective formulae of 
the majoritarian story, the counterstory reveals that Chicanas/os usually at-
tend overcrowded, run-down, and racially segregated schools.12 Too oft en, 
these schools provide low per-pupil expenditures, few well-trained teach-
ers, and limited access to a quality, college-bound curriculum.13 Instead of 
blaming Chicana/o students or community cultural traditions, a counter-
story addresses the structures, practices, and discourses that facilitate high 
dropout (pushout)14 rates along the Chicana/o educational pipeline.

Counterstorytelling as used in this book draws directly from scholar-
ship in critical race theory (CRT). CRT refers to a framework used to exam-
ine and challenge the ways race and racism implicitly and explicitly shape 
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social structures, practices, and discourses.15 Th is book utilizes critical race 
counterstorytelling to theorize, examine, and challenge the ways race and 
racism implicitly and explicitly eff ect Chicanas/os in the United States edu-
cational system.

Below, I briefl y defi ne the terms race, racism, and White privilege for 
this book, and further introduce readers to CRT as a conceptual, theoretical, 
pedagogical, and methodological framework in education. Next, I extend 
on the description of majoritarian storytelling. I then outline the method-
ology of counterstorytelling in CRT and for this book in particular. Finally, 
I address some of the critics of critical race counterstories, and propose four 
functions of counterstorytelling.

RACISM, WHITE PRIVILEGE, AND CRITICAL
RACE THEORY

Race is a socially constructed category, created to diff erentiate groups based 
primarily on skin color, phenotype, ethnicity, and culture for the purpose 
of showing the superiority or dominance of one group over another.16 Th e 
social meanings applied to race fi nd their justifi cation in an ideology of 
racial superiority and White privilege—an ideology of racism. I draw on 
the work of Audre Lorde,17 Chester Pierce,18 and Manning Marable19 to de-
fi ne racism as (1) a false belief in White supremacy that handicaps society, 
(2) a system that upholds Whites as superior to all other groups, and (3) 
the structural subordination of multiple racial and ethnic groups. With its 
macro, micro, interpersonal, institutional, overt, and subtle forms, racism 
entails institutional power. Communities of Color20 in the United States 
have never possessed this form of power. 

Racism—the systemic oppression of People of Color—privileges 
Whites. Drawing on the work of Beverly Tatum,21 Zeus Leonardo,22 Peggy 
McIntosh,23 and Devon Carbado,24 I defi ne White privilege as a system of 
advantage resulting from a legacy of racism and benefi ting individuals and 
groups based on the notions of whiteness. Whiteness intersects with other 
forms of privilege, including gender, class, phenotype, accent, language, 
sexuality, immigrant status, and surname. As a very light-skinned Latina of 
mixed race, people either assume that I am White, refer to me as Güera,25 or 

ask, “What are you?” Born in northern California to working-class, mono-
lingual English-speaking parents, without a Spanish surname, I learned 
Spanish as a second language and have come to identify as a Chicana. 
Th ough I suff er various forms of oppression, I also enjoy multiple layers of 
White privilege, both in my daily activities (e.g., being served pleasantly at 
a restaurant, talking my way out of traffi  c citations, traveling internationally 
without border patrol harassment), and in my life-trajectory (e.g., being 
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tracked in college preparatory courses, having my off er to purchase a home 
accepted over other fi nancially qualifi ed potential buyers, receiving quality 
healthcare). For the most part, White privilege seems invisible. Th ose who 
experience everyday benefi ts and other unearned White privileges may not 
recognize that the systemic oppression of People of Color enables these in-
stitutionalized racial preferences.

In order to address the historical and contemporary realities of race, 
racism, and White privilege, I draw on a dynamic analytical framework 
called critical race theory. Critical race theory (CRT) originated in schools 
of law in the late 1980s with a group of scholars seeking to examine and 
challenge race and racism in the United States legal system and society. 
Feeling limited by work that separated critical theory from conversations 
about race and racism, these legal scholars sought “both a critical space in 
which race was foregrounded and a race space where critical themes were 
central.”26 Specifi cally, they argued that critical legal studies scholarship 
did not listen to the lived experiences and histories of People of Color. 
Scholars such as Derrick Bell and Alan Freeman asserted that without ana-
lyzing race and racism, critical legal scholarship could not off er strategies 
for social transformation.27 Th is argument had also been taking place in 
social science and history circles, specifi cally in ethnic and women’s stud-
ies scholarship. 

Rooted in the scholarly traditions of ethnic studies, U.S./third-world 
feminisms, Marxism/neo-Marxism, cultural nationalism, and internal 
colonialism, CRT scholarship initially focused its critique on the slow 
pace of civil rights legislation. Much of the early CRT literature pointed 
out the unrealized promise of civil rights legislative eff orts for Black and 
White communities. Some CRT scholars challenged this tendency toward 
a Black/White binary,28 explaining that oppression in the law and society 
could not be fully understood in terms of only Black and White. While 
acknowledging that African Americans endure a unique and horrendous 
history of racism and other forms of subordination in the United States,29 
these scholars noted that other People of Color inherit histories likewise 
shaped by the intersections of racism. As a result of these self-refl ective 
discussions, CRT’s family tree expanded to recognize these histories and 
experiences.30 Almost 20 years aft er its inception, CRT and its branches 
of FemCrit, LatCrit, TribalCrit, AsianCrit,31 and WhiteCrit32 evidence an 
ongoing search by socially and racially marginalized communities for a 
framework “grounded in the particulars of their social reality and experi-
ence.”33 

Latina/o critical race (LatCrit) theory scholarship in particular brought 
a Chicana/o, Latina/o consciousness to CRT in examining racialized layers 
of subordination based on immigration status, sexuality, culture, language, 
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phenotype, accent, and surname.34 Th is LatCrit consciousness extended 
critical race discussions to address the layers of racialized subordination 
that comprise Chicana/o, Latina/o experiences within and beyond U.S. 
borders.35 I engage CRT informed by this LatCrit consciousness. 

CRT’s roots and branches inform the critical race movement in educa-
tion.36 Over the last 10 years, CRT scholars in education have theorized, 
examined, and challenged the ways race and racism shape on schooling 
structures, practices, and discourses. Education scholar Daniel Solórzano37 
identifi ed at least fi ve tenets of CRT.38 Below I describe these tenets as they 
apply to education. 

1. Th e Intercentricity of Race and Racism. CRT starts from the 
premise that race and racism are endemic and permanent in U.S. 
society.39 Discussions of race within CRT begin with an examina-
tion of how race has been socially constructed in U.S. history and 
how the system of racism functions to oppress People of Color 
while privileging Whites. A CRT in education centralizes race and 
racism, while also focusing on racisms’ intersections with other 
forms of subordination, based on gender, class, sexuality, language, 
culture, immigrant status, phenotype, accent, and surname.40

2. Th e Challenge to Dominant Ideology. Critical race scholars argue 
that traditional claims of race neutrality and objectivity act as a 
camoufl age for the self-interest, power, and privilege of dominant 
groups in U.S. society.41 A CRT in education challenges claims that 
the educational system off ers objectivity, meritocracy, color-blind-
ness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity.42 A critical race praxis 
(practice informed by CRT) questions approaches to schooling that 
pretend to be neutral or standardized while implicitly privileging 
White, U.S.-born, monolingual, English-speaking students.43 

3. Th e Commitment to Social Justice. CRT is dedicated to advanc-
ing a social justice agenda in schools and society.44 Acknowledging 
schools as political places and teaching as a political act,45 CRT 
views education as a tool to eliminate all forms of subordination 
and empower oppressed groups—to transform society.46 

4. Th e Centrality of Experiential Knowledge. CRT fi nds the expe-
riential knowledge of People of Color legitimate, appropriate, and 
critical to understanding, analyzing, and teaching about racial sub-
ordination.47 Critical race research in education views this knowl-
edge as a strength and draws explicitly on the lived experiences of 
Students of Color by analyzing “data,” including oral traditions, 
corridos,48 poetry, fi lms, actos,49 and humor. CRT scholars may also 
teach or present research fi ndings in unconventional and creative 
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ways, through storytelling, chronicles, scenarios, narratives, and 
parables.50

5. Th e Interdisciplinary Perspective. CRT analyzes racism, classism, 
sexism, and homophobia from a historical and interdisciplinary 
perspective.51 As Matsuda explains, “…the desire to know his-
tory from the bottom has forced [CRT] scholars to sources oft en 
ignored: journals, poems, oral histories, and stories from their own 
experiences of life in a hierarchically arranged world.”52 A CRT 
in education works between and beyond disciplinary boundar-
ies, drawing on multiple methods to listen to and learn from those 
knowledges otherwise silenced by popular discourse and academic 
research.53

Individually, these fi ve tenets are not “new.” Th e scholarly and activist 
traditions of ethnic and women’s studies found in the roots and branches 
of CRT embody aspects of these tenets, as do multicultural education and 
critical pedagogy.54 CRT draws on the strengths these traditions bring to 
the study of race and racism in and out of schools. CRT also learns from 
blindspots exhibited by some of these academic traditions (e.g. the tendency 
to de-center race and racism in multicultural education and critical peda-
gogy).55 With the power of historical hindsight and the strength of multiple 
intellectual and community traditions, CRT’s fi ve tenets comprise a unique 
framework that challenges existing modes of scholarship in education. CRT 
scholars and practitioners seek to understand how Communities of Color 
experience and respond to racism as it intersects with other forms of subor-
dination in the United States educational system. Th ey also search for ways 
CRT might inform research, curriculum, policy, the study of knowledge 
(epistemology), and teaching (pedagogy).56 In short, they look to develop 
critical race praxis—practice informed by CRT. Guided by this CRT frame-
work, the counterstories in this book ask at least four questions:

1. How do racism, sexism, classism, and other forms of subordination 
shape the Chicana/o educational pipeline?

2. How do institutions of education and educational structures, 
practices, and discourses maintain race-, gender-, and class-based 
discrimination?

3. How do Chicanas/os respond to and resist racism, sexism, classism, 
and other forms of subordination in education?

4. How can education become a tool to help end racism, sexism, clas-
sism, and other forms of subordination?
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MAJORITARIAN STORYTELLING IN EDUCATION
Majoritarian storytelling is a method of recounting the experiences and 
perspectives of those with racial and social privilege. Traditionally, main-
stream storytelling through mass media and academia rely on “stock” ste-
reotypes if and when they discuss issues of race. Gordon Allport defi ned a 
stereotype as “an exaggerated belief associated with a category. Its function 
is to justify (rationalize) our conduct in relation to that category.”57 Th e 
term “stock stereotype” emphasizes that these exaggerated beliefs associ-
ated with a category draw on a virtual stockroom of stereotypes developed 
through history and distributed through individuals, groups, and institu-
tions such as schools and media. 

Everyday majoritarian narratives—embedded with racialized omis-
sions, distortions, and stereotypes—perpetuate myths that darker skin and 
poverty correlate with bad neighborhoods and bad schools.58 Th is “good” 
versus “bad” narrative portrays working class people and People of Color as 
irresponsible and less intelligent while depicting White middle- and upper-
class people as just the opposite.59 Majoritarian narratives tend to silence or 
dismiss people who off er evidence contradicting these racially unbalanced 
portrayals.

Majoritarian stories along the Chicana/o educational pipeline oft en 
feature Chicana/o parents who supposedly do not care about educating 
their children, or Latina/o and Black students who ostensibly receive “ra-
cial preferences” in college admissions. Th e majoritarian story asserts: if 
Chicana/o students perform poorly in school, then their parents probably 
do not “value” education enough to inculcate academic excellence in their 
children. If White students are denied admission to a university, then an 
undeserving Black or Latina/o student likely “took” their rightful spot. Yet 
research shows that Chicana/o parents have higher aspirations for their 
children than White parents.60 In addition, the dismally low numbers of 
Students of Color admitted to colleges and universities nationally, challenge 
the myth that universities regularly deny admission to qualifi ed White stu-
dents to make way for unqualifi ed Students of Color.61

Th e legacy of racism and White privilege determine whose stories are 
recounted as historical and whose experiences are dismissed as merely anec-
dotal. Majoritarian stories center layers of race, gender, class, and other forms 
of privilege as the point of reference.62 Th is means, majoritarian stories exhibit 
the racialized assumptions and perspectives of White men and women—par-
ticularly those considered to be middle/upper class and heterosexual.

Although Whites most oft en tell majoritarian stories, People of Color 
oft en buy into and even recite majoritarian stories.63 Oft en, “minority” ma-
joritarian storytellers receive social benefi ts for recounting these stories.64 
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Two examples of minority majoritarian storytellers include Linda Chavez, 
a Latina author and head of a conservative think tank who advocates for 
cultural and linguistic assimilation, and African American Supreme Court 
Justice Clarence Th omas, whose judicial record demonstrates staunch op-
position to the civil rights of People of Color and women.65 Whether told 
by People of Color or Whites, people rarely question majoritarian stories. 
Like White privilege, majoritarian stories seem invisible. Instead of stories, 
they appear to be “natural” parts of everyday life. 

CRITICAL RACE COUNTERSTORYTELLING 
Critical race counterstorytelling is a method of recounting the experiences 
and perspectives of racially and socially marginalized people. Counterstories 
refl ect on the lived experiences of People of Color to raise critical conscious-
ness about social and racial injustice.66 Indeed, Communities of Color cul-
tivate rich and continuing traditions of storytelling.67 Recognizing these 
stories and knowledges as valid and valuable data, counterstorytellers chal-
lenge majoritarian stories that omit and distort the histories and realities of 
oppressed communities. Drawing also on academic research, social science 
and humanities literature, and judicial records, counterstories question ra-
cially stereotypical portrayals implicit in majoritarian stories. 

Yet counterstories do not just respond to majoritarian stories. As Lisa 
Ikemoto and Gloria Anzaldúa explain, merely reacting to the stories of ra-
cial privilege actually re-centers those stories.68 Likewise, counterstories do 
not focus on trying to convince people that racism exists. Instead, counter-
stories seek to document the persistence of racism from the perspectives 
of those injured and victimized by its legacy. Furthermore, counterstories 
bring attention to those who courageously resist racism and struggle to-
ward a more socially and racially just society. So while counterstories chal-
lenge mainstream society’s denial of the ongoing signifi cance of race and 
racism, they do so by off ering a critical refl ection on the lived experiences 
and histories of People of Color. In its multiple forms, counterstorytell-
ing can strengthen traditions of social, political, and cultural survival and 
resistance. 

Th e CRT literature evidences at least three types of counterstories: 
autobiographical,69 biographical,70 and composite.71 For this book, I fo-
cus on composite stories. Composite counternarratives draw on multiple 
forms of data to recount the experiences of People of Color. 

Th rough memorable characters such as Geneva Crenshaw72 and 
Rodrigo Crenshaw73 Bell and Delgado introduced thousands to their com-
posite counterstories. Th ese characters engage in lively analyses of legal de-
cisions, historical events, and current debates about racial realities in U.S. 
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society. Because they document these discussions with hundreds of foot-
notes, Bell and Delgado provide insights into how social scientists might 
create composite characters and counternarratives. Composite countersto-
ries integrate at least four data sources: (1) empirical research data (e.g., 
fi ndings from surveys, focus group interviews, etc.); (2) existing social sci-
ence, humanities, legal, or other literature on the topic(s) evidenced in the 
research; (3) judicial records (court fi lings, rulings, oral arguments, etc.); 
and (4) authors’ professional and personal experiences.74 Methodologically, 
authors may begin with these data sources and create composite characters 
who embody the patterns and themes evidenced in the research. Th en, au-
thors write these composite characters into social, historical, and political 
situations that allow the dialogue to speak to the research fi ndings and cre-
atively challenge racism and other forms of subordination. 

COUNTERSTORYTELLING METHODOLOGY
FOR THIS BOOK

To create the critical race counterstories for this book, I analyzed fi ndings 
from multiple research projects and followed the composite counterstory 
methodology described above. I began by fi nding and unearthing sources 
of data. My fi rst form of data came from primary sources, namely from 
Chicanas/os themselves, in the form of individual and group interviews 
and national survey data. My primary sources also included judicial re-
cords and court fi lings. I outline specifi c data sources within each chapter.

Next, I analyzed secondary data from social science, humanities, and 
legal studies scholarship, addressing the education of People of Color gen-
erally75 and Chicana/o education specifi cally.76 In sift ing through this lit-
erature, I began to draw connections with the relevant primary data. Th is 
grounded theory approach starts with the data and, as its name insinuates, 
builds theory from the ground up.77 Yet this systematic process of sift ing 
through data to identify themes and patterns in social science research is 
neither neutral nor objective. Data cannot “speak” without interpretation, 
so I try to bring theoretical sensitivity78 to this research process while I draw 
upon my cultural intuition79 to interpret and analyze fi ndings.

Barney Glaser and Anselm Strauss assert, “Th e generation of theory 
requires that the analyst take apart the story within his [/her] data.”80 To 
recover and recount the story evidenced in the patterns and themes of the 
data, I also include my own experiences as a source of data.81 Th is data en-
tails personal refl ections and experiences of family, friends, colleagues, and 
acquaintances, as well as Chicana/o oral traditions, cultural expressions, 
and collective history.82
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Aft er compiling and analyzing these various sources of data, I created 
Chicana/o composite characters to engage the themes, patterns, and con-
cepts that surfaced in the research process.83 I set each counterstory in a lo-
cation that would provide further social and historical context to the data. 
Th e composite characters personify the research in an eff ort to humanize 
the numbers along the Chicana/o educational pipeline.84

Th ough each of the characters and counterstories in this book certainly 
exhibit fi ctional elements, counterstorytelling diff ers from fi ctional story-
telling. Counterstories present academic research creatively, but serve the 
purpose of critically examining theoretical concepts and humanizing em-
pirical data. Each of the following four chapters begins with a more stan-
dard academic narrative to overview the research at elementary, secondary, 
postsecondary, and graduate school levels of the pipeline, respectively. Th e 
counterstories then investigate how some Chicana/o students, parents, 
teachers, and faculty respond to the everyday forms of racism, sexism, and 
classism they face in and outside schools. Grounded in the statistical real-
ity that Chicana/o communities are part of the largest and fastest growing 
population in the United States, the four counterstories take place in loca-
tions throughout the Southwest and Midwest regions of the United States 
now refl ecting these demographic trends. In the tradition of Freire,85 each 
chapter’s counterstory speaks to the others thematically so that readers 
might engage in the dialogue about Chicana/o education through sharing, 
listening, challenging, and refl ecting along with the characters.

CRITIQUES OF CRT AND COUNTERSTORYTELLING
To date, the education literature features only one critique of CRT. In Aft er 
Race: Racism Aft er Multiculturalism, education scholars Antonia Darder 
and Rodolfo Torres86 interrogate CRT’s use of “race” as an analytical con-
cept, and assert that instead, class inequality and capitalism merit analytical 
focus.87 Th ey explain, “Th e empire is not built on ‘race’ but on an ideology 
of racism—this being one of the primary categories by which human beings 
are sorted, controlled, and made disposable at the point of production.”88 
Th e authors do not suggest how we might address this ideology of racism 
without fi rst understanding its roots in the socially constructed concept 
of race. Darder and Torres seem to ignore that race—even as a social con-
struction—constitutes a very real part of the daily lives of People of Color. 
Downplaying the intercentricity of race also supports majoritarian stories 
that insist race and racism no longer matter.89 Th is theoretical approach to 
challenging social inequality without listening to the lived experiences of 
People of Color is, in Cherrie Moraga’s words, “dangerous.”90
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Darder and Torres’ critique is not particularly new. In fact, CRT’s ge-
nealogy reveals that this theoretical blindspot—this tendency to dismiss 
race—led in part to scholars separating from critical legal studies and form-
ing CRT 20 years ago. While acknowledging the inextricable links between 
race and class oppression, CRT scholars maintain that a theory based on 
one form of inequality cannot suffi  ciently address racism as it intersects 
with multiple forms of subordination and shapes the lives of People of 
Color in U.S. society.91 A CRT approach holds that both Marx and the lived 
experiences of People of Color can and should illuminate our understand-
ings of savage social and racial inequalities.92

Daniel Farber and Suzanna Sherry specifi cally critique CRT’s method-
ology of counterstorytelling. In their 1997 book, Beyond All Reason: Th e 
Radical Assault on Truth in American Law, Farber and Sherry argue that 
critical race counterstories (1) recount atypical and therefore unrepresen-
tative experiences of People of Color; (2) overemphasize the unique per-
spective of the author and/or “the voice of color,” and therefore reduce the 
generalizability of counterstories; (3) lack clarity, analysis, and academic 
rigor; and (4) distort the truth. 

Th ese critiques, however, reveal more about the paradigm of White 
privilege rather than provide substantive questions of critical race schol-
arship.93 For example, counterstories do not aim to resurrect one Person 
of Color’s experience as representative of all or to generalize about all 
Communities of Color.94 Actually, majoritarian stories tend to essential-
ize, tokenize, and stereotype based on generalizations. Too oft en, these 
stories overemphasize one Person of Color as representative of all People 
of Color. Counterstories, on the other hand, illuminate patterns of racial-
ized inequality by recounting experiences of racism both individual and 
shared. Furthermore, the argument that counterstories lack academic rigor 
and clear analysis suggests that critics either have not read the meticulously 
footnoted sources informing CRT counterstories, or purposefully dismiss 
critical race scholars’ interpretations of these data.

Moreover, Farber and Sherry claim counterstories distort “truth.” Here, 
critical race critics profess to know the “truth” and ostensibly judge when some-
one else distorts it. Th is argument affi  rms the power of counterstories as tools 
that reveal perspectives long silenced. Indeed, numbers, images, and events do 
not speak for themselves. People who have personal histories, experiences, and 
knowledges interpret numbers, images, and events. Farber and Sherry’s argu-
ments against counterstorytelling actually demonstrate that challenging rac-
ism from the perspectives of racism’s victims threatens the status quo. Richard 
Delgado explains, “Majoritarians tell stories too. But the ones they tell—about 
merit, causation, blame, responsibility, and social justice—do not seem to them 
like stories at all, but the truth.”95 Counterstories challenge this facade of the 
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“truth” by showing the perspective of racialized power and privilege generating 
this “truth.”96

Derrick Bell argues that in listening to and recounting the stories of 
racially marginalized groups, critical race theorists “are attempting to sing a 
new scholarly song—even if to some listeners our style is strange, our lyrics 
unseemly.”97 Bell concedes, “We do not expect praise for our legal scholar-
ship that departs from the traditional. We simply seek understanding and 
that tolerance without which no new songs will ever be heard.”98

Finally, some CRT critics believe the scholarship has not gone far 
enough in posing practical solutions to the problems it outlines.99 Bell re-
sponds to this critique by affi  rming that CRT off ers a tool to examine, better 
understand, and therefore more eff ectively challenge racism. He assures, 
“For us, this writing is not some idle vogue. Nor are we willfully confron-
tational. Rather we feel we must understand so as better to oppose the dire 
forces that are literally destroying the many people who share our racial 
heritage.”100 Bell’s explanation resonates with Freire, whose legacy reminds 
that as each of us challenge racialized oppression through our daily work, 
we tranform our world.101 Delgado also remarks that academics tend to 
look “for interesting problems to solve and theories to critique, rather than 
coming to grips with real-world problems of the community of color.”102 
He admonishes academics who seem to analyze racial discourse without 
an explicit critique of the structures of inequality shaped and rationalized 
by such discourse.103 For educators, a parallel goal of CRT is critical race 
praxis.104 Critical race praxis refers to our work toward the transformation 
of education inside and outside classrooms.

FUNCTIONS OF COUNTERSTORIES
Keeping these critiques in mind, this book joins the continuous struggle 
to ensure counterstories challenge and transform institutionalized racism. 
Framed by the tenets of CRT in education, the counterstories in the follow-
ing chapters can serve at least four functions in the struggle for educational 
equality.

1. Counterstories can build community among those at the margins 
of society. Because they bring a human and familiar face to empiri-
cal research, counterstories remind us that as we navigate through 
the educational pipeline, we do not struggle alone. In addition, 
counterstories can serve as a tool of empathy among marginalized 
communities. A counterstory can open new windows into the reali-
ties of those “faces at the bottom of society’s well”105 and address 
society’s margins as places of possibility and resistance.106
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2. Counterstories can challenge the perceived wisdom of those 
at society’s center. As they expose the White privilege upheld in 
majoritarian storytelling, counternarratives provide a context to 
understand and transform established belief systems. Delgado ex-
plains, “Our social world, with its rules, practices, and assignments 
of prestige and power, is not fi xed; rather we construct it with 
words, stories, and silence.”107 To challenge those who benefi t from 
maintaining silence about the injuries infl icted by racism, counter-
stories listen to the voices and experiences of racism’s victims.

3. Counterstories can nurture community cultural wealth, mem-
ory, and resistance. Counterstories shatter oppressive silences 
created through the omission and distortion of Outsider histo-
ries.108 Mari Matsuda explains, “…the stories of those who have 
experienced racism are of special value in defeating racism.”109 In 
affi  rming pedagogies and knowledges110 cultivated in Communities 
of Color, counterstories also preserve community memory of the 
history of resistance to oppression. 

4. Counterstories can facilitate transformation in education. 
Because counterstories embed critical conceptual and theoretical 
content within an accessible story format, they can serve as peda-
gogical tools. Margaret Montoya asserts, “Stories must move us 
to action and inform our praxis… storytelling and other critical 
tools must refashion our curricula and pedagogies.”111 Th rough a 
combination of elements from both the story and the current real-
ity, counterstories teach us that construction of another world—a 
socially and racially just world—is possible.

Th e counterstories in the following chapters correspond to each level of 
the Chicana/o educational pipeline. Chapter 2 analyzes Chicana/o commu-
nity cultural knowledges in elementary schools. In chapter 3, the counter-
story addresses the historical contexts of racialized inequality in high schools. 
Chapter 4 proposes a model describing how Chicana/o students navigate 
through college. Th e counterstory in chapter 5 refl ects on the struggles of 
Chicana/o graduate students. Finally, a brief counterstory in the Epilogue 
looks toward the future of the Chicana/o educational pipeline.

NOTES
 1. “I am Joaquin.” © 1967 Rodolfo Gonzales, used with permission.
 2. Th e term Chicana/o has been used synonymously with Mexican American, and I utilize it here 

to refer to women and men of Mexican descent residing in the United States regardless of im-
migration status. Chicana/o is a political term, referring to a people whose indigenous roots to 
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North America and Mexico date back centuries. For more discussion of the origins of this term, 
see Acuña, 1972, 2004; Chapa & Valencia, 1993.

 3. Gonzales passed away on April 12, 2005 but his legacy lives on. Gonzales grew up in Denver 
Colorado in the 1930s. Because he could not aff ord the cost of college, Gonzales began a career 
in boxing, and became one of the best featherweight boxers in the world (though he was never 
granted an opportunity for a title fi ght). In 1966, Gonzales founded the Crusade for Justice—an 
urban civil rights cultural movement. Th roughout the late 1960s and 70s, Gonzales became 
nationally known as a political activist and leader in the Chicana/o Movement. For example, 
Gonzales led the Chicana/o contingent in the Poor People’s March on Washington in 1968 and 
articulated the need for Chicana/o communities’ political, economic, and educational self-de-
termination.  He collaborated with others to organize the National Chicano Liberation Youth 
Conference (1969, 1970) and develop El Plan Espiritual de Aztlan (1969). In 1970, he helped 
organize the Chicano Moratorium against the Vietnam War in East Los Angeles, and that year 
he also founded the Colorado Raza Unida Party (See Vigil, 1999). Gonzales also founded a 
Chicano-centric school in Denver Colorado—Escuela Tlatelolco. His obituary on the school’s 
website concludes, “As long as there are injustices, double standards, racism, and apathy, Corky’s 
dedication, loyalty, and love of struggle against these diseases of society will serve as an inspira-
tion to for all people to act.”  See http://escuelatlatelolco.org/corky_bio.html (Retrieved April 17, 
2005).

 4. Garcia, E. E., 2001; González, 1990, 1997; Menchaca, 1995, 1998; Moreno, 1999
 5. Th e term Latinas/os refers to women and men of Latin American origin or descent (e.g., 

Salvadoran, Guatemalan, Puerto Rican), residing in the United States, regardless of immigrant 
status. Latina/o is an umbrella term that includes women and men of Mexican origin or descent. 
When data refers to Hispanics, I replace that term with Latina/o. Whenever data are disaggre-
gated by the Latina/o subgroup, I focus on and use the term Chicana/o. 

 6. It should be noted that some Latinas/os identify as Chicanas/os to acknowledge the shared 
struggles they engage in as marginalized U.S. groups. Furthermore, socioeconomic diversity 
within Latina/o groups, resulting from diff erent U.S. immigration policies and racialization 
processes, means that Central Americans and Puerto Ricans may experience the educational 
system in ways more similar to Chicanas/os than with other Latinas/os, such as Cubans or South 
Americans.

 7. U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000
 8. See Solórzano & Solórzano, 1995
 9. See Chapa & Valencia, 1993; Rumberger, 1991; Solórzano, 1994, 1995; Solórzano & Solórzano, 

1995; U.S. Bureau of the Census, 2000; Valencia, 1991, 2002a
 10. See Richard Delgado, 1989
 11. See Pizarro, 2005; Solórzano & Solórzano, 1995
 12. See Valencia, 1991, 2002b; for environmental concerns see also http://www.arb.ca .gov/research/

indoor/pcs/pcs.htm and http://www.arb.ca.gov/research/ej/ej.htm?PF=Y.
 13. See Oakes, 1985; Oakes & Lipton, 2004; Williams v. State of California, 2000
 14. See the 1971 U.S. Commission on Civil Rights Mexican American Education Study Report I, 

p. 102. A push out refers to a student who is not retained during a given course of study and 
not graduated as a result of ineff ective schooling structures and practices. In other words, the 
burden of retention and graduation lies with the school, rather than the student (see Solórzano, 
Ledesman, Pérez, Burciaga, & Ornelas, 2003).

 15. See Crenshaw, Gotanda, Peller, & Th omas, 1995; Delgado, 1995a; Wing, 1997, 2000; Valdes, 
McCristal Culp, Harris, 2002

 16. Haney López, 1994
 17. Lorde (1992) defi nes racism as “the belief in the inherent superiority of one race over all others 

and thereby the right to dominance” (p. 496).
 18. Pierce (1975) defi nes racism as a “public health and mental health illness,” based on the delusion 

or false belief, in spite of contrary evidence, that innate inferiority correlates with dark skin 

http://www.arb.ca.gov/research/indoor/pcs/pcs.htm
http://www.arb.ca.gov/research/ej/ej.htm
http://escuelatlatelolco.org/corky_bio.html
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color. Pierce asserts that given this massive public and mental health crisis, “Everyone in the U.S. 
is handicapped by racism” (pp. 97–98). 

 19. Marable (1992) defi nes racism as “a system of ignorance, exploitation, and power used to op-
press African-Americans, Latinos, Asians, Pacifi c Americans, American Indians, and other 
people on the basis of ethnicity, culture, mannerisms, and color” (p. 5). Marable’s defi nition of 
racism shift s the discussion of race and racism from a discussion about Black and White to one 
that includes multiple faces, voices, and experiences. 

 20. People of Color, Communities of Color, and Students of Color are all terms referring to African 
American, Native American, Chicanas/os, Latinas/os, and Asian Americans, also referred to as 
racial “minorities” or underrepresented groups.

 21. Tatum (1997) explains, “Despite the current rhetoric about affi  rmative action and ‘reverse rac-
ism,’ every social indicator, from salary to life expectancy, reveals the advantages of being White” 
(p. 8). She off ers an example where a Person of Color is discriminated against and denied an 
equal opportunity to fi nd housing, so the apartment ends up being rented to a White person. As 
a result of the racism that denied access to the Person of Color, this White person is “knowingly 
or unknowingly, the benefi ciary of racism, a system of advantage based on race” (p. 9). 

 22. Leonardo (2004) fi nds that White privilege is too oft en discussed without an analysis of those 
violent acts of colonization and conquest, which created those privileges enjoyed by Whites. 

 23. McIntosh (1989) addresses multiple everyday instances wherein she as a White woman benefi ts 
from White privilege. 

 24. Carbado (2002) begins to complicate the discussion of White privilege by addressing privileges 
that intersect with whiteness, such as sexuality and gender.

 25. Light-skinned girl, woman with a fair complexion. For example, when initially meeting me, 
I’ve had high school and college students comment on my skin color, saying: “Estás blanca, 
blanca…you’re Latina, no?” (You’re white, white…you’re Latina right?). 

 26. Crenshaw, 2002, p. 19
 27. A critical analysis of the CRT literature reveals that CRT scholars incorporate many of the 

strengths of each of these theoretical models, while learning from some of their blindspots (e.g. 
Marxisms’ blindspots regarding race and gender, cultural nationalisms’ blindspots in addressing 
gender, class, and sexuality) See Solórzano & Yosso, 2001 for more description of CRT’s family 
tree. See also Delgado, 1995a; Ladson-Billings, 1998

 28. Perea, 1998, pp. 211–247
 29. Espinoza & Harris, 1998
 30. See Crenshaw, 1989, 1991; Wing, 1997, 2000; Valdes, McCristal Culp, Harris, 2002
 31. For FemCrit see Caldwell, 1995; Wing, 1997, 2000; For TribalCrit see Brayboy, 2001, 2002; 

Williams, R., 1997; For Asian Crit see Chang, 1993, 1998; Chon, 1995; Ikemoto, 1992; For 
WhiteCrit see Delgado, 1997. 

 32. Delgado & Stefancic, 1997
 33. Matsuda, 1989, pp. 2323–2324 
 34. See Espinoza, 1998; Johnson, 1999; Montoya, 1994; Valdes, 1997; See also Arriola, 1998; 

Stefancic, 1998; and the LatCrit organizational website: http://personal.law.miami.edu/~fvaldes/
latcrit/

 35. Arriola, 1997; Valdes, 1998. October, 2005 marks the tenth annual LatCrit Symposium. Th e pa-
pers presented at each symposia become part of a special issue of a university law review. See for 
example symposium issues of the Harvard Latino Law Review (Cabrera, 1997); UCLA Chicano-
Latino Law Review (Martínez & Reyna, 1998); and the joint symposium issue of UC Berkely’s 
California Law Review and La Raza Law Journal (Oakland & Valenzuela, 1998).

 36. See for example, Dixson & Rousseau, 2005; Lynn & Adams, 2002; Ladson-Billings & Tate, 
1995; Lopez & Parker, 2003; Lynn, Yosso, Solórzano, & Parker, 2002; Parker, Deyhle, Villenas, 
& Crossland, 1998; Solórzano, 1997, 1998; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solórzano & 
Villalpando, 1998; Tate, 1994, 1997, Taylor, 1998; for WhiteCrit in education, see Marx, 2003.

 37. Solórzano, 1997

http://personal.law.miami.edu/~fvaldes/latcrit


18 • Critical Race Counterstories along the Chicana/Chicano Educational Pipeline

 38. See also Matsuda, Lawrence, Delgado, & Crenshaw, 1993 for discussion of CRT tenets outlined 
in the legal fi eld.

 39. Bell, 1987
 40. Arriola, 1997; Espinoza, 1998; Harris, 1994; Perea, Delgado, Harris, & Wildman, 2000; Valdes, 

1997
 41. Calmore, 1992
 42. Ladson-Billings, 2000; Solórzano, 1997
 43. Ladson-Billings, 1998; Oseguera, 2005; Solórzano & Yosso, 2002a
 44. Bell, L. A., 1997; Matsuda, 1991
 45. Freire, 1970, 1973; see also hooks, 1994
 46. Pizarro, 1998; Solórzano, 1989; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Lopez, 2003
 47. Bell, 1987, 1992; Carrasco, 1996; Delgado, 1989, 1993, 1995a, 1995b, 1996; Olivas, 1990
 48. A Mexican oral musical tradition that off ers a narrative historical account of individual experi-

ences and events, similar to a ballad (see Paredes, 1958).
 49. A Chicana/o performance tradition created collectively to represent social reality, and per-

formed as a one-act play (see Valdez, 1971).
 50. Hurtado, 1996; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998; Solórzano & 

Yosso, 2000, 2001, 2002a, 2002b
 51. See Delgado, 1984, 1992; Garcia & Baker, 1995; Olivas, 1990; Valdes, McCristal Culp, & Harris, 

2002
 52. Matsuda, 1989, pp. 2323–2324
 53. Th is is an interdisciplinary/transdisciplinary approach. See Solórzano & Yosso, 2001a, 2002a.
 54. See Parker & Stovall, 2004
 55. See Sleeter & Delgado Bernal, 2004
 56. See for example, DeCuir & Dixson, 2004; Duncan 2002a, 2002b, 2005; Fernandez, 2002; Jay, 

2003; Lynn, 1999, 2002; Revilla, 2001; Yosso, 2002b
 57. Allport, 1979, p. 191
 58. See Bell, L. A., 2003; Council for Interracial Books for Children 1977; Gutierrez-Jones, 2001
 59. For example, California’s Proposition 187 attempted to deny “suspected” undocumented 

persons access to public schools and health facilities. Governor Pete Wilson funded numer-
ous commercials repeating false claims about undocumented immigrants supposedly draining 
California’s economy and resources. California voters passed the initiative in Spring 1994. In 
1997, California’s Supreme Court declared Proposition 187 unconstitutional, but popular dis-
course (through both news and entertainment media) continues to perpetuate racially off ensive 
and blatantly false stories about undocumented immigrants (see also Arriola, 1997; Garcia, R., 
1995). In December 2003, Ron Prince (the principal author of Proposition 187) started to gather 
signatures to put a new Proposition 187 initiative on the California ballot, which would charge 
state-employees with a misdemeanor for off ering services to persons without documents (see 
Hernandez, 2003). 

 60. See Espinosa, Fernández, & Dornbusch, 1977; See also Solórzano, 1992; Valencia & Black, 2002
 61. Bowen & Bok, 1998
 62. Richard Delgado and Jean Stefancic (1993) assert that majoritarian stories include the “bundle of 

presuppositions, perceived wisdoms, and shared cultural understandings persons in the domi-
nant race bring to the discussion of race” (p. 462).

 63. Similarly, misogynistic stories are oft en told by men, but can also be told by women, and while 
these women may receive some individual benefi ts, the stories they tell reinforce patriarchy.

 64. For an example of this within a counterstory, see the character of Professor Gleason Golightly in 
Derrick Bell’s (1992) Faces at the Bottom of the Well, chapter 9: Th e Space Traders (pp. 163–164).

 65. Chavez, 1992; see Higginbotham, 1992
 66. Freire, 1970, 1973
 67. For example, see African American (DuBois, 1920/2003; Ellison, 1952/2002; Humez, 2003), 

Chicana/o (Paredes, 1958; Villaseñor, 1991), Native American (Deloria, 1969; Darby & Fitzgerald, 
2003), and Asian American (Hong Kingston, 1976; Wakatsuki Houston & Houston, 1973).
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 68. Ikemoto (1997) writes, “By responding only to the standard story, we let it dominate the dis-
course,” (p. 136). Anzaldúa (1987) asserts “it is not enough to stand on the opposite river bank, 
shouting questions, challenging patriarchal, white conventions….the possibilities are numerous 
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2
MADRES POR LA EDUCACÍON

Community Cultural Wealth at Southside Elementary1

INTRODUCTION
A recent report from the American Association of University Women found 
that Latinas represent the largest “minority” group of girls in the United 
States K–12 system.2 In the 2003–2004 school year, Latinas comprised over 
50% of California’s public school kindergarten, fi rst-, and second-grade 
classes.3 Latinos did not lag too far behind, making up over 50% of the 
kindergarten and fi rst grades. Because people of Mexican descent account 
for the majority of Latinas/os, these numbers refl ect the growth pattern 
of Chicana/o populations. While evidently present at the primary school 
level, numerous structural barriers continue to hinder Chicana/o access to 
the ensuing levels of the educational pipeline.

Chicanas/os usually attend underfi nanced, racially segregated, over-
crowded elementary schools that lack basic human and material resources.4 
Th e least experienced teachers tend to be placed in the most low-income, 
overcrowded schools.5 Indeed, schools comprised predominately of low-
income Students of Color evidence a higher proportion of uncertifi ed 
and less-experienced teachers, more unfi lled teacher vacancies, and a 
high teacher turnover rate.6 Few Chicanas/os have access to a well-trained 
teacher who appropriately implements bilingual/multicultural education 
by drawing on the cultural and linguistic knowledge students bring from 
their homes and communities to the classroom.7

Because elementary school serves as an important prerequisite to 
later educational attainment, one would expect to fi nd a high-quality aca-
demic curriculum available to all students.8 Th is is not the case. Compared 
to White schools, elementary schools comprised of low-income Students 
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of Color rarely off er high-quality programs.9 Most oft en, the elementary 
schools Chicanas/os attend stress academic remediation and a slowing 
down of instruction, rather than academic enrichment or an acceleration 
of the curriculum.10 Th e common practice of rigid ability grouping in these 
early grades also leads to lower academic achievement for Chicana/o stu-
dents.11 Moreover, English Language Learners (ELLs) tend to fi nd a short-
age of quality programs.12

Well before high school, most schools do not nurture a college-going 
culture for Chicanas/os. Low per-pupil expenditures exacerbate the lack 
of a quality, academically enriched curriculum in Chicana/o elementary 
schools.13 For instance, Gift ed And Talented Education (GATE) and mag-
net programs severely under-enroll Chicanas/os.14 Th is disproportionate 
access corresponds with discriminatory school-based structures and prac-
tices as opposed to a lack of student or parent interest in academic enrich-
ment. For example, teachers tend to hold low educational expectations for 
Chicana/o students, school staff  may assume less responsibility for educat-
ing Chicana/o students, and school boards usually place quality academic 
enrichment programs outside Chicana/o neighborhoods.15 Too oft en, edu-
cators perceive Chicana/o students’ culture and language as defi cits to over-
come instead of strengths to cultivate.16 Furthermore, primary curricula 
oft en exclude or minimize Chicana/o social and historical experiences and 
reinforce negative stereotypes.17

To explain unequal conditions or discriminatory practices, social 
science researchers most oft en use defi cit models. Defi cit models blame 
Chicana/o students and communities for lacking certain attributes and 
therefore causing low academic outcomes. Little empirical evidence exists 
to support defi cit models.18

Even so, researchers rely on at least two main defi cit models—genetic and 
cultural.19 Th e genetic determinist models traces the low educational attain-
ment of Chicana/o students to defi ciencies in their genetic structure.20 Th is 
scenario features few social policy options—lacking genetic transformation or 
total neglect—to raise the educational attainment of Chicana/o students. Th e 
works of Lloyd Dunn,21 the Minnesota Twin Studies,22 Frederick Goodwin,23 
and Richard Herrnstein and Charles Murray24 evidence a renewed interest in 
the genetic model. Meanwhile, in everyday classroom situations, this genetic 
defi cit thinking continues to inform an over-reliance on aptitude tests and 
other inappropriate standardized assessments.25

Th e culture defi cit model is the most widely used in the defi cit tra-
dition. Th e cultural defi cit model fi nds dysfunction in Chicana/o cultural 
values and insists such values cause low educational and occupational at-
tainment.26 Th ese supposedly defi cient cultural values include a present ver-
sus future time orientation, immediate instead of deferred gratifi cation, an 
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emphasis on cooperation rather than competition, and a tendency to mini-
mize the importance of education and upward social mobility.27 Cultural 
defi cit models assert that Chicana/o families also exhibit problematic in-
ternal social structures. Th ey claim these social structures—large, disor-
ganized, female-headed families; Spanish or nonstandard English spoken 
in the home; and patriarchal or matriarchal family hierarchies—cause and 
perpetuate a culture of poverty.28 Cultural defi ciency models also argue that 
since Chicana/o parents fail to assimilate and embrace the educational val-
ues of the dominant group, they continue to socialize their children with 
values that inhibit educational mobility.29

Informed by racial stereotypes, the cultural defi cit model enjoyed 
widespread popularity in the 1960s and 1970s, but remains the theory of 
choice (hidden and overt) at many elementary schools,30 teacher education 
departments,31 professional meetings, and settings where people discuss 
the topic of Chicana/o educational inequality.32 Indeed, the revival of the 
cultural defi cit model over the last 20 years features a rubric of the cul-
tural “underclass” and terms such as “at risk” and “disadvantaged.”33 Joseph 
Kretovics and Edward Nussel explain, “At the highest levels of educational 
policy, we have moved from defi ciency theory to theories of diff erence, 
back to defi ciency theory.”34

Schools driven by defi cit models most oft en default to methods of bank-
ing education critiqued by Paulo Freire.35 As a result, schooling practices 
usually aim to fi ll up supposedly passive students with forms of cultural 
knowledge deemed valuable by dominant society. Scholars Shernaz García 
and Patricia Guerra fi nd that such defi cit practices overgeneralize family 
background and fail to acknowledge the ways personal views of educa-
tional success shape “sociocultural and linguistic experiences and assump-
tions about appropriate cultural outcomes.”36 Ironically, while schools may 
perceive numerous cultural defi ciencies originating in Chicana/o homes, 
they increasingly claim to want more parental involvement in education. 
Of course, Chicanas/os again face the blame in this scenario because educa-
tors insist low educational outcomes result from parents’ supposed, “lack of 
involvement.” Educators most oft en assume that schools work and that stu-
dents, parents, and communities need to change to conform to this already 
eff ective and equitable system. 

Indeed, defi cit thinking permeates U.S. society, and both schools and 
those who work in schools mirror these beliefs. García and Guerra argue 
that this reality necessitates a challenge of personal and individual race, 
gender, and class prejudices expressed by educators, as well as a “critical 
examination of systemic factors that perpetuate defi cit thinking and repro-
duce educational inequities for students from nondominant sociocultural 
and linguistic backgrounds.”37 Th e counterstory in this chapter attempts to 
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off er such a challenge to specifi cally address the elementary school level of 
the Chicana/o educational pipeline.

Th e counterstory below recounts perspectives of some of the most 
marginalized yet important voices in Chicana/o elementary education—
Chicana/o parents. Drawing on national, state, and district level data from 
the Offi  ce of Civil Rights, social science scholarship presenting ethnograph-
ic accounts of Chicana/o communities, and the work of actual parent or-
ganizations, this counterstory off ers a conceptual discussion of community 
assets. A Chicana graduate student, Paula Guevara, serves as our narra-
tor during three meetings with a parent group from Southside Elementary 
School. She and the parents meet in the downtown district of a city in the 
southwestern United States.

MEETING LAS MADRES
I felt a little anxious walking into the parents’ meeting that fi rst night, but a 
warm welcome from a woman named Guillermina calmed my nerves right 
away. I apologized for being late, telling her my graduate seminar ran longer 
than I had expected, so I got stuck in a lot of traffi  c. Guillermina reminded 
me to call her Mina, saying, “así me llaman todos.”38 She introduced me to 
the childcare volunteers and to her own kids, who were already engaged in 
an arts and craft s activity. Mina reminded her youngest child that the paste 
was for sticking things to her paper, not for eating, and proceeded to guide 
me into the room where about 20 parents had gathered their folding chairs 
into a discussion circle. 

As I learned, the woman who organized most of the meetings, Barbara 
Johns,39 made sure to schedule around parents’ work responsibilities and 
she also coordinated transportation and childcare activities. Ms. B, as she 
preferred to be called, had worked as a grassroots organizer for almost 30 
years, and had been mobilizing with this Southside group since its incep-
tion about 2 years prior. An African American woman who grew up in the 
segregated South, Ms. B. moved to our southwestern city in the 1980s with 
her husband and they opened a café/art gallery dedicated to artwork by and 
about Black Native Americans. She regularly off ered the gallery space to 
host progressive events such as the parent group.

I had met Mina the month before, while doing some participant obser-
vation research at Southside Elementary. Th e front offi  ce secretary called 
me over from my post, supervising children on the playground at recess. 
She asked me to facilitate a conversation between her and Mina. Although 
Mina understood a lot of English, she was a relatively recent immigrant 
and felt much more comfortable expressing herself in Spanish. Mina had 
dark skin, long hair that she wore in a beautiful braid, and a very quick wit 
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accompanied by an infectious laugh. She volunteered in the Head Start pro-
gram and her third grader, Jazmin, attended Southside Elementary.

Aft er fi nishing with the secretary, Mina walked with me back out to the 
playground and began to tell me the story about how she and other parents 
came together to challenge the ongoing inequalities occurring at Southside 
Elementary. Demographically, Southside Elementary’s student population 
includes about 70% Chicanas/os, 20% Whites, 5% African Americans, and 
5% Native Americans. Southside off ers a magnet school and the regular 
school on the same campus. Designed to attract students through academ-
ic enrichment, the magnet program specifi cally caters to students desig-
nated “Gift ed and Talented Education” (GATE). White students from the 
Northside of the city account for 75% of the magnet/GATE program’s en-
rollment. Chicanas/os comprise less than 20% of the magnet/GATE pro-
gram, and African Americans or Native Americans represent less than 5% 
of the magnet/GATE students. Approximately 95% of the students in the 
“regular” program at Southside Elementary qualify for free lunch.

Mina explained that 2 years ago, while picking up her kindergartener 
from school, she saw some Chicana/o students stomping on boxes in the 
trash dumpster. Shocked to see them physically in the dumpster, Mina 
asked the students why they were not in class. Apparently, their teacher had 
asked for volunteers and they had been working in the cafeteria serving 
lunch and cleaning up since the beginning of the school year. Upon further 
investigation, Mina learned that this practice of having Chicana/o students 
“volunteer” for cafeteria duty was not new. In fact, 30 minutes before lunch 
everyday, the fi ft h grade teacher excused his Chicana/o fi ft h graders from 
math so they could report for work in the cafeteria while their White peers 
remained in class, learning fractions. Th e school did not inform any of the 
parents about their children working in the cafeteria during class time. 

Mina spoke with her neighbor, Ms. B., and together they informed the 
Chicana/o parents about what had been happening. Th ey delivered a peti-
tion with parents’ signatures to the principal, insisting that their children 
did not have permission to leave the classroom to work in the cafeteria. 
When Mina told me initially, I thought, “If those children volunteered for 
having a 2-hour recess, would the teacher have allowed that and never told 
their parents?” 

Mina said this was not an isolated incident and it exemplifi ed the com-
plete lack of respeto40 the school shows Chicana/o parents and students. She 
explained that the school did not provide a translator or transportation for 
Parent Teacher Association (PTA) meetings, and did not send home notices 
to students in Spanish outlining PTA proposals. Chicana/o parents who 
had attended PTA meetings reported feeling very intimidated. PTA mem-
bers tended to speak condescendingly to Chicana/o parents and regularly 
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dismissed their concerns. Mina and the other parents felt frustrated that 
the PTA depended on Chicanas/os to make food for the school fundraisers, 
but that money usually went to the magnet program. Beyond bake sales 
and tamale fundraisers, the PTA did not seek out Chicana/o parents’ input 
when organizing events or proposing school activities. 

As she recounted the other parents’ concerns and her own experiences, 
it struck me that Mina did not use victim language to describe their situ-
ation. Historically, the city’s Southside communities suff ered from lack of 
access to quality education, healthcare, and housing. But in response, these 
survivors worked to mobilize and change ongoing inequalities. Th ey named 
their group “Madres Por la Educación,” usually abbreviated as Las Madres. 
Listening to Mina, I began to wonder if this group might allow me to ob-
serve and participate as a graduate student researcher. When I asked Mina 
if I could volunteer and learn from Las Madres, she seemed surprised, but 
also a little skeptical. She said she would have to ask the other parents. 

A few weeks later, I received a phone call from Ms. B., who asked if 
I would be available for translation at one of the meetings. It took a few 
months of volunteering and being a good listener at the meetings for the 
women to begin to trust me. Ms. B. explained that the Southside commu-
nity was all too familiar with the tendency for academics to conduct “drive-
by” research. She remarked, “Th ey barely slow down the car, let alone park, 
look around, and listen to what’s really going on.” I thought about a few 
scholarly readings I had done about other grassroots organizations such as 
the Comité de Padres Latinos41 in Carpinteria, California and the Mothers 
of East Los Angeles.42 In addition, I looked at some of the methods other 
Chicanas used in their work to ensure a respectful and reciprocal research 
process.43 Th rough my actions, I tried to assure the women of my commit-
ment to be there and to learn. 

Over the fi rst year of monthly meetings, I noted that Las Madres began 
their evening sessions with an update on the list of ongoing grievances and 
actions pending or in progress. Th ey conducted all of the meetings bilin-
gually in Spanish and English, providing all materials in both Spanish and 
English, and designating at least one translator as needed.44 Some of the ma-
jor concerns parents expressed focused on issues of language and culture in 
the classroom.45 Th ey wanted to know whether their children needed to take 
the “mandatory” standardized tests in English if they had not yet transitioned 
into English. On one occasion, a teacher gave out a practice exam, and one of 
the parents made copies for the group. Th e women realized none of the exam 
questions addressed the cultural experiences of their children. Many parents 
wanted to know why their students could not gain access to any extra aca-
demic enrichment activities like those in the GATE/magnet program. Some 
parents suggested that the whole concept seemed a little backward. Th ey 
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remarked that it makes more sense to off er enrichment activities to ‘regu-
lar’ students as opposed to those already identifi ed as gift ed. Diane, a young 
woman who usually wore tailored suits with her hair slickly pulled into a bun, 
repeatedly asked: “Why not label the whole school gift ed?”46

EDUCACIÓN CON CORAZÓN:47 FREIRE FOR PARENTS 
Th at fi rst night at our meeting in the Art Gallery, Mina gave me a few of the 
bilingual handouts and I proceeded to read through them while listening 
to the discussion already underway. One of the pamphlets off ered a mission 
statement, which read:

We are concerned parents and community members working to 
change our school system so students have equal educational oppor-
tunities. We are inspired by the work of Brazilian educator, Paulo 
Freire,48 and we believe all education is political. Since schools are 
not neutral institutions, we will not be neutral parents or community 
members. We will be advocates for change.

Th e lower half of the paper had two sketches: one showing “knowledge” 
deposited from the teacher down to the student, and titled “Banking 
Approach” (fi gure 2.1). I read a list of main points evident in the banking 
approach to education noted along with the sketch. 

Parallel to this sketch, another drawing, titled “Problem-Posing 
Approach” (see fi gure 2.2), indicated “knowledge” fl owing from the student 

Knowledge

Teacher

Student

Student is passive, empty
Teacher has knowledge
Student accepts knowledge
No critical thinking

Figure 2.1. Banking Approach
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to the teacher and from the teacher to the student. Again, I read the main 
points featured in the problem-posing approach to education listed under-
neath this sketch.

Th e back of the handout (fi gure 2.3) showed “problem-posing” as a 
cyclical method with four phases: (1) naming/identifying the problem, (2) 
analyzing causes of the problem, (3) fi nding solutions to the problem, and 
(4) refl ecting on the process.49

A short description of the process also accompanied the sketch. It 
read: 

In the naming phase, we dialogue with our community to identify 
and name the problems we face. In the analysis phase, we engage 
with the community to describe and analyze the causes of the prob-
lem. In the solution phase, we collaborate with community members 
to find and carry out solutions to the problem. We then reflect on the 
process, and begin to ask more questions to again start the naming 
phase. This is the process of liberatory education.

WOW! I thought to myself, this group is…wow! I don’t think anyone in my 
graduate seminars could ever imagine working-class Parents of Color—let 
alone recent Mexican immigrant and Chicana/o parents—engaging critical 
pedagogy in this way. 

Th e second handout entailed a packet of information, stapled together, 
including a calendar of upcoming meetings, the contact numbers for some 
of the parent coordinators, minutes from the previous meeting, and the 
current meeting agenda. I looked up from my reading and listened in more 
carefully to the conversation in progress. 

Diane, a woman in a tailored navy suit, was explaining, “Th rough the 
problem-posing process, we found that Southside Elementary seems to ex-
pect failure from our children.” I soon learned that Diane worked down-
town as a legal secretary and had a son in the third grade. Some parents’ 

Knowledge

Teacher Student

Student is active
Teacher/student communicate in dialogue
Student creates/holds/challenges knowledge
Critical thinking

Figure 2.2. Problem-Posing Approach
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side comments revealed a strong sentiment that schools did not really pri-
oritize education for youth on the predominately Mexican Southside of 
the city because of racial discrimination.50 A woman named Carmen, who 
had light skin and medium brown straight hair, spoke as she gave a bottle 
to her 6-month-old son. Rocking back and forth, Carmen explained that 
Las Madres shared a connection to a history of struggles against racism in 
Chicana/o communities. She off ered an example of this history with the 
Committee de Los Vecinos de Lemon Grove, who successfully challenged an 
all-White school board’s decision to racially segregate schools in California 
in 1931.51 She also noted that multiple organizations (including Black, 
Jewish, Japanese, and Latino groups) joined the familia Mendez, who suc-
cessfully sued the California Westminster School District in 1946 for racial 
segregation. She suggested that the group think about what they can learn 
from this history to inform their current struggle against racially segre-
gated schools.52

In response, Sylvia, an older woman with medium brown skin and 
short black and gray hair who worked as an administrative assistant at the 
university across town, remarked, “Sí Carmen, gracias por sus palabras y 
esa breve historia. Podemos aprender mucho de esas luchas. Por ejemplo, 
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Figure 2.3. Problem-Posing Methodology
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no nos importa si nuestros hijos están o no están sentados a un lado de los 
Americanos, queremos que tengan las mismas oportunidades.53 

Carmen nodded in agreement and as we all paused and refl ected for a 
moment, I thought to myself about the irony of referring to White people 
as Americans while identifying everyone else by their skin color or their 
ancestors’ national origin. I recalled the song by Los Tigres Del Norte, 
America, which lists all the countries south of the U.S.–Mexico border and 
asserts with a soft  cumbia rhythm that “los del norte dicen que soy Latino, 
no me quieren decir Americano …America es todo el continente, el que nace 
aquí es Americano. El color podrá ser diferente, más como hijos de Dios, so-
mos humanos.”54 Mina tapped my shoulder to show me some pan dulce55 
and champurado56 that I hadn’t seen at the back of the room. I thanked her 
and humming the song to myself quietly, I walked to the back table and 
served myself an evening snack.

Long aft er the meeting that night, I continued to refl ect on Carmen’s 
comments about the historical racism Chicana/o communities endure and 
challenge.

CAN LEGAL REMEDIES CHANGE UNEQUAL 
SCHOOLING? 

I took a break in July to visit with family, travel, and try to renew my ener-
gies aft er what had been another tough year of graduate school. Ms. B. left  
me a phone message in mid-August, asking if I could assist with one of 
the night courses Las Madres off ered. Later that month, a legal team com-
prised of various civil rights and advocacy organizations, including the 
American Civil Liberties Union (ACLU), the National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and the Mexican American 
Legal Defense and Education Fund (MALDEF), asked Las Madres to 
speak about some of their experiences with inadequate facilities and lack 
of basic educational needs. Th ese organizations had recently put together 
a case against another state and wondered if Las Madres could help them 
to document the short- and long-term impacts of such overt educational 
neglect here. 

Diane, the young legal secretary, worked for the ACLU and had men-
tioned her involvement with Las Madres to her boss. She believed Southside 
Elementary off ered a clear example of uneven distribution of resources be-
tween the regular and magnet school, both housed on the same campus. A 
series of portable classrooms without air conditioning housed the “regular” 
school and its predominately labeled English Language Learners (ELLs). 
Most of the teachers for the regular school had not yet earned their cre-
dentials or were in their fi rst years of teaching. On the other hand, the new 
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building with air-conditioning and a technology center including 40 new 
computers, housed the “magnet” school’s GATE-designated students. Most 
of the magnet school faculty had earned advanced degrees beyond the cre-
dential and were veteran teachers. Although these issues seemed quite un-
fair to the parents, they also knew that a number of other Southside schools 
suff ered years of institutional neglect under even worse conditions. 

Th e lawyers explained that across the state and here in our city, schools 
“overwhelmingly populated by low-income and nonwhite students and 
students who are still learning the English language” are “being deprived 
of basic educational opportunities available to more privileged children.”57 
Th ey shared with us some of their statewide documentation, showing that 
most Chicana/o students “go to school without trained teachers, necessary 
educational supplies, classrooms, or seats in classrooms…schools that lack 
functioning heating or air conditioning systems, that lack suffi  cient num-
bers of functioning toilets, and that are infested with vermin, including rats, 
mice, and cockroaches.”58 Th ey thanked us for helping add depth to their 
documentation.

Some of the parents expressed doubt that a court mandate would cre-
ate equal opportunities for their students. Th ey gave an example from the 
parent-initiated “create a garden” day for Southside Elementary. While vol-
unteering, Mina’s husband Armando learned that the city had a parks or-
dinance mandating a certain number of parks per square foot of the city. 
Th e mandate did not stop developers from putting most of those parks on 
the Northside of the city. And the parks’ programs on the Southside were 
not maintained at the same level as programs in other parts of the city. 
Ms. B. added that the scarcity of sports and other extracurricular activi-
ties available to Southside communities refl ected a pattern evident in many 
urban communities. She pointed out that the slow pace of civil rights leg-
islation made her more cynical that legal reforms could eff ectively change 
schools, but she always maintained hope because folks continued to fi ght 
for change. 

Others mentioned that the lawsuit failed to discuss issues of air pollution. 
Th ey noted that their children suff ered from asthma, likely exacerbated or 
even caused by breathing in the toxins in the Southside portable classrooms.59 
In addition, parents believed that when the state fi nally settled the suit, the 
pressure would remain on parents and communities to make sure the agree-
ments on paper converted into actual change in the schools. In general, the 
lawsuit seemed like an important step, but most parents felt something lack-
ing. I think this feeling became more obvious at the following month’s meet-
ing, when Las Madres challenged defi cit thinking with a discussion about 
community cultural wealth. A bit of mystery still surrounds that night, but it 
was truly an unforgettable, inspiring meeting.
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A SPIRITED DISCUSSION: A FREIREAN CHALLENGE
TO CULTURAL DEFICIT SCHOOLING

I arrived late to the gallery for that evening’s meeting because my room-
mate Eva felt sick. Because of her high fever, I took her to the student health 
center, where we waited for hours until a nurse practitioner fi nally sent us 
home with some medication. Embarrassed about my tardiness, I sat down 
quietly in the circle of folding chairs and silently waved to a few of the par-
ents on the other side of the room. One of the mothers, Debbie, who was 
already raising her hand, waved to me as the coordinator acknowledged 
her. Debbie said, “Last month we were talking about how Freire developed 
the problem-posing method to teach educational skills, while also helping 
develop critical consciousness. But we didn’t get a chance to fi nish our dis-
cussion in terms of connecting it to the list of school-based problems we’ve 
encountered. I see it here on the agenda, but am hoping we can get to it 
sooner rather than later because my daughter is sick and I need to get home 
early tonight. Can we move it up on the agenda?” Th e meeting coordinator, 
Nancy, smiled and replied, “Well, I think we were heading right in that di-
rection. Does everyone think this is OK?” Most folks nodded in agreement 
and Carmen leaned over to Debbie to share some consejos60 about easing 
the coughing of her sick child. I made a mental note to myself to take some 
extra zinc before going to bed tonight. 

“OK, thank you. And I’m sure Debbie thanks you too,” said Nancy. 
While jotting down a soup recipe, Debbie looked up and nodded with a big 
smile of appreciation. Debbie had long brown hair pulled loosely back in a 
ponytail with dangling, brightly painted calavera61 earrings. We considered 
her the artist of the group and some of us teasingly nicknamed her Frida.62

Nancy continued, “So, according to Freire, students may move through 
diff erent stages of consciousness63 including magical, naive, and critical 
consciousness. In our initial discussions, we discussed these stages and we 
came up with working defi nitions as well as examples from our own ex-
periences, verdad?64 So tonight we printed out these defi nitions on your 
handout to refresh our memory briefl y, especially for a few of us who are 
new to the group.” 

I looked around the circle, nodding slightly to acknowledge the new 
faces, and surprisingly saw an elderly man sitting next to Nancy with his 
hands folded neatly on his lap. Although fathers and uncles supported our 
eff orts in diff erent ways, men rarely participated in the monthly meetings. 
I had not slept much the night before with my roommate being ill, so I felt 
kind of dazed and caught myself staring at this elderly man for a minute. 
He looked so familiar. He returned my gaze with a nod and a smile. Startled 
and a little embarrassed, I smiled briefl y and looked away. 
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Nancy paused as we each read over the three short defi nitions on the 
handout. I marveled at how Nancy kept up her energies and seemed to not 
have any white hairs. She must be in her late 40s, I thought to myself, how 
does she do it? Nancy was from a working-class Irish family, but she grew 
up on the Southside so she knew a lot of Spanish. She and her husband 
Carlos had been foster parents for many years and she was very committed 
to Southside Elementary and the parent group. She had short brown hair 
and wore stylish reading glasses. Nancy reminded everyone where to fi nd 
the Spanish version on the bottom of the page, as she put her glasses on and 
read in English out loud: 

“Magical: At the magical stage, we may blame inequality on luck, 
fate, or God. Whatever causes the inequality seems to be out of our 
control, so we may decide to not do anything.” 

“Naive: At the naive stage, we may blame ourselves, our culture, or 
our community for inequality. A naive response to experiencing 
inequality may be to try changing ourselves, assimilating to the 
mainstream culture, or distancing ourselves from our community.” 

“Critical: At the critical stage, we look beyond fatalistic or cultural 
reasons for inequality to focus on structural, systemic explanations. 
A critically conscious response to experiencing inequality would be 
working to change the system.” 

Nancy reminded the group that transitioning from the magical stage 
to the naive stage and then to the critical consciousness stage corresponds 
with the literacy process and provides the foundation for the adult literacy 
classes Las Madres sponsors twice a week there at the gallery. She also dis-
couraged us from judging or belittling anyone regardless of which stage 
we might feel they are in. Nancy admitted that for many years she tended 
to blame fate or luck for most problems. She said her own process of shift -
ing away from the magical stage might look diff erent from someone else’s 
process. 

Sylvia asserted that sometimes people seem very critical about class is-
sues but respond naively when confronted with racial inequality and even 
respond almost from a magical consciousness regarding sexism. I made 
myself a mental note to ask her more about that later. I wondered if she was 
also drawing on her experiences interacting with university faculty and ad-
ministrators. I recalled reading in the paper that just last month, some uni-
versity employees had gone on strike for a living wage and yet some of the 
supposedly progressive professors did not support the workers’ demands. 
In my graduate program, I had certainly come across a few professors who 
seem very critical of the way schools reproduce socioeconomic inequality, 
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but express great discomfort in addressing racism. Th ey can talk about pov-
erty in theory, using big three-syllable words, but feel uneasy dealing with 
the reality that class intersects with race.65 While they write about Freire 
and empowerment, in their classes and hallway interactions, these pro-
fessors silence Chicanas/os in general and Women of Color in particular. 
Maybe Sylvia had some insights about the uneven development of critical 
consciousness. 

Mina took a sip of her coff ee and explained, “In this process we have 
been discussing that our schools tend to work from a naive consciousness. 
At Southside, casi siempre los maestros culpan a los estudiantes o a las famil-
ias66—they blame Mexican or Chicana/o culture, and the Southside com-
munity when our students’ scores are low. Maybe they should ask why the 
teachers have such low expectations of students, or what’s wrong with those 
tests, or why the teachers don’t have much training.” 

Debbie then added that her concern came from a visit to the local li-
brary. She explained, “My daughters go every other week to the storybook 
hour, where a volunteer reads a book and then the children act out the 
book using puppets.” I nodded as she spoke, remembering that though she 
remained quite humble about her contributions, Debbie facilitated the cre-
ation of the puppet theater a few years back. She continued, “Well, I was 
looking in the education section and I came across a book titled, Cultural 
Literacy: What Every American Needs to Know. Th e author, E. D. Hirsch, 
has been in the news lately because a local elementary school just adopted 
his ‘Core Curriculum’ in their eff ort to raise the standardized test scores 
of ‘disadvantaged children.’67 Have any of you seen this book?” Debbie an-
swered her own question. “Hirsch’s curriculum is dedicated to having stu-
dents memorize a list of ‘essential names, phrases, dates, and concepts’ so 
they can be culturally literate, and then have social and economic success.”

Diane commented that the anti-bilingual education initiative68 used 
the same argument a few years back—that since Latina/o parents want eco-
nomic stability and success for their children, they should vote for English-
only.69 Debbie nodded and continued, “Sí, sí, es horrible!70 As I looked 
closer at Hirsch’s book, I found that in his list of ‘5,000 essential names, 
phrases, dates, and concepts that every American needs to know,’ students 
might only have access to 27 terms that relate with Chicanas/os.71 Debbie 
began listing the terms for us and Nancy wrote them with a brightly colored 
marker on a large piece of poster paper (fi gure 2.4).

Ms. B. added, “Wow, thank you for sharing this with us, Debbie. I didn’t 
realize Hirsch and company were still advocating that schools organize their 
curriculum around these ‘essential’ phrases and concepts.72 In the 1970s, 
as part of the research team supporting the Council for Interracial Books 
for Children,73 I worked to uncover and challenge similar racial and gender 
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stereotyping in school curriculum. We focused more on U.S. History high 
school textbooks, and we found an elitist emphasis on Europe. Th ese na-
tionally used texts either ignored or distorted Black, Chicana/o, Native 
American, and Asian American experiences.”

Carmen remarked, “I guess racism changes forms, but the message is 
still the same. Mexicans were seen as biologically inferior and then cul-
turally deprived.74 So instead of calling us the uncivilized savages or ge-
netically unintelligent, now they’re calling us culturally illiterate?” Debbie 
nodded and sarcastically noted, “Supposedly, we’re at a cultural disad-
vantage because we don’t know all these phrases, dates, and names!” She 
continued in a more seriously concerned tone, “Looking at the books on 
the shelf, I saw that Hirsch also published grade-by-grade lists of what 
students should know.”

Nancy pointed at the words on the poster paper as she asked the group 
almost rhetorically, “Looking at this list, what do Chicana/o elementary 
students learn about who they are and what their history means in the con-
text of the United States? What do White students learn about Chicanas/os 
in the United States?” Diane made a guttural noise, showing her annoyance 
as she pointed to the terms on the poster paper and responded, “Hirsch sees 
Chicanas/os as a conquered people who have parties (fi estas), take naps 
(siestas), and put off  work for tomorrow (mañana).” Debbie added fl atly, “I 
didn’t fi nd any other racially derogatory words besides wetback in the over 
5,000 terms. Apparently, Hirsch feels that all Americans need to be familiar 
with the word wetback in order to be culturally literate.”

 MOVING FROM DEFICITS TO ASSETS
Th e elderly man’s gentle voice interrupted the silence in the gallery. He said, 
“Hirsch’s idea of literacy domesticates and socializes students to accept the 
status quo and accept their subordinate position. It doesn’t help students 
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Alamo
Alto
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Wetback
Zapata

Figure 2.4. E. D. Hirsch’s 27 Chicana/o-related terms
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critically understand the power relationships of their world in order to 
challenge inequality.”

Perhaps surprised that no one else responded to this insightful obser-
vation, Mina asserted, “Th is discussion is helping me process a meeting I 
had last week with one of my daughter’s teachers. First of all, the teacher 
scheduled the meeting at 10:00 am last Monday, during the in-service day, 
but didn’t ask if that was a good time for me!” Mina added this comment be-
cause the group had repeatedly asked the school to schedule parent–teacher 
conferences at times when parents were not working and when there was 
a translator available. Th e district provides a translator for parent–teacher 
meetings scheduled from 3:00–7:00 pm and only with plenty of advanced 
notice. Mina told the group that she felt privileged to at least understand 
English and to have a fl exible job, but the teacher should not have assumed 
anything without making an eff ort to communicate with her in advance. 

“Last year, my daughter Jazmin read on grade level,” she continued, 
“But this year, the teacher placed her in the slow reading group. Right away 
in our conference it became clear to me that this teacher hadn’t noticed todo 
lo que sabe mi hija y todo lo que ella puede hacer.”75 Mina told the group 
that at the laundromat, her daughter recites impromptu poems as a way 
to study for her vocabulary tests. Sometimes, she even creates melodies to 
sing the poems. Mina added, “But the school ‘sees’ my daughter as lacking 
in language skills! Well, if the maestra76 can’t see these types of abilities in 
Jazmin, she’s probably not seeing the abilities in the other students either. I 
think this follows up on some of the comments made earlier.” Debbie nod-
ded in agreement.

At this point, the elderly man off ered, “Perhaps the naive consciousness 
of our schools is based on the banking method. Since the school does not 
see that our students bring any knowledge with them to the classroom, they 
see our communities as empty places too. So instead of ‘seeing’ the cultural 
assets and wealth we have in our communities, they ‘see’ deprivation.”

I almost thought it seemed odd that no one responded directly to this 
comment, but the discussion kept fl owing, obviously informed by the el-
derly man’s words. Consuelo, who worked as a seamstress in the garment 
district downtown, raised her hand and shared that her son had been re-
cently labeled Educable Mentally Retarded (EMR) aft er scoring poorly on 
the standardized test.77 On the verge of tears, she asked how this could be 
possible if at home, her son helped translate the bills and write out checks. 
An older woman with a cane shared that her granddaughter was very quick 
when it came to thinking on her feet and negotiating prices for fruit and 
vegetables at the farmer’s market, but at school she did not excel in math 
and the teacher said she was “slow.” Why couldn’t the school see her grand-
daughter’s abilities? Soon, each of the parents began off ering examples of 
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their own children’s skills and strengths that the school either did not see 
or saw as weaknesses. 

Th e elderly man said, “Listening to you share about the multiple tal-
ents and skills of your children brings me great joy.” Many of us must have 
looked confused at such an optimistic comment. I know I probably looked 
puzzled, but then again, I had a slight headache from lack of sleep. Th e 
elderly man continued, “Th e school is really just telling you whose knowl-
edge counts and whose knowledge is discounted in an already unequal U.S. 
society.”78

Th is comment reminded me of French social theorist Pierre Bourdieu,79 
so I shared this idea with the group, describing Bourdieu’s assertion that 
our hierarchical society considers the knowledges of the upper and middle 
classes valuable capital. I said, “His work explains that if we are not born 
into a family whose knowledge is already deemed valuable, we need formal 
schooling to help us access the knowledges—the cultural capital—of the 
middle and upper class.” I then described to the group the way Bourdieu’s 
theoretical insight about how a hierarchical society reproduces itself has 
been repeatedly used to rationalize the defi cit model we were discussing 
earlier. I summed up, “Th e assumption follows that People of Color ‘lack’ 
the social and cultural capital required for social mobility. So, schools oft en 
structure ways to help ‘disadvantaged’ students whose race and class back-
ground has left  them lacking necessary knowledge, social skills, abilities, 
and cultural capital.” Th e elderly man asked the group: “Are there other 
forms of capital that racially marginalized groups bring to the table that 
are not recognized or are not acknowledged by this interpretation of social 
capital theory?”

Sylvia asked for clarifi cation. She turned to me, saying: “OK, so it sounds 
like in that argument, some communities are culturally wealthy while oth-
ers are culturally poor? Hmmm, so does that mean we are all compared to 
some sort of White, middle-class culture? Th ey don’t recognize our forms 
and expressions of culture, so they say we’re culturally poor?” She paused 
and then motioned to one of the women who spoke earlier, saying, “Doesn’t 
that sound familiar? It’s like the standardized tests they give our students. 
Whose standard? Which group do they build the standard around?”80 
Carmen added, “So cultural capital includes knowledge and skills that the 
White middle class already has. And White middle-class kids inherit those 
specifi c forms of cultural knowledge and skills that schools turn around 
and say are valuable.”

Mina off ered, “A middle- or upper-class student may have access to 
a computer at home and can learn computer vocabulary or skills before 
arriving at school. Th is student may have what you called, what? Cultural 
capital?” I nodded in agreement, wondering why she didn’t direct her 
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question to the elderly man who sat patiently listening to the ensuing dis-
cussion. 

Debbie continued, “Yes, computer-related vocabulary and technologi-
cal skills are valued in the school setting, so that would be cultural capital. 
And, on the other hand, a working-class Chicano student whose mother 
works in the garment industry, like Consuelo, may bring a diff erent vo-
cabulary, probably in two languages (English and Spanish), to school, along 
with skills of conducting errands on the city bus and translating phone calls, 
reading mail and bills for his mother.”81 Consuelo blushed as she heard her 
name and her child’s experiences described for the group. Mina put her 
arm around Consuelo to ease her embarrassment and added, “Th is cultural 
knowledge is very valuable to Consuelo, to her son Jaime, and to the whole 
familia,82 but it isn’t necessarily considered valuable, or a form of capital in 
the school context.”

Ms. B. remarked, “Th is seems to connect with some of our questions 
about the long-term eff ectiveness of that lawsuit.” Debbie added, “You’re 
right, it’s easy to just say, ‘Oh those Chicana/o students lack cultural capi-
tal,’ or what E.D. Hirsch83 terms ‘cultural literacy,’ because that’s the popu-
lar thing to do, right? Even that lawsuit focused on all the things we’re 
lacking. It’s important to focus on how schools are structured so that we 
are not given access to equal conditions or what the lawyers were calling 
opportunities to learn, verdad? But then what? We have new textbooks and 
new buildings but no corazón84 inside those buildings that listens to and 
appreciates our kids?”

Th e elderly man remarked, “If, like you’ve noted, schools are working 
with a naive lens and they don’t ‘see’ our communities as bringing resources 
to the classroom, then they would likely continue to teach from that defi cit 
perspective in a new building. New textbooks continue to distort the his-
tories and lives of Chicana/o communities. So now students will have an 
extra book to take home with them, but whose knowledge does that book 
value? Whose history does that book dismiss?”85

Finally, it seemed like some of the other women responded more di-
rectly to this elderly man who had made some very insightful comments. 
In reference to the lawsuit, Diane admitted that the law appeared limited in 
its ability to “see” community resources.

We took a 15-minute break so we could visit the restroom, check in on 
the children, and grab a snack from the cafe. I called the apartment to check 
on Eva’s status and was relieved to fi nd out she felt better. She thanked me 
for making her some fi deo86 before I left . I tried to splash some water on 
my face in the bathroom and swallowed a couple pain relievers I had in my 
purse, hoping that my headache would ease up soon. I grabbed an oreja87 
and cup of chamomile tea before taking my seat again. Th e elderly man 
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dunked some bread into what looked like a cup of café con leche.88 He smiled 
at me and I lift ed my teacup slightly, acknowledging him with a silent toast. 
I wondered if anyone had greeted him during the break and I hoped he felt 
welcome. I was about to walk over and introduce myself to him and thank 
him for his comments, but Nancy called us back to order and the discussion 
rapidly picked up where we had left  off  before the break. 

REVEALING CULTURAL WEALTH IN CHICANA/O 
COMMUNITIES

Nancy put her reading glasses back on and referred to the poster paper, 
“OK, how do we get the school and teachers to ‘see’ our community re-
sources?” Th e elderly man remarked, “Maybe the teachers can conduct 
community case studies with their students?”89 I nodded in agreement and 
added, “A community case study could connect this back to Freire90 and 
engage students in the problem-posing approach to education.91 With this 
approach, students actively discover and develop their own knowledge. 
Students could create knowledge with their teacher and others.” 

Mina added, “And students would not just be talked down to, but they 
would be more in una plática92 with their teacher. A community case study 
would encourage students to feel that their thoughts and ideas are impor-
tant enough to engage the teacher in a dialogue. And then teachers would 
be more like facilitators as opposed to the know-it-alls, verdad? So students 
can challenge the teacher? Not in a disrespectful way, of course, but you 
know what I mean, like questioning the ideas and values of the dominant 
group—asking why los Americanos, the White students, are seen as the 
norm and Chicanas/os have to always try to fi t that standard. Porque nunca 
van a ser como ellos, aun con ‘hooked-on-phonics,’ con su ingles bien pro-
nunciado. Siempre van a ser Mexicanos. Y como dicen, hablando se entiende 
la gente. Asi es que, ojalá ya no se vayan a sentir tan despreciados siendo de 
herencia Mexicana, no?”93 Debbie took advantage of the natural pause in 
the discussion to say goodnight. She commented that this dialogue about 
the Southside as a place with valuable cultural resources off ered an exciting 
start to bringing a Freirean approach into the school.

I waved good-bye to Debbie and thought about Mina’s code-switch-
ing hooked-on-phonics remark. It seems so ridiculous the way mass media 
and too many educators misunderstand literacy reform eff orts that seek 
to help students acquire high levels of comprehension across subjects and 
real-world analytical skills, while learning to speak English.94 Instead of 
empowering students with Freirean literacy, reactionary policies trashed 
“whole language” in order to “get back to basics” with phonics, and then 
threw out bilingual education altogether. I also thought about the arguments 
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that Richard Rodriguez made in his book Hunger of Memory.95 His embar-
rassment of his parents’ Spanish-accented English connected to his feeling 
humiliated, defenseless, and without options in a society that did not value 
what his familia off ered. I wonder how dramatically diff erent Rodriguez’ 
schooling experiences may have altered if his teachers had been trained 
to value his community’s assets. Anti-bilingual education folks and mass 
media probably would not cite him so frequently if his writings did not 
support the defi cit view of Chicana/o communities as places of cultural 
poverty and disadvantage. Ironically, a real scoop for the media would be 
stories featuring cultural assets in Communities of Color.96

Th e elderly man interrupted my thoughts by asking, “Th is connects 
to some of your undergraduate sociology readings, no?” I paused briefl y, 
confused as to how this man may have had a casual conversation during 
the break where my sociology major came up as a topic. I must have looked 
like a light bulb went on over my head though, because Nancy looked at 
me expectantly. I wiped my mouth of the remaining pastry crumbs and 
decided to ignore the awkwardness of the man’s interjection. I said, “Yes, 
maybe some of my work from college can help us here with the concept 
of community resources. Sociologists Melvin Oliver and Th omas Shapiro97 
argue that income includes our wages or salary over a typical year. So in-
come is one single source of capital, right? On the other hand, they argue 
that wealth includes the total extent of an individual’s accumulated assets 
and resources, like ownership of stocks, money in the bank, owning a home 
or business, etc. A broad range of resources and diverse forms of capital ac-
count for part of wealth.”98

Nancy wondered out loud, “So maybe cultural capital can be seen like 
income? It’s one source of capital, which White, middle-class students have, 
and that’s the form of capital schools value.99 Th en maybe wealth could 
include our community’s cultural assets and resources added together over 
time? And diff erent forms of capital would add together to create cultural 
wealth, verdad?” She drew some circles on the poster paper to help create 
a visual aid for the dialogue (see fi gure 2.5). Th e room began to buzz with 
excitement. Our late-night sugary treats probably helped raise our energies, 
but in any case, the group began a fast-paced discussion of various forms of 
capital that might comprise cultural wealth.

Aspirational Capital
Carmen, balanced her baby on her lap and started the dialogue, asking, 
“What would we call the dreams I have for mis hijos, the hopes I have that 
my children will go to college and do all the things I never had the chance 
to do? I don’t have a college degree, yet. I’ve been at the community college 
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for 2 years, taking the classes I should have had in high school. I might not 
have a lot to give my kids in terms of money, but I always talk with them 
about my dreams for them. My mom had a lot of dreams for me too. She 
worked in a maquila and came to the U.S. alone, raising her own hijos and 
working as a nanny, raising other people’s children at the same time. My 
mom held onto her hopes for a better future and always encouraged me to 
dream. And now I have dreams for my kids.”100

Sylvia responded, “Th at is so beautiful, Carmen. I think those hopes and 
dreams are also like aspirations. Even without the personal experience of 
going to college, or even fi nishing high school, we can still hold high aspira-
tions for our children and we can support them to reach those dreams.”101 
Nancy nodded excitedly, “Should I write aspirational capital as we continue 
to talk about this?” She drew a circle on the poster paper (fi gure 2.6).

Most of the group nodded and Ms. B. commented that maybe the 
working defi nition could read: “Aspirational capital: the ability to maintain 
hopes and dreams for the future even in the face of barriers.”102 I thought 
to myself about farm worker union activist and human rights organizer 
Dolores Huerta, who is also a mother. Huerta has held onto hope for her 
own familia and works tirelessly to make dreams of social justice for thou-
sands of familias a reality. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw the elderly man 
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nodding and smiling. I smiled to myself and refocused my attention on the 
women’s discussion. 

Linguistic Capital
In refl ecting on the experiences Mina shared earlier, Diane asserted that 
maybe we could have a category for language or linguistic capital. She ex-
plained, “Even though our state doesn’t ‘see’ or doesn’t want to ‘see,’ or rec-
ognize the benefi ts of bilingual education.”103 Nancy agreed this refl ected 
the idea that Chicana/o students arrive to school with multiple language 
and communication skills. She said, “By kindergarten, Chicana/o children 
have usually already experienced community traditions of storytelling. So 
they have listened to and probably retold some cuentos,104 dichos,105 and 
oral histories of their family.

Mina added, “And in storytelling, they learn memorization, how to pay 
attention to details, how to take dramatic pauses.” Sylvia chimed in, “Th ey 
learn how to tell jokes, and that making faces when you speak can change 
the meaning of the words. Or changing your tone or the volume of your 
voice.” Mina nodded, made a funny face, and went on, “And if they are any-
thing like my daughter, who tries to play drums on everything she comes 
across, they also learn rhythm with their words.” I laughed at Mina’s fa-
cial expression and thought about her daughter’s poems at the laundromat. 
Th at reminded me of my niece, who made up little rhymes and she twirled 
around like a dancer at the end of each phrase. I said, “Yes, and they learn 
how to rhyme.” Mina continued, “And as we sit here in this art gallery, isn’t 
visual art also a form of communication?” Diane remarked, “Even graffi  ti is 
a form of language, right?” Ms. B. admitted, “And I might not understand it 
or even like it too much, but the hip hop my grandkids listen to does speak 
through music and, well, poetry.”106 Nancy added, “ And just like we learn 
to whisper, whistle, or sing, our children oft en develop and draw on various 
language styles to communicate with diff erent audiences.” 

Diane said, “Th e school should ‘see’ that because bilingual children oft en 
translate for their parents or other adults, they actually gain all kinds of vo-
cabulary. Th ey start becoming more aware of how to communicate with dif-
ferent audiences and across cultures.107 Th ey may also have developed math, 

Linguistic Capital

Figure 2.7. Linguistic Capital
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teaching, and tutoring skills. And certainly, these translating experiences give 
children a sense of family and community responsibility, and even social ma-
turity.108 Aren’t those all important tools for school success?”

Nancy prompted us again for what she should write on the poster pa-
per. Th e group agreed to a working defi nition for linguistic capital as those 
intellectual and social skills learned through communication experiences in 
more than one language and/or style. She again drew a circle with the term 
inside (fi gure 2.7).

Navigational Capital
Mina reminded the group of what Consuelo shared earlier about her son 
helping run errands on the city bus. She said, “Navegando por la ciudad es 
difícil, pero tambien navegando por el sistema de educación!109 Diane ex-
claimed, “Yes, that’s it—navigational capital.” Nancy began writing it on 
the poster paper (fi gure 2.8) as Diane continued, “Maybe it’s like what we 
talked about earlier in terms of the limits of the legal system. Navigational 
capital is the ability to make our way through social institutions not created 
with Chicanas/os in mind.”

Sylvia added, “Of course, that makes so much sense, like Consuelo was 
saying too, our students can achieve even while they struggle through really 
stressful conditions and events.”110 She went on, “So they’re very vulner-
able to all these forms of oppression and barriers, but at the same time, 
some are making it through and they are very—.” Sylvia seemed to be at 
a loss for words, so Nancy interjected, “Resilient!” Nancy added, “Oh yes, 
with foster kids I’ve been amazed how resilient111 children can be, even in 
extremely stressful environments.”112 She had shared with us on a couple 
of occasions her own experiences as a foster parent and the amazing resil-
ience of children stuck in a system off ering poor odds for their survival, let 
alone successful navigation. Th inking about this, I commented to the group 
that researchers call resilient students “academically invulnerable.”113 But 
I also noted that for students to navigate through school successfully—to 
be academically invulnerable or resilient—they needed individual, family, 
and community support. I added, “And schools could help nurture these 
students’ social and psychological ‘critical navigational skills.’114 No?” 

Navigational Capital

Figure 2.8. Navigational Capital
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Ms. B. nodded in agreement, and remarked, “Academic invulnerabil-
ity and resilience do not take place in a social vacuum, though.” She re-
minded the group that working-class Women of Color experience layers of 
racialized privilege, so one’s social location115 infl uences one’s navigational 
strategies. “For example,” she said, “as a Black woman I experience layers 
of race and gender oppression, but I experience some privileges because I 
speak English and am relatively middle class.” Nancy added that as a White 
woman raising Chicano foster kids, she sometimes felt limited in how 
many strategies she could teach them because her own experiences had 
been so layered with privilege. “Th ey are still vulnerable even when they’re 
invulnerable,” she remarked. Th rough teary eyes she said, “Th ey’re resilient, 
and they fi nd a way through the situation—through the racism—but the 
wounds of that stress stay with them.” 

Carmen reached over and rubbed Nancy’s back soothingly and we 
all paused for a moment of refl ection. Nancy took a deep breath and re-
worded the working defi nition she had already written on the poster paper, 
“Navigational capital refers to skills of maneuvering through social institu-
tions.” She took off  her glasses again, wiped her eyes, and commented that 
she really liked this form of capital because it acknowledges that individu-
als have agency even though their decisions and actions take place within 
constraints. She said, “And it also connects to social networks that facilitate 
community navigation through places and spaces including schools, the 
job market, and the healthcare and judicial systems.”116

Social Capital
Mina brought up the fact that many in the group had met through other 
community social activities outside of the school. She off ered, for example, 
that she and Sylvia met because their daughters played on the same soccer 
team. Carmen added that she had met Diane at a church function. Many 
of the women nodded when she gave this example. Apparently, a lot of 
Southside families interacted at church. Carmen continued, again helping 
provide some historical context for the discussion. 

She explained, “In my Introduction to Chicana/o Studies class last se-
mester, the professor talked about the history of Mexican immigrant social 
networks—mutualistas, or mutual aid societies.117 Th inking about how we 
each get and give information, we could probably draw out a whole social 
network for ourselves that we might not even realize we are part of.” Many 
of the women nodded and a few remarked that mutualistas still play an im-
portant role for the neighborhoods on the Southside. Th ey off ered examples 
of holding fundraisers to assist families in need, helping recent arrivals fi nd 
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housing and employment, and organizing tandas118 to save money without 
depending on a bank.

Sylvia added, “And from the brief examples we’ve just seen here, many 
of our social networks probably overlap! I’m thinking also about how our 
kids have their own social networks. And we are usually concerned about 
who is part of their peer group because of the types of information and 
resources they may share, verdad?119 So Carmen, would you say it’s social 
capital?” Carmen nodded in agreement and for a minute or two, many of 
the women talked to one another about social networks they and their chil-
dren shared in common.

Nancy brought us back to the group discussion while drawing on the 
poster paper (fi gure 2.9), saying, “OK mujeres, so social capital can be un-
derstood as networks of people and community resources?” 

Carmen asserted, “Yes, and historically Chicanas/os utilize their social 
capital to maneuver through the system, but they also turn around and give 
the information and resources they gained through the navigation process 
back to their social networks.” Nancy remarked, “OK, so social capital can 
help us navigate through society’s institutions. Th at’s important because 
Sylvia mentioned that our social networks overlap, and it seems like these 
forms of capital, these types of community cultural wealth also overlap?” 
I nodded in agreement and said, “Yes, because social capital addresses the 
peer and other social networks developed to assist in the movement through 
social institutions, like schools.”120 I added, “And social capital speaks to the 
fact that we are not alone in our struggles. We develop social spaces rich in 
resources. Without social spaces to share information, our ability to help 
each other navigate would weaken. So these forms of cultural wealth do 
seem interdependent.”

Ms. B. commented that this tradition of off ering emotional support 
while sharing information and resources as part of a community reminded 
her that her aunt participated in one of the oldest African American women’s 
organizations in the country, the National Colored Women’s Association, 
and their motto is “lift ing as we climb.”121 Carmen took a moment to thank 
the group for being a supportive social network for her family, especially 
in light of some diffi  cult personal circumstances that she had shared with 
us in recent months.122 I shared with the women that this reminded me 

Social Capital
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again of how they are conceptualizing cultural wealth very diff erently than 
cultural capital. I said, “Cultural capital is accumulated, like a deposit in the 
bank, but cultural wealth is meant to be shared.”123

Familial Capital
Nancy asked, “Speaking of sharing, what about how our families model 
lessons of caring, coping, and providing? Family lessons help shape us 
emotionally and give us moral guidance.124 Can there be familial capital?” 
At this point the room seemed to sigh collectively. So oft en, schools insist 
Chicana/o parents hinder their children’s progress, and Las Madres were 
recognizing family as a source of community cultural wealth!

Consuelo explained that the lessons Nancy mentioned are taught not 
just within families, but also between families, and through church, sports, 
school, and other social community settings. She said, “y nos demuestran la 
diferencia entre una persona con educación universitaria e una persona bien 
educada. Porque a veces tienen la escuela, pero no tienen la educación no 
tienen la educación para ser una persona con principios.”125

Nancy interjected that traditional understandings of “family” tend to 
carry race, class, and heterosexual assumptions, so if we agree to call it fa-
milial capital, we should expand the concept of family to include a more 
broad understanding of kinship. Diane thanked Nancy for reminding the 
group about the power of words and the power to choose words.126 Other 
women also nodded and commented supportively about this expanded 
notion of family. Th ey remarked that immediate family as well as aunts, 
uncles, grandparents, and friends—living or long passed on—might all be 
considered part of our familia.127 Nancy drew a circle indicating familial 
capital on the poster paper (fi gure 2.10).

Sylvia commented, “It seems that familial capital connects with a com-
mitment to community well-being. We learn the importance of maintain-
ing a healthy connection to our community and its resources. So we don’t 
feel so isolated. Like with the social capital, families ‘become connected 
with others around common issues’ and realize they are ‘not alone in deal-
ing with their problems.’”128 Mina nudged a woman sitting next to her, 
Elena. Mina exclaimed, “Yes! And helping each other fi nd solutions. Like 

Familial Capital

Figure 2.10. Familial Capital
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when Elena’s oldest son wanted to drop out of school, she told him, ‘está 
bien!’” Th e women paused, looking at Elena expectantly. Elena had me-
dium brown skin and light brown wavy hair. She had been listening intently 
but had not spoken. She said in a matter-of-fact tone, “Pues sí. Plactiqué eso 
con Mina porque me daba tanta tristesa. Y luego, le dije a mi hijo, ‘andale, si 
no quieres ir a la escuela, está bien mijo.’” She paused and then remarked, 
“Puedes trabajar conmigo en la K-Mar. Y así agarras todos los blue light spe-
cials.” Most of the woman laughed out loud as others shook their heads, 
smiling at Elena’s response. Mina added, “He’s in his second year of college 
now?” Elena nodded and smiled.

Diane continued, “It sounds almost like familial capital includes some 
of the language we use in the law. On the one hand, families can give emo-
tional support like what we’ve talked about. But then we can also give 
instrumental support.129 Like when my son is trying to study, I have my 
husband turn off  the TV, even if it’s in the middle of his favorite program, 
and I make sure the house is totally quiet. And Sylvia also gives this support 
by buying enough detergent so her daughter can do her laundry when she’s 
home from college.” Sylvia smiled and said, “And buying her groceries she 
can take back to school when she leaves!”

Consuelo also noted that parents use multiple teaching strategies with 
their children that the school does not seem to notice. “Dicen que no nos 
importa, que no estámos involucrados en la educación de nuestros hijas e 
hijos.”130 She told the group that like many of them, she had also tried to get 
involved with the PTA, but that the women did not welcome her, did not 
make Spanish translation available, and they set up a pretty intimidating 
environment where she felt almost invisible. Nancy suggested that perhaps 
the group could think about developing a list of ways they do engage their 
children’s education. She gave an example of a family she knew. She said 
that on summer break and sometimes on weekends, the parents brought 
their children with them to work picking fruit in the fi elds. Apparently, four 
of their children now attend or already graduated from top universities and 
their youngest is set to graduate as the valedictorian from Southside High 
School this year. Knowing they could not help with algebra or reading in 
English, these parents taught about hard work and integrity while working 
alongside their children in the fi elds.131 Nancy off ered that maybe we could 
present these types of examples to the school at a later date. She explained 
this might help challenge the false and historically inaccurate idea that 
Chicanas/os are not “involved” in their children’s schooling and therefore 
don’t value education.132

I thought to myself that familial capital connected to aspirational capital, 
and I smiled, imagining the parents Nancy mentioned sharing their dreams 
with their children of a life with options, a life without back-breaking work. 
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Consuelo also shared with us that her husband—a carpenter—was in the 
process of making a desk for her son, Jaime. She believed the desk would 
give Jaime a consistent place to study and help him better organize his 
homework and develop good study skills. In addition, Consuelo saw the 
desk as a way to show her son that his education is important to his parents. 
Nancy jotted down a few more notes on the poster paper and read aloud the 
working defi nition of familial capital as those “cultural knowledges nurtured 
among familia (kin) that carry a sense of community history, memory, and 
cultural intuition.”133 She said, “Chicana/o students bring these teachings 
from home134 with them to the classroom, but the schools ignore or can’t 
‘see’ these funds of knowledge.”135

Resistant Capital
Sylvia said she hoped her daughters would carry some of those teachings 
even beyond high school. Th rough verbal and nonverbal lessons, Sylvia 
tried to teach her daughters to assert themselves as intelligent, beautiful, 
strong, and worthy of respect.136 She emphasized her eff orts to teach her 
girls to question society’s distorted messages about beauty, success, love, 
and integrity. She explained, “I have been consciously ‘raising resistors.’”137 
Another older woman agreed and added that it was very diffi  cult to teach 
her daughter to darse valor138 or valerse por si misma139 within a racist, ma-
terialistic, and sexist society and perhaps even more diffi  cult to raise a son 
who would resist the pressures of perpetuating patriarchy through stereo-
typical macho140 attitudes. 

As Carmen reminded us in a past meeting, Ms. B. noted that Communities 
of Color have historically resisted racial and social injustice. She spoke about 
her own children’s involvement supporting various community eff orts for eq-
uity. Ms. B remarked, “Students’ eff orts to transform unequal conditions show 
us that this continuity of community resistance includes many forms of ex-
pressing opposition.141 But of course, not all behavior that seems to go against 
the norm is motivated by a critical consciousness or a desire for social justice. 
Many of our young people today participate in what seem to be self-defeating 
or conformist strategies of resistance, like dropping out of school or trying to 
challenge racial and gender stereotypes through their individual actions to ‘fi t 
in.’ Th ose forms of resistance feed back into the system and don’t challenge 
the more structural causes of inequality. But, when students recognize and 
name the structures of oppression, and then are motivated to work toward 
social and racial justice—resistance takes on a transformative form.”142 Ms. B. 
pointed to the handout section on Freirean critical consciousness. 

Nancy drew another circle on the almost fi lled-up piece of poster paper 
(fi gure 2.11), as she asked, “So should we say that resistant capital draws on 
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this legacy of resistance to oppression in Communities of Color and refers 
to those knowledges and skills cultivated through behavior that challenges 
inequality?143

Women nodded and some applauded in agreement, feeling the excite-
ment in the air about resistance initiated by communities to transform so-
ciety. Diane remarked, “Th rough this group, we are learning to recognize 
the structures of racism and we are defi nitely motivated to transform them. 
But how do we use transformative resistant capital to challenge what’s hap-
pening at Southside Elementary?”

A Model of Community Cultural Wealth
Before anyone could answer her question, we paused to admire the fresh 
piece of poster paper where Nancy busily fi nished connecting the circles to 
refl ect the discussion (see fi gure 2.12). She stepped back to reveal a visual 
model of cultural wealth! I sketched out the model on my own notepad and 
again smiled, thinking of how surprised most of my colleagues would be 
when I shared the ways these parents engage with theory. In all my graduate 
school reading, social theories seem too obtuse and diffi  cult to apply in “real 
life.” Yet here, I witnessed these working-class Parents of Color applying 
Freire144 and Bourdieu145 to their everyday experiences. I felt so humbled to 
listen and learn from these women. From their position at the margins of 
society, these women challenge the inequalities of the educational system. 
Th ey develop and demonstrate pedagogies of the oppressed.146 Th ese women 
hold on to the belief that as bell hooks writes, the margin can be “more than 
a site of deprivation … it is also the site of radical possibility, a space of re-
sistance.”147 As they question the forms of racism that shape their children’s 
educational opportunities, they also off er a model that can transform the 
prevalent cultural defi cit approach to elementary schooling. 

Nancy noted that Diane asked a good question we had not addressed. 
Mina agreed and said, “I like the idea Nancy had, to make a list of the ways 
Chicanas/os are involved in education. Maybe we can show the principal 
this chart when we do that, so he can ‘see’ what our community brings to 
Southside Elementary.” Carmen lit up and said, “I think the PTA and the 
teachers should be hearing this too, no? We could have a forum or something. 

Resistant Capital

Figure 2.11. Resistant Capital
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Maybe before that, though, we should ask ourselves, what would Southside 
Elementary look like if it centered the curriculum on the community cul-
tural wealth of Chicana/o students?”148

Th ough it had been a long night, the women exuded a clear feeling of 
excitement about the possibility of presenting the cultural wealth model 
to the principal, teachers, and the PTA. Mina took a deep breath and re-
marked, “Sería una transformación completa.”149 Most of the women nod-
ded in agreement, while some shook their heads with doubt that such a 
transformation could occur. Diane commented that to start, they could ad-
vocate for making the whole school a magnet school and designating all the 
students GATE. Pointing to the model on the poster paper, she exclaimed, 
“Look at all the ways our students are gift ed and talented!” Diane’s sugges-
tion off ered an example of school transformation that seemed to resonate 
with the group. 

Putting community cultural wealth into practice required much more 
discussion, which would have to wait for another night. Ms. B. announced 
that the childcare volunteers were scheduled to leave at 9:00 pm and it was 
already 9:15. Nancy thanked the women for their patience through what 
had been a pretty long, but productive meeting. Th e women again ap-
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plauded each other before saying goodnight, collecting their children and 
heading home in their own cars or in the vans that Ms. B. had arranged for 
transportation. 

I stood to stretch and throw away my tea bag and napkin of pan dulce 
crumbs. I wanted to introduce myself to the elderly man who had off ered 
such insightful comments earlier. In the fast-paced excitement of the dis-
cussion, I realized that my headache had eased up. I walked back over to 
the circle of chairs and began to help the women clear out the space for the 
cafe customers the next morning. As I picked up and stacked the folding 
chair where the elderly man sat, I asked Mina if she had seen him leave. She 
looked at me bewildered, “An elderly man was here tonight? Ay mujer,150 I 
hope your compañera151 gets over the fl u soon, sounds like you need some 
rest.” Sylvia asked if my headache was better or if I needed a ride home. She 
gave me a hug and said she would check on me later in the week because I 
looked a little pale, “Like you’ve seen a ghost.” 

Suddenly, I got chills realizing why the elderly man looked so familiar. 
Could it be? Mi tocayo152 Paulo Freire? Instead of being pale by the time I 
got home, I felt fl ushed with excitement. I found Eva awake and enjoying 
left overs from the refrigerator. Her fever had fi nally broken and she had 
not eaten much for a few days. I shared with her the details of the spirited 
discussion at the meeting and she laughed and said, “Paula, I hope Freire 
comes by again sometime soon. Our schools need him now more than 
ever. His legacy should never be forgotten.” She paused and then jokingly 
chided me, “Should I leave some of this chicken for him in case he comes 
over for a late-night snack? Or maybe we can play Ozomatli’s song, Cumbia 
de los Muertos153 and he’ll come dance with us?” I laughed as she began 
dancing with me in the kitchen. She obviously felt much better. I headed to 
bed, thinking about dancing with my loved ones who had passed on. I too 
hoped humbly that Freire’s spirit would not be a distant memory.
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3
STUDENTS ON THE MOVE

Desegregation at Bandini High School1

INTRODUCTION
Out of every 100 Chicana and Chicano elementary school students, only 
44 graduate high school. What happens at the secondary levels of the 
educational pipeline so that 56 of every 100 Chicana/o elementary school 
students do not earn a high school diploma? Th is chapter examines some 
of the educational structures, practices, and discourses that shape these 
outcomes.

High schools tend to refl ect patterns of structural inequality evidenced 
at the primary levels of the pipeline. In urban, suburban, and rural commu-
nities across the United States, Chicana/o students usually attend racially 
segregated, overcrowded high schools in dilapidated buildings with an in-
suffi  cient number of functioning bathrooms.2 Within these poorly main-
tained schooling facilities, Chicanas/os are too oft en enrolled in classes 
where undertrained, uncredentialed faculty attempt to teach with a short-
age of updated textbooks, library materials, and desks.3

It is not news that so many Chicana/o high school students attend 
schools with poor conditions.4 Nor is it a novel idea to restrict, Chicana/o 
students to remedial and vocational courses of study within high schools. 
Historically, Chicana/o communities endured many such forms of racism, 
such as physical segregation into “Mexican schools” and exposure to diff eren-
tiated curriculum within racially “integrated” schools.5 Mainstream schooling 
practices for at least the fi rst half of the 20th century presented knowledge to 
Chicana/o students with little regard for their language, culture, or potential 
to think critically. For example, schools insisted Chicanas/os needed lessons 
on “proper” hygiene, “standard” English, manual arts, and menial labor.6 
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Th is “banking method”7 sought to prepare socially productive citizens by 
depositing “American” knowledge into students of Mexican descent.8 In 
addition, this schooling approach relied on conservative notions of “ap-
propriate” behavior and management, which emphasized sorting children 
into levels of cognitive and physical development.9 For example, educators 
relied on IQ testing and other standardized tests off ered only in English. 
Without an appropriate Spanish-language exam, schools regularly misla-
beled Chicana/o students Educable Mentally Retarded (EMR) and mis-
placed them in special education classes.10 As noted in chapter 2, genetic 
and cultural defi cit traditions informed these schooling practices. 

In the second half of the 20th century and now into the 21st century, 
these cultural defi cit and behaviorist traditions still shape Chicana/o sec-
ondary schooling experiences. While racial segregation has decreased for 
African American students (although not as signifi cantly as anticipated), it 
continues to increase for Chicanas/os, especially in urban high schools.11 
Within these segregated schools, Chicana/o students continue to be 
“tracked” into courses of study that tend to follow a remedial or vocational 
trajectory.12 On “regular,” vocational, or terminal English-as-a-Second-
Language (ESL) curricular tracks, schools underprepare and discourage 
Chicana/o students from pursuing a higher education.13 Th ese students 
rarely gain access to courses that would provide the minimal requirements 
to enroll in a 4-year college.14

For Chicanas/os, access to college-preparatory courses of study re-
mains limited. For example, high school magnet programs—designed to 
attract students to enroll by off ering numerous academically rigorous en-
richment opportunities, well-trained teachers, and extensive resources—
consistently enroll White students at higher rates than Chicanas/os. Th is 
disproportionate underrepresentation in magnet programs occurs both 
between and within schools. In other words, magnet programs deny access 
to Chicana/o students by (1) locating magnet schools in districts outside 
of Chicana/o communities or (2) creating magnet schools in already estab-
lished comprehensive high schools and restricting enrollment to students 
from schools/districts outside of Chicana/o communities. Likewise, hon-
ors and Advanced Placement (AP) courses disproportionately under-en-
roll Chicana/o students.15 AP refers to rigorous academic coursework that 
allows students to earn an extra 1.0 point on top of each semester grade 
and college credits for passing AP exams. Th e few honors and AP courses 
available in low-income, urban schools contrast the large numbers off ered 
in more affl  uent schools.16 Research confi rms that the school-within-a-
school phenomenon that limits access to magnet programs also occurs 
with AP courses.17 In other words, even when Chicanas/os comprise the 
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numerical majority of students at a particular school, they remain signifi -
cantly underrepresented in honors and AP courses.18 

Comprehensive programs for English Language Learners (ELLs) at 
the high school level are virtually nonexistent.19 Although Federal legisla-
tion ensures students have a right to instructional support in their primary 
language, anti-bilingual education initiatives at the State level have further 
restricted access to such support.20 Increasing students’ skills in academ-
ic English and building on their primary language skills cannot happen 
without trained and motivated teachers. Certainly, thousands of very well 
trained and inspirational teachers do genuinely care about students and 
work to help them succeed. Yet disproportionately, districts place the least 
trained teachers in schools and classrooms with high percentages of ELLs.21 
Otherwise creative and motivated teachers may fi nd themselves without 
support in overcrowded classrooms where curriculum is oft en prepackaged 
and considered “teacher-proof.” Th ese teachers tend to seek transfers out of 
poor Chicana/o schools, or “burnout” and stop teaching altogether. Given 
the high teacher turnover rate in predominately Chicana/o high schools, 
many classrooms feature long-term substitute teachers year-round.22

Th ough research shows the importance of race/ethnic and gender role 
models and mentors for the development of future professionals, Chicanas/
os remain underrepresented in the ranks of high school teachers.23 For 
example, in California, while Students of Color comprise the majority 
of students in public schools, almost 75% of their teachers are White.24 
Furthermore, schools provide Chicana/o students very limited access to 
guidance counselors. Counselors at the high school level tend to bear such 
large caseloads they cannot individually interact with each student who 
needs advice. Even counselors with good intentions may resort to focusing 
only on students who have already fulfi lled the minimum college entrance 
requisites. For example, Miguel Cejas’25 research shows that college coun-
selors severely restrict their interactions with “regular track,” obstensibly 
non-college-bound students. Th ese students (who comprise the majority of 
the school population) tend to receive discouraging advice about pursuing 
college when they do gain access to speak with the counseling staff .

Negative societal views of Chicanas/os, seen oft en through racial-
ized media lenses, subtly justify the maintenance of low expectations for 
Chicana/o students. Secondary school curricula and textbooks reinforce 
this societal curriculum of racial stereotypes.26 High school textbooks of-
ten ignore the multiple contributions Chicana/o communities make to the 
United States and the world.27

In addition to the metal detectors and daunting fences around most 
urban schools, Chicana/o students oft en fi nd a regular police presence on 
campus. Furthermore, the U.S. military consistently conduct recruitment 
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activities on Chicana/o high school campuses. Th ough the military has a 
long history of targeting working-class communities and Communities 
of Color for recruitment, the No Child Left  Behind Act of 2001 (NCLB) 
now requires that high schools give military recruiters access to students’ 
records. Students and community activists challenging this practice in low-
income urban schools have found that schools do not regularly inform par-
ents they can “opt out” of the NCLB military request and keep their child’s 
records confi dential.28 

Schools rarely take affi  rmative steps to engage Chicana/o parents as 
partners in the educational process. As a result, high school administrators, 
faculty, counselors, and standardized test scores carry signifi cant weight 
in shaping Chicana/o educational trajectories. For example, placement on 
a college-bound curriculum track usually requires teacher and counselor 
recommendations as well as high scores on standardized tests. Likewise, 
high school exit exams increasingly prevent students from earning their 
high school diploma and further discourage their higher education pur-
suits.29 Researchers such as Paula García30 assert that high-stakes assess-
ments provide statistically unreliable, inappropriate measures of student 
knowledge. In addition, Angela Valenzuela’s31 ethnographic work in Texas 
reveals that for ELLs and low-income Students of Color, these tests func-
tion as especially alienating barriers to education.32 While 25 states imple-
ment or consider similar high-stakes tests, critics point out that high school 
exit exams penalize students for the failures of the public schools.33

Because high schools usually function in ways that “subtract” cultural 
knowledge and diminish aspirations,34 Chicana/o students tend to rely 
on their peers and social networks to navigate through this level of the 
pipeline.35 Positive and encouraging messages about pursing higher educa-
tion usually come from Chicana/o parents, though their guidance may be 
limited by a lack of experience in the U.S. educational system. Still, stud-
ies show that when compared to other working class families, Chicana/o 
parents maintain higher educational aspirations for their children than do 
White parents.36 Th is parent support fosters students’ academic achieve-
ments and challenges Chicana/o adolescents to view their bilingual 
Mexican heritage as a source of motivation and strength.37 For example, 
Valeria Talavera-Bustillos’38 research shows that as Chicana students make 
their way through the college choice process, these young women rely on 
the inspiration and cultural affi  rmation their parents’ support provides. 
Research documenting racial and gender discrimination experienced by 
both Chicanas and Chicanos—including verbal and nonverbal racial and 
gender insults, lack of access to information, and minimal guidance—
demonstrates that students’ eff orts in pursuit of higher education can be 
understood as acts of resistance against racialized inequality. Indeed, the 
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multiple layers of racism Chicanas/os experience in pursuit of academic 
and career options may function to trigger their resistance and strengthen 
their drive to “prove” they can succeed.39

Th ough high schools historically discriminate against Chicanas/os and 
restrict their educational mobility, Chicana/o communities respond, resist, 
and develop ways to survive and succeed in spite of the system. Researchers 
provide examples of the many ways that Chicanas/os engage in transfor-
mative forms of resistance against schooling inequalities.40 Extending on 
this legacy across the United States, today’s Chicana/o high school students 
advocate for equal educational opportunities in multiple ways, including 
class-action lawsuits and political campaigns to defeat unjust state propo-
sitions.41 Students resist inequality by creating fi lms and organizing pro-
tests and vigils to raise public awareness about the dismal quality of their 
schools and the impoverishment of their communities. Furthermore, they 
stand against all forms of violence, including police brutality and war. As 
we move into the 21st century, Chicana/o high school students work to 
link the struggle for educational equity at the local school level with social 
justice beyond the classroom.42

Th is chapter’s counterstory analyzes social science scholarship, descrip-
tive statistics collected at the school district and State levels, and judicial 
records to examine Chicana/o high school experiences within a historical 
context. Set in a composite Los Angeles high school—Bandini High43—this 
counterstory takes a case-study approach to investigate patterns of racial 
segregation and curricular tracking in California, which also evidence 
themselves in major cities across the United States. Claudia Vasquez, a 
Chicana civil rights attorney and professor at Bayside Law School, serves as 
the narrator for this counterstory.44 Listening to the experiences of teach-
ers and students at Bandini High, Claudia documents some historical and 
contemporary realities of Chicanas/os in high school. We begin the coun-
terstory as Claudia arrives at Bandini High and prepares for a focus group 
discussion with teachers.

THE TEACHERS’ LOUNGE
I checked in with the principal’s offi  ce and a secretary walked me down the 
hallway. A small group of “off -track” teachers had signed up in advance for 
this focus group dialogue and I anxiously wanted to meet them. I thanked 
the secretary as I entered the small room that doubled as a faculty lounge 
and lunchroom. I saw a refrigerator, microwave, and toaster on a side coun-
ter, near a big sink with a sign over it reading, “Your mother doesn’t live 
here so please clean up aft er yourself.” I sat down on the edge of a small 
couch and put my papers on a lopsided coff ee table. Since I’d arrived a few 
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minutes early, I took a moment to re-read over the names of the partici-
pants before they joined me: Ms. Darlene White, a veteran biology teacher 
nearing retirement; Mr. Gilbert Villalpando, a social studies teacher also 
nearing retirement; Ms. Elaine Knight, a mid-career Spanish teacher; Ms. 
Belinda Gutierrez, a second-year Government and Economics teacher; and 
Mr. Antonio “Tony” Delgado, a school counselor of 4 years.

I wandered down the hall, looking for a women’s bathroom, and re-
turned to the lounge and introduced myself to each of the participants as 
they arrived. I looked over my research protocol and the teachers talked 
among themselves before we started the early aft ernoon session.

“Can you believe this?” Elaine asked incredulously, “Th e President 
wants to cut Upward Bound! How much more straight out can they be 
about not supporting poor people?” She paused to sip her diet soda and 
continued reading the newspaper as she shook her head in disgust. 

Tony also shook his head as he spread some peanut butter onto his 
celery stick and sarcastically remarked. “I can believe it. But I can’t believe 
this weird diet my doctor has me on will lower my cholesterol.” Without 
missing a beat, Elaine responded, “Well, you better go easy on the peanut 
butter. It has 110 calories and 3 carbs per tablespoon.” Darlene looked up 
from her fruit salad and added, “Th ey’ve been working against poor people 
since way back. And it’s no coincidence that most poor people in the United 
States are also People of Color. Th ey won’t cut that program without a fi ght 
though. I can tell you that. It took a fi ght for us to get Upward Bound and all 
those TRIO programs that originated from the 1960s civil rights legislation. 
And it’ll be a fi ght for them to take it from us.” 

Belinda walked into the lounge as Darlene fi nished her sentence. “Are 
we talking about our favorite compassionate conservative trying to cut one 
of the few opportunities Black and Chicana/o students have to go to col-
lege?” Elaine nodded and held up the article she was reading, pointing to 
the title, “Is Upward Bound Headed for a Fall? Participants defend the college 
prep program that President Bush is seeking to eliminate.”45 Belinda placed a 
small plate of what looked like lasagna into the microwave and continued, 
“I was part of Upward Bound when I was in high school. Th e mentoring, 
tutoring, and the summer program were crucial to me being academically 
prepared for college and successful once I got there.”

Darlene remarked, “Well, it’s probably before your time, but I remem-
ber when it was approved, back in 1964.” Gilbert, who had been struggling 
trying to get a soda from the vending machine, added, “No, Darlene, I’m 
with you. I remember. And a few years later they added Talent Search, then 
the Student Support Services component and legislators continued to build 
on those three successful programs.46 I was more involved in the Migrant 
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Education program back then, which came out of the 1965 Elementary and 
Secondary Education Act. But all of those programs were part of trying to 
create a better society.”

Darlene closed her eyes and said, “Yes, I remember our hopes for the 
‘Great Society.’ My cousin Alice was at the University of Michigan when 
President Johnson gave that speech in 1964. Johnson spoke of a vision 
for U.S. society as a place of social and community responsibility, and he 
worked to make sure that vision turned into social policies.”47 And 40 years 
aft er Johnson’s legislative ‘War on Poverty,’ we seem to have much more of a 
war against the poor instead of a war on poverty,” remarked Elaine. 

Darlene shook her head as she said, “I usually try to talk about this with 
my students during Black History Month.” She paused and sarcastically re-
marked, “Of course they schedule Black History for February—the short-
est month of the year.” She continued on a more frustrated note, “It’s hard 
for students to really get a handle on what school was like before Brown v. 
Board of Education.48 I tell them, schools and communities were racially 
segregated.” 

Belinda remarked, “And look at us here at Bandini High. Th ese stu-
dents have grown up attending racially segregated schools. So they’re prob-
ably wondering, what’s the diff erence?” She added, “And I agree with you 
about Black History Month. I haven’t been here long, but I see it’s pretty 
ridiculous to try and create lesson plans for ‘Hispanic’ Heritage Month, be-
cause it starts mid-September, when most of us are focused on beginning 
of the school year issues. What’s the deal with scheduling half of one month 
and half of another month?” 

Darlene agreed, “You’re right. Our communities are marginalized in 
diff erent ways, but marginalized nonetheless. I guess I should be grateful 
that we got bumped up from ‘Negro History Week’ that started back in the 
1920s,49 but you know, the curriculum we’re given to talk about Dr. King or 
whoever is usually so watered-down anyway…”

Darlene faded off  for a moment and began fl ipping through a scrap-
book fi lled with what looked like a combination of newspaper clippings, 
school fl yers, and pictures. She remarked, “Maybe students have a hard time 
relating to the historical realities of de jure segregation and the aft ermath 
of desegregation because most of the pictures and fi lms from that period 
are pretty much black and white. But we experienced racism in vivid color. 
Although there are some really big diff erences between the 1950s and today, 
it’s the continuity of racism, in various forms, that’s diffi  cult to think about, 
let alone teach given the constraints oft en put on us in the classroom.”
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Listening to Teachers’ Oral Histories of Bandini High
“Well, let’s go ahead and get started,” I said. “I understand that our time 
today will be relatively short because there is a student event later this aft er-
noon. We’ll get a good start, I’m sure. I’ve met each of you briefl y. Again, I’m 
Claudia Vasquez, and I’m a civil rights attorney and a professor at Bayside 
Law School in northern California. I am here today to facilitate and audio-
tape a discussion about the history of Bandini High.” I took about 10 min-
utes to introduce myself more formally to the group, noting that I grew up 
in San Juan Capistrano and attended public schools in southern California, 
graduated with my B.A. from UC–Oceanview, earned my J.D. from UC–
Berkeley’s Boalt Law School, and practiced Civil Rights law for a few years 
on the East Coast. I mentioned that I recently worked on a few legal cases 
launched against the University of California and the State of California for 
disparate treatment of Students of Color and poor students.50 

I said, “Each of these cases represent class action suits fi led on behalf 
of students, and I’m working with a few groups to add more voices to this 
dialogue. Today, you are part of a concerted eff ort to listen more carefully 
to the voices of teachers committed to equity in education.” I assured the 
group of my interest in listening to their histories and experiences. Although 
each of them had received a written confi rmation of their participation in 
the focus group weeks ago via email, their facial expressions affi  rmed the 
importance of this personal contact. I pointed to Darlene’s scrapbook and 
commented that I hoped each of them had brought some materials that 
would help jog their memories as we worked together to document their 
experiences through Bandini High’s history. Seeing some of them bring out 
notepads and photos, it dawned on me that I needed to set up the scanner 
to digitally capture their archival materials. 

As I collected their consent forms, set up the audiotape recorder, and 
plugged in the scanner, I reiterated that as a researcher, I collect school 
histories from numerous perspectives, including faculty, staff , students, 
and parents. I thanked the group in advance for their permission to share 
their stories, and reiterated that in the write-up, I would use pseudonyms 
and take other precautions to maintain their confi dence. “In addition,” I 
reminded them, “you will each receive in-service credits, and hopefully you 
can provide me with some insights once I get a draft  of their stories writ-
ten up.” I remarked, “Hopefully, you’re feeling confi dent you’re in the right 
place and that your stories will serve the greater good.”

So as the teachers and counselor gathered in a circle on assorted couch-
es and chairs, they agreed to have each person share her or his story for 
about 15 minutes each and then we would save most of the discussion for 
the end of the session. Darlene started us off . 
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Darlene’s Story 
“I started teaching here at Bandini in 1965, if you can believe that! I’m 

retiring this June, so I’m glad to be a part of this study before I leave. Th is 
place has changed so much. Th e community used to be predominately 
White, and the school was too. In fact, I am the fi rst Black teacher they 
ever hired. A desegregation lawsuit was fi led against the district a few years 
prior, and I had just moved into the area with my children because my hus-
band Robert’s medical unit had been called up. I couldn’t live on the base 
while Robert was in Vietnam. It was too much for me to handle. Maybe 
it was good timing because they needed a biology teacher, and maybe my 
light skin helped me seem less threatening, but when one of the men on the 
faculty hiring committee read on my resume that I had earned my degree 
and credential at his alma mater, he asked if I could start right away. Most 
Black teachers at that time were assigned to the schools with the highest 
Black enrollments. I enrolled my kids at the elementary school down the 
block and they were also among the few Blacks in that school.”

“My younger sister, Shirley, was still in high school then, and she had 
come to live with me when our parents passed. Darlene held up what ap-
peared to be a high school senior portrait of her sister and passed it around 
to the rest of the group as she explained, “I tried to enroll Shirley at Bandini, 
but was told the school had already reached “capacity.” Instead, I had to 
enroll her at a predominately Black school and she was bussed for a few 
periods of the day to a White school on the Westside. It was actually a com-
munity-based, voluntary bussing program where the school board sent kids 
from the Southside of the city to the Westside.51 Th e district eventually ex-
panded this type of bussing for integration as part of the Crawford v. Board 
of Education of the City of Los Angeles52 court mandate to desegregate Los 
Angeles schools over a decade aft er the Supreme Court’s Brown v. Board 
decision.”

Darlene slowly turned some of the pages of her scrapbook, and I asked, 
“Were White students also bussed to predominately Black or Mexican 
schools?” Darlene and Gilbert laughed out loud. 

Darlene continued, “Th e White parents would never have allowed 
that. I remember that poor Shirley came home crying most days because 
there were angry White parents who waited for the busses to arrive to those 
Westside schools. And these White folks would shout racial epithets and 
picket with threatening signs as the Black youngsters got off  the bus and 
entered the school. It broke my heart, but I had to be tough with Shirley and 
tell her to walk off  that bus each day with her head held high. Th e White 
parents called themselves “Bus Stop,” and that situation was on the verge 
of turning into a violent confrontation. Like later in Boston, where White 
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folks violently opposed desegregation busing. When was that? I think it 
must’ve been in the mid-1970s?”53

Gilbert nodded in agreement as he furrowed his eyebrows. Darlene 
remarked, “Here in Los Angeles, probably aft er seeing the response from 
Whites, the court moved from mandated busing to voluntary busing. And 
then the court eventually gave up in 1981 or so, fi nding they had achieved 
as much desegregation as they could. From 1963–1982 under Crawford, 
the district went from about 60% White to less than 25% White.54 Now I’d 
say that’s pretty dramatic White fl ight. All that White fl ight caused racial 
‘minorities’ to become the racial ‘majority’ in the district!”

I probed, “Would you say that there was some sort of ‘tipping point’55 
where the numbers of Students of Color became ‘too much’ for Whites?”

Darlene replied, “I’d say so. Here at Bandini, we probably reached a 
‘tipping point’ right around the time I arrived.” She chuckled to herself 
and said, “Maybe I added to the tipping point, because I did notice more 
and more Whites leaving the school each year. We had enrolled about 60% 
Whites, 25% Blacks, and 15% Mexicans. And I think the Watts Rebellion 
in 1965 scared a lot of White people. Civil rights struggles were happening 
at various levels, from the courts to the classroom, and for White people 
it probably seemed like change was happening overnight. Th ey preferred 
real ‘deliberate speed.’56 For Folks of Color, the change couldn’t come fast 
enough. But that was a scary time for Black folks too, because we knew 
change wouldn’t come without a price. Like when my Bob came home on 
furlough and we weren’t served at the diner there on 4th Street. Too many 
Folks of Color paid dearly from violent White reactions—and from too 
many Whites’ inaction. But we kept that train rolling toward change.”

As Darlene paused and the group took in all that had been said, I asked, 
“What was the reaction to those changes here?”

Darlene sighed and explained, “White educators and administrators 
started really getting mad, because within a relatively short time, their stu-
dent population had totally changed. Th ey had been comfortable teach-
ing in a predominately White school, but by the late 1970s, Bandini was 
about 40% Black, 35% Mexican, and 25% White. And since then, it has 
become increasingly more Mexican than Black. I think in the mid-1990s we 
were still about 50/50, but since then, I think we’ve become more like 60% 
Mexican, 10% Central American, 25% Black, and 5% White and Asian. And 
our numbers are actually high for the district in terms of Blacks. Across 
the district, Blacks are now about 12% while Latinas/os are almost 75%. 
Many districts started magnet programs to attract White students back to 
the public schools,57 but the numbers of White students never went back to 
those pre-1965 levels.”
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Belinda commented, “I remember graduating high school in the 
mid-1990s as news stories kept mentioning that in the State of California, 
Whites had offi  cially become the ‘minority’ in the K–12 public schools. 
Of course, the news never gave all the background to that trend.” Darlene 
nodded and said, “Oh yes, Whites continued to leave as the public schools 
became more ‘colorful,’ so Whites are now about 35% of K–12 public 
schools in California and less than 40% of California’s public high school 
population.” 

I remarked, “So it sounds like the shift s happening within the district 
here revealed a larger pattern of White fl ight that eventually occurred 
across the state. I’m sure you may know that this pattern evidenced itself in 
diff erent forms across the country, but some states are just now beginning 
to see the drastic demographic change California has experienced. From 
what you describe, Darlene, it seems like Los Angeles gave up on school 
desegregation just a few years before the Diaz v. San Jose Unifi ed School 
District complaint in northern California successfully initiated voluntary, 
court-monitored, desegregation eff orts to remedy the racial imbalance in 
Northside and Southside schools. Up there, the district limited Mexican 
students to the downtown, Northside schools while enrolling Whites in the 
suburban, Southside schools.”58

Darlene agreed, “Yes, and in places like Boston, the dynamics featured 
Blacks versus Whites; in San Jose it sounds like a Mexican versus White 
phenomenon. Here, the issue played out among sizable Black, Mexican, 
and White populations. Well, in the beginning anyway.” 

Belinda added, “I’m still pretty new to Bandini, and I’m not sure what 
kind of insights I can add to this history specifi cally, but I’m thinking back 
to one of my college political science classes, Chicana/o, Latina/o Politics, 
and I remember reading about multiple socioeconomic reasons for some 
of those demographic shift s.59 In addition to the racist resistance to inte-
gration, deindustrialization hit communities pretty hard in the early 1970s 
and 1980s. Shutting down and moving the steel, tire, and automobile fac-
tories to other countries almost wiped out many union towns throughout 
Los Angeles.60 People had to seek other employment and even move out 
of the neighborhood to provide for their families. And reindustrializing 
the gutted economy meant replacing higher-wage, skilled, union jobs with 
low-wage, service sector jobs.61 But also, the Immigration Act of 1965 lift -
ed those racially exclusionary statues that previously restricted Asian and 
Latin American immigration in favor of northern European immigrants.62 
Th is led to a major increase in the numbers of Japanese and Chinese im-
migrants aft er 1965, and large-scale immigration of Pilipinos, Cambodians, 
Vietnamese, and Koreans. Th roughout the late 1960s and 1970s, but espe-
cially in the 1980s, immigration from Mexico, Guatemala, and El Salvador 
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increased substantially. So at the same time folks moved out, immigrants 
and others moved in. Th e population of Los Angeles grew tremendously in 
the 1980s.”63

Darlene and Gilbert nodded with each point Belinda made. Gilbert 
added, “It’s hard for our students to see, but a place like Boyle Heights, now 
almost 100% Latina/o, was home to a predominately Jewish community 
back in the 1950s. I used to go to a Jewish deli right there…” Gilbert sat 
reminiscing with a smile that almost made my stomach growl. I probably 
should have eaten a bigger breakfast since I skipped lunch. 

Darlene explained, “And when White folks left , they took economic re-
sources with them. Th e family-owned markets, restaurants, and other small 
businesses left  and Black folks had to then go outside the community to buy 
what they used to get here. And with very little representation on the city 
council or other political positions,64 we had multiple folks who didn’t live 
in our community opening up liquor stores and small convenience shops. 
Now, I can buy alcohol or a lottery ticket on almost any corner near Bandini, 
but I can’t fi nd a decent piece of fresh fruit in those little markets.”65

I asked, “How did the disinvestment in the community aff ect Bandini 
High?” Darlene replied, “Conditions at Bandini worsened as these demo-
graphic shift s occurred. Th e era of social responsibility and emphasis on 
the ‘Great Society’ seemed to leave just like those union jobs. Instead of 
searching for academic talent, or ensuring these Black and Mexican stu-
dents were socially and academically ‘upward bound,’ inner-city schools 
seemed to begin to renege responsibility and blame the students for not 
placing enough value on education.66 I can’t even tell you how many times 
teachers complained that parents wouldn’t come to any parent–teacher 
conferences. Th ey reminisced about the ‘good old days’ when parents were 
supposedly much more ‘involved’ in their students’ education. I actually 
stopped coming to the teacher’s lounge for a long time and ate lunch in my 
classroom so I could avoid their comments.”

Gilbert nodded, acknowledging Darlene’s experience. He said, “And 
those were predominately White teachers who didn’t even consider that the 
parents who they accused of ‘not caring’ about their child’s education lived 
at least 25 miles away from Bandini and oft en didn’t have transportation of 
their own.”

Darlene responded, “Oh, I don’t blame those parents at all for not want-
ing to take time aft er work, or take the day off  work and lose a day’s pay, to 
travel on a city bus for an hour and meet with a condescending teacher who 
oft en makes stereotypical and insulting racial remarks. Many of those teach-
ers requested transfers out of Bandini. Th ey wanted to regain some of those 
‘good old days’ by transferring to Westside, predominately White schools. 
And the administration wasn’t too helpful in providing ongoing training for 
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teachers who stayed here. Th at might have helped teachers refl ect on their 
own racially prejudiced views and begin to build on the cultural knowledge 
students bring to Bandini High from their communities.”

Darlene showed us some school newsletter updates spanning over 
quite a few years. Realizing that I hadn’t been able to record, take notes, 
listen, and scan at the same time, I asked Darlene and the rest of the group 
if I could scan their materials at the end of the session. Th e others agreed 
that would be fi ne and Darlene said, “Sure. My husband used to call me a 
‘pack rat,’ so I tried to organize it better, but I threw a lot of stuff  away. I’ll 
be sure to tell my Robert that you wanted to use some of this for historical 
purposes. He’ll get a big kick out of that.” 

I asked, “So how did the administration at Bandini respond to these 
numbers?” Darlene smiled broadly and shook her head and replied, “Well, 
though they had refused to allow their numbers to increase beyond ‘ca-
pacity’ when Whites were the majority, we were told to ‘make do’ with 
overcrowding as Students of Color became the majority at the school. And 
because of the ongoing racial discrimination in housing, the real estate 
tax base for schools diminished in urban communities, which further de-
creased options for Bandini students.”67

Pointing to a series of newspaper headline clippings, Darlene ex-
plained, “Th e 1971 Serrano v. Priest68 lawsuit attempted to level state fund-
ing allocated to California schools, arguing that Equal Protection under the 
U.S. Constitution’s 14th Amendment required the state to equalize funding 
to all school districts. But in 1973, the Supreme Court’s ruling in the San 
Antonio v. Rodriguez69 case pretty much ended other hopes for class-action 
lawsuits about school fi nance and educational equality. In a close 5 to 4 de-
cision, the Justices ruled that education was not a ‘right’ nor was ‘poverty’ a 
justifi able way to group a class of people as deserving protection under the 
14th Amendment. In 1976, the California court followed-up with another 
Serrano v. Priest70 decision, requiring that all districts equalize their per 
pupil spending within $100 of one another. But in 1978, Proposition 13 
minimized any major impact the Serrano case may have had in California, 
because voters decided to restrict homeowners’ tax liability, which of course 
limited the tax base many districts had relied on.”71 Belinda looked quite in-
terested with Darlene’s description of the legal cases, leaning over to look at 
her scrapbook clippings.

Darlene handed Belinda the scrapbook to browse through as she noted, 
“But these lawsuits didn’t deal with intradistrict funding inequalities. And 
most importantly, this legislation didn’t address the fact that under a se-
ries of Republican governors, California shift ed its fi nancial priorities away 
from education. So support for public education decreased in multiple ways 
at the same time that the state population—and the school-age population 
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in particular—increased dramatically. But White folks didn’t want fi nancial 
responsibility for schools they had left .” 

I probed, “So it sounds like by the time Ron Rodriguez sued Los Angeles 
Unifi ed72 to make the funding equal within the district, there was less fund-
ing to go around anyway.” 

Darlene agreed, “And Rodriguez v. LAUSD was an important legal com-
plaint. It revealed funding inequity within districts. It exposed the structural 
inequity within LAUSD, which created predominately Black and Chicana/
o, poor, underfunded, underresourced, and overcrowded schools with low 
test scores and high dropout rates at the same time it generously supported 
Westside middle-class, predominately White schools with high test scores 
and low dropout rates. Th e main district administrative offi  ces received an 
equal amount of per pupil funds from the state in comparison to other dis-
tricts. But they turned around and allocated those funds within the district 
unequally. Th ey relied on the categorical funds—money allocated from the 
federal government for desegregation, school lunch programs, bilingual 
education, and funds targeted for poor students. Th ose categorical funds 
were supposed to supplement basic resources. And few folks realized that 
extra funding for integration would disappear once the courts released dis-
tricts from federal or state desegregation mandates.”73

I asked Darlene, “What eff ects have you seen within the district and at 
Bandini?” She explained, “Black and Chicana/o communities in the East 
and South highest poverty indexed schools, ended up with the least num-
ber of qualifi ed, credentialed teachers or counselors. Th ey also suff ered with 
the most substitute teachers and the most overcrowding in the oldest crum-
bling buildings and facilities. With less support and more students, Bandini 
began to really see schooling conditions deteriorate. We had asbestos, old 
textbooks, rarely functioning restroom facilities in our school buildings, 
and sports fi elds with no grass. Yet the district held us responsible for serv-
ing more students than ever. My class size went from 20 to 45! I felt so sad 
the fi rst semester I had nothing for the students to dissect in biology lab. I 
paid for a lot of things out of pocket, and I still do! I know a lot of teachers 
who pay for all kind of supplies out of their pockets to give students the 
tools they need and to get them excited about learning. And I won’t even go 
into teacher salaries!” Everyone in the lounge moaned. 

Darlene conceded, “Eventually, as they had done with other public 
facilities, White folks who hadn’t left  the public schools already began to 
privatize from within the public system. Some schools within the district 
began creating parent–community foundations that raised money for their 
school, to replace the sparse state funding and limited tax revenues. Poorer 
communities in the district did not have access to such multimillion-dol-
lar fund sources. As you all know, when we fi nally went to a year-round 
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schedule to minimize the problems with overcrowding, the school assigned 
students to calendar ‘tracks.’” 

Gilbert’s Story
Gilbert agreed, and remarked, “But curricular tracking had started 

much earlier. Th at was one of the main reasons why Bandini students 
walked out in March 1968, in support of the East Los Angeles students. 
Remember?” Darlene nodded emphatically, and Gilbert continued, “Th e 
physical racial segregation in schools was really not the crux of the prob-
lem. It was the lack of quality education in those racially segregated schools, 
no? Chicana/o students, like Black students, were racially segregated into 
separate schools. Although the courts have gone back and forth on whether 
Mexicans are racially Indian or White, history shows that White communi-
ties worked out various plans so that we wouldn’t be educated with their 
kids.74 School boards claimed Mexicans didn’t have proper hygiene, we 
couldn’t speak English, and we weren’t culturally American.75 Racist ideas 
informed those excuses. In subtle and very overt ways, folks asserted that 
Mexicans are biologically incapable of learning abstract thought and cultur-
ally unable to prioritize education or plan for tomorrow.76 So since we sup-
posedly didn’t value education and couldn’t grasp intellectual ideas,Whites 
did us a ‘favor’ by preparing us for manual labor and domestic service jobs 
in segregated schools.”77

Gilbert motioned to some of his notes and continued, “In 1946, the 
lawsuit led by Mexican families in Westminster, California, challenged 
the segregation of their children into ‘Mexican schools.’ Th e Ninth Circuit 
Court of Appeals upheld the Mendez v. Westminster78 decision, and the 
California Governor had to repeal all those legislative codes that had pre-
viously mandated separate schools by race.79 As I recall, that same gover-
nor served as the Supreme Court Justice on the Brown case.” “Chief Justice 
Warren,” interjected Darlene. “Yes,” said Gilbert, “Th at’s a very interesting 
history there.”80

I nodded and waited for Gilbert to continue. He fi nished off  the last of 
his soda and explained, “Here in our district, the school board bent to White 
community pressure. Following the already segregated housing patterns, 
they manipulated attendance zones to maintain racial segregation well aft er 
Mendez, Brown, and as Darlene mentioned, Crawford. And it’s true, White 
people were scared of desegregation. And Chicanas/os were scared too, but 
for diff erent reasons. Our experiences were diff erent than Blacks during and 
aft er de jure segregation. I think both Black and Chicana/o communities 
hesitantly supported integration because we knew it meant having to send 
our kids to White schools. We wanted equal education, and we wanted qual-
ity schools in our communities. Black communities had developed a small 
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but strong professional class that included Black teachers and principals. 
Although they attended schools under very poor conditions, Black students 
and their parents cultivated ‘communal bonds’ with these all-Black schools. 
And desegregation broke those bonds in many ways.81 Aft er 1964, districts 
closed a lot of Black schools and displaced students, teachers, and princi-
pals. Districts began bussing Black students to diff erent schools, but Black 
teachers and principals experienced great diffi  culty fi nding employment.82 
Darlene interjected, “And then maintaining a job as the only Black teacher? 
We’d need a whole session just to talk about the racism Black teachers faced 
and continue to face from White students and faculty colleagues!”83

Gilbert nodded and continued, “And the focus remained on integra-
tion as opposed to equity, so districts bussed Black students, like your sister 
Shirley, into racially hostile schools, where they had to endure teachers and 
students who believed Blacks were inferior to Whites. And unfortunately, 
long aft er integration, Black students continue to feel the brunt of those 
White supremacist assumptions.”

I asked Gilbert, “What were some of the experiences of Mexican 
American public school teachers during desegregation?” Gilbert smiled 
and responded, “Pues, Mexican Americans really didn’t have a profes-
sional class. Digo, don’t get me wrong, we did have many ‘teachers’ in our 
communities—from parents who taught Spanish to their kids, to activ-
ists who organized unions and asserted workers’ rights, to newspapers 
and radio shows that raised community awareness and nurtured cultural 
identity through music—but these community teachers rarely gained ac-
cess to formal schooling themselves. So before and aft er the Mendez and 
Brown cases, whether housed in converted barns or in overcrowded urban 
schools, Mexican Americans dealt with White teachers, White principals, 
and a curriculum that emphasized English, a labor-intensive vocation, and 
Americanization. Mexican American parents didn’t necessarily want their 
kids to have to travel on a bus so far from home anymore than Black par-
ents did, but both groups of parents held onto the same hope. Th ey wanted 
their children to gain the opportunities that come with quality education. 
Th ey wanted their children to benefi t from an education equal to the White 
students. When Mexican Americans attended racially integrated schools, 
we were most oft en resegregated into classes for English-learners even if we 
already spoke English. I think if anyone really asked Mexican American or 
Black parents, the answer would have been just as clear then as it is now. 
Th e goal was never just to sit next to White students; the goal was to have 
the same resources and opportunities as White students.”84

I remarked, “Sounds like you’re arguing that folks wanted to emphasize 
‘quality, not quantity.’ And, with desegregation, you saw that counting numbers 
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of Students of Color became more important than assessing the quality of the 
education off ered to the students.” Gilbert nodded.

“How did that emphasis impact Chicana/o students?” I asked. “Schools 
limited options for Chicana/o students both before and aft er desegregation,” 
Gilbert replied. “Schools took very talented youngsters, and more oft en 
than not, crushed their dreams of becoming anything other than a military 
statistic, a mechanic, or a homemaker. Structurally, Bandini prepared most 
Chicana/o students for vocational careers. Of course, there’s nothing inher-
ently wrong with training for a vocational career, but Mexican American 
parents worked in those labor-intensive jobs usually hoping their children 
would have other opportunities. And Bandini minimized those opportuni-
ties for Chicana/o students.” 

Gilbert continued, “I was the fi rst Chicano hired here on staff  at 
Bandini, but I doubled as a baseball coach and driver’s education teacher 
while I fi nished some coursework over at UC-Oceanview. I graduated as 
one of the fi rst Chicano Studies majors from UCOV. Th e principal started 
me off  subbing for social studies classes and eventually off ered me my own 
classes. Maybe they fi nally read my resume and saw my undergrad degree 
in History and Chicano Studies along with my credential and a master’s 
degree…”

I probed, “When did you start at Bandini?” Gilbert thought for a mo-
ment and said, “I started coaching in the fall of 1967 and the student walk-
outs were in the spring of that school year. Of course the police investigated 
all the Chicano staff  they could fi nd in the district because they couldn’t be-
lieve students had planned and executed this large-scale organized protest 
without adult intervention. Whether or not anyone chose to believe in the 
organizational capabilities of students, over the course of a few weeks that 
spring of 1968, over 10,000 students walked out of Los Angeles schools.”

Belinda interjected, “I saw a fi lm with some of that footage in one of 
my Chicano Studies courses in college.” Gilbert smiled and nodded, saying, 
“Yes, Chicana walkout leaders networked, organized, and developed con-
sciousness around the structural problems students identifi ed in the school 
system.85 Chicano walkout leaders usually acted as the spokesperson, artic-
ulating students’ demands to decrease the dropout—or as they put it—the 
pushout rate for Chicanas/os, which was well over 50%. Students demand-
ed bilingual/bicultural teachers to replace racist and undertrained teachers 
and administrators. Th ey demanded updated and suffi  cient textbooks and 
school facilities. Th ey also demanded that Chicana/o history and culture 
be part of the high school curriculum. And they demanded an end to the 
standardized tests and tracking system that underprepared and ultimately 
denied Chicanas/os access to college.” 
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Gilbert sighed and said, “Hard to believe that was almost 40 years ago. 
I remember when students walked out of my driver’s ed class. Bandini had 
already reached that ‘tipping point’ you mentioned earlier, so the Black stu-
dent population was probably close to 35% by this time. So this young Black 
student, Audre, asked if she could make an announcement while I was tak-
ing roll. Her friend passed out leafl ets to students while Audre reiterated 
to them what was about to happen. Th e leafl ets outlined Bandini students’ 
demands and included a solidarity statement about the actions that had 
occurred at the other schools in recent weeks. It also provided a short de-
scription of how to respond to police or other authorities should the need 
arise during the nonviolent protest. Aft er her announcement, Audre turned 
to me and said,

I’m sorry, Mr. V. We mean no disrespect, but this school is push-
ing us out so we’ll have to cook and clean for White folks. Well, as 
Malcolm X said, ‘Cotton pickin’ don’t move me.’ We’re trying to 
assert our right to an education and we’re willing to do it ‘by any 
means necessary.’86

And with that Malcolm X–inspired comment, most of the class silently left  
their desks and joined their colleagues heading for a rally in front of the 
school and to a local community center for a teach-in.”

Aft er a slight pause, Gilbert added, “Since I couldn’t hold class with-
out any students, I decided to go see what was happening at the rally. Th e 
principal at the time saw me there and pulled me aside. I remember he 
said something like, ‘Our students could never have planned this. Th ey love 
Bandini High. Maybe those Mexicans from the Eastside infi ltrated our stu-
dents.’ And at that point, I saw Darlene, who was also observing the rally. 
She smiled real big and pointed to student signs that read ‘Schools Yes, 
War No,’ and ‘Bandini High Demands Equal Education.’ Annoyed at my 
silence aft er his comments, the principal warned me, ‘It’s such a beautiful 
day, Vasquez, I hope you don’t ruin it by making me fi re you.’ I remember 
my heart pounding loudly and tears welling up in my eyes. I turned to the 
principal and said, ‘It’s a beautiful day to be a Chicano.’87 Hoping my wife 
Bernadette—who was a few weeks away from giving birth to our second 
child—would understand, I joined the students’ march off  campus, and 
Darlene and I off ered our support for the teach-in.” 

Gilbert stood up and turned away from the group, resetting the coff ee 
machine to make a fresh pot. I noticed he quickly wiped his eyes as we all 
sat in refl ection for a few moments. Darlene sighed with a smile and distant 
look in her eyes.
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Elaine’s Story
Elaine broke the silence and teased, “So that’s why you two have such 

a reputation!” We all laughed. Darlene explained, “Yes, they were going to 
transfer Gilbert to another school, but students really advocated for him. 
Th e principal transferred out not too long aft erward.” 

“And you Elaine?” I asked. “Oh, I started here in 1978,” she replied. 
“Th e same year that the Bakke88 case ended affi  rmative action as a program 
of goals and timetables to desegregate higher education. Both Darlene 
and Gilbert’s stories really help put this article about the potential elimi-
nation of Upward Bound into context for me. Th ere’s a continuity to these 
attacks that I’m beginning to see now.” “And a continuity of resistance to 
the attacks,” reminded Belinda. “Yes,” said Elaine, “that’s becoming much 
more clear.”

Elaine continued, “In contrast to those White teachers who couldn’t 
get their transfer petitions approved to get out of here fast enough, I chose 
to be here at Bandini because I wanted to make a diff erence. In the mid-
1970s, I was part of another program that had originated out of the ’Great 
Society’—Teacher Corps. At fi rst, I think I defi nitely came from a more 
naive perspective. I saw my social and cultural background as the standard 
and wanted to help culturally and socially ‘disadvantaged’ students aspire 
to more, and achieve more. But I learned a lot from my Teacher Corps col-
leagues and from reading Paulo Freire’s work.89 I learned to listen more to 
my students and their parents. I realized they had very high aspirations and 
they didn’t need another arrogant John Wayne–like teacher, coming in to 
be a hero on a white horse.”

“So students and parents confronted you?” I asked. “Well, not in an ag-
gressive way,” replied Elaine. “But it was more like they consistently called 
me out on my assumptions. A few times it did take me off  guard though. 
Fortunately, I still kept in contact with my Teacher Corps colleagues, and 
they don’t pull any punches, so they also helped me. Over time, I began 
questioning my own White privilege and assumptions about my role as a 
White teacher in a predominately Mexican and Black school. Take for ex-
ample my habit of calling students ‘smart’ for scoring well on a standard-
ized test. Th at showed my assumption about whether those tests could 
appropriately measure students’ intelligence or capability. But more layered 
issues took longer for me to recognize. Some of my students would invite 
me to community events and I picked up a few books that also pushed my 
thinking. It’s hard to see that as a White woman, I benefi t from racism in 
countless ways, from not being accused of stealing at the mall to receiving 
pleasant service at a restaurant. But it’s painful to recognize that I receive 
institutionalized racial privileges and preferences as a result of a violent 
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legacy of oppression against communities made up of individuals like my 
students.”90

“Can you talk a little more about institutionalized racial preferences 
and privileges?” I asked. Elaine thought for a moment and replied, “To 
start with, I benefi ted more from civil rights legislation than most Students 
of Color. Th e Affi  rmative Action program that helped me get admitted to 
a university was originally intended to remedy the racism that denied and 
still denies access to Students of Color. Some say that White society only 
allowed civil rights gains to the extent that they would benefi t.91 And, 
in terms of the Cold War coinciding with a lot of civil rights legislation, 
that makes sense. Whites needed to maintain the perception that the U.S. 
practiced the freedom and pluralistic democracy they preached interna-
tionally.”92

Pausing to look at some of the pictures she had brought, Elaine showed 
the group a few photos of herself with a feathered hairdo like Farrah Fawcett 
from the mid-1970s. She explained, “I learned Spanish as a second lan-
guage, so that’s another huge privilege right there. When I fi rst arrived here 
at Bandini High, I focused on teaching students Spanish with cultural refer-
ences to Spain. Th at’s what I learned in grad school. I had studied a semester 
abroad in Madrid! So my training prepared me to teach students Spanish as 
a foreign language. And though they already spoke Spanish, many students 
totally disengaged from my class.”

Elaine bit her bottom lip and hesitantly said, “I remember my fi rst year, 
I complained to Gilbert that ‘Mexicans just don’t care about education.’ 
Gilbert nodded. Elaine continued, “I fell right into that whole stereotypical 
reaction that the students aren’t performing well academically, so that must 
mean they don’t really prioritize school or value education. And as I ranted 
about this, I realized Gilbert looked quite annoyed. So I said, ‘But not you, 
Gilbert, you’re diff erent.’” Gilbert nodded with his eyebrows raised with a 
look that again showed he remembered that insulting remark.93

Elaine shook her head and winced, acknowledging her colleagues’ 
patience. She looked down at some of her notes and recalled, “Within a 
few years, the administration asked me to chair the English-as-a-Second-
Language (ESL) Department. Th ey wanted to make sure Bandini complied 
with the 1974 Lau v. Nichols Supreme Court decision.94 Th e Court allowed 
states and districts to decide which form of language support to provide 
students. In practice, this meant ‘bilingual programs’ tended to be a bit dis-
jointed depending on how districts interpreted language support. And most 
programs targeted the elementary school levels. You remember? Th ose ear-
ly- or late-exit programs that provided actual instruction in a students’ pri-
mary language up until the second or even sixth grade, for example. But the 
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programs almost always emphasized transitioning students into English, as 
opposed to maintaining their Spanish or Chinese, or other language.” 

Gilbert added, “And those programs provided very little support for 
teacher training.” Tony, who had been listening intently but had not spo-
ken yet, interjected, “I read that the original language of what became the 
Title VII Bilingual Education Act of 1968 emphasized the importance of 
maintaining students’ primary language, and seeking Puerto Rican and 
Mexican teachers as role models and language, culture experts.”95 Elaine 
responded, “Yes, that would have complemented some of the affi  rmative 
action programs nicely. But legislators pretty much negotiated that goal 
away before approving the fi nal version. And as Title VII was amended and 
amended, other goals were also watered down, like the idea that primary 
language maintenance should go hand-in-hand with learning English. In 
practice, too few programs emphasized true bilingual education, where 
students were immersed in their primary language and English with a goal 
of literacy and fl uency in two languages. And I guess those few programs, 
though successful, weren’t enough to convince universities to really recruit 
and train more Mexican and Puerto Rican teachers.” 

Elaine continued, “As the Chair of the ESL Department, I tried my best. 
Some of our dedicated teachers spent their weekends translating English 
textbooks chapter-by-chapter and typing up new texts to create more chal-
lenging and age-appropriate substantive material. But that was too much of 
a burden put on just a few teachers. So many of our students had not been 
well served at the earlier grade levels, and they were oft en placed in classes 
with a fi rst-year teacher who had no language training.96 Like for example, 
a college graduate who spoke Spanish, but majored in Sociology. Our ESL 
approach identifi ed students as limited, defi cient, and lacking. And that 
added to the assumptions already held by many teachers about Mexican 
Americans being culturally and socially disadvantaged. In observing a lot 
of classes to prepare for a Title VII compliance visit, I saw so clearly that 
language and accent really matters in teacher–student interactions.97 Most 
teachers held really low expectations for students who had ‘Mexican’ ac-
cents.98 And on the ‘regular’ track, teachers called on Chicana/o students 
who spoke ‘with an accent’ less than they called on students who spoke 
academic English ‘without an accent.’”

I remarked, “Sounds like you’re identifying multiple layers to the rac-
ism Darlene and Gilbert talked about.” Elaine nodded, adding, “And my 
students internalized a lot of that racism from early on in their schooling. 
Many did not speak Spanish or were unwilling to speak Spanish by the 
time they reached high school. Which made it all the more ironic that they 
could not graduate from Bandini without learning a ‘foreign’ language. I 
stopped being surprised that a lot of students wanted to learn French or 
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German in high school. Th ose languages carried less negative racial stigma. 
Many people still perceive a European accent as the epitome of high-class 
sophistication.” 

I noted, “And you had probably learned Spanish with a Castilian ac-
cent!” Elaine shook her head and said, “Oh yes, I emphasized Spain, and 
added to the perception that being Mexican was low-class. Th is didn’t hit 
me right away, obviously, but thankfully, the combination of my students 
and colleagues giving me feedback helped me move toward being more 
critically conscious of my pedagogy. I looked back to my training in Teacher 
Corps and realized my curriculum added to the problem of seeing students 
as ‘limited’ and treating them remedially. Instead of using a Freirean ap-
proach, I ignored students as a very big resource in my classroom. I taught 
Spanish grammar in the context of Spain, when my students had multiple 
local contexts, rich in history and cultural diversity that they could draw 
on. Th ey had so much cultural knowledge, as you mentioned too, Darlene. 
So I began to rework my curriculum entirely. I eventually threw out my 
‘banking approach,’ which had me trying to deposit language into students’ 
supposedly empty heads,99 and I began dealing with students’ linguistic 
realities and strengths. I found that they really did have a lot of language 
skills. And from their own family histories, they began to write essays and 
then entire research projects with important insights about Chicana/o, 
Mexican, and Central American history. Th ey became researchers and I 
worked to facilitate the process of re-discovering their academic talents.” 
Tony’s eyebrow raised at the mention of the word re-discovering. Elaine 
noted this and conceded with a smile, “I didn’t say my journey was over 
in questioning my own privileges and biases, but I’ve come a long way. I’m 
still working on it.”

Tony’s Story
Tony remarked, “I’m just giving you a hard time, Elaine. Your willing-

ness to learn from your students is so unique. Most teacher training pro-
grams emphasize cultural diff erence and more of that defi cit approach you 
mentioned.100 It seems like being part of the Teacher Corps program gave 
you a good start in connecting teaching to that larger struggle for justice 
and equity.” Elaine nodded, making a face as if she were considering what 
led her to become more critical. Tony continued, “Most teachers here at 
Bandini have a diffi  cult time being self-critical and are not really willing to 
acknowledge how this place is structured to ‘school’ instead of ‘educate.’ As 
Ray Gwyn Smith asks, ‘Who is to say that robbing a people of its language 
is less violent than war?’101 It’s really ironic that society and schools shame 
the language out of students in elementary school only to require ‘foreign’ 
language courses in high school and college. I’m just feeling really grateful 
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right about now for being here with all of you. Th is has been a really great 
history lesson. I only wish we had more time before the student encuentro 
starts.”

I agreed and asked Tony, “Can you tell us a little about your experi-
ences?” “Sure,” he replied. “I was a pretty shy student here at Bandini, and I 
stopped going to classes aft er the 10th grade really, so I didn’t get a chance 
to know most teachers back in the day. I’m very happy to be here now as a 
counselor. It’s been a really long road for me and in many ways my path con-
nects to the history you’ve each described. At the end of my freshman year, 
I went to ask the counselor how to get on the college preparatory track. Of 
course I didn’t tell the counselor that I had a crush on a White girl named 
Donna, who was on that track.” Tony paused as he saw the rest of us shake 
our heads with smiles at his side story. He added, “Don’t you remember that 
La Bamba102 came out and it was suddenly cool for a Chicano to get with 
a White girl because of Richie Valens’ story?103 I used to sing the song to 
her, ‘I had a girl and Donna was her name, since she met me, I’ll never be 
the same…Oh Donna, Oh Donna…” Tony dramatically paused and then 
recalled, “My singing impressed her, anyway.” We laughed and waited for 
him to get back to his story. 

Tony took a moment, perhaps reminiscing about his youth and the 
1980s, before continuing. He explained, “Th e counselor told me, ‘Tony, 
you’re just not college material. I think you should sign up for a school-to-
work vocational training program.’ And I didn’t know what I wanted to do 
when I was 14 years old. Th at sounded good to me. So I didn’t have any aca-
demic electives, or actually any classes that could have counted for college. 
I took basic English and math, which I later found out were remedial-level 
courses that didn’t accrue credits toward college. Th at seems so wrong to 
me now—that some students can go to high school for 4 years and not even 
be close to meeting the basic requirements for college. Back then, I thought 
it was cool to have so many courses in wood shop, metal shop, and PE. But 
the freedom I thought I had at the time ended up really limiting my op-
tions. By my sophomore year, I spent most of the day working off  campus, 
as part of the vocational program. I remember my junior year, I had substi-
tute teachers for English for the whole year. I wanted to do something with 
hip-hop, which had been breaking, or should I say break dancing, into the 
mainstream. I would spend hours breakin’ and poppin’ everyday. We even 
moved the chairs out of the way in class and held contests. Th e substitutes 
didn’t care.”

Tony had brought a yearbook from his freshman year and pointed him-
self out to the group. He explained, “I don’t think most of my teachers cared 
about the students at all.104 I didn’t want to be in the vocational program, 
so I tried to get back into the regular high school track, but there was ‘no 
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room.’ I thought that sounded pretty strange, but I didn’t know who I could 
ask. I remember one substitute teacher in particular was annoyed when 
students complained about an assignment that we had already done the 
week before, but she made us repeat it. We usually had to copy pages from 
the textbook by hand. Something brainless like that. What they really want-
ed us to do was to sit quietly for the 50-minute period. Th ey emphasized 
behavior instead of learning. Anyway, the substitute teacher said, ‘I don’t 
care if you don’t do this assignment. You don’t have to be here at all. Within 
a few years, most of you will either be pregnant, in prison, or dead because 
you’re in a gang.’ And I remember being so angry. She wasn’t the fi rst racist 
teacher I had and I know not all teachers are racist, but it felt useless to keep 
going. If the teachers didn’t care that students weren’t learning anything and 
the counselor thought I wasn’t ‘college material,’ I fi gured I could help my 
family out a lot more if I just worked.”

“So you stopped attending altogether?” I asked. Tony nodded his head 
affi  rmatively and explained, “I worked with my uncle laying sheet metal for 
a few years. But I hurt my back in a break dancing competition, which put 
me out of work for a bit. And about that time, I ran into some friends from 
my freshman year at Bandini. Th ey were going to a local community college 
and encouraged me to go too. I mostly went because I had a crush on one of 
the girls I knew from back then. One of the women I should say. A Chicana 
this time.” Elaine and Darlene rolled their eyes with a smile. Gilbert said, 
“Whatever gets you there.” Tony smiled sheepishly.

Belinda interjected, “Your story sounds a lot like my older brother 
Mando, except that part about chasing girls, and he never got to see a coun-
selor. He went one time to the college center and signed in, took some pam-
phlets, and they never called him for an appointment. Th ey didn’t really 
take notice of him probably because he wasn’t on the ‘college-bound’ track, 
but he had a decent grade point average. And he did really well in math 
and science too. But since the college center shares space with the military 
recruiters, those recruitment offi  cers started calling our house every week, 
telling Mando and my parents that the military could help pay for college. 
And so, Mando ended up going into the Marines straight out of high school. 
He was part of the 1989 U.S. invasion of Panama, and he didn’t re-enlist. 
He saw a psychologist for years aft erward because he showed signs of post-
traumatic stress disorder. Th e mainstream media distorted the story so we 
didn’t realize until much later the horrifi c extent of what he participated in 
and witnessed. U.S. troops killed thousands of Panamanian civilians…”105 
Belinda drift ed off  for a moment.

She continued, “Like I said, if I didn’t have Upward Bound, I would 
have probably gone into the military too. I was very lucky to have been 
connected up with that program. My brother’s experience actually sparked 
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my interest to learn more about politics in college. It’s like the military has 
always targeted our communities, working-class and poor communities.” 
Gilbert added, “During the Vietnam war, East Los Angeles alone experi-
enced unbearably high numbers of casualties, because Chicanas/os were 
draft ed in disproportionate numbers to serve in Vietnam.”106

Belinda remarked, “My brother had such high aspirations in junior 
high and high school. I remember he called himself ‘the mad scientist’ and 
he conducted all kinds of cool experiments and built weird contraptions 
out of scraps of metal and wood in the backyard. Of course my mother was 
always afraid he would burn the house down. My parents would usually 
say, ‘Th at’s great mijo—what is it?’ Th ey had very high hopes for all of us, 
but they didn’t know how to make sure the school was helping us ‘be all 
we could be.’ Th e recruiters told us Mando could get training to become 
a mechanical engineer or something, but instead he learned how to be a 
sniper—which isn’t very useful outside of the military. Now he works lay-
ing carpet. I love my brother and I’m very proud of him. But I sometimes 
wonder whether things would have worked out diff erently if the counselor 
had called him to talk about college.”

Belinda paused, looking at each person in the room empathetically, 
and added, “And I know it’s hard on counselors because there are too many 
students. And it’s diffi  cult for teachers because of the barrage of standards 
and state mandates, ‘teacher-proof curriculum,’ and constantly changing 
assessments, and now with the high-stakes testing.… I mean, who has time 
to really ask, ‘What are we really doing here and why don’t we listen to the 
students, the folks we’re actually supposed to be serving?” Belinda stood up 
to look out the window facing the quad, and said, “Speaking of which, we’d 
better get over there to the gym for the students’ meeting.”

A Student Encuentro
A few minutes later, I joined the teachers in chairs just outside of a 

talking circle students had set up at one end of the gym. About 40 stu-
dents, mostly Latina/o and African American, engaged in individual con-
versations or waited quietly for the meeting to begin. A dark-skinned, thin 
student with black hair slicked back into a ponytail introduced herself as 
América and said, “Bienvenidos, welcome to this encuentro. As you can see 
from the sign here, we’re meeting aft er school to start a dialogue among 
‘Students Who Care.’107 We’ve invited a few teachers to join us here to-
day—to support us here today I should say. And both MEChA and BSU 
offi  cers and some members are also here today. Th e Mechistas are wearing 
BSU shirts and BSU folks are wearing MEChA shirts. Th is is one way of 
showing we support each other.” 
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Lynette, a very petite girl with medium brown skin and red hair wo-
ven into her black braids sat next to América. Lynette explained, “As the 
President of the Black Student Union, I’ve been working with América in 
talking to a few other schools in the district, and we’re setting up a website 
so we can have all kinds of students talking about what’s happening in their 
schools.”

América continued, “Yes, and today we’re hoping to get your input to 
explain what’s happening at Bandini so we can upload this dialogue. Th en, 
other students can comment on issues happening at their school. And I’d 
like to start us off  by saying that Bandini is falling apart. Literally, most 
of us have been hit in the head by falling ceiling tiles. It’s a basic lack of 
respect to have us in classes that don’t even have enough desks or books. I 
see some students just ditching when they don’t have a place to sit in their 
class. Carmen almost passed out the other day aft er running the mile in PE 
because we couldn’t fi nd water fountains that work. Th e bathrooms are ei-
ther locked shut, or if they’re open, there’s no toilet paper or soap, and there 
are no doors on the stalls.108 Students start losing respect for the school, so 
there’s tagging everywhere in the bathroom. Th ere’s even tags on the toilet 
seats! Maybe someone should bring the art classes back.” 

América sat down and a student who others called Nick stood to speak, 
“Th is place looks like a prison. How are we supposed to feel good about 
going to a school with big fences, gates, and police everywhere?” Nick 
had dark brown skin with a combed-out Afro hairstyle. He was one of the 
BSU students wearing a MEChA shirt. He continued, “As if we don’t have 
enough tensions between Blacks and Latinas/os on campus as it is. Bars on 
the windows, metal detectors, random backpack searches, and no one is 
remembering that almost every single one of those horrible shootings hap-
pened when White boys brought guns to school. We’re not the enemy here. 
We’re just trying to get an education.” Many of the students clapped as Nick 
sat down and slumped back into his chair.

“Th e news said those White boys who shot up their school were crazy 
and needed counseling,” said a student named Monica. Monica had me-
dium brown skin and short, wavy brown hair. She wore a soccer jersey that 
had the fl ag of El Salvador on the sleeve. She asked, “Instead of giving us 
counseling, we get more police? What, we don’t deserve counseling? Not 
even college counseling? Th ere’s only one college counselor for 5,000 stu-
dents? Th at’s ridiculous.”

Aaron, one of the Mechistas wearing a BSU shirt, spoke next. Aaron 
had dark brown skin, short, curly black hair, glasses, and the beginnings of 
a moustache. He said, “We get harassed everywhere we go. I was carrying 
the tripod the other day for yearbook class and the campus police stopped 
me and asked for my student ID. I had to wait there while they asked me 
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questions and I missed the beginning of the event I was supposed to be 
taking pictures at. Th ey told me I look like a gangster who might be carry-
ing a weapon. Like Nick says, we’re seen like criminals instead of students. 
And Bandini is like two schools in one. One school with students who take 
AP and college prep, and one school with students who are in the regular, 
voc, or ESL classes. Mr. Delgado was just telling me about a program up 
in Oakland that has students taking metal shop but they’re learning to be 
engineers—all their classes are college prep.”

Lynette asked, “I know it might not sound related, but did you know 
your parents can sign a waiver so the school doesn’t release your informa-
tion to the military? I’m trying to go to the college center to get information 
about college, but fi rst I have to sign in with the recruiters? For me, it’s re-
lated to the college prep issue because why doesn’t the school automatically 
release our information to colleges and universities?”

América motioned to a student who had been taking notes. I leaned 
over to Tony and he said the student’s name was Roberto, but everyone 
called him Junior. Junior had very short black hair, medium brown skin, 
and was a pretty large kid. Standing up, he must have been over six feet and 
he was built real big like my cousin Memo, who we aff ectionately called El 
Chiquilin.109 In a surprisingly quiet voice, Junior remarked, “Most of the 
community won’t be able to be on the Internet, so we’ll probably plan com-
munity meetings aft er we hook up with some other schools. So far, it sounds 
like these are the main complaints: broken water fountains, falling ceiling 
tiles, bathrooms closed and no toilet paper or soap, lack of access to college 
prep/AP classes, too much military and police, not enough college counsel-
ing.” As I strained to hear this quiet recap, I wondered to myself whether 
young Men of Color like my cousin Memo or like this student Junior might 
feel pressure to develop a persona of a gentle giant in order for people not 
to feel intimidated by them.

Lynette thanked Junior and said, “It’s like Bandini is stuck somewhere 
in the past, when they built this place to fi t 1,200 students—who were pretty 
much White. And maybe that was in the 1950s or something. But they’re 
still acting the same. All this has changed and there are 5,000 students now. 
Maybe they’re waiting for those old days to come back, but it seems like 
they’re really disappointed they got stuck with us. I think if we had more 
classes that helped us learn about ourselves and our histories instead of 
just ‘the White guy did this, and the White guy did that’ kind of history we 
get now—that would be a good start. Th en we can learn about each other 
too. My older brother told me that he saw a fi lm about Afro-Mexicans at 
that Magic Johnson fi lm festival a little ways back.” A few students giggled, 
looking at Nick’s hair, so Lynette clarifi ed, smiling and shaking her head, 
“No, not that kind of Afros, I mean Black Mexicans, they were mixed.” She 
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paused and then remarked, “I just think schools could help us deal with 
our reality more. Black and brown folks live right next to each other. And 
our histories are connected. Like we learned from that guest speaker in 
Mr. Villalpando’s class, Black students walked out of their messed-up high 
school back in the 1950s and that led to the whole country changing the 
law so we don’t have to go to separate bathrooms and schools.110 And then 
Mexican students walked out of their high schools here in L.A. in the 1960s 
because things weren’t getting better.”111 Gilbert winced slightly, trying to 
hide his pleasure at these comments and looking around quickly to see if 
any administrators were in earshot. I smiled, wondering how teachers mus-
ter the daily courage to go beyond the textbook and challenge students to 
make critical, real-world connections with history. 

Another student added, “Mr. V. said that Bandini students also walked 
out in the 1960s.” Lynette nodded and said, “Yeah, so let’s walk out!” She 
smiled at Mr. V. “Nah, I’m just kidding—at least for now,” she teased. In a 
more serious tone, Lynette concluded, “Anyway, this encuentro with MEChA 
and BSU is going to start happening once a month, and we’re going to invite 
other schools too. Th ere’s a Pilipino student group in Long Beach who we’re 
meeting with next week and we’re going to ask Bandini alumni to help us 
fi nd connections with community college student groups. And of course 
we’ll need all of you to be part of this. I guess I’m saying that we need to 
understand each other more. We need to know where we’re coming from 
so we can work together to change this thing up. Otherwise, we’re just com-
peting over little crumbs anyway.” Students nodded and a few nudged each 
other as Lynette made this last point. I had read in the paper a few years 
back that Bandini had a ‘race riot’ between Black and Latina/o students. I 
was quite impressed that these students had made such apparent strides in 
coalition building. I made a mental note to ask later about how these eff orts 
were initially mediated.

Aaron said, “Among Latinas/os we also have issues we need to deal 
with. On the ESL tracks, we sometimes have students who just got here 
from Mexico or Central America and they don’t speak Spanish or English. 
Th ey speak Mixteca, or Nahuatl, or Zapotec. And they’re usually from plac-
es in the country instead of the city. So here we are thinking that we’re bet-
ter than these students just because we were born here or we speak English 
or whatever. But they’re probably smarter than us. Th ey have to learn two 
new languages, Spanish and English. I think we need to fi rst have more 
classes here that teach us about culture, immigration, history, or whatever 
so we don’t treat students on the ESL tracks like aliens or wetbacks.” 

Gilbert looked ready to interject into the dialogue when he heard the 
derogatory language, but he waited as a student named Maya spoke. Maya 
had medium brown skin and straight brown hair that barely reached her 



 Students on the Move • 85

ears. Her lip quivered but her voice stayed calm as she spoke. She said, 
“You know, I am one of those students who was called wetback when I fi rst 
got here. And I think I know what you’re trying to say, Aaron, but let’s fi rst 
question the whole idea that a person, a human being, can be illegal or a 
wetback. So, all of you are only a green piece of paper away from being 
an alien? We shouldn’t treat anyone like that. If we are supposed to be all 
united and be ‘Students Who Care,’ then we should start by caring about 
each other. We need to have a goal for all of us, not just for one group to be 
on top and then everyone else gets treated like chusma.”112 Other students 
nodded along with Maya’s comments.

Th e students sat quietly, refl ecting on all that had been said. Aft er a 
few moments of silence, Chepe, a light-skinned student with straight black 
hair, a round face, and dark eyebrows asked, “Can you add racist teachers 
to that list? Most Bandini teachers don’t expect us to even pass their class. 
Like they’ve seen too many of those movies. We’re not those Hollywood 
Dangerous Minds, 187, Th e Substitute kind of students.113 I don’t even think 
there is that kind of student. Bandini is pretty much the barrio, the ghetto, 
whatever, and you never see students threatening the teachers and dancing 
on the chairs in class. So where did they get those images from? You know 
what? I’m not like that. My dad is not like that. My brothers aren’t like that. 
My cousins aren’t like that. You know, it’s a lie… And it’s not fair that… 
every major fi lm shows just the bad side of Mexicans.114 And then on the 
news, the TV only talks about bad things coming out of Bandini High. How 
am I supposed to do good in my classes when my teachers treat me like I’m 
a drug dealer? I have a car because I’ve been saving my money from work-
ing since I was 11! Not because I sell drugs.” 

Nick teased, “But you do have a nice car, though.” Chepe rolled his eyes 
and smiled, sitting back in his chair and saying, “I know, it’s pretty cool, but 
you know what I’m saying.” “For sure,” Nick nodded emphatically.

Monica remarked, “Th ere’s just too many of us in a small space. We 
should put that on the list. Th ere’s too many students for one school, even 
on the year-round tracks. And if we add up what Lynette and Chepe said, 
it’s like we need to look at the ways the school expects us to fail and actually 
prepares us to fail. I’m not in AP, but doesn’t that mean I should have more 
instead of less? More teachers who know what they’re doing, better books, 
and actual animals to dissect in science class instead of just a worksheet to 
read about it? Why do they give all the extra stuff , the good teachers and 
everything to the students who are probably already going to college? What 
about the rest of us?”

América added, “Exactly! I’m one of like four Latinas/os and Blacks in 
the AP classes. And the only reason is because my older sister, Alejandra, 
goes to UC-Oceanview. She helps me sign up for my classes and she made 
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the teacher accept me into the AP class last year. She told me I need to get 
higher than a 4.0 GPA if I want to go to a university straight from Bandini. 
A lot of students at other schools take like 18 AP classes and pass so many 
AP exams they start college as a sophomore already!115 I feel lucky to have 
the chance to be in AP classes. I’m lucky to have a sister in college who can 
guide me on what to do to get there. But so many other students are smarter 
than me. Th ey’re gift ed and talented, but they just aren’t lucky, so they don’t 
get the chance to go on.” 

Maya responded, “Education shouldn’t depend on luck.” Many stu-
dents shook their heads. Lynette added, “And we want to go to college 
without having to risk our lives going to the military fi rst.” Students nod-
ded their heads.

Th e basketball team walked into the gym from the locker room and 
started warming up for practice. Seeing that the meeting would have to 
end, América stood up and said, “Well, we didn’t have a chance to talk 
about the stupid exam that seniors have to pass to graduate, so make sure 
we have your info and we’ll plan another encuentro soon.” Some students 
stood and stretched, picking up their backpacks to leave. América got 
Lynette’s attention and they started clapping their hands together slowly. 
Th e MEChA and BSU students caught on right away and joined in the 
clap. Soon, all the students and the teachers were clapping in unison. “Que 
viva los estudiantes!” Gilbert yelled. “Que viva!” we all yelled back.

And the Train Keeps Movin’: Claudia’s Reflections of Bandini High
Watching the beautiful stars in the night sky on the train ride home, I 
thought about Bandini High. I would have to follow up with the teachers 
and fi gure out how we could continue our dialogue. Even though I stayed 
for a few hours aft er the student encuentro, I didn’t quite fi nish scanning 
all their documents and photos. And since this was such a short trip, I 
hadn’t had a chance to connect with my colleague Leticia Garcia at UC-
Oceanview.116

Th e day’s discussions fl ew by so fast! I didn’t get to share with the teach-
ers that I had clerked with Justice Th urgood Marshall for a few years aft er 
law school. Marshall was the only Justice to dissent the majority opinion 
when the Crawford case was argued before the Supreme Court in 1982. He 
was frustrated that California voters had approved Proposition 1 in 1979, 
which forbade State courts from mandating bussing or any desegregation 
plan. Eight of the nine Justices found that Proposition 1 didn’t violate stu-
dents’ Fourteenth Amendment right to equal protection, and therefore the 
State court could not mandate the Los Angeles school board to bus students. 
Justice Marshall’s dissent pointed out that Proposition 1 rewarded the very 
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school boards that maintained segregated schools with the right to decide 
what form of remedy they would enact.117 Justice Marshall and I discussed 
the frustrating reality that the majority of California voters were White, and 
according to the school districts’ and State records, most of them no longer 
enrolled their kids in public schools. Even so, his colleagues on the Court 
insisted that Proposition 1 was race-neutral.118

I ordered a cup of tea from the service cart attendant and sat back down 
to go over my notes. Taking small sips of the very hot herbal tea, I read 
through my scribbles and marveled at the way history came to life through 
the experiences of the teachers and students at Bandini High. Even though 
I went to high school in suburban Orange County, I heard so much of my 
own experiences in their stories.

Toward the end of the students’ discussion, the idea of talent and luck 
really struck me. Th e notion that schools regularly label White students 
as having talent and merit, but Students of Color feel lucky when granted 
the opportunity to attend a university. And students expressed that many 
teachers, staff , and administrators seemed disappointed to be “stuck” with 
them. Bandini would never again be the predominately White, middle-class 
neighborhood it once was. One out of every two Chicana/o youth under 
the age of 18 lives in poverty.119 Th e connection between race and class hits 
right there at Bandini High everyday. But instead of being beaten down by 
the layers of racism, the teachers and students I met and listened to today 
seemed to be drawing strength from their experiences and histories. 

I jotted down a few notes so I would remember some of the multilay-
ered concerns expressed by students and teachers:

• Emphasis on military instead of college: more military than college 
recruiters

• Heavy police presence: students feel school is a prison, and they’re 
treated like criminals

• Overcrowding: very high student–teacher ratio, no toilet paper, no 
water fountains

• Low teacher expectations, teacher turnover rate high, substitutes all 
year long 

• Counselors discouraging students’ dreams instead of nurturing 
aspirations

• Textbooks: not enough for each student, culturally biased, outdated
• Standardized tests: holding students accountable for failures of system, 

they don’t consider schooling conditions, lack of trained teachers, we 
give them the worst and then blame them for not performing well 

• Tracking: ESL/sheltered, vocational, college prep, and AP, like a 
caste system?
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I then thought about the numerous lawsuits we had discussed in the teach-
ers’ lounge. Chicana/o parents initiated many of those cases. From Alvarez v. 
Lemon Grove and Mendez v. Westminster to Serrano v. Priest, Rodriguez 
v. LAUSD, and Diaz v. SJUSD, and so many others. It amazes me that there 
is still an assumption that Chicana/o parents “just don’t care” about their 
children’s education. And legal remedies are only one form of resistance 
against inequality. I wrote:

• AP courses develop students’ academic talents so they can continue 
to advance.

I paused again, trying to recall the authors’ names from a study show-
ing that White parents threatened to pull their children out of a public high 
school that granted Chicana/o and Black students access to AP and honors 
programs.120 AP means students can earn higher GPAs and college credits, 
which of course means they are more likely to be granted admission to a 
4-year university straight from high school. And that preferential treatment 
for White and Asian American students comes at the expense of Chicana/o 
and Black students. Forty years aft er civil rights legislation, access to quality 
education remains elusive. 

I had recently worked on two cases focused on the link between AP 
and university access. In the Daniels v. State of California121 case, four high 
school Students of Color from the predominately African American—in-
creasingly Latina/o—California community of Inglewood sued the State for 
denying equal access to AP courses across school districts. Th ese students 
emphasized that the responsibility for making sure students are college 
bound resides with those sending institutions—local school districts—and 
ultimately with the State. A consent decree was reached before the trial, 
and the State promised an “AP Challenge Grant Program” to support high 
schools in building stronger AP programs.122 I couldn’t help but feel a little 
cynical, though, thinking about the governor’s recently proposed cuts to 
education in the State budget. I wonder how the AP Challenge Grant mon-
ey will fare in this “budget crisis” and whether students in the many school 
districts across California have seen a diff erence in their high schools’ AP 
programs. Inglewood is adjacent to Lennox, a predominately Mexican and 
Salvadoran neighborhood near the Los Angeles airport. I thought back to 
Lynette’s remarks about the close proximity of Black and Latina/o commu-
nities and the tenuous relationships between them. Her comments reveal 
wisdom beyond her years.

In the Castañeda v. University of California Regents123 case, African 
American, Latina/o, and Pilipino students argued that the receiving in-
stitutions—universities—perpetuate racial inequality by rewarding extra 
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grade points and college credits for AP, knowing not all students have AP 
access. Castañeda also went to consent decree, and UC-Berkeley agreed to 
document and make publicly available their admissions data, broken down 
by racial subgroups.124 I felt quite disappointed with this consent decree 
because the defendants will seemingly continue with the same admissions 
policies and procedures that privilege Whites through AP. I still wonder 
whether the outcome would be any diff erent had Castañeda gone to trial. 
But then again, it has become much more diffi  cult to show “disparate im-
pact” because of Supreme Court rulings insisting individuals and groups 
who claim discrimination must show that the discriminator intended to 
hurt them.125

And neither Castañeda nor Daniels addressed the racialized school-
within-a-school aspect of AP. As the students iterated today, even predomi-
nately Black and Chicana/o schools like Bandini oft en restrict AP course 
access to Whites and Asian American students.126 I sighed, thinking that 
sometimes legal remedies don’t feel like remedies at all. Racism keeps 
changing forms, and it seems change through the law occurs at a much 
slower pace—with much more “deliberate speed.”

Of course, AP is just one window into all the educational inequalities 
Chicanas/os face. And that’s why TRIO programs—which take those affi  r-
mative steps to ensure students are “upward bound”—continue to be neces-
sary. Taking down a few more notes, I wrote:

• What if we focused on affirmative development? What does it 
mean to affirm and develop the academic talents of Chicana/o and 
Black high school students with the intent of preparing them for 
college?127

Th en, I scribbled a reminder to myself to send an email to Letty and ask her 
about some of her articles referencing the eff ective schools128 and acceler-
ated schools129 literature. Letty and I took diff erent paths since college, but 
we both ended up in academia, still committed to civil rights. I felt a deep 
pang in my stomach, thinking about all those Chicana/o students the sys-
tem failed—students whose talents were not affi  rmed or developed.

Finishing up my te de manzanillo, I found a small travel blanket in my 
bag to drape over my legs. I gazed out at the full moon refl ecting off  the dark 
water130 and felt both depressed and hopeful. Schooling still has the power 
to oppress and marginalize along the “color-line” that W.E.B. DuBois wrote 
about over a century ago.131 Can education—rooted in a sense of commu-
nity responsibility and with a goal of racial and social justice—transform 
society? Looking at public schools today, clearly U.S. society knows how to 
reproduce racial inequality through the school system. Th e steady sound of 
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the train moving down the tracks began to lull me to sleep. Still, I reminded 
myself, Chicana/o communities have responded and resisted this pattern 
of structural inequality in various forms. Education also has the potential 
to emancipate and empower … As I dozed off , I began to dream of having 
a conversation with Letty about whether the revolution in education would 
be televised.132
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4
CHICANA/O UNDERGRADUATE

“STAGES OF PASSAGE”
Campus Racial Climate at Midwestern University1

INTRODUCTION
Out of every racial or ethnic group in the United States, Chicanas/os com-
plete the fewest number of bachelor’s degrees. Th e inequality of elementary 
and secondary school conditions—lack of access to quality facilities, teach-
ers, and counselors; minimal access to college preparatory and enrichment 
curriculum; overreliance on biased standardized tests; and dismissive treat-
ment of Chicana/o cultural strengths—contribute to these dismal statis-
tics. Th is chapter begins to show how postsecondary education perpetuates 
many of these institutionalized inequalities. 

Only 26 of every 100 Chicana/o elementary school students continue 
on to college. Chicanas/os most oft en begin their college career in a commu-
nity college rather than a 4-year college or university.2 Community colleges 
traditionally charge very low enrollment fees and maintain an open admis-
sions policy, accepting all those who apply. With little access to appropriate 
high school counseling, courses that provide the minimum requirements to 
a 4-year college or university, or fi nancial support, the community college 
oft en becomes the most viable option for Chicanas/os to pursue their edu-
cation aft er high school. For example, of the 26 Chicanas/os who continue 
on to college aft er high school, 17 begin at a community college. Nationally, 
70% of Chicanas/os who enroll in community colleges aspire to transfer 
to a 4-year college or university. However, less than 10% of these students 
reach their goals of transferring and earning a bachelor’s degree.3

Th e same conditions that limit the opportunities for Chicanas/os at the 
primary and secondary levels of the educational pipeline persist as barriers 
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to their success at the postsecondary level. For example, poor counseling, 
overcrowding, and limited fi nancial resources contribute to the low trans-
fer rates of Chicanas/os from community colleges to 4-year colleges and 
universities.4 Oft en, upon arriving at the community college, students learn 
that they have been academically underprepared by their high schools and 
therefore must enroll in remedial coursework. Th ese students may fi nd only 
limited information about which courses “count” as units toward transfer. 
Overcrowding in community colleges, especially in urban areas, usually 
means limited access to courses, counselors, professors, library materials, 
and other support services. To fulfi ll necessary transfer requirements in this 
setting, students may need to wait until space opens up in impacted cours-
es. In addition to these oft en unavoidable delays in their academic progress, 
Chicana/o students tend to receive misinformation about fi nancial aid op-
tions and even when qualifi ed for this assistance, most students still need 
to work full time while attending community college. For Chicana mothers, 
lack of access to quality childcare can also severely limit academic success.

Informed by cultural defi cit beliefs about Chicanas/os, many commu-
nity college administrators and counselors tend to encourage Chicanas/os 
toward vocationally oriented 2-year terminal degree programs (e.g., service 
technicians, medical assistants). So, even though Chicanas/os most oft en 
enter the community college with goals of transferring, low counselor and 
faculty expectations play a role in “cooling out” these dreams.5 Rather than 
recognize the institutional responsibility to transfer Chicanas/os, many 
community colleges take the same position as their primary and secondary 
school counterparts and blame the students’ culture, claiming Chicanas/os 
do not place enough “value” on higher education. Indeed, increasing access 
for Chicanas/os to postsecondary education requires that community col-
leges work to “develop an eff ective institutional transfer culture” that builds 
on the strengths and aspirations of Chicana/o communities.6

Of the 17 Chicanas/os who started their college education at the 2-
year community college, only one will transfer to a 4-year college or uni-
versity. At the 4-year college or university, the struggle continues for the 
one transfer student and nine Chicanas/os who started directly aft er high 
school. Th e success of Chicanas/os in U.S. historically White universities 
depends on their access to fi nancial aid, counselors with high expectations, 
and quality retention programs. Again at the university level, Chicana/o 
students may feel underprepared and overwhelmed by the requirements of 
their new courses. Th ey oft en must develop a whole new set of study skills 
and strategies to excel academically. Although these students have over-
come seemingly insurmountable structures of inequality, they experience 
extreme levels of pressure to “prove” their intelligence and merit. While 
Chicanas/os meet and oft en exceed the requirements for college entrance, 
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many students and faculty assume they arrived with “special admission” 
status and do not really “deserve” to attend a selective university.

Indeed, Chicanas/os experience much higher levels of stress com-
pared to White undergraduate students. As they struggle to survive and 
succeed at the university, Chicana/o students express concerns about (1) 
student loan debt and employment to off set loans, (2) academic work 
and socioacademic adjustment, and (3) contributing fi nancial support to 
their families.7 For example, Chicana/o students may feel anxious about 
how they will pay for their books, uncomfortable as the only Chicana/o 
in their science classes, or even feel guilty for “making it” to college when 
their family and most of their community never received such an oppor-
tunity. However, Daniel Muñoz fi nds that these students “are oft en un-
aware of the sources of their anxiety, unhappiness, or guilt or of the eff ects 
that these can have on academic performance.”8 Because most Chicana/o 
parents cannot aff ord to fi nancially support their child’s college aspira-
tions, many Chicana/o students take on more than one job, and some 
work full time while balancing a full course load. Th is leaves little time 
to speak with professors in offi  ce hours or ask an academic counselor 
for guidance, let alone participate in academic enrichment opportunities, 
tutoring or research programs. In addition, as students seek out mentors 
or role models to help guide their college journey, they rarely have op-
portunities to interact with Chicana/o faculty, who nationally make up 
approximately 1% of the professoriate.9

Th is chapter focuses on Chicana/o college experiences, and the pro-
cesses of navigating through what researchers call a negative campus racial 
climate.10 A negative campus racial climate refers to a social and academic 
environment that exhibits and cultivates racial and gender discrimination 
against People of Color. Within such a climate, People of Color oft en expe-
rience racialized verbal or nonverbal insults11 (microaggressions) in aca-
demic and social settings. Th rough these racialized and gendered insults, 
students, professors, or staff  question Chicana/o students’ academic merits 
and their very presence on a university campus. Enduring racial microag-
gressions in an already isolating context may cause Chicana/o students to 
feel disregarded, alone, and frustrated. Eventually, these microaggressions 
can also lead to a diminished sense of confi dence.

To excel at the university then, a Chicana/o undergraduate must suc-
ceed academically, and survive a hostile social climate where racial and 
gender stereotypes threaten to diminish their potential. Claude Steele and 
Joshua Aronson’s research explains that in high stress standardized test-
ing situations (e.g., SAT, GRE), societal stereotypes about race, gender, and 
intelligence become more salient for Students of Color, and pose a “stereo-
type threat.”12 Specifi cally, this research shows that Students of Color believe 
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their test performance will reinforce racial and gender stereotypes presup-
posing for example that Blacks lack intelligence or women lack capacity 
for mathematics. Internalizing these racial and gender stereotypes causes 
Students of Color to doubt their ability to succeed. Steele and Aronson fi nd 
that in testing situations where students believe their intelligence or apti-
tude will be measured, the “stereotype threat” becomes a reality. Th e tests 
usually prompt students to indicate their race and gender as part of their 
identifying information. Th ese prompts, as well as other visual and ver-
bal incidents occurring before an exam (e.g., seeing a Chicano gardener, 
talking about an African American sports fi gure, seeing a Chicana with 
children) may serve to remind students of the stereotypes associated with 
being a woman or a Person of Color in the United States. As a result, stu-
dents underperform on the exam.13

When subtle and overt incidents of racial and gender discrimination oc-
cur daily, this phenomenon of “stereotype threat” extends beyond a testing 
situation and becomes an environmental threat. For example, in a negative 
campus racial climate, Chicanas/os tend to feel extreme pressure to serve 
as the spokesperson and representative for all Latinas/os. If a Chicana/o 
succeeds academically, she/he may be perceived as an exception to racial 
and gender stereotypes. However, when a Chicana/o does not excel, she/he 
may indeed feel her/his actions have confi rmed racial and gender stereo-
types. In this context, failure does not refl ect on an individual Chicana/o, 
but instead becomes representative of all Chicanas/os. A negative campus 
racial climate thus injures Students of Color, who may eventually change 
majors (oft en away from math, science, or engineering), extend their time-
to-degree, leave school, earn a low grade point average, and/or end up with 
a diminished self-concept. 

Still, just as they critique inequalities at the K–12 levels, Chicana/o stu-
dents resist racism and sexism through higher education.14 Chicana/o col-
lege students also give back to their communities by sharing their struggles 
and successes with young Chicana/o students.15 To share some of these ex-
periences, this chapter’s counterstory draws primarily on three sources of 
empirical data, including: (1) Focus group and survey data investigating 
campus racial climate at four universities in 2000 (University of Michigan, 
Michigan State, Harvard, and UC-Berkeley);16 (2) Focus group data ad-
dressing navigation experiences of UCLA Chicana/o undergraduates in 
1999;17 and (3) Individual interview and survey data examining infl uences 
of racialized and gendered media portrayals on Chicana/o students attend-
ing a Los Angeles community college in 1998–99.18

Th is data off ers insights into the experiences of those navigating through 
the dismal statistical reality that out of every 100 Chicana/o elementa-
ry school students, only seven will graduate with a bachelor’s degree. A 
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Chicana undergraduate student majoring in Chicana/o Studies, Esmeralda 
Martinez, narrates the counterstory in this chapter. Esmeralda attends a 
large research university in a Midwest United States city (Midwestern 
University, MU). We follow along with Esmeralda on a rainy Tuesday, 
halfway through the spring semester of her junior year. We meet up with 
her in a Chicana/o Studies class lecture/discussion. Later, we refl ect with 
Esmeralda as she prepares an essay draft  in connection with this class.

9:20 amCLASS LECTURE: RECONSIDERING
“THE MASTER PLAN” FOR HIGHER EDUCATION

My stomach growled and the student next to me giggled, but I’m glad I 
decided against stopping for coff ee and a breakfast snack. Th e heavy rains 
last night and this morning delayed the train, and I didn’t want to miss 
any part of the lecture. I plan out my schedule so I can take at least one of 
the few Chicana/o Studies courses off ered each semester. Th is particular 
class ended up giving me an extra dose of much-needed oxygen during an 
especially suff ocating year. I chewed my gum rapidly and read through the 
lecture outline passed around by the class TA, Soledad. 

Professor Tamayo explained, “Th e California Master plan for Higher 
Education created a three-tier system in 1970. Designed by Clark Kerr, this 
plan aimed to increase access and opportunity to higher education. Th e 
community college tier provides students maximum access—even for those 
pushed out at an earlier point of the pipeline. Th e next tier includes the state 
colleges, or teaching institutions, and they also prepare most of the state’s 
K–12 teachers. Th en we arrive at the UC-university tier, which emphasizes 
research and produces doctorates. A very well-thought-out plan, right? A 
lot of people think so. Th at’s why our state legislators have discussed imple-
menting an updated version of the California Master Plan here.”

Professor Tamayo paused to confi rm with Soledad that everyone had 
received an outline. She then continued the lecture. “When we look at per 
pupil dollars, though, we fi nd community colleges systematically under-
funded and state colleges receiving far less per pupil dollars than the UC-
universities. 

“Because the K–12 system chronically underprepares Students of Color 
and tracks them away from college preparatory courses of study, only 21% 
of Latinas/os who graduate from a public high school in California have 
completed the minimum entrance requirements to enter a state college 
or university.19 So students graduating from underfunded K–12 schools 
must now navigate through another poorly funded system—the commu-
nity college—while students who attended well-funded K–12 schools with 
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various college-prep enrichment resources usually enroll directly into an-
other well-funded school-system, the UC.”20

“Nationally, the largest increase in Chicana/o college enrollment has 
occurred at the community college level. But very few Chicanas/os who 
enter community college with a goal of transferring to a 4-year college or 
university meet that goal. What happens to Chicanas/os with high aspira-
tions, goals of transferring to universities, and plans for continuing on in 
higher education? Burton Clark21 believed community colleges may serve 
a ‘cooling out’ function. So instead of the institutions taking responsibility 
for fulfi lling their transfer function, they ‘cool out’ the dreams Chicanas/os 
expressed about pursuing their education.22 Some of us remain concerned 
that the community colleges have not fulfi lled their primary role as transfer 
institutions during the 30 years of California’s Master Plan.23 What mea-
sures should be implemented to ensure the transfer function works here?”

“California’s Master Plan does not account for the legacy of discrimina-
tion still aff ecting Chicanas/os. Would our legislators account for it here? 
When Professor Claudia Vasquez came to speak with us a few weeks ago, 
she reminded us that in 1968, Affi  rmative Action originally sought to rem-
edy some of the racial discrimination that denied college access to People of 
Color. Th e policy asked colleges and universities to take ‘affi  rmative action’ 
to enroll more racial ‘minorities,’ more students from historically underrep-
resented groups. And slowly but surely, colleges and universities did set up 
goals and timetables to basically desegregate their campuses. But the 1978 
Bakke v. UC Regents case ended the goals and timetables universities had 
begun to implement. And in its place, a limited form of affi  rmative action 
continued, which allowed a student’s race to be considered as one factor in 
university admissions. And the purpose of using race aft er 1978 became 
limited to helping colleges bring a diverse student body to their campuses. 
Aft er 1978, Affi  rmative Action programs eliminated the goal of remedy-
ing racial discrimination. Twenty years later, in 1998, Californians passed 
Proposition 209, ending the already restricted use of affi  rmative action so 
that colleges could not consider race even as a plus factor to diversify their 
campuses. A few years later in the 2003 Grutter v. Bollinger24 University of 
Michigan Law School case, the Supreme Court ruled as they had in 1978 
with the Bakke decision—affi  rming that university admissions practices 
can use race as one factor to diversify campuses. And to be consistent with 
that ruling, some California legislators are now challenging Proposition 
209 and working to reinstate affi  rmative action as a way to consider race 
to diversify campuses.”25 Remember, the goal of remedying racial discrim-
ination isn’t the goal of today’s institutions practicing affi  rmative action. 
Why would they want to admit they racially discriminate in the fi rst place? 
While they’re in denial, they also might not want to mention that White 
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women have benefi ted more than any other group from affi  rmative action 
or that other forms of racial preferences benefi ting Whites have yet to be 
eliminated.” 

“Even though you may be accused as a Student of Color on this campus 
of being underqualifi ed, the truth is, none of you came in under affi  rmative 
action. Affi  rmative action never meant admitting unqualifi ed students, it 
meant holding the institution responsible for the ways it historically dis-
criminated against qualifi ed students—and questioning what unqualifi ed 
and qualifi ed means when the K–12 playing fi eld is not equal. So we need 
affi  rmative action at the K–12 level too.”

“So this provides you a little more context to what you’ve been reading. 
Are universities taking affi  rmative steps to remedy the racialized barriers 
to education or are they also engaged in ‘cooling out’ the aspirations of 
Chicana/o students?” 

9:50 amBRIEF CLASS DISCUSSION: INTRODUCING 
STAGES OF PASSAGE

“Esmeralda! What do you think of this idea?” I had been writing notes furi-
ously and wasn’t aware that I had become part of the lecture. I looked up 
from my notebook with a worried expression and asked, “Can you repeat 
the question?” Realizing my hyper-focus on writing down every word left  
me unable to listen well, Professor Tamayo pointed to a quote she had pro-
jected on the overhead screen and repeated herself. “Within the context of 
the Master Plan for Higher Education, we’re trying to understand some of 
the experiences of Chicanas/os navigating through the university. So think-
ing about your own experiences in relation to the readings, what do you 
think of this idea?”

Looking at the quote on the screen, I read to myself:

Vincent Tinto’s26 Stages of Passage model argues that students en-
gage in three processes early on in college: separation, transition, 
and incorporation. Separation refers to disassociating from your 
pre-college community (i.e., family and friends). Transition takes 
place during and aft er separation, when students let go of their old 
norms and behaviors and instead acquire new college norms and 
behaviors. Incorporation refers to the process of integrating your-
self into various college communities.

Aft er an awkward pause, I cleared my throat and said, “I think it’s really in-
teresting, but it doesn’t go with my experiences and not really with anyone 
who I know. Th e readings we’ve had don’t seem to support this idea.” “Can 
you explain further?” the professor asked.
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“I can try,” I said and continued, “fi rst of all, it emphasizes assimilation. 
Th at we all assimilate, leave our family in the barrio and get a new language, 
new clothes, new attitude, or whatever, and then we forget where we come 
from. It also seems too neat and clean, because I don’t see where it takes 
into consideration all the struggles we go through trying to get through 
college.”

Professor Tamayo probed the class, “OK, so what do the rest of you 
think about what Esmeralda is saying?” Gustavo, a tall Chicano with wavy 
black hair, dark brown skin, and glasses, raised his hand. When called on, 
he leaned back in his chair and said, “I think we do get a new language when 
we come to the university. I can’t go home and just expect my parents to en-
gage in a discussion about epistemology or pedagogy. As far as new clothes, 
my fi nancial aid got cut last semester, so, I don’t know about that.” Th e class 
chuckled as Gustavo continued, “And some people in here, I’m not going to 
mention any names, but some people do think they’re too good. Th ey think 
they’re too good to go back and eat at the little taco stand they used to.” I 
rolled my eyes and noticed students shift ing a lot in their chairs.

Michelle, a tall, light-skinned Chicana with light brown hair always per-
fectly combed into a ponytail or braid, quickly jumped into the discussion. 
She sat a few seats away from me and spoke loudly so all could hear her 
sarcastic remark, “No te hagas27 Gustavo, you know we saw you yesterday 
eating a fancy ‘wrap,’ which is really a burrito at twice the price.” Th e class 
laughed again, and this time the professor rolled her eyes and announced, 
“OK then, you’re making me hungry with all this talk about food. Let’s pick 
up this discussion aft er a 15-minute break.”

10:00 amCOFFEE BREAK AND PHENOTYPE 
REFLECTIONS

Th e rain stopped for the moment at least, so I headed straight to the lit-
tle campus coff ee and snack shack. As I waited in the long line of hungry 
students, I smiled thinking about Michelle’s witty comeback for Gustavo. 
Michelle was from a very rural town near the Mexico–U.S. border and she 
was the whitest and tallest Mexican girl I had ever met. She had green eyes, 
very light skin, and sandy blonde hair. Looking at her, you might think she 
was White, but as soon as she spoke, she clarifi ed that right away. She code-
switched from Spanish to English constantly.28 Th ose of us who knew her 
were all pretty used to it, but some people really tripped out on her. Some 
people would even get off ended. I sometimes wondered whether Michelle 
felt that she had to “prove” her Mexicanidad through language. I remember 
one time as a group of us ate lunch, she said that sometimes she wished she 
had dark skin. Th ose of us with darker skin laughed and asked her why. Her 
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response really surprised me. She said that she received many layers of priv-
ilege for being light-skinned.29 Most people assumed she was White. People 
in her family nicknamed her “Güerita,” which could mean light-skinned 
girl or White girl.30 And although she liked receiving positive attention, she 
always felt it was unfair that her brother, who was darker-skinned, seemed 
to receive a lot of negative attention. She said aft er being ridiculed by their 
cousins, her brother tried to scrub the “dirt” off  of his face and hands, re-
alizing aft er scraping up his face that he wasn’t dirty, he was brown. And 
what really bothered Michelle was when White students would make racist 
comments about Mexicans in her presence. When she told them she was 
Mexican, they would be surprised and say, “Oh, well, when I was talking 
about those Mexicans, I didn’t mean you.”31

Th at brief conversation with Michelle actually sparked my interest in 
phenotype.32 Th at next semester, I took an independent studies course in 
Chicana/o Studies to learn more about phenotype in Chicana/o history. 
With guidance from Professor Tamayo, I analyzed how Chicanas/os inter-
nalize racism. Professor Tamayo encouraged me to start out with readings 
that explain the diff erence between racism and prejudice. I began to under-
stand that People of Color can be racially prejudiced against each other, but 
racism is a system of prejudice plus power. People of Color have never had 
the power to set up institutions and social structures that systematically 
discriminate against entire communities. And of course Whites are not all 
individually racists, but they experience multiple privileges based on the 
legacy of racism.33

When people don’t know Chicana/o history, they might not even re-
alize that the southwestern U.S. used to be northern Mexico, and indig-
enous people lived there for centuries before the European arrival.34 Th e 
Europeans instituted a system of racism and forced indigenous Mexicans to 
learn Spanish.35 When the United States instigated war against Mexico and 
then annexed half of Mexico, communities who lived in northern Mexico 
suddenly became foreigners on their own land.36 As the t-shirts for our 
campus MEChA read: “We didn’t cross the border, the border crossed us!” 
And of course Mexicans resisted the U.S. invasion just as they resisted the 
Spanish conquest. Th ey resisted by maintaining indigenous languages, re-
ligious practices, and cultural traditions in spite of centuries of oppression. 
By the late 19th and early 20th Centuries, Americanization schools func-
tioned to perpetuate the European system of racism, attempting to force 
Mexican students to learn English and assimilate to “American” ways.37 
Historically, teachers corporally punished Chicana/o students for speak-
ing Spanish. With negative images of Chicanas/os in the media and text-
books that stereotype or ignore Chicanas/os altogether, it’s no wonder that 
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Chicana/o students tend to internalize ideas that dark skin is not attractive, 
speaking Spanish is not “normal,” and that anything Mexican is inferior.38

In the context of these legacies of racism and resistance, Chicana/o 
parents, just like other parents, want the best for their children. For many 
Chicana/o parents, this has meant taking whatever measures necessary to 
prepare their children for a society that values English over Spanish. Based 
perhaps on their own schooling experiences—enduring teachers who could 
not pronounce their name, being slapped for speaking Spanish, suff ering 
embarrassment for speaking with an “accent,” or being unable to defend 
themselves in English—Chicana/o parents may refrain from teaching their 
children Spanish altogether as a coping mechanism or a way of survival.

Ironically, here at the university, Chicana/o students tend to internalize 
the hierarchies of racism and sometimes resurrect discriminatory behav-
iors against each other. As they learn about this history of struggle, they 
refl ect on slavery, colonization, and globilization and gain a new appre-
ciation for their culture, language, and history. Yet they may pass nega-
tive judgment on their peers who do not speak Spanish. Sometimes, in our 
student organizations, Chicana/o students try to “out-Chicano” each other, 
much like some cultural nationalists of the 1960s and 1970s. Th ese students 
oft en make arguments that essentialize what it means to be a Chicana/o. So 
in their view, if you have dark skin and speak Spanish, you are considered 
very Chicano. If you are from East Los Angeles or if your parents are farm-
workers, then you are also seen as very Chicano. But if you have dark skin 
and do not speak Spanish, you might be considered less Chicano—someone 
who does not identify with being Mexican or someone who is “too good” 
to speak Spanish. You might even be called a “coconut”—brown on the 
outside, White on the inside. 

From what I read that semester and since, I don’t think research has 
fully addressed the long-term consequences of internalized racism on 
Chicana/o communities.39 Here at MU, I know that a growing number of 
student groups on campus consider themselves apolitical and they function 
as social groups. Underlying tensions sometimes boil over between these 
newly formed Latina/o fraternities and sororities40 and the more histori-
cally established, overtly political groups who originated out of the 1960s’ 
Chicana/o student movements.41 I wonder if this is in part because of the 
perception that the political groups may not welcome a broad range of what 
it means to be Chicana/o. On the other hand, I also wonder whether it is 
even possible to be apolitical. Doesn’t that mean you just watch from the 
sidelines and you don’t take a position? I feel like my whole purpose here is 
to challenge the status quo, so, being part of an organization that is centrally 
focused on social justice affi  rms my Chicana identity. 
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Learning about how I have internalized racism is an ongoing process 
for me.42 And it’s always painful to see how some of my peers who haven’t 
worked through their internalized racism lash out against other students. 
Maybe Michelle’s light skin calls her identity into question for some stu-
dents. All I know is that she likes to make sure it’s clear—she might be light 
on the outside, but she’s brown on the inside—she’s Chicana y que!43

Michelle probably feels comfortable to code-switch in Professor 
Tamayo’s class because we’re mostly all Chicanas/os in there and the profes-
sor breaks down the hierarchical, “I’m the great professor you’re the lowly 
student,” vibe of most other classes. I wondered at the beginning of the 
semester if the professor spoke Spanish or not, but almost immediately, I 
realized that she was bilingual, and I began to really respect how she han-
dled Michelle’s code-switching.44 Without being condescending to either 
Michelle or the students who did not understand Spanish, the professor 
would do a tag-team-like English translation of the Spanish words, almost 
like an echo. Sometimes, she couldn’t think of the word in English, so she 
would ask a student to help her. Other times, she would laugh along with 
the class at the way a Spanish word translated humorously into English. 

10:18 amBACK TO CLASS:
ASSIMILATION VERSUS ACCULTURATION

A student in line nudged me and the cashier raised her voice, saying, “Next!” 
Realizing I had become totally engrossed in my own thoughts and the line 
had taken too long, I quickly paid for my snack and coff ee. I grabbed fi ve 
French vanilla creamers and put them in my jacket pocket so I could stir 
them in later. Jumping over large puddles and trying not to burn myself 
with the coff ee, I rushed back to the classroom and listened in on the dis-
cussion already underway.

I heard Michelle saying, “Of course we get a new language, but that 
doesn’t mean we forget Spanish, or our hometown slang, o lo que sea.45 I 
went to a barbque at my cousins’ last week. I haven’t seen them for a while, 
and they told me, ‘ya te olvidaste de los pobres.’46 But I know they just like 
to tease me. Th ey know I don’t think I’m better just because I’m over here 
in college. Actually, they’re way smarter than me. Always have been. Th ey 
just didn’t get the opportunities that I did.” Michelle noticed the professor 
raising her eyebrow, waiting for her to bring us back to the subject at hand, 
so she cleared her throat and continued, “Pues, I agree with what Esme said 
before the break. We might acculturate to our new situation, but we don’t 
necessarily assimilate.”47

Michelle explained that she saw acculturation as a process of adding 
what you have to the new situation, whereas assimilation meant giving up 
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some of who you are to conform to the new situation. Professor Tamayo 
off ered that maybe there was a range within each of these terms, so that ac-
culturation might look diff erent for some people and in certain situations. 
She also asked the class to think about whether there is a range of what it 
means to assimilate, and who determines what is acculturation and what is 
assimilation. I really liked this discussion, but it made me uncomfortable 
because the professor’s questions reminded me of the complexity of it all. I 
would probably be thinking about these issues for a long time. 

Libertad, a petite, dark-skinned Chicana with very short hair recently 
dyed purple, wondered out loud, “Maybe these stages aren’t Chicana/o stag-
es, maybe they’re White stages or something.” Professor Tamayo probed, 
“Can you expand?” Libertad smiled and continued, “Sure. We’ve been dis-
cussing this whole semester about how the system wasn’t designed with 
Chicanas/os in mind. You know, Martha Menchaca,48 Gilbert Gonzalez,49 
Richard Valencia,50 Sylvia Hurtado,51 and so many others have explained 
that the system has actually been structured to racially segregate, linguisti-
cally marginalize, push out, and discriminate against Chicanas/os. So I’m 
thinking that the stages Tinto writes about are based on the experiences of 
White students. Like using them as the standard and then trying to general-
ize to everyone else’s experiences.”

As Libertad spoke, I re-focused on taking detailed notes. Libertad dou-
ble-majored in History and Chicana/o Studies. I think her parents are pro-
fessors or political activists or both, but when Libertad speaks, she seems 
so confi dent and well read. I hadn’t really thought about White privilege 
embedded in research, and it reminded me of the cultural defi cit theories 
we discussed earlier in the semester. Researchers continually created mod-
els trying to understand educational inequality but their models usually 
center on the experiences of White middle-class students as the “norm,” 
so Students of Color and working-class students end up de-centered and 
considered “abnormal” by default.

I looked up from my notebook when Professor Tamayo said, “OK, 
let’s get into discussion groups and address the article on campus racial 
climate.” She asked us to think about what Chicana/o students’ stages of 
passage might look like. Professor Tamayo assured us that she and Soledad 
would be walking around to each group if we had any questions.

10:30 amBREAKING INTO SMALL GROUPS
AND “WHATNOT”

Th e room looked a little chaotic for a minute as students picked up their 
backpacks and moved to another desk or pulled their desks together in their 
small discussion groups. My group included fi ve students—Lupe, Sammy, 
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Michelle, Gustavo, and me. Gustavo started out right away, explaining, “I 
know I was joking around earlier, but I do think that we tend to separate 
ourselves a little like Tinto’s model says. Some of us moved very far from 
our communities to attend MU and it’s only natural, but that’s not the whole 
story. We do bring our community with us to help us through this place. 
To help us deal with the campus racial climate. I think that White students 
don’t really separate themselves either, though. Th ey still have their parents’ 
money, their vocabulary from the yacht club, and whatnot.” 

I laughed and added, “And whatnot? Sounds like you’ve been hang-
ing out at the yacht club! I mean, you know that not all White students 
own yachts, right? Some White students might also be working class, just 
like some of us. But I think I see where you’re headed, Gustavo. Overall, 
White students can go through this separation, transition, and incorpo-
ration process without the repercussions we have. Th ey may have a head 
start already because the college climate is pretty much built for them.52 
But with Chicanas/os, the stakes change. We don’t have the middle-class 
income or vocabulary to fall back on.” I used my fi ngers to indicate quota-
tion marks emphasizing certain words and continued, “We have to ‘become 
White’ to succeed. It’s like saying to ‘separate from your Mexican traditions, 
transition onto a White campus, and incorporate yourself into middle-class 
America!’” Gustavo nodded in agreement, “Right, supposedly to succeed in 
college you must melt into the pot.”

Lupe, my roommate and best friend, interrupted and helped keep our 
conversation on track. Everyone said Lupe and I looked like twins—short, 
medium brown skin, straight black hair, and “smarty” glasses. She re-
marked, “I think we should discuss what the campus racial climate is like 
here, then we can see how Chicanas/os are navigating through the climate. 
Whether or not they are melting into the pot or not.” 

Sammy added jokingly, “you mean or whatnot.” Lupe didn’t laugh. I 
guess she and I weren’t so identical in terms of our sense of humor. Lupe 
transferred to MU and double majored in Global Studies and Political 
Science. Sammy transferred in the same year as Lupe and he majored in 
History. Sammy looked pretty athletic, with spiky hair, medium brown 
skin, and a well-groomed mustache. He opened up his notebook when 
Lupe’s stern look reminded us that we needed to get down to business.

SMALL GROUP DISCUSSION CONTINUESFOCUSING 
ON CAMPUS RACIAL CLIMATE

Sammy continued, “OK, well, starting with what the article says, campus 
racial climate is ‘the overall racial environment of the college campus… 
When a campus racial climate is positive, it includes at least four elements: 
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(1) the inclusion of Students, Faculty, and Administrators of Color; (2) a 
curriculum that refl ects the historical and contemporary experiences of 
People of Color; (3) programs to support the recruitment, retention, and 
graduation of Students of Color; and (4) a college/university mission that 
reinforces the colleges’ commitment to pluralism.’”53

We each scanned through our highlighted sections of the article to re-
mind ourselves of some of the examples the authors gave. Th e study ex-
amined campus racial climate at four predominately White universities 
and focused on African American students’ experiences. I said, “Check out 
this footnote here on that same page. It says that the authors defi ne plural-
ism and racial diversity as synonymous.54 Th ey say pluralism at a univer-
sity would feature underrepresented racial and ethnic groups (1) present 
on campus and (2) viewed as equals on campus.” Sammy added, “Yeah, 
the environment here? It’s hostile to Students of Color. Let’s say there’s 50 
people in a class and then there’s one Student of Color. It’s very hard for 
minorities to succeed in that position because it’s hard to relate to people.” 
Michelle added, “Yes, as a math major, estoy sola!55 It’s harder if you’re the 
only person there. It’s hard for other people to relate to you based on your 
diff erences. And I don’t mean to sound like I’m essentializing or that it’s us 
versus them, but sometimes it feels like there’s almost no common ground. 
You’re alone in how you look, how you speak, how you act, and even what 
you like to do when you’re not in class.” I interjected, “Yeah, like go home, 
blast some cumbia music real loud, and dance like Selena?!” 

Lupe shook her head with a smirk, acknowledging my joke while con-
tinuing the momentum of the discussion. She said, “And that’s just the stu-
dents, but there’s barely any minority or women faculty, and that makes it 
worse. At the College of Engineering, I always had a hard time going up to 
the professors or even the teaching assistants. Th e couple times that I did, 
the professor gave me a ‘get out of my face’ answer.” Sammy exclaimed, 
“Yes! On the fi rst day of my history senior seminar class, I asked the profes-
sor to clarify one of the writing assignments listed on the syllabus. Instead 
of explaining briefl y, she pulled the syllabus out of my hand and read that 
section to me!”

Lupe commented, “Th ere’s a lot of ignorance on campus and other stu-
dents don’t necessarily realize it. Th eir concept of racism is very diff erent. 
Th ey don’t realize minor things can be considered racism. A friend of mine 
introduced me to a group of students. You know, we were doing introduc-
tions. And everyone kind of stated their name. And she introduced me, 
saying, ‘Th is is Lupe, she’s Mexican.’ You know, I’m not saying that I’m not 
proud, but it’s just not necessarily how I introduce myself. Every time I 
meet people you know, ‘Hi, I’m Lupe, I’m Mexican.’ I know she didn’t do it 
on purpose, but it’s just this layer of ignorance here that I’ve noticed.”
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Gustavo added, “I’ve just experienced some of the joking, the stereo-
types, you know. People might make a Taco Bell joke, Chihuahua jokes. 
One guy, I swear, now whenever he sees me, he blurts out in a crazy high 
voice, ‘ay caramba!’” 

Sammy commented, “I’ll be walking down the block and someone will 
cross the street just to avoid me. Th at mostly happened to me my fi rst year 
because I lived on campus. Girls grabbed their purses and guys grabbed 
their backpacks.”

Sammy’s comment surprised me because I thought he had such a kind 
face. His moustache reminded me of my tio56 Memo. I shook my head in 
disgust thinking about all this as I said, “It’s almost automatic or something. 
Th ey don’t realize they’re being off ensive. Like when I was a freshman and 
my dorm roommate asked me where I learned English because she couldn’t 
believe that I speak without what she called a ‘Mexican’ accent. And when 
I get off ended they don’t understand why.” Michelle added, “I’m a female 
and I’m a minority. It kind of feels like it’s a double-edged sword, like I have 
twice the reason not to be here. Some students fi nd it very easy to point that 
out to me. But supposedly yo soy la delicada.”57 Lupe said, “Another thing 
that adds to this is when some fraternities and sororities on this campus 
are so obviously racist against People of Color and the university doesn’t 
really take action against them. Like last semester when that fraternity had 
a theme party called, ‘Th e Border.’” Th e rest of us nodded our heads as Lupe 
continued, “Th ey had White guys ‘dressed’ like undocumented immigrants 
and they had to pass through hazing activities before getting a ‘green card’ 
to enter the party. And just like many universities across the nation, even 
when fraternities carry on that legacy of racism, they continue to be fund-
ed, almost like nothing.”58

We all paused for a moment, each in our own thoughts. I searched 
through the article for something I thought sounded familiar. “Th e authors 
say that some of what we’re describing can be considered ‘microaggres-
sions.’” I read a quote I had highlighted from the text: “Th e authors explain 
that microaggressions are ‘(1) subtle verbal and nonverbal insults directed 
at People of Color, oft en automatically or unconsciously; (2) layered insults, 
based on one’s race, gender, class, sexuality, language, immigration status, 
phenotype, accent, or surname; and (3) cumulative insults, which cause 
unnecessary stress to People of Color while privileging Whites.’59 And they 
argue that a negative campus racial climate features these ongoing, cumula-
tive, subtle, and obvious racial incidents.” Gustavo adjusted his glasses and 
added, “I highlighted that section too! I think we defi nitely have a negative 
campus racial climate going on here.” 

Walking by our group, the teaching assistant, Soledad, overheard this 
last comment. She asked our group rhetorically, “So how do Chicanas/os 
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respond to the White privilege and uneven educational playing fi eld of a 
negative campus racial climate?” We all paused and thought about that 
question as Soledad went to assist a group trying to get her attention from 
the corner of the room. With her light skin and dark brown straight hair, 
I wondered if Soledad had experienced some of the same issues of pheno-
type privilege as Michelle. Th is was the fi rst time Soledad worked as a TA 
in one of my classes, but I had met her last year, while volunteering in the 
Sí Se Puede tutoring program. Students worked with the janitors’ union to 
develop a tutoring program as one form of support for the mostly Spanish-
speaking Latina/o immigrant service workers on campus. Teaching these 
janitors to read and write in English felt very humbling, but also very re-
warding. One of the janitors Soledad worked with—Don “Teo”—recently 
wrote a poem in English about how the tutoring center made him feel less 
invisible.60 Soledad told him she felt the same way. 

Sammy realized none of us had been taking notes and volunteered to 
write up our discussion points if we would remind him what we had talked 
about so far. We noted that we had only briefl y addressed the stages of pas-
sage, and had focused more on trying to fi nd personalized examples of how 
we experienced the campus racial climate. So far, we had identifi ed feelings 
of isolation and incidents of racial discrimination, or verbal and nonverbal 
insults that the authors called microaggressions. 

Lupe noted, “And Soledad’s question about how do we respond re-
minded me of the authors’ remarks that microaggressions maintain White 
privilege and cause us unnecessary stress.” Michelle agreed, “Yes, stress! Do 
I respond to each insult? How do I respond?” I added, “Do I explain each 
time why I am off ended by their comments?” Lupe remarked, “And what 
about how do we relieve that stress? What kind of toll does it take on our 
bodies, our minds, our spirits? Th ere’s a big burden in being ‘the only one’ 
because depending on how we respond to a microaggression, we are seen as 
‘representing’ all Chicanas/os. So if we get angry, then we confi rm for that 
person that Chicanas/os are hot-tempered. If we don’t respond, we might 
confi rm their assumption that we’re passive or submissive. And if we do re-
spond or if we don’t, we’re still thinking about it hours later. We can’t sleep, 
thinking, ‘oh, I should’ve said this,’ ‘why didn’t I say that?’ or ‘next time I’m 
going to do this or that.’” Michelle again added, “And if we do respond, 
people are usually shocked like if we’re just being oversensitive. So we still 
might be stressed out later, questioning ourselves, like ‘did I overreact?’ ‘am 
I crazy and oversensitive like they said?’ or ‘what should I have said dif-
ferent?’ And because I have light skin, I probably don’t even get as many 
microaggressions directed at me as Chicanas/os with darker skin, like my 
brother!” Lupe nodded and sighed, “Verdad!61 It’s exhausting carrying all 
that with us all the time.62 Maybe aft er so many insults, over time, we might 



 Chicana/o Undergraduate “Stages of Passage” • 115

start thinking bad about ourselves. Like ‘maybe they’re right, maybe this 
isn’t the place for me.’” Sammy closed his eyes while dramatically whis-
pering as if in a horror movie, “Th e stigma!” We laughed at his attempted 
comic relief.

I shared with the group about my friend Alma, the only Latina in the 
Art School. She won a very prestigious art scholarship because of her ex-
cellent grades and artistic talent, but when the other students talked about 
friends who didn’t get into the university, she felt that they constantly 
looked at her like, ‘What are you doing here?’ One of her classmates actu-
ally accused her to her face of receiving the award simply because she was a 
minority. “Like she can’t get anything based on her intelligence and talent?” 
I asked incredulously. 

Michelle explained that she actually started out in physics, but changed 
majors because of the diffi  culties she faced in a fi eld dominated by men 
and alienating to her as a woman and as a Chicana. Similarly, Lupe noted 
that she transferred to MU as an engineering major, and changed to so-
cial sciences aft er multiple negative experiences. She said, “It sounds like 
we responded to various forms of ongoing discrimination and layers of 
White privilege and male privilege. And to balance out the hostility, we 
looked for academic spaces that seem more welcoming for Students of 
Color. Chicanas/os tend to be stigmatized as unqualifi ed and never quite 
good enough. I wonder how long we carry that feeling with us or if that’s 
one of the long-term eff ects of a negative campus racial climate.” Gustavo 
reminded, “And some folks who end up changing majors as a result of 
too many microaggressions and racial hostility probably end up graduat-
ing later than planned.” Libertad added, “Or, they might double major or 
pick up a minor in Chicana/o Studies or Black Studies or maybe Women’s 
Studies to try and balance out the negative climate. And even within their 
more traditional major, they might still try to take electives in Chicana/o 
Studies. Remember Maggie? She took that one-unit Mexican music class 
eight times! She said it was like her oxygen.” I thought to myself how this 
class was oxygen for me.

Michelle began to contextualize her earlier point, “Pues, no me prepara-
ron muy bien en la high school, no tenía chansa de hablar con una consejera.63 
One college counselor for 5,000 students, por favor, y las clases de ‘Advanced 
Placement’ siempre están llenas.64 It’s just been unequal for a lot of us desde 
el principio.65 I don’t think most White students understand that we have 
to deal with that. And even with all that, we still fi ght our way through. In 
high school, I earned a 4.0 GPA and scored 1330 on the SAT. I was an ath-
lete, I held a leadership position in student government, and volunteered 
in my community. And yet other students made me feel like I was a special 
admit.” Gustavo shook his head and chuckled as he said, “My roommate 
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Ethan is actually a special admit student, but I doubt anyone would ever ask 
him that. His dad went here and so the university made an exception based 
on ‘legacy status.’ Th at’s like affi  rmative action for White people.”

“A lot of people make assumptions about our capabilities and whether 
we deserve to be here, but we’re supposed to assume every White student 
deserves to be here, just because they’re White. And they want to ignore 
that we have gone through very diff erent circumstances to get here. Our 
educational opportunities, when we had them, usually came through strug-
gle,” said Lupe. I nodded in agreement, remembering Lupe had shared with 
me in confi dence that she graduated valedictorian from her high school 
but had to attend a community college because she was undocumented and 
could not aff ord to pay the ‘non-resident’ tuition fees at a 4-year public 
university.66

Sammy added, “I played on the soccer team the fi rst year I transferred 
here, and we had one Mexican and one Black player, digo67 one African 
American player. And it was 27 of us and they always made jokes—racial 
jokes—and I just sort of got used to it. I knew they were joking but I also 
knew they did it on purpose. Th ey knew my name, but they called me Paco. 
And I didn’t say anything, because there was one of me and 25 of them and 
coaches and everything. Th is year, I decided not to even try out because—
well, I don’t enjoy playing soccer in that environment.”

Professor Tamayo tapped Sammy on the shoulder as he was jotting 
down notes in outline form, “We’re going to have to wrap this discussion up 
and get ready to share your group’s main points with the larger class.” She 
gave our group an encouraging smile and made her way across the room to 
check in on the other groups.

11:00 amCLASS DISCUSSION OF HOSTILE CAMPUS 
RACIAL CLIMATE 

Breaking out of the small group discussion, we moved our desks again to 
face the front of the room and participate in the larger class discussion. 
Professor Tamayo began by asking each group to go over the main points 
of our discussion. I started to worry because our group didn’t complete 
the whole assignment, but listening to the other group reports, I realized 
we weren’t the only ones. Th e professor reassured us that she knew there 
was a lot to cover and we would continue this discussion, but she wanted 
to make sure we touched bases before today’s class ended. She asked us to 
write a critical refl ection paper about the class discussion for the next week. 
Soledad off ered to read draft s of our write-up if we could get them to her by 
her Th ursday offi  ce hours.
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In the larger discussion, I learned that Libertad’s group had discussed 
the lack of Chicana/o professors and lack of Chicana/o topics in the curric-
ulum. Th is group commented that out of the 52 full-time faculty members 
in the Math Department, there are no Women of Color, no Black males, 
and only two Latinos. Th ey also mentioned that out of the 68 full-time fac-
ulty members in the Department of History, there are only seven Faculty of 
Color: two Black women, one Chicano, two Latinos, and two Black male fac-
ulty. Zero Chicana, Latina, or Native American faculty work in the History 
Department.68 Libertad summed up, “It’s really hard to fi nd any Professors 
of Color outside the Ethnic Studies programs.” Professor Tamayo explained 
that other “selective” institutions hire even fewer Faculty of Color than MU. 
At this comment, many students shook their heads in frustration, perhaps 
trying to imagine an even more isolating place. Another student, Marisol, 
explained, “I don’t think I had a Chicana or Latina professor until, well, 
until this class and of course, this is cross-listed with Chicana/o Studies.” 
Marisol continued, “I want people to see who I am, and that’s kind of like 
what I look for in professors. You don’t have to be Latino—I just need you 
to understand. As long as professors can teach me and really empathize. We 
need more of those kind of professors.” 

Casandra, another student from that group, said, “Every time I go to 
offi  ce hours, I prep for like a whole week about what I’m gonna say, to make 
sure I have good questions, make sure I know something. I don’t want them 
to think that I don’t belong here. And, I feel that sometimes I have to work 
twice as hard just to be considered average, just to prove I belong here. 
Th ere’s a lot of proving around here.” I put a star next to my note about this 
comment so I could get back to this idea later.

Another group spoke about the isolation we had briefl y talked about 
in our group. A woman named Berta explained, “We don’t feel there are 
enough Students of Color here at MU. Chicanas/os used to be almost 10% 
and now, we’re down to less than 7%. I think the number of Blacks admitted 
has gone down even more dramatically. And that’s problematic. Shouldn’t 
those numbers be going up? Maybe if there were more of us, the adminis-
tration would start to change. Maybe they would feel obligated to be more 
welcoming or something. With more of us, we could at least have more of 
a sense of community among the students.” A guy named Hector said, “In 
the English Department, I’m the only Mexican. I took a Milton class. Th ere 
are two Latinos. One lady and myself, and one African American. Where 
are we? Sometimes, I do feel a little left  out.” Another guy, Moises, stated, “I 
took biology in the spring and I was the only Latino there. Th ere were no 
African Americans. Everyone was White and a couple of Asians. It’s a little 
frustrating that I don’t see more People of Color in the sciences.” I made a 
note that this refl ected our group discussion where Michelle and Lupe both 
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switched majors away from physical science/engineering largely because of 
this alienation.

Th e fi nal group didn’t get to fi nish their report, but they had focused on 
how Chicanas/os responded to all the sources of discrimination. Th ey men-
tioned that they had compiled a list from memory of the student-initiated 
organizations on campus and the institutional types of support for Students 
of Color. Professor Tamayo seemed quite interested, but the sounds of zip-
pers and paper shuffl  ing interrupted the discussion as some students began 
packing up their books. Th e professor glanced at her watch and conceded, 
“We’ll continue this discussion next time. Keep up with your readings and 
in your refl ection papers, be sure to describe the campus racial climate, 
its eff ects, and students’ responses. Th is will help you conceptualize what 
the ‘stages of passage’ look like for Chicanas/os.” She paused, and then ex-
claimed, “And don’t forget! Th e fi lm Shattering the Silences69 is playing to-
morrow night at 7:00 pm in Th e Lounge. As you go on to graduate school 
and beyond, I want you to go with your eyes open.”

Sammy and I had a history study group to prepare for a Friday midterm 
exam, so we gathered our notebooks, backpacks, and umbrellas and headed 
across campus. 

9:30 pm: ESMERALDA’S REFLECTIONS 
Hours later, aft er my history study group ended and I caught the night van 
back to my apartment, I began thinking again about campus racial climate. 
Th e concept of microaggressions really spoke to our everyday experiences 
of racism. I sighed, remembering that Michelle also resorted to starting her 
own math study group with Chicana/o and African American students in 
the class when they had been excluded from other students’ study sessions. 
And then I thought about all that drives Chicanas/os collectively to persist 
even in the midst of experiencing a negative campus racial climate. 

I went to grab a snack from the fridge, and saw that Lupe had left  me 
a note that my mom called earlier and that the Chicanas Adelante group 
meeting had been rescheduled to a diff erent room tomorrow. Ah! I pan-
icked for a second, remembering that I had to bring the list of Westside 
middle schools to that meeting so we could plan out the expansion of our 
aft er-school mentoring/tutoring program. I found the list on my desk and 
put it in my book bag before I forgot.

Realizing the late hour, I knew I’d have to call my mom back tomorrow. 
I missed my family so much it hurt sometimes. I defi nitely learned a lot 
about how to navigate through this place by watching my parents’ struggle, 
which is weird, because they themselves never made it past middle school. 
Th ey didn’t have the opportunities that their work has now given me. My 
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fi rst year at MU, I wanted to leave, my mom told me, “OK, fi ne, you’re tired, 
come home and clean bathrooms like me. Th at’s what you want to do? You 
pick. You can either go to school or you can come back and vacuum rooms 
at the hotel with me.” My dad also tells me that he wants me to succeed so 
I don’t have to work as hard as them. He shows me his hands and says he 
never wants my hands to be rough and weathered like his. I always tease 
him that some of his fi ngers are crooked, and we laugh that he can’t give 
good directions because he points in one direction and one of his fi ngers 
points in the opposite direction. I guess that’s part of what happens when 
you work in construction and you have poor or no health insurance. Tinto’s 
“stages of passage” model would assume that I wouldn’t draw on the les-
sons I’ve learned from my family to get through this place. But actually, I 
couldn’t sustain myself here if I didn’t have the support of my family, emo-
tionally, spiritually, culturally, in so many ways.70

11:45 pmESMERALDA’S ESSAY DRAFT:
ANALYZING CHICANA/O NAVIGATION

I took a moment to change into sweats and my fuzzy slippers to warm up my 
cold feet. I spent the next 2 hours looking for quotes and trying to tie all the 
discussion topics together so I could start to develop a draft  by Th ursday. I 
knew I wouldn’t have much time to write tomorrow, and I wanted to at least 
get my thoughts out so I could ask for Soledad’s feedback. I started by mak-
ing a list of the main issues I saw in my notes from class. I read to myself:

• Chicanas/os experience numerous instances of racial microaggres-
sions both on and off  campus. Th ese oft en subtle and automatic 
insults are layered with racism, sexism, and other forms of oppres-
sion. As they accumulate, microaggressions cause unnecessary 
stress to People of Color while privileging Whites (negative campus 
racial climate).

• Chicanas/os and their perspectives are oft en excluded and under-
valued in their departments and classroom curriculum and discus-
sions (feeling frustrated and isolated).

• Chicanas/os feel they have to repeatedly “prove” that they are 
qualifi ed to be at the university (assumption that we are all “special 
admits,” but what about legacy admits and other forms of affi  rma-
tive action for Whites?)

• Numbers of other Students and Faculty of Color are going down 
instead of up (we need more so we can better challenge the nega-
tive campus racial climate).
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I fl ipped through an old course reader to fi nd an epigraph by Gloria 
Anzaldúa:

I am visible—see this Indian face—yet I am invisible. I both blind them 
with this beak nose and I am their blind spot. But I exist, we exist. Th ey’d 
like to think I have melted in the pot, but I haven’t, we haven’t.71

What a powerful quote, I marveled. Th ough she wasn’t referring to higher 
education, Anzaldúa’s words off er a nice challenge to the assimilationist 
tendencies of Tinto’s “stages of passage,” while also giving a glimpse of how 
some Chicanas/os might feel in the midst of a negative campus racial cli-
mate. I sketched out how I pictured Tinto’s model (fi gure 4.1) and stared at 
it for while.

Looking at my notes, I remembered the multiple comments in class to-
day where students admitted feeling isolated and alienated. Students shared 
so many stories of racial and gender discrimination! It’s more like we expe-
rience the university initially as a stage of culture shock. We see our fam-
ily and communities as a resource to combat the isolation, alienation, and 
discrimination we experience at the university. Responding to the culture 
shock through “separation” wouldn’t really be positive or helpful. Actually, 
separation would take us away from our resources and strengths. 

Most of the Students of Color I know at the university end up building 
a sense of community to ease the culture shock. Th e class discussion today 
reminded me that all of us face racial microaggressions daily, both in aca-
demic and social spaces. And we rarely have a class space to talk about the 
racial hostility so prevalent on and around campus. I drew a circle to rep-
resent this fi rst stage of navigation for Chicanas/os at predominately White 
universities (fi gure 4.2).

Instead of separating from our communities to help ease some of 
the pain from such a hostile climate, we oft en create new communities—
counterspaces—on and around campus. Our counterspaces are academic 
and social and sometimes both at the same time. I began to jot down a 
few more notes as I thought about the study group earlier tonight. Study 
groups and student-organized academic study halls on campus function 
like academic counterspaces. Th ey can foster our learning at the univer-
sity and nurture a supportive environment where our experiences are 
validated and viewed as important knowledge. 

Separation IncorporationTransition

Figure 4.1. Tinto’s Stages of Passage
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Faculty co-create some of these counterspaces with students in classes 
like Professor Tamayo’s. But with so few Faculty of Color and few faculty 
willing to co-create these academic counterspaces, Chicana/o students may 
fi nd it diffi  cult to develop academic networks of support. Th e campus re-
tention center proved to be a crucial academic counterspace for me. I re-
ceive free tutoring and counseling at the center. Along with other Students 
of Color, fi rst-generation college students, and low-income students, I learn 
study strategies and note-taking skills.72 Th e tutors read draft s of my papers 
for me, and they don’t make me feel ignorant. And now as part of the tutor-
ing program with the janitors, I try to off er that same level of dedication 
and support to others. 

Some counterspaces exist within more social settings on campus 
through student organizations. Th e academic peer groups I’ve developed 
seem to merge with my social peer groups. Social counterspaces allow 
room, outside the classroom confi nes, for students to vent frustrations and 
to get to know people who share many of their experiences. 

I paused for a while, wondering whether the counterspaces we create on 
campus always provide safe spaces for Chicanas/os. Refl ecting on Michelle’s 
experiences and some of the students in the class who don’t speak Spanish, 
I know that a lot of diversity exists within our Chicana/o community here 
on campus. And because of internalized racism, questions about authentic-
ity continue to surface. What does it mean to be a “Chicana/o”? And how 
can we support diverse experiences of being Chicana/o? 

Last year, in the Chicanas Adelante group, we went through a painful 
process of trying to make our organization a safe space for queer Chicanas.73 
Th at meant working to recognize the ways we have internalized patriarchy 
and admitting that we oft en exhibit heterosexist behavior. I thought about 
Anzaldúa’s insight that knowledge is painful because it changes us.74 Once 
we realized we did not provide a safe space for all Chicanas, we couldn’t 
continue to marginalize queer voices and experiences. A few women ex-
pressed concerns that in our eff orts to empower queer Chicanas that we 
might marginalize straight Chicanas. Sometimes, in the midst of these de-
bates, it seemed like being a lesbian Chicana meant being more radical, 
challenging patriarchy with everything you have and everything you are. 
But this also sounded a little bit like trying to “out-Chicana” each other, 

Culture Shock

Figure 4.2. Culture Shock
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like the essentialist arguments of what it means to be a Chicano, but with 
a gendered, sexuality twist. One woman shared that she lived in fear for 
many years because she was an undocumented immigrant. She cried as 
she spoke, explaining that she didn’t want to participate in a group that 
perpetuated fearful silence. 

I wondered if we could nurture a safe space for all Chicanas, or if we 
would always end up marginalizing some experiences. Even though it 
wasn’t always comfortable, I liked that we were struggling through these 
issues instead of just sweeping them under the rug. Th at experience was 
critical to my thinking about what type of community I wanted to build at 
the university. It also reminded me to listen more to my parents’ consejos,75 
like my dad’s favorite dicho from Benito Juarez, “el respeto al derecho ajeno 
es la paz.”76 And my mom oft en quoted biblical proverbs77 as she encour-
aged me to engage with others using kind words, “como la miel Esme, dulce 
pero tambien saludable.”78

For Chicana/o students, Tinto’s “Transition Stage” seems to represent a 
space between the two worlds of home and school. In this space, students 
primarily draw upon home and community resources while we pick and 
choose certain aspects of the university to help us combat isolation, alien-
ation, and discrimination. As I drew another circle to demonstrate the stage 
aft er culture shock, I thought about how seeking out social and academic 
peer networks helps us build community in the midst of a hostile campus 
racial climate (fi gure 4.3).

I’ve seen that for many of my friends, building community helps sup-
port overall eff orts to demonstrate or “prove” to those who assumed we’d 
fail that Chicanas/os can and do succeed.79 As part of our larger goal to 
“prove them wrong,” we use multiple daily strategies. We take Chicana/o 
Studies classes to learn our history. We talk and listen to friends and family 
to receive support. We maintain high self-expectations and we work very 
hard to make sure our actions show Chicanas/os in a positive light.80 We’re 
trying to make change happen by achieving educational goals for ourselves 
and our familias. We’re refusing to be complacent or to allow ourselves to 
be perceived as defenseless victims. Even when we commiserate and share 
our frustrations and pain, we build a community of survivors. 

Figure 4.3. Community building

Community Building
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Student-initiated organizations have historically played a large role in 
community building and in helping Chicanas/os survive both socially and 
academically. Student-initiated organizations also provide opportunities 
for Chicana/o students to “give back” to our communities81 on and off  col-
lege campuses. Even on weekends, Chicana/o students work and socialize 
in these counterspaces, reinforcing that history of building community and 
“giving back.”

Chicanas/os negotiate between the world of home and the world of the 
university, but we negotiate from our unique social location on the mar-
gin. I paused, thinking that I really didn’t like the word “negotiation” that 
much. It seems to infer that we have to give up something in order to get 
something, like a trade-off . It reminded me of the discussion we had in class 
this morning about acculturation versus assimilation. I wondered to myself 
what kind of trade-off s I had made. Maybe navigation was a better word? 
For me, navigation sounds more like we control the direction we’re head-
ed in, and we don’t necessarily have to give something up. Maybe we just 
steer around those rough waters if we don’t want to negotiate? Hmmm… 
Listening to the comments made today in class and refl ecting again on all 
our readings, it seems like White students may be leaving their families and 
communities behind in order to acquire new resources at the university. On 
the other hand, Chicana/o students continue to draw on our families/com-
munities and utilize the margin as a navigational resource. And we look to 
build on this foundation so we can develop a community of support at the 
university. 

Before drawing one last circle that I felt could describe the stage aft er com-
munity building, I paused for a moment, realizing that Chicana/o students 
navigate through Tinto’s “Incorporation Stage” just as we navigate through 
the Separation and Transition stages—on our own terms (fi gure 4.4).

Chicana/o students incorporate the cultural values of our families/com-
munities into the university and we also utilize university resources to fulfi ll 
the needs of our families/communities. Oft en motivated by a desire to “give 
back” to our communities, critical navigation between multiple worlds ironi-
cally helps “incorporate” Chicana/o students into various university com-
munities and greatly contributes to our academic and social success.82 Our 
activities both on and off  campus empower us, but sometimes it’s hard to 

Critical Navigation
between

Multiple Worlds

Figure 4.4. Critical Navigation between Multiple Worlds
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balance between academic responsibilities as a university student and partici-
pation in academic and social counterspaces. We need the counterspaces to 
help nurture our spirits and share strategies to “prove them wrong.” We are 
working to bring in a new generation of Chicanas/os to the university. But at 
the same time, we need to make sure we’re working to graduate each other. 
Battling the racial hostility on campus is like a job all by itself.83

Chicanas/os develop “critical resistant navigational skills”84 so we can 
survive and succeed through the educational pipeline. But for me, as I know 
for many other Chicanas/os, I need to know there’s a “point” to the struggle. 
We want to know that the experiences, skills, and knowledges we may gain 
from the university can ultimately benefi t our communities. 

I typed up some more notes and printed them out. I would have to pol-
ish this up tomorrow so I could show Esmeralda a rough draft  on Th ursday. 
It made me giggle to myself to think about how I would have to word it for 
the paper: “Tinto’s Stages of Passage off er important insights into how to 
analyze undergraduate experiences. However, research indicates that this 
model insuffi  ciently accounts for the navigation experiences of Chicana/o 
university students. Tinto’s approach is limited by its focus on White stu-
dents. When we shift  the research lens to focus on Chicanas/os, we fi nd that 
instead of the stages of separation, transition, and incorporation, Chicanas/
os tend to experience stages of culture shock, community building, and 
critical navigation between multiple worlds.” Wow! Who am I, to challenge 
this established scholar’s research model? My nervous giggle calmed as I 
sketched out the new model with all three sections (fi gure 4.5). 

It wasn’t just me challenging Tinto, I reminded myself. I was listening 
to the experiences of my peers, analyzing the research about Chicana/o col-
lege students across the nation, learning from a history of struggle against 
racism, and acknowledging ongoing stress related to a negative campus ra-
cial climate. 

Again, as in class today, I began to realize that I am not alone. Th is essay 
represents a collective challenge to research that centers the experiences of 
White students and marginalizes Chicana/o experiences. My pause caused 
the screen saver to slowly appear on my computer screen. I smiled and 
sighed, seeing the picture I uploaded last month of my niece at her fi rst 
communion. She is one of my biggest supporters. I’m her tia who “goes to 

Figure 4.5. A Model of Chicana/o Undergraduate “Stages of Passage”

Culture Shock Critical NavigationCommunity Building
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college!” It’s hard to be away from her so much, studying or participating in 
weekend projects with Chicanas Adelante. Hopefully, someday she’ll under-
stand why her tia Esmeralda couldn’t visit her very oft en. I hope my eff orts 
here at the university will mean that she won’t have to struggle so hard on 
her way through the educational pipeline. Although the racial climate on 
her college campus might still be hostile, at least she can learn from my 
critical navigation between multiple worlds. 

My niece’s picture faded to black when I shut down the computer. As 
I cleaned off  my dish and washed up to go to bed, I made myself a mental 
note to email Soledad and make an appointment to see her during Th urday’s 
offi  ce hours. I had planned to take some courses abroad next fall semester 
and I hoped to graduate next spring, but I wanted to know more about the 
process of applying to graduate school. I wonder how Soledad experiences 
and responds to the campus racial climate at the graduate level. 
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their high grades. Th ey also expressed annoyance that anyone would assume their academic 
success diminishes their ethnic (racial) identity. Likewise, Prudence Carter’s (2003) study “found 
no evidence” of African American students minimizing their academic aspirations to avoid 
accusations of “acting White” (p. 147). Further research is necessary to increase our understand-
ing of racism’s multilayered aff ects on Students of Color—to understand why some students may 
want to be Anything But Mexican (Acuña, 1996) while some high-achieving Chicana/o students 
demonstrate “invulnerability” (Alva, 1991, 1995; Arrellano & Padilla, 1996) and maintain strong 
ties to their language, culture, and community in the face of societal and campus racism.

 39. See Arce, Murgia, & Frisbie, 1987; Murgia & Telles, 1990, 1992, 1996; Padilla, 2001; Quintana, 
1999 

 40. See Heidenreich, in press.
 41. Garcia, I.,1997; Muñoz, C., 1989
 42. Fanon, 1967
 43. So what!
 44. See Olmedo-Williams, 1981; Valdés-Fallis, 1978
 45. Or whatever.
 46. You already forgot about us poor folks.
 47. See Gordon, 1981; Ong Hing, 1997
 48. Menchaca, 1995
 49. See González, 1990, 1997
 50. Valencia, 2002b
 51. Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pederson, & Allen, 1999
 52. Carbado, 2002; Delgado & Stefancic, 1997; McIntosh, 1989; Leonardo, 2004
 53. Solórzano, Ceja, & Yosso, 2000, p. 62
 54. Daniel Solórzano, Miguel Ceja, and Tara Yosso (2000) defi ne pluralism and collegiate racial 

diversity as “manifestations of a situation in which underrepresented racial and ethnic groups 
are present on the college campus and viewed as equals on the college campus; and where all 
students are willing to affi  rm one another’s dignity, ready to benefi t from each other’s experi-
ence, and willing to acknowledge one another’s contributions to the common welfare of students 
and faculty on the college campus” (p. 62). See also Julie Lopez Figueroa and Eugene Garcia’s 
(in press) discussion of Latino undergraduate experiences with campus racism and the need for 
implementation of refl ective, responsive, responsible, reasonable, and respectful strategies to 
embrace diversity.

 55. I’m alone.
 56. Uncle.
 57. I’m the sensitive one.
 58. In her chapter “Campus Racism: Tip of the Iceberg,” Elizabeth “Betita” Martinez (1998) discuss-

es some of the overt racism these historically White student organizations continue to practice 
(see pp. 130–141). See also Heidenreich, in press

 59. See Smith, Yosso, & Solórzano, in press (Adapted from Pierce, 1969, 1970, 1974, 1980, 1989, 
1995)

 60. See Freedman, 2005
 61. True.
 62. Smith & Allen, 2004
 63. Well, they didn’t really prepare me well in high school, I never had a chance to speak with a 

counselor.
 64. Please! And the Advanced Placement classes were always already full.
 65. From the beginning.
 66. Recent legislation has begun to address this issue. For example, In California, recently passed 

Assembly Bill 540 allows undocumented immigrants who graduate from California high schools 
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aft er having been enrolled for three years to pay in-state tuition. In Utah, a similar Senate Bill 
144 recently passed. Anti-immigrant groups in both states are challenging these bills respec-
tively. U.S. Congress has not yet passed Th e DREAM Act, which would function as the national 
version of these state bills. For further discussion of navigation issues for undocumented female 
Mexican college students, see Rangel, 2001.

 67. I mean.
 68. For example, see Becerra, 2004; See also http://www.ucop.edu/acadadv/datamgmt/welcome.html 

(Retrieved September 25, 2004).
 69. Nelson & Pellet, (prds.), 1997. For transcripts, teaching guides, and further resources, see http://

www.pbs.org/shattering
 70. Delgado Bernal, 2002
 71. Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 86
 72. Sylvia Hurtado and Luis Ponjuan’s (2005) recent research on campus climate confi rms the im-

portance of academic support programs for Latina/o college students.
 73. Revilla, 2003, 2004a, 2004b
 74. Anzaldúa (1987) explains, “Knowledge makes me more aware, it makes me more conscious. 

‘Knowing’ is painful because aft er ‘it’ happens I can’t stay in the same place and be comfortable. I 
am no longer the same person I was before … No hay más que cambiar (pp. 48–49).

 75. Advice.
 76. Respect for the rights of others is peace.
 77. See Proverbs 16:24
 78. Like honey, Esmeralda, sweet, but also healthy.
 79. Th is strategy seems to demonstrate itself in three processes: confrontation, motivation, and 

navigation (see Yosso, 2002a).
 80. For more on “prove them wrong” strategies, see Yosso, 2000
 81. Muñoz, D. G., 1986
 82. See Astin, 1984, 1996
 83. For more on “racial battle fatigue,” see Smith, 2004 
 84. Solórzano & Villalpando, 1998

http://www.ucop.edu/acadadv/datamgmt/welcome.html
www.pbs.org/shattering
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5
“IT’S EXHAUSTING BEING

MEXICAN AMERICAN!” 
Navigating through Graduate School at the

University of the Southwest1

INTRODUCTION
Th e structural inequalities evidenced earlier along the pipeline hinder 
Chicana/o access to postsecondary education.2 In terms of the number of 
doctorates produced over the last 20 years, Chicanas/os remain the most 
underrepresented population compared to White, African American, Asian 
American, Native American, and Latina/o women and men.3 Chicanas/os 
earned 1% of all the doctorate degrees produced in U.S. universities from 
1990–2000.4

Outside of some initial works in the 1980s, most research on Chicana/o 
doctorate production has occurred in the last 10 years.5 Research up until 
this time primarily examined the career paths of select samples of Ph.D.s 
such as Nobel Prize recipients in science,6 Nobel Prize women in science,7 
sociologists,8 women psychologists,9 and professors from the working 
class.10 Each of these works identifi ed those factors shaping career paths, 
but none focused primarily on Scholars of Color and only one study includ-
ed a single Chicana case.11 Th e few studies that did discuss Latina/o under-
representation in graduate school rarely provided information by specifi c 
Latina/o subgroups (i.e., Chicana/o).12

Over the last decade, an increasing number of scholars have examined 
Chicana/o educational and career paths utilizing qualitative research meth-
ods and datasets that allow for disaggregation of data by Latina/o subgroup. 
Each of the studies mentioned below function to fi ll some of the gaps in 
our knowledge about Chicana/o graduate school experiences. Th is research 
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also demonstrates the importance of breaking down the data by racial sub-
group and gender.

For example, Patricia Gándara’s13 research focused on 20 Chicana and 
30 Chicano Ph.D.s, J.D.s, and M.D.s., and documented their journeys to the 
doctorate with a special emphasis on family, neighborhood, and K–12 in-
fl uences. Gándara describes the process Chicanas endure in pursuit of the 
doctorate being as diffi  cult as “passing through the eye of a needle.”14 Aida 
Morales15 and Shirley Achor16 conducted research with 100 Chicana doctor-
ates in the fi eld of education, and noted that these scholars’ mothers—who 
had acquired very little formal education themselves—strongly supported 
and infl uenced their daughters’ academic pursuits. Gloria Cuádraz17 stud-
ied 17 Chicana and 23 Chicano former doctoral students at the University 
of California, Berkeley, and found they developed strategies of “endurance 
labor” to survive graduate school. In addition, Daniel Solórzano’s18 research 
centered on the critical life experiences of 22 Chicanas and 44 Chicanos who 
successfully earned their Ph.D. and received a Ford Foundation Minority 
Fellowship. Moreover, Luis Urrieta19 interviewed 24 Chicana/o professors 
negotiating their “activist” identity within the constraints of academia, 
and documented their road from undergraduate studies through graduate 
school and into the professoriate. Other research refl ecting on Chicana/o 
experiences in graduate school includes Eric Margolis and Mary Romero’s20 
study of 26 Women of Color graduate students enrolled in sociology Ph.D. 
programs.

Furthermore, doctoral dissertations over the last decade also address 
Chicana/o graduate school experiences. For example, Celia Villalpando’s21 
research recounts the graduate education pursuits of 35 Chicana, Latina 
women from working-class backgrounds. She found their drive to persist 
oft en generated from family support, cultural pride, and a sense of com-
munity responsibility. Scott Heimlich’s22 study describes the socioacademic 
roads of 12 Mexican Americans in the process of earning their Ph.D. in 
science at a leading research university. Patricia Ponce23 documents the 
life histories of 20 Chicanas/os who earned their Ph.D. before 1965. She 
addresses their experiences as “pioneers” blazing a path for Chicana/o 
scholars to follow. Rebeca Burciaga’s24 research examines the personal and 
professional aspirations of Chicana doctoral students, and explores gradu-
ate school as a space/place of nepantla25—a threshold of multiple realities 
with immense potential for transformation.

Autobiographical accounts of Chicana/o scholars also add to the schol-
arship on Chicana/o graduate school experiences. For example, in Raymond 
Padilla and Rudolfo Chavez’s edited volume, Th e Leaning Ivory Tower: Latino 
Professors in American Universities,26 12 Latina and Latino Ph.D.s write about 
some of their student and faculty experiences in academia. Likewise, in the 
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edited volume, Telling to Live: Latina Feminist Testimonios,27 18 Latina pro-
fessors refl ect on their lives within and beyond academia. Gloria Cuádraz 
and Jennifer Pierce’s article, “From Scholarship Girls to Scholarship Women: 
Surviving the Contradictions of Race and Class in Academe,” 28 shares their 
personal experiences as a Chicana and a White woman both from work-
ing-class origins, struggling through graduate school. Similarly, Chicano 
legal scholar Kevin Johnson’s manuscript, How Did You Get to Be Mexican?: 
A White/Brown Man’s Search for Identity,29 recounts his personal and edu-
cational journey. Moreover, the autobiographical essays of Chicana/Latina 
scholars Yolanda Flores-Niemann,30 Concha Delgado-Gaitan,31 Martha 
Montero-Sieburth,32 Margaret Montoya,33 Leslie Espinoza,34 Maria Matute-
Bianchi,35 and Martha Bernal36 insightfully document their graduate school 
and academic experiences.37

Examining critical transition points along the Chicana/o educational 
pipeline may provide insights for those concerned with the severe under-
representation of Chicanas/os earning graduate and doctorate degrees. 
Research indicates for example, that almost one quarter of Chicanas/os who 
earned their doctorate from 1990–2000 began their postsecondary educa-
tion at a community college.38 Th is pattern confi rms the crucial and under-
researched role of the community college transfer function for Chicanas/os 
pursuing higher education.39 Since only 7% of Chicanas/os earn their bac-
calaureate, 93% of Chicanas/os do not have the basic prerequisite for gradu-
ate studies. Indeed, the baccalaureate degree represents an important step 
on the road to the doctorate.40 Studies of the baccalaureate origins of sci-
ence doctorates date back to the 1950s and continue to the early 1980s.41 
Solórzano42 updated this baccalaureate literature through his research on 
the undergraduate origins of Chicana/o doctorates from 1980–1990. Th is 
chapter begins to extend beyond Solórzano’s baseline work,43 with some pre-
liminary analysis of Chicana/o doctorate production from 1990–2000.44

Just as the high schools many Chicanas/os attend restrict students’ ac-
cess to information about higer education options and college preparatory 
courses, universities seldom promote a graduate-school-going culture for 
Chicanas/os. Because most Chicana/o undergraduates are fi rst-generation 
college students, they may not know anyone who has attended college, let 
alone come in contact with a role model who can guide them through the 
process of applying to graduate school. Such guidance may, for example, re-
veal that to successfully pursue a Ph.D., undergraduates need to conduct re-
search with faculty and begin to develop their own research interests. Th is 
oft en requires voluntary, time-intensive commitment , which may prove 
quite diffi  cult for an undergraduate student who works full time to fi nan-
cially bear the cost of college. In addition, Chicanas/os may feel uncomfort-
able or ambivalent about approaching professors, especially when it seems 
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unclear whether faculty will belittle or encourage Students of Color in their 
pursuit of graduate school. Furthermore, Chicana/o college students tend 
to fi nd severely limited access to role models in the form of Chicana/o 
faculty. While discriminatory hiring practices exacerbate the already low 
numbers of Chicana/o faculty, the conditions leading up to the doctorate 
and the doctoral process itself contribute to the dismal number of Chicana/
o academics.45 

Chicana/o undergraduates applying for Ph.D. programs will fi nd that 
to be considered for admission, they must not only demonstrate a strong 
academic record, but in addition, their research interests need to match 
those of the graduate program’s faculty. Most oft en, admissions commit-
tees at the graduate school level assess incoming applications for consistent 
scholastic excellence and high scores on standardized exams (e.g., LSAT, 
GRE, MCAT). Even though standardized exams such as the Graduate 
Record Exam (GRE) provide invalid and culturally biased measures of aca-
demic potential, graduate programs continue to uses these exams to deny 
admission to and fi nancial support for Chicanas/os. In addition, commit-
tees consider the student’s statement of purpose and the strength of let-
ters of recommendation from faculty who address the student’s academic 
record and potential for graduate study. Chicana/o students’ enrollment in 
graduate school depends on the extent that they can garner (1) undergrad-
uate faculty support through research opportunities and recommendation 
letters; (2) graduate faculty support through a common research interest; 
and of course (3) fi nancial support. 

After surmounting these admissions and enrollment barriers, a 
Chicana/o student must deal realistically with the fact that she/he may be 
the only Chicana/o and perhaps the only Person of Color in her/his gradu-
ate program. Most graduate programs feature racially segregated, predomi-
nately White student and faculty populations. Additionally, graduate school 
curricula tend to exclude Chicana/o histories and perspectives. Within this 
isolating context, Chicanas/os regularly experience racial and gender mi-
croaggressions,46 lowered expectations from faculty, and pressure to be the 
spokesperson for all Chicanas/os or all People of Color.47 Oft en, Chicana/o 
scholars refl ect on graduate school as a place where they felt invisible48—like 
outsiders49 or imposters.50 Such experiences cause many Chicanas/os to doubt 
their academic abilities, question the value of their academic contributions, and 
reconsider their decision to pursue the doctorate.51

Research suggests that in response to racial microaggressions and mar-
ginality, Chicana/o graduate students engage in strategies to survive and 
succeed, strategies to “prove wrong” those who assumed they could not or 
would not achieve the doctorate.52 For example, Chicana/o students who 
feel silenced by the curriculum and class discussion may maintain strate-
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gic silence in the classroom, and refrain from speaking until a moment 
when they believe others will acknowledge their remarks.53 Some students 
also strategically separate themselves from the racial and gender hostility 
of graduate school by creating counterspaces of academic and social sup-
port.54 Th ese counterspaces may take the form of a course led by a sup-
portive faculty member, a student-initiated writing group, or a community 
service organization. Counterspaces in graduate school help Chicanas/os 
nurture a sense of confi dence in their academic abilities and reaffi  rm the 
value of their research contributions. As evidenced along the other levels 
of the pipeline, Chicanas/os actively resist the pervasive racism and sex-
ism that works to marginalize them in graduate school. Th ese Chicanas/os 
choose to redefi ne the margins as a place of possibility instead of a place of 
oppression.55

In addition to examining the above outlined social science scholarship 
along with the autobiographical and biographical refl ections of Chicana/o 
Ph.D.s, the counterstory in this chapter draws on data from (1) Th e National 
Research Council’s Survey of Earned Doctorates from 1990–2000,56 and (2) 
focus groups conducted in 2000 at the University of Michigan Law School.57 
To address this scholarship and data, the counterstory engages two composite 
characters in dialogue about Chicana/o graduate school experiences—Paula 
Guevara and Professor Sanchez. Paula is a graduate student studying socio-
cultural education at a large research university in the southwestern United 
States (University of the Southwest, USW). Dr. Tomás Sanchez is a senior 
professor at USW and chairs Paula’s dissertation committee.58 Professor 
Sanchez and Paula meet in a coff ee shop adjacent to the university to discuss 
their collaborative work in progress. Th eir story begins here:

TOMÁS CAFÉ CON LECHE?: BEGINNING TO EXAMINE 
CHICANA/O GRADUATE SCHOOL EXPERIENCES

“Professor Sanchez! Hi, I’m sorry I’m late, I had a little scare with a rattle-
snake on my front porch.” “Uh oh,” replied Sanchez, “He was just looking 
for shade probably. Are you and your roommate OK?” “Oh yeah,” I said, 
“It just took me a while to convince Eva it was safe to make a run for the 
car. She sends her saludos.” I reached out to shake his hand and he stood 
and gave me a hug across the little round table. Seeing he already had some 
coff ee, I off ered to get him a refi ll and asked, “Tomás café con leche?”59 He 
smiled and said, “Some nondairy creamers are fi ne for me, thanks Paula.” 
I then realized my own joke—his name was also Tomás. I’m so used to 
calling him Professor Sanchez, I don’t think I’ve ever called him by his fi rst 
name. As I ordered a piece of zucchini bread, an iced decaf carmel coff ee, 
and a refi ll for Sanchez, I went over in my head some of the main issues I 
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needed to remember to discuss with him. Th e editors of a new journal fo-
cused on Chicanas/os in education invited Sanchez to submit an article and 
he graciously asked me to co-author with him. With the deadline coming 
up, we needed a draft  soon. 

I sat back down at the table and unloaded a small pile of nondairy 
creamers and a stirrer for Professor Sanchez, who was skimming over 
headlines from the local newspaper. He began to stir in the creamers and 
asked me how I was doing. Since we usually began our meetings with social 
updates before jumping into the academic issues, we spoke for a few min-
utes about Las Madres, a parent group I’d been working with for a few years. 
I asked him whether he believes in ghosts and shared with him a strange 
encounter I experienced at a recent Las Madres meeting.60 Aft er listening 
intently to my recounting the events of that evening, Sanchez calmly said, 
“I hope we have some of that same spirited inspiration for our work.” Th en 
pointing out the window, he asked me, “Is that Gloria Anzaldúa out there?” 
I gasped, and turned to look out the coff ee shop window, quickly realizing 
Sanchez was teasing me. 

We laughed and then his face turned more serious as he said, “Paula, I 
am so proud of you. I fi nished reading over the latest draft  of your disserta-
tion and it is really, really good.” Seeing the broad smile on my face, he cau-
tioned, “I do have some feedback, but you’re doing really good work. I like 
how you’re re-conceptualizing parent involvement and community cultural 
wealth—I’ve always told you, you’re bad!” I laughed out loud, partly to ease 
my embarrassment and partly because of Sanchez’s use of the term “bad.” I 
managed to say, “Th ank you, I’m so glad you like it. I know I still have some 
work to do, but I am starting to feel a little better aft er addressing some of 
the concerns you had. You wanted to make sure I really listened to the par-
ents’ voices and let them tell their own story. And I never would have been 
able to do this without your encouragement.” I paused and then said, “Aft er 
so much struggle to get here, it’s hard to believe I’m so close to jumping 
through this last hoop.” Sanchez replied, “Yes, almost there.”

I took a quick sip of my caramel-covered coff ee and asked, “How are 
things with you?” I broke off  a piece of zucchini bread and off ered to share 
with Sanchez. He took a small piece and dipped it in his coff ee before eating 
it. He replied, “Th ings are good. I just made plane reservations to go visit my 
niece in California. It’s her fi rst quarter at UC-Oceanview, so Melinda and I 
are going to go hang out for a few days. You know how important that fi rst 
quarter is, that fi rst year actually, especially for Chicanas/os. She’s the fi rst of 
the nieces and nephews and hopefully not the last. My brother wanted her 
to stay here, maybe go to USW instead of going out-of-state, but he’s very 
proud and happy for her. Th ey took the train out there last month and he 
helped her settle into the dorms. Apparently, she has two roommates in her 
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half of a dorm suite that connects to another room, and six people share the 
bathroom.” I nodded knowingly and Sanchez continued, “My brother said 
she was all excited to be close to both the beach and the city. But he’s been 
an emotional wreck. And for me, of course, it’s just been crazy with writing 
letters of recommendation, chairing a faculty search committee, teaching a 
new course, and trying to revise and resubmit an article that I’m writing with 
one of my former students who is now an assistant professor over there at 
UC-Oceanview. Have you ever met Leticia Garcia?” “I don’t think so,” I said. 
He paused briefl y, then continued, “Leticia and I are writing an article about 
whether it’s possible to engage in Freirean methodology, to practice critical 
pedagogy within the constraints of university structures.61 We actually began 
working on it at a sociology conference last year.” “I’d be very interested in 
reading that,” I remarked. “Maybe you can read over our draft  and off er some 
suggestions?” he off ered. I nodded and ate a piece of the zucchini bread.

POSTPONING FAMILIA FOR ACADEMIA?
“Professor Sanchez, I got that job notice you emailed a couple weeks ago 
and I don’t want to disappoint you, but I’m seriously thinking about wheth-
er I should apply to work at a Research I institution or not.” I started to tear 
up, so I took a deep breath and a sip of my sweet, cool drink to calm down. 
I looked down as I continued; “It’s just that I’m still feeling so out of place. 
Sometimes, I feel like I’m suff ocating. Outside of USW, I could be working 
with so many communities. And I feel like I do a lot of talking about social 
change without having any time or energy to even engage in the activism I 
used to do.” I paused briefl y and looked up at him and said, “And I feel like 
I’m getting old already, and graduate school is just postponing my life.”

Professor Sanchez’s eyebrow raised, and he smiled slightly, “OK, now 
that’s a lot of concerns to unpack. To start, ‘activism’ comes in many forms, 
and you are actively engaged working with Las Madres. But I think I also 
know what you mean about reassessing your role as a scholar-activist or 
activist-scholar. Many of those who struggled for civil rights over the years 
will tell you to expect a series of gains and setbacks in the fi ght for social 
and racial justice, but we rarely tell each other about the personal and emo-
tional gains and setbacks we experience during those struggles. I oft en feel 
the same way about whether I’m ‘doing enough.’ Hopefully that discomfort 
keeps us grounded, so we don’t start thinking too highly of ourselves—and 
it also keeps us going.”62 Sanchez paused to drink some coff ee before add-
ing, “Let me ask, though, what do you mean by old?” I smiled and felt my 
face get hot, though I knew he was joking. 

I continued, “Th is last weekend, aft er being a bridesmaid at yet another 
one of my friend’s weddings, I went home and downloaded some articles 
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and came across this report by Mary Ann Mason and Marc Goulden.” I 
pulled my folder out from my bag and fl ipped through the articles quickly, 
placing a report on the table next to Professor Sanchez’s coff ee, titled Do 
Babies Matter?: Th e Eff ect of Family Formation on the Life Long Careers of 
Academic Men and Women.63

Looking through the article, he nodded and said, “Yes, a colleague 
forwarded this to me when it came out and then I just downloaded the 
second part of the study last week.” He pulled his laptop from his bag and 
turned it on. Aft er searching briefl y through his computer desktop fi les, he 
said, “Yep, here it is, Do Babies Matter Part II: Closing the Baby Gap.”64 “Oh 
wow!” I responded, consistently amazed at his ability to stay up-to-date in 
addition to all his other teaching and research responsibilities. I don’t know 
if I will ever reach that level. 

I explained, “Well, as you know then, Mason and Goulden utilize the 
Survey of Doctorate Recipients (SDR), to investigate ‘the theory that the 
workplace structure does not accommodate families with children,’65 and 
they fi nd that for women, yes, babies do matter.” I paused and made a face at 
Sanchez, sarcastically noting, “Th us the answer to the question in the title. 
But they also fi nd that the timing of babies matters so much so that ‘there 
is a consistent and large gap in achieving tenure for women who have early 
babies in contrast to men who have early babies.’66 So women who have ba-
bies within 5 years of earning their Ph.D. are 24% less likely to receive ten-
ure in the sciences than men and 20% less likely than men to earn tenure in 
humanities and social sciences. And the authors compare these women to 
men who have babies, not just single men working toward tenure. Th e data 
indicate that ‘Overall, women who attain tenure across disciplines are not 
likely to have children in the household.’67 I skimmed through the article 
searching for a specifi c quote and added, “But here comes the real kicker. It 
says that ‘Women in science who achieve tenure are twice as likely as men 
to be single!’68 And that the gap between the numbers of women versus 
men who remain single in the social sciences and humanities also looms 
quite large. I took a deep breath and blurted, “I don’t know, Professor. As a 
Chicana, how can I apply to a Research I school?” 

“As a Chicana?” he asked. I continued, “Well, yes, this research confi rms 
that the demands of a Research I institution may mean I have to choose be-
tween having a partner and a family or achieving tenure. According to most 
of my uncles, my cousin Itza and I have been ‘old maids’ since we reached 
our mid-20s. Sanchez laughed out loud, “Old maids, huh? Did your cousin 
also go to graduate school?” “Yes,” I replied, realizing that saying ‘old maids’ 
out loud did sound pretty funny. “Law school. She’s now studying for her 
bar exams.” 
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Professor Sanchez regained his composure, took a sip of his coff ee, 
and said, “Th ese are the times when I really wish a Chicana scholar could 
give you some insights. Th ough I don’t think we can get into all the gen-
dered expectations your uncles have for you and your cousin, maybe we 
can address what the article says about women in the academy.” I nodded 
in agreement and said, “OK, well, Mason and Goulden outline two theories 
that can account for the disparity in tenure achievement. Th e fi rst is what 
they call the ‘glass ceiling theory,’ which emphasizes gender discrimination.” 
Sanchez looked through the article again, and noted, “Ah, yes, they draw on 
the phrase ‘a thousand paper cuts’69 to refer to the patterns of subtle and 
overt gender-based incidents that keep women in subordinated positions 
to men.” “Yes,” I said, “And they separate discrimination theory from theo-
retical models emphasizing structures and systems that perpetuate gender 
inequality.” Sanchez sipped his coff ee as he skimmed and noted some of the 
author’s fi ndings, “Confl icts arise when the system requires academics to 
work 60 hours per week, travel to conferences, and relocate to wherever the 
jobs are available.” He remarked, “Yes, they basically say the tenure track 
structures don’t allow for the fl exibility women with families need. So re-
mind me, what do Mason and Goulden suggest?” 

I sighed as I fl ipped through the article, found the recommendations 
sections, and responded, “Th ey make some very good recommendations 
about how universities can provide mentoring for graduate students around 
issues of family/career confl icts,” I paused with a smirk, acknowledging our 
participation in just such a mentoring moment. I went on, “Th ey recom-
mend policies for stopping the clock, taking leaves, discounting the ‘résumé 
gap,’ and allowing for ladder-rank faculty to be on a part-time track without 
penalty for re-entry to full time,”70 I trailed off . 

Seeing that I looked unconvinced about the researchers’ suggestions, 
Sanchez gently asked, “But?” I bit my lower lip, thinking about how to word 
it, “Well, maybe they have it in the more recent article, but besides the fact 
that there are no recommendations for me as a single woman fi nishing her 
Ph.D., they don’t break down the gender numbers by race. So as I went 
through, I kept asking, ‘What about Chicanas?’ I think the lack of a ra-
cial/gender breakdown restricts the authors’ ability to ‘see’ the connection 
between structural inequality and discrimination, as opposed to referring 
to them as two separate theories.”

Sanchez scrolled through the article on his laptop and responded, “It 
looks like in this follow-up article, they don’t give suggestions for single 
women per se, but they urge institutions to incorporate more family-
friendly policies that would perhaps encourage some women who weren’t 
sure about the timing of getting married and having children before ten-
ure.” I winced as he continued, “Th ey fi nd that ‘Only one in three women 
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who takes a fast-track university job before having a child ever becomes a 
mother.’ And as you might say, here’s the kicker, ‘Women who achieve ten-
ure are more than twice as likely as their male counterparts to be single 12 
years aft er earning the Ph.D.’”71

I dramatically exclaimed, “Single 12 years aft er tenure? Ah man!” 
“Actually, they’re saying no man!” Sanchez replied, knowing I’d appreciate 
his quick wit. He added, “For men, family decisions don’t tend to come at 
the expense of professional success. In fact, the authors explain that men 
who have babies within the fi rst 5 years aft er earning their Ph.D. are 38% 
more likely to achieve tenure than women!”72

I admitted, “I guess I’m jumping a little ahead of myself. I have to fi nish 
the dissertation and get through graduate school fi rst.” Sanchez added, “I 
agree, and I still think you should put in an application. You’ll be fi led and 
done by the spring. And what a unique position, to be hired specifi cally to 
teach Chicana/o education from a sociological perspective. Plus, it doesn’t 
start til the fall. But at the same time, I think it’s important for you to think 
about all this, because those aren’t very encouraging patterns and it’s better 
to know what you’re up against. Many of us intuitively knew something was 
happening. I mean, it’s all around us. Our colleagues struggle to balance 
family with the academy, but we rarely discuss these issues openly, let alone 
examine them as our research focus.”

I nodded in agreement and said, “But the authors’ blindspot in terms of 
looking at race actually puts even more pressure on me as a Chicana to make 
sure I don’t become one of those women who doesn’t get tenure.” Sanchez 
looked a little confused, so I explained further. “I feel like as a Chicana aca-
demic, I’m already dealing with racialized assumptions about whether I de-
serve to be a ladder-rank faculty member. And that’s just me being a brown 
Chicana in a very White place. But a young, brown, pregnant Chicana? Or 
later, a Chicana with maybe a few kids? Th en I’ll have to not only deal with 
structures that discriminate against women, but also deal with racial stereo-
types about Mexican women being sexually promiscuous.” Sanchez added 
sarcastically, “or dependent on social services, and creating Spanish-speaking 
children who are a ‘burden’ on the U.S. school system?”

“But seriously,” I continued, “I know I’m probably worrying too far in 
advance, but the article also reminded me that we need more Chicanas to 
earn tenure in the academy because not enough people ask the questions 
that we do. Th ey just don’t seem to think about us. And so that means I 
need to not only ‘prove wrong’ the ideas and assumptions my colleagues 
may hold about Mexican women, but I also need to succeed through the 
tenure track so I can contribute to the research by and about Chicanas.”73

Sanchez began typing a few notes into the computer. “Can you say that 
again?” he asked. “What did I say?” I replied. I paused and said, “I feel pres-



 “It’s Exhausting Being Mexican American!” • 139

sure to ‘prove them wrong.’ To succeed in academia not just for myself, but 
for those who fought so I could be here and for those who will come aft er 
me.” Sanchez fi nished typing and smiled broadly. “So your children and 
their children can succeed in academia.” I appreciated his optimism. I could 
not bring myself to ask about what sacrifi ces he may have made to resolve 
the family/work confl ict. I know I am a direct benefi ciary of the time and 
energy he spends mentoring students.

Sanchez commented, “I’m typing this out because at some point, I want 
us to get back to the notion of ‘proving them wrong.’ It strikes me that you 
are talking about both resisting racism and being resilient in the face of in-
equality.” He paused and so I added, “Maybe ‘proving them wrong’ is a form 
of resistance?” “Maybe,” he replied. “Let’s keep thinking about that.” 

A BRIEF ANALYSIS OF CHICANA/O
DOCTORATE PRODUCTION 

Sanchez dipped another bit of the zucchini bread into his coff ee and asked, 
“Speaking of surviving and succeeding in academia, let’s get to our article. I 
want you to be able to send a good draft  of this article as part of your job ap-
plication so the committee can see you’re developing a publication record. 
Th e women organizing this special inaugural issue of A Journal of Chicana 
and Chicano Education have asked us to address Chicana/o doctorate pro-
duction generally. So, I thought we could maybe refl ect on our personal ex-
periences on the road to the Ph.D. and draw on the social science literature 
to create a composite of experiences—to humanize the numbers. Where are 
we on our brainstorming?”

I opened my book bag and said, “OK, what I did from last time we met is 
to begin to examine the National Research Council’s annual Survey of Earned 
Doctorates (SED). Th e survey, as you know, generates data for each doctoral 
recipient’s fi eld, undergraduate origins, support received during doctorate 
years, doctorate granting institution, postdoctoral plans, as well as race and 
gender.74 A few scholars have utilized this data to identify the baccalaureate 
origins of African American and Chicana/o doctorates75 for instance, but no 
one has really analyzed this data since 1989. So we’ll extend on some of that 
prior research and bring it up to date to include 1990–2000. But for this arti-
cle, I think we had agreed that we would just use the data to frame the discus-
sion in the rest of the article, no?” I asked. Sanchez nodded in agreement.

I brought out a graph from my bag and wiped some of the crumbs off  
the table to place it where we could both see. “Alrighty,” I began, “from 
1990–2000, U.S. universities produced 325,573 doctorates, and Chicanas/os 
earned 3,403 or 1% of these degrees. By gender, of the 177,236 total male-
earned doctorates, Chicano men earned 1,788 (1%). And of the 148,337 
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total female earned doctorates, Chicana women earned 1,615 (1.1%). So 
that’s the overall picture, but then I started focusing just on the women.” 

“Now, the fi rst assumption you said people may make is that Chicanas 
earned fewer degrees because there are just fewer numbers of Chicanas 
compared to White women. So I looked for equitable representation in 
terms of how many Chicanas there are in the United States and how many 
White women. But of course, it has to be the number of women who would 
be possibly eligible for a doctorate, so they can’t be 15 years old or some-
thing. And so I used Sue Berryman’s76 work here because she fi gured out 
that 32 is the median age for earning a Ph.D. Using the parity index cre-
ated by Berryman and Daniel Solórzano,77 I compared women from each 
racial/ethnic group between the ages of 30 and 34 years old. And I put the 
numbers on the graph here” (fi gure 5.1). 

I continued, “U.S. Census data shows that from 1990–2000, 6.7% of 
Chicanas in the United States were between the ages of 30–34. And I had 
already calculated that Chicanas averaged 1.1% of the female doctorates 
earned in that 11-year period. It’s pretty dramatic to see this disproportion-
ate underrepresentation. In contrast, 69.7% of White women were between 
the ages of 30–34, but they earned 81.1% of the female doctorates from 
1990–2000. Clearly, the data show White women disproportionately over-
represented in the number of earned female doctorates.” 
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Sanchez exclaimed, “To achieve parity—to even reach the level of their 
30–34 year old age cohort—Chicana doctorate production would need to 
increase over 600%! And, looking at your chart, African American women 
earning doctorates would pretty much need to double, to go from 6.1% 
to 12.9% to reach parity. Th e data also indicate slight underrepresentation 
of Native American women doctorates, though that is an extremely small 
base.” I noted, “And Asian American women doctorates appear overrepre-
sented, though to a lesser extent than Whites.”79

Sanchez made a few illegible notes on the side of the graph, looked up, 
and said, “Alright! Th is gives us a really good snapshot to frame the discus-
sion. Although at some point I’d like to look at the numbers for Chicanos 
and African American men in comparison to their age cohort as well.80 
What did you have in mind for the best way to present this and tell a story 
of graduate school in the article?”

I fi nished off  the rest of my iced coff ee and said, “Good question. You 
mentioned creating a composite of experiences, and I’m thinking we should 
do a counterstory.” Sanchez looked interested, so I continued, “It’s very dif-
fi cult to understand everything that happens to Chicana doctoral students 
without a critical understanding of the Chicana/o educational pipeline, but 
given space limits, we can only touch on that briefl y. From the social sci-
ence and humanities literature, we have already gathered multiple accounts 
of graduate school experiences from Chicanas and Women of Color, so I 
want to make sure to note those experiences of marginality. But I also want 
to mention those more personal family issues that are crucial to shaping 
some of the decisions Chicanas make in pursuit of the doctorate. Now that 
I’m looking at my notes, I’m remembering in the literature that the notion 
of ‘proving them wrong’ seemed to be a driving force for many Chicana/o 
scholars. And now we’re thinking maybe we can conceptualize ‘proving 
them wrong’ as a form of resistance. All that to say I think the counterstory 
should be a discussion between a graduate student and her professor, kinda 
like what we’re doing right now!”

THE INVISIBLE CHICANA: SILENCE AND SELFDOUBT 
IN GRADUATE SCHOOL 

Professor Sanchez glanced at his watch and said, “Do you want to walk over 
to the library then and continue this discussion?” We cleared off  the table 
and walked out of the coff ee shop to a beautiful sunny day. Th e slightly 
warm breeze caught me off  guard and the graph I had shown Sanchez fl ew 
out of my hands. We fi nally caught up with the piece of paper about half 
a block down. Sanchez chided, “Are the spirits reminding us that equity is 
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elusive?” I retorted, “Or that we need to be more vigilant about document-
ing the legacy of racism?” 

Agreeing it was too nice of a day to spend entirely inside the library, 
we took a scenic walk through campus. As we walked, Sanchez asked me 
to share some of my memories of starting graduate school. I thought for a 
minute and then said, “I remember in my fi rst year, I felt so out of place, 
like I was an exotic creature on display at the zoo or something. I was the 
only Chicana in my cohort, and as you know, I came straight from the B.A., 
while a lot of the students took time off  school to work or raise a family 
or whatever before returning to complete a Ph.D. So I defi nitely stuck out 
as the youngest. And I had never really interacted so much with private-
school-educated students. Th e few Black women in my cohort pretty much 
came from upper-class backgrounds and seemed to interact comfortably 
right away with the White women. I remember other students talking about 
their winter break plans, and one was heading to the south of France while 
another was traveling to meet her fi ancé’s parents, who were dignitaries 
somewhere in South America. What am I going to say to that? ‘My plan is 
to make tamales with my family?’ Sanchez interjected, “I like tamales.” “Me, 
too,” I said, “but you know what I mean.” He nodded.

I continued, “Early on, the students organized themselves into groups 
according to what week they had signed up to present the class readings 
during the semester. I emailed my group and they told me the date, time, 
and place, so I took off  from work early that day to make sure I arrived 
on time and ready to go. I waited for one hour, and fi nally one of the stu-
dents from my group showed up. She casually commented that she had 
only come up to that fl oor to make copies. It turns out the group had de-
cided to change the location of the meeting. So I followed her downstairs 
to fi nd that the rest of the group had already planned out the presentation 
and were fi nishing the meeting so they could head into the seminar. No one 
had bothered to call or email me, but somehow they all communicated the 
change in plans to each other. During the presentation, I winged my part, 
but it looked choppy and the professor didn’t seem too impressed. I ended 
up looking unprepared.”

I went on, “I also remember getting really bad migraines that fi rst year 
of grad school. But even though I felt uncomfortable, I still tried to speak 
out, especially in those fi rst few classes. I mean, as an undergraduate, I was 
very outspoken, especially in my sociology or Chicana/o Studies courses. 
As a graduate student, I really felt I had nothing to off er. I remember in 
one of the Intro to Urban Education core courses, race fi nally came up as a 
subject midway through the semester. As part of our discussion on Brown 
v. Board of Education,81 the professor asked the class to respond to one of 
the readings that addressed the eff ects of desegregation on both Black and 
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White students. And as the discussion went on, I brought up the Mendez 
v. Westminster82 case. I said something about Brown aff ecting Mexican stu-
dents and Mexican students aff ecting Brown through the Mendez decision 
in 1946.83 And right away, the professor responded that the Mendez case 
was only a state case and had no bearing on the Brown decision. I replied 
that Mendez set precedent in being the fi rst case to strike down the 1896 
Plessy v. Ferguson84 ‘separate but equal’ doctrine, and that legal precedent 
provides the basis for how attorneys argue at the higher court levels. I even 
turned to one of the other students in the class who was a lawyer return-
ing to get her Ph.D. And she just sat there, silent. So the professor again 
said my remark lacked relevance and the discussion moved on. At that mo-
ment I felt so alone, so invisible. All these students with blank stares and 
the professor dismissing not just my contribution, but ignoring historical 
fact—like writing Chicanas/os out of history right there in the classroom.”

Professor Sanchez remarked, “He probably wasn’t familiar enough with 
the case and so you inadvertently challenged his mystique as the all-know-
ing professor.” I threw my hands up in the air and stated, “Obviously! But 
even though I knew he was wrong and Mendez did impact Brown, it still 
made me doubt myself. I went home and was so mad at myself for not 
saying more. I should’ve explained that Th urgood Marshall—the NAACP85 
attorney who argued the Brown case in the Supreme Court—also fi led 
an amicus brief in the Mendez case 8 years earlier. I could’ve said that in 
California, the Mendez case led to the Andersen bill—legislation repealing 
all mandated racial segregation from the State’s education school code.86 
Governor Earl Warren signed that bill into law—the same Warren who be-
came Chief Justice of the U.S. Supreme Court, and ruled in the Brown case 
8 years later!”87

Sanchez nodded and added, “I’ve been there. Th e professor made 
you second-guess yourself and that experience can kind of stun you. So 
you might have that delayed response, and you go home thinking, ‘Oh, I 
could’ve said this, I should’ve said that!’ I’m sure you know that you were 
right on about the links between Mendez and Brown. Actually, Marshall co-
authored that amicus brief on behalf of the NAACP in the Mendez case. Th e 
Mendez case also set precedent because of the use of social science research 
to support legal arguments. Th e prosecution used social scientist expert 
witnesses, and the Judge used social science alongside legal precedent to 
make his ruling. And the NAACP picked up on that strategy and used it in 
Brown with the Kenneth Clark doll studies.”88

Sanchez continued, “Have you read Aida Hurtado’s book Th e Color of 
Privilege: Th ree Blasphemies on Race and Feminism?”89 “Yes, a few years ago,” 
I replied. “Well,” said Sanchez, “Do you remember toward the end, where 
she uses a form of critical race theory counterstorytelling to construct a 
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fable about the unspoken race and gender rules of power?” I nodded hesi-
tantly, not sure what he was getting at.

He went on, “She is explaining how society oppresses Women of Color 
through an unspoken ‘treaty’ that includes multiple rules of race, gender, 
and class.90 But she uses a ‘Trickster’ character to begin to reveal some of 
these rules. So the ‘Trickster’ starts out by explaining, ‘If I am not the center 
of the universe, you do not exist. If I am not the central actor in whatever 
drama, I will not listen to you, I will not acknowledge your presence…my 
ability to not see you is my power. If I do not see you, you do not exist. If you 
only exist at my will, you are nothing without my attention. I am, therefore, 
the one who controls who is real and who is not.’”91

“Whoa,” I took a minute to let that really sink in. “I’ll have to go back 
and re-read that section to see if I made any notes in the margins. We 
walked in silence for a few moments.

Th inking to myself, I recalled legal scholar Margaret Montoya’s92 recent 
article on silence and silencing. Th rough her painful experiences of being 
silenced and rendered invisible, she came to believe that silence off ers a 
pedagogical tool that can transform the courtroom and the classroom. I 
mentioned this to Sanchez and he agreed, “Silence can be very powerful, 
whether it is imposed or whether we choose silence. Audre Lorde’s poem 
‘Litany of Silence’93 says it’s better to speak out and I think Montoya also 
says we need to break the silence, right?” I nodded. 

Sanchez continued, “But they both recognize that it’s diffi  cult to de-
cide when to be silent or when to speak—especially when others refuse to 
even see you, let alone listen.94 You know, psychologist Olivia Espin95 writes 
about maintaining silence as a form of self-preservation. Her work reso-
nates with that research project I’ve been working on, examining how law 
school Students of Color experience and respond to the campus racial cli-
mate. In my analysis of the focus group transcripts, I found a clear pattern 
of students feeling very isolated, just like you. And in response, they choose 
to remain silent.96 Th ey rarely speak out in class—as a strategy—hoping 
that when they do comment, people will listen. But I know it’s very hard to 
know what strategy to use and when.97 I added, “Especially when you feel 
your heart practically beating in your head as you raise your hand to chal-
lenge racism and White privilege in spaces where folks haven’t given those 
issues much thought.” Sanchez agreed, “Even as they silence you, they seem 
blind to the ways they ‘other’ your experience, and recenter their White and 
male privilege.”98

We continued walking and I remarked, “What also hits me about that 
day in class where I tried to talk about Mendez is like what you said about 
second-guessing myself. I really began to doubt myself. And it brought 
back the same feeling of self-doubt I remember experiencing when I was 
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an undergraduate and I thought that someone would come up to me and 
say, ‘You know, your application was mistakenly put in the yes pile, so we 
apologize, but this whole thing has been an error. You’re going to have to 
pack your bags and leave. You aren’t supposed to be here.’”99 

I continued, “And that voice of self-doubt comes up time and again as I’ve 
continued through academia. I mean, how did I get through educational struc-
tures that systematically limit access to graduate school for Chicanas/os? How 
did I survive through the fi rst-grade class where the teacher and school 
psychologist labeled me Educable Mentally Retarded because of my very 
low standardized exam scores? I guess they didn’t have the staff  to off er the 
exam in Spanish at that time. How did I survive being bussed to the middle 
school across town? It was located in a White neighborhood, but the White 
parents sent their kids to private schools. So instead of attending my local 
middle school with my Chicana/o neighbors, I spent 2 hours a day on a 
bus to go to a school with Chicana/o kids from all across the city.100 How 
did I survive going to a high school with one college counselor for a couple 
thousand students, and a constant police presence? I had a better chance 
of getting information from the army recruiters than I did from the local 
college. Some of my teachers in high school told me that I wasn’t really 
‘college material’ even though I earned A’s in the few Advanced Placement 
(AP) classes the school off ered. I was one of the very few Students of Color 
in those predominately White AP classes, even though my high school was 
predominately Latina/o.101 I graduated number fi ve in my senior class, but 
when one of my classmates found out a ‘prestigious’ university accepted 
me, the fi rst comments out of her mouth were, ‘Well, they made it easier for 
you to get in because you’re Mexican.’ And I know so many of my friends 
from my K–12 years were actually much smarter than me, more critical and 
really sharp, but they didn’t have the opportunity to go to college, let alone 
graduate school. And part of me sometimes feels guilty about being the one 
who’s here.” I paused, realizing my heart seemed like it had really started 
pounding from recalling all those barriers. I remarked, “So to be silenced 
as a doctoral student, well, it brings back a lot of memories.”

“Obviously,” teased Sanchez. “Th e literature shows us that many 
Chicanas and other Scholars of Color face the same self-doubt,102 survivor’s 
guilt103 and imposter syndrome.104 And few professors or other graduate 
students are prepared to even address these issues in a theoretical discus-
sion, let alone deal with an actual student who has struggled through urban 
schools and who is already dealing with the personal aspects of internalized 
racism.” 

“Personal aspects of internalized racism?” I asked. “Yes,” said Sanchez, 
“self-doubt, survivor’s guilt, and the imposter syndrome represent three of 
the more personal aspects of internalized racism that Scholars of Color face 
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in historically White institutions. We may be able to intellectualize about 
racial formations in the United States105 and examine the multiple forms of 
racism, but we rarely examine the psychophysiological eff ects these racial 
formations and multiple forms of racism have on our bodies, minds, and 
spirits.”106

RACIAL MICROAGGRESSIONS, MEES, AND RACIAL 
BATTLE FATIGUE

Sanchez explained, “Some scholars have begun to analyze these eff ects by 
focusing on daily, oft en subtle forms of racism. Take for instance the work 
of Chester Pierce, a psychiatrist and professor of education. Pierce has 
published research since at least the 1970s documenting racism occurring 
as subtle, stunning mini-assaults, or what he termed ‘racial microaggres-
sions.’107 He asserts that these racialized put-downs have both immediate 
and long-term, cumulative eff ects on Blacks. A few other scholars have 
expanded on Pierce’s research to look at some of the layers of these racial 
insults, like gender, phenotype, accent.”108 I nodded, remembering read-
ing about Chicana/o scholars enduring racial microaggressions in aca-
demia.109

Sanchez continued, “Grace Carroll110 extends Pierce’s work to describe 
that being Black in the United States means living in a society permeated 
by mundane and extreme racism and punctuated by incessant microag-
gressions. So she fi nds that African Americans face mundane extreme en-
vironmental stress, or what she calls MEES. And William Smith111 then 
focuses on the stress part of the equation, explaining that constant exposure 
to MEES reveals the cumulative eff ect of racial microaggressions. He ar-
gues that the stress associated with racial microaggressions causes African 
Americans to experience various forms of mental and physical strain, or 
what he terms ‘racial battle fatigue.’”112

I listened intently as Sanchez added, “Your experiences confi rm that 
Chicanas/os are very likely to experience MEES in graduate school. And 
the cumulative stress of dealing with racial microaggressions oft en results 
in racial battle fatigue. We may not even be aware of the connections be-
tween racism and our increased blood pressure, or headaches, nervousness, 
increased swearing, nightmares, or other symptoms, so the racial battle fa-
tigue goes untreated or misdiagnosed.113

“Because graduate programs tend to tokenize or exoticize Chicanas, 
and omit, distort, or stereotype Chicana/o histories,114 they fail to see stu-
dents like you as a resource. As some of your research suggests, Chicana/o 
students cultivate a wealth of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities, and net-
works in their homes and communities. But schools rarely recognize those 
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valuable forms of knowledge. Your work complements Dolores Delgado 
Bernal’s research showing that Students of Color are ‘holders and creators 
of knowledge.’115 Delgado Bernal suggests that universities’ policies should 
acknowledge Chicana students’ mestiza116 consciousness and ways of know-
ing as assets.117 I’m not saying universities should exploit your knowledges, 
but they are really missing out on learning from your experiences and the 
historical memory you bring to this historically White, middle-class space. 
And they make you feel like you have nothing to contribute! Th ere seems 
to be a little bit of arrogance in the dismissive way my colleagues tend to 
treat Chicanas.”

I DIDN’T FLUNK…THEY FAILED ME
We paused in our discussion to walk up a steep fl ight of stairs that curved 
and led to a gravel-covered road. We headed toward the “top” of the cam-
pus, looking to be inspired by the incredible panoramic city view.

Maybe the heat had started to aff ect me or I am just really out of shape, 
but I felt a little out of breath as we climbed the stairs. Sanchez, who is 
an avid runner, continued the dialogue without any indication of physical 
strain. He said, “I’ve seen that faculty tend to treat Chicano students a little 
diff erently—as if Chicanos should be cleaning their offi  ce, not going to their 
offi  ce hours. Or Chicano students are watched with suspicion and ques-
tioned about their ‘business’ on campus. And of course, academic elitism 
and classism enable faculty to only acknowledge forms of cultural capital 
they see in themselves. And gender discrimination in academia privileges 
men, like we discussed with the issue of family/work confl ict. But Chicanos 
do experience gendered racism and I don’t think we know enough about 
that. We need more research on the ways race and gender intersect.”118

I replied, “I agree. For a Chicana like me, from a working-class back-
ground, race, gender, and class link inextricably and most research doesn’t 
really ‘get’ that.” I caught my breath and said, “I’m not sure how this connects 
to MEES and racial battle fatigue, but I don’t remember being so angry before 
graduate school. I mean, coming to my identity as a Chicana stirred up a lot 
of emotion, and at times, when I learned about the histories omitted from 
my elementary, junior high, and high school classes, I was angry. But not like 
this. And I really didn’t feel very angry when I started graduate school either. 
I felt hopeful and optimistic. I started asking questions and I guess that made 
people uncomfortable like you said, because it showed that they might have 
had some blindspots in their theoretical approaches to urban schooling. Like, 
I asked why do we label students ‘at risk’ of failing school instead of labeling 
schools ‘at risk’ of failing students? Th ose questions earned me the ‘angry 
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Chicana’ label, and it stuck with me. But I guess it worked in my favor when 
the qualifying exams committee failed me.”

“Oh yes, anger can be an asset sometimes,” Sanchez remarked. “Th at 
might be something we can include in the article, remind me again what 
happened with your exams? I remember you went and respectfully asked 
each of the three professors to give you feedback and help you understand 
why they failed you?” “Yes!” I recalled, “One said that I exaggerated the 
issue of race and another felt that I misunderstood the concept of agency. 
Ironically, for someone who supposedly didn’t understand the concept, I 
certainly ended up exercising my agency.”

Sanchez asked, “It seems like they were surprised you questioned their 
decision.” “I think so,” I replied, “Th ey asked me to bring them a copy of 
my exam so they could outline where I had gone wrong. Th e professor who 
had dismissed my comments about Mendez in his class said that I lacked 
critical analysis skills, but he couldn’t really identify any analysis problems 
on my exam. It was like they were responding to their impression of me as 
a quiet student. It didn’t even phase them that they had silenced me during 
their courses.” Imitating the professors, I sarcastically asked, “Why is she so 
quiet?” Rolling my eyes, I exclaimed, “Hmmm, I wonder?!”

I continued, “So I couldn’t get them to really pin down what egregious 
errors I had committed. I asked them what my options were and they said 
I would benefi t from sitting in on the three core courses again the follow-
ing year and then I could retake the exam.” Sanchez interjected, “Another 
year? I thought you could retake exams within the same academic year?” I 
responded, “Well, maybe not in my division. At least that’s not the option 
they gave me. Th ey wanted me to extend my program another year, but I 
didn’t see them off ering me any real reason why.” 

“I asked the Department secretary if I could make copies of the other 
students’ exams to see where I went wrong. She said that was fi ne, and she 
suggested I also speak to the Department Chair if I had questions about 
the exam policy. I was too embarrassed and upset to read in the student 
lounge—in the building where my presence was being questioned as unde-
served—so I took the copies home. And as I read, I stopped being shocked 
and hurt and started getting angry. I outlined line by line where the exam 
committee found faults in my essays and praised the other students for the 
same things. I mean, the exam grading was supposedly a ‘blind’ process, 
but I’m the only Chicana in my cohort and the only one who cites beyond 
the required readings to include Scholars of Color. Aft er reading the other 
students’ exams, I saw that it was obvious for the committee which exam I 
wrote. I remember coming to you and other professors to ask you to consider 
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my exam in comparison with the other students to make sure I wasn’t just 
imagining the discrepancies.”

Sanchez noted, “Th at’s right, I remember I was thinking, ‘Th ose pro-
fessors in your division are asking for trouble.’ Th ey were too obvious in 
treating your work diff erently. When I assessed the exams, I clearly saw 
that your responses were on par—if not better than most of the other stu-
dents’—just on the quality of your writing alone! Yet they all passed without 
question.” 

I recalled, “So aft er talking with you, I went to ask the Chair of the 
Department about the protocol to challenge the committee’s decision and 
he told me to write a letter asking them to reassess my exam. But the pro-
fessors who had fl unked me started hearing that I had consulted some of 
their colleagues on the merits of my exam and I planned to appeal the com-
mittee’s decision.” Sanchez nodded and said, “Th ey realized they’d have to 
defend their decision and explain with evidence why they failed you. But 
because you had copies of the other exams, you had the evidence. It was 
clear they failed you without cause.” I remarked, “I draft ed this whole letter 
of appeal, but they ‘reassessed’ my exam before I submitted the request.” 
Sanchez said, “Th ose initial critiques of your exam were more telling than 
the committee was willing to admit. I mean, here’s a student who writes 
about and embodies race, agency, and critical analysis!”119

I conceeded, “Th at whole process took a month and drained me emo-
tionally. When I fi rst got the letter that I failed, I went home and cried. 
Listening to the professors tell me I needed to retake a year of coursework, 
I felt discouraged. Aft er I read the other students’ exams and realized my 
exam had merit, I still couldn’t shake that self-doubt they had created in 
me. And I felt totally exhausted just having to go to campus each day, con-
tinue my regular work as a TA, and take on this new job of fi ghting back 
against the exam committee.”

Sanchez shook his head and said, “But you didn’t let them crush you. 
You didn’t let them stamp out that fi re in your spirit.120 Th ey may have 
dampened it, and they certainly tried to stifl e it, but you used that hurt and 
that anger to fuel your spirit. I hope we include this as part of the article, 
because your experiences, that pain and anger is centuries old. It’s part of 
our collective, historical memory of being enslaved, colonized, denied ac-
cess to education, impoverished, and pushed to society’s margins, whether 
in barrios, inner cities, on reservations, or on university campuses.”121

“Yes, my early Ph.D. student experiences included a lot of pain and an-
ger. Like Edward James Olmos says in the fi lm Selena, ‘It’s exhausting being 
Mexican American!’”122
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INTERNALIZING RACISM AND LASHING OUT
AT OTHER PEOPLE OF COLOR

Sanchez smiled at my eff ort to bring some humor to a painful discussion. 
He remarked, “It is exhausting! Th at’s the racial battle fatigue.123 And be-
yond the ways racism hurts us, sometimes, we take our internalized racism 
and our personal feelings of self-doubt, survivor’s guilt, and imposter syn-
drome and we lash out at other People of Color. Like Paulo Freire told us in 
the 1970s, the oppressed can become the oppressor.124 It’s one of the saddest 
things that I’ve seen in academia.”

“And one of the least talked about though,” I remarked. Sanchez nod-
ded, “We are already perceived as inferior to Whites and undeserving of 
our academic titles, so who wants to talk about how we begin to treat other 
People of Color in ways that can only be described as race and gender-
based discrimination? And while I’ve seen some overt and very painful 
lashing out, sometimes we express our internalized racism in more subtle 
forms that reveal we are going beyond the point of ‘buying into’ a system 
that injures other People of Color—we are actually perpetuating it. Like 
when we resurrect ‘standards’ for graduate admission or faculty promo-
tion that we know function as race, gender, and class barriers. We use SAT 
and GRE scores for admissions and we judge our junior colleagues based 
on whether they’ve published in so-called ‘fi rst-tier’ journals. Knowing 
that standardized testing measures privilege White and middle-class stu-
dents125 and those ‘fi rst-tier’ journals rarely publish ethnic or race-specifi c 
research.126 So here we have Faculty of Color upholding a system that kept 
higher education segregated for years and continues to do so. Th ey‘ve be-
come guardians of a system that treated them like imposters, gave them 
survivor’s guilt, and instilled self-doubt in them. I don’t think we’ll have the 
space to discuss it extensively in the article, but maybe we should at least 
mention that the competitive nature of academia exacerbates feelings of 
isolation and distrust.” 

“And that subtle, social expression of internalized racism happens be-
tween students too,” I responded. “Unfortunately, Chicana/o students some-
times act like those faculty you’re describing. One of us shares an idea and 
then someone else will try to take credit for that idea. I’ve always thought 
that was a little crazy. How can one person own an idea? And who’s to say 
that someone else never thought of that idea? I hate that sense of competi-
tion that creeps into these spaces. Here we are bickering among ourselves 
when we should be helping support each other. But what does that say for 
trying to increase the numbers of Students of Color in doctoral programs? 
We need to deal with our internalized racism before we start giving conser-
vatives more excuses to resegregate higher education.”
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“Oh, they don’t need any excuses,” said Sanchez. He added, “But I 
think some of our dirty laundry so-to-speak says we actually need more 
Chicanas/os in the academy.127 Th en maybe the stakes won’t seem so high, 
with folks trying to sabotage each other so they can get a leg up. And maybe 
all of our hopes and fears won’t be caught up on just a few of us. So while 
some Chicanas/os lash out at others, there will be Chicana/o allies who are 
able to recognize and deal with their internalized racism in less self-defeat-
ing and less hurtful ways.” 

LESSONS FROM GRAD SCHOOL SURVIVORS
Sanchez turned to me and asked, “You want to head over to the café and 
continue this discussion over lunch?” We walked to a nearby campus café 
and the cool of the air conditioner provided welcome relief from the aft er-
noon sun. I ordered a chicken salad while Sanchez asked for a turkey sand-
wich and chips. As I sat picking the red grapes out of my salad and piling 
them on a napkin to throw away, Sanchez teasingly reminded me that the 
United Farmworkers (UFW) grape boycott was over. I shot back that for 
me grapes would always be a symbol of the farm workers’ struggle and that 
their fi ght for fair working conditions continues.128 He remarked, “I agree. 
When I was younger, I worked briefl y as an organizer with the union and 
my heart breaks knowing that 40 years aft er the historic grape boycott, the 
union must be so vigilant in insisting that growers treat farm workers with 
dignity. But Paula, those grapes were paid for as part of your salad.” “I didn’t 
know!” I exclaimed. He smiled and shook his head, seeing my stubbornness 
and enjoying watching me squirm. “We all live contradictions,” I fi nally 
conceded with a smile.

Sanchez returned to our discussion of the article, saying, “When you’ve 
been confronted with either verbal or nonverbal racial and gender micro-
aggressions, have you ever confronted the professor or the students about 
their actions?” 

“A couple times. Aft er one of my presentations that fi rst year, this 
middle-age White student from New York came up to me and commented 
about how well I articulated myself. Th en, she asked me how long I’d been 
speaking English. She seemed so surprised when I told her I’m a fourth-
generation Chicana, born and raised here in the Southwest, so I asked her 
how long she’d been speaking English. She looked at me like I was crazy 
and said, ‘I was just trying to give you a complement.’ Later, the professor 
had us go around the room and give constructive criticism on each other’s 
proposals, and supposedly some students didn’t want to give me feedback 
because they felt their remarks might be misinterpreted.” 



152 • Critical Race Counterstories along the Chicana/Chicano Educational Pipeline

I added, “Eventually, I realized that sometimes confrontation takes too 
much energy. To create some counterspaces where I could renew my en-
ergy, I started to reach out to family, friends, and colleagues more. But you 
had to remind me a lot in those fi rst years to pick and choose my battles. 
And even though that was hard for me to hear, you were always right.” 
Sanchez smiled. He oft en complained in a joking fashion that his students 
didn’t listen to him, and I liked to teasingly point out that it’s diffi  cult to 
recognize great wisdom when you fi rst hear it.

Sanchez commented, “It is very diffi  cult to pick and choose our battles, 
and sometimes just as diffi  cult to decide which strategy to use to engage a 
battle. I think I also gave you a few citations in the literature to read about 
other Chicanas and Women of Color who survived graduate school. Come 
to think of it, the reading list we’re using for this article includes some of 
those pieces, right?”129

“Yes, and those articles really got me through. In the midst of reading so 
much research by and about Whites, I went through those articles you gave 
me and highlighted almost everything! Th en I looked up all the other piec-
es those scholars cited. I became a footnote researcher! It helped me follow 
up on concepts they mentioned in passing and it gave me a starting place 
at the library. So, I read Montoya’s130 autobiographical essay about growing 
up as a poor, Spanish-speaking Chicana. She learned early on to disguise 
her background by speaking English without an ‘accent,’ excelling in edu-
cation, and trying to acculturate. She describes how she created elaborate 
masks as ‘defenses against racism passed on to us by our parents to help us 
get along in school and in society.’131 And she specifi cally writes about the 
diff erent ‘masks’ she wore at Harvard Law School, while she attempted to 
hide her Chicana working-class background and her cultural knowledges 
that others considered ‘taboo.’ And I really connected with the metaphor 
of her mother combing her hair into tight braids as a child, and later her 
own social and academic eff orts to not look so greñuda.132 Montoya fi nally 
realized that who she is informs what she brings to the academy. And her 
family, community history, language, and personal experiences strengthen 
her academic pursuits. But it took years of being silenced and experiencing 
invisibility for her to recognize that.” 

I smiled and began to speak faster, remembering the emotions I felt 
when reading these women’s scholarship. “I also read Gloria Cuádraz and 
Jennifer Pierce’s133 essay on their racialized, gendered, and classed experi-
ences as a Chicana and a White working-class woman struggling through 
a sociology Ph.D. program at UC-Berkeley. I really related to their stories 
in so many ways. Th ey felt silenced, angry, and marginalized. Th ey had 
fi nancial burdens and felt a strong sense of responsibility to succeed to 
acknowledge and honor all those in their communities who didn’t have 
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the opportunity to pursue higher education. Cuádraz and Pierce echoed 
some of Montoya’s grad school experiences, feeling the embarrassment of 
having their working class status exposed. And some of the scenarios they 
described, I had also faced. Like asserting an argument in class and hav-
ing everyone give a blank stare, and then, minutes later, a male student re-
phrases your statement and suddenly everyone applauds the remark as the 
most brilliant argument ever! Pierce says that she exploded aft er this had 
happened repeatedly in one of her courses. But by the time she defended 
herself, she had become so angry that her voice refl ected her frustration. 
Instead of the professor clarifying the need for mutual respect in the class-
room, he told Pierce aft erward she was ‘too hard’ on the other graduate stu-
dent.134 And Cuádraz actually took a break from graduate school to regain 
her strength before fi nishing her degree. Speaking of taking a break, do you 
want another drink?”

I excused myself to refi ll my lemonade and Sanchez’s Diet Coke. When 
I returned to the table I explained, “I think those two articles in particular 
began to help me move toward the dissertation. Th ey encouraged me to 
continue, but they also showed me that I could do it on my terms. Each 
of those women brought various cultural knowledges to graduate school. 
I mean, Cuádraz and Pierce recognize the way the academy rewards cul-
tural capital135 and reproduces race, gender, and class hierarchies, but they 
discuss how they survived by acquiring some of that capital, which they 
reconceptualize as ‘endurance labor.’ Th ey say ‘endurance labor’ refers to 
the ‘relentless drive to persist, in spite of, and many times, because of ad-
versity.’136 Montoya initially disguised her cultural knowledges by putting 
on masks in an eff ort to look like she had acquired the ‘appropriate’ cul-
tural capital to ‘fi t in’ at Harvard Law School. But in the end, she realizes 
that to survive in the academy she needs to embrace her greñas,137 to draw 
on those languages, histories, and experiences that are marginalized in the 
academy and in society.”

Sanchez smiled, listened patiently, and fi nished the last of his chips. 
He said, “In the end, they choose the margin instead of being relegated to 
the margin. Of course, they choose from among limited options. But they 
recognize the contradictory nature of academia itself. Education can func-
tion as a tool of oppression or empowerment. And although Chicanas/os 
experience extreme marginalization in graduate education, these women 
confi rm that the margin can also be a space where we generate hope and 
transformational resistance. bell hooks is right in saying that we don’t know 
enough about the margin as a site of resistance.”138

We cleaned off  our trays and gathered our bags again to walk back to-
ward the main campus. Sanchez noted, “I’m glad that those articles helped 
you fi nd joy in your research.” I nodded and smiled, wondering to myself 
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what I would have done if I had not come across those articles, if I did not 
have Sanchez’s mentorship. How did Sanchez and others of his generation 
get through? I immediately felt a pang of worry in my stomach, thinking 
about my responsibility to create and maintain access and opportunities for 
future generations of Chicanas/os coming through the academy.139 Will my 
research really make any diff erence for Chicanas/os making their way along 
the educational pipeline?

Sanchez remarked, “I am very proud of you Paula for taking on the SED 
data and taking a risk to engage in the process of learning a new methodol-
ogy. It’s exciting that we can begin to really examine the changing portrait 
of Chicana/o Ph.D. production over the last 20 years.” I nodded and said, 
“I’m excited too. Th ough I wouldn’t be able to take this risk if I didn’t have 
you to support me. I think it will really expand my ability to refl ect on the 
multiple transition points along the Chicana/o educational pipeline. And 
I hope to eventually follow up with some qualitative methods, to address 
some of the questions that the survey just doesn’t get at.”

Sanchez added, “Th at’s really what we do, isn’t it? We ask questions, 
but we ask about the experiences of those who, like you said earlier, are not 
even on the radar screen, those at the margins of society, or as Derrick Bell 
writes, ‘those faces at the bottom of society’s well.’140 Th at’s why Margaret 
Andersen’s141 piece a few years ago really spoke to me. She asks: What 
would sociology look like if we centered Women of Color in our teaching 
instead of marginalizing them? She challenges sociology as a fi eld to decen-
ter Whiteness and maleness and in turn, to create curriculum where People 
of Color can ask questions on our own terms.” 

I remarked, “I think Stephanie Marquez142 extends on Andersen’s argu-
ment. She explains that in Introduction to Sociology textbooks, Chicanas 
and specifi c subgroups of Latinas in general are basically made invisible 
under the generic and contradictory term ‘Hispanic.’ She says the experi-
ences of Chicanas and other diverse Latina/o subgroups should be central 
to sociology. Th at brings us full circle back to why I think our article should 
tell a counterstory—so we can listen to and recount those experiences too 
oft en silenced and rendered invisible.” 

RESILIENCE AND RESISTANCE IN GRAD SCHOOL
I noticed the sun beginning to set, and said, “We’ll have to go to the library 
next time?” “I guess so,” replied Sanchez, “when we’re ready to read through 
the draft . We’d better head back. Melinda and I are going to my brother’s 
house for dinner. We’re going to make a phone call to my niece and put 
her on speaker phone so she will hopefully feel a little less homesick.” We 
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walked quietly for a minute or so. Happily, it seemed much less strenuous to 
descend the steep staircase than it had been to climb it a few hours earlier. 

I said, “We talked about this earlier, but I’m still refl ecting on the lit-
erature and my own experiences with being marginalized and silenced. 
Chicanas/os are rendered invisible in so many ways that we may oft en 
be our only witness to mundane extreme environmental stress (MEES) 
and racial battle fatigue from racial microaggressions.”143 Sanchez added, 
“Experiencing all that in isolation, it’s no wonder Chicana/o graduate stu-
dents have a lot of anger, stress, and racial battle fatigue symptoms.” I con-
tinued, “And you reminded me that anger fuels our spirit. Well, maybe that 
anger also triggers our motivation to ‘prove them wrong.’ I mean, racism 
comes at us from all angles, inside and outside classrooms, through media 
that’s supposed to entertain us to news media that’s supposed to inform us. 
Society seems to be repeatedly telling us that Mexicans are unintelligent, 
lazy, culturally deprived, and basically inferior to Whites.” 

Sanchez said, “Most of those messages are subtle, but sometimes people 
slip and ‘the truth’ comes out. Like Larry Summers’144 comments recently 
about why women are underrepresented in the ranks of tenured science 
and engineering professors.” I responded and paraphrased Summers, “Yes! 
Harvard’s President saying, ‘I don’t really have all the data, and I hope that 
research can prove me wrong, but I believe women seem to lack the innate 
ability to do the intellectually rigorous work of science and engineering 
professors.’ Th ough he later apologized and tried to clarify his comments, 
it strikes me that here is this White male university president who has not 
worked very hard to increase ‘diversity’ on his own campus, and he’s ad-
mitting some of his stereotypical beliefs in a pretty public forum, ‘hoping’ 
that research will prove him wrong.” Sanchez interjected, “Of course he 
hasn’t read or is just ignoring the research that does challenge his remarks.” 
“Right,” I said, “But he also probably doesn’t realize that women and Women 
of Color in particular work everyday to prove people like him wrong, to 
prove such stereotypical assumptions wrong. It’s like ‘proving them wrong’ 
becomes part of surviving the microaggressions. It becomes almost a goal 
to be resilient in the face of all those layers of discrimination.”

I paused and then continued, “I might seem to be resilient,145 but at the 
same time, I carry battle wounds, like the internalized racism and racial 
battle fatigue we talked about. So sometimes I feel like I’m barely surviv-
ing. Yet in comparison to the 99.7% of Chicanas/os who don’t get here,146 
it seems like I’m succeeding.” Sanchez nodded, following along with my 
remarks. He asked, “Maybe you are surviving and succeeding?” I thought 
for a moment and said, “Huh, that’s a good point. And maybe the eff ort to 
survive and succeed in the face of racism connects the process of ‘proving 
them wrong’ to resistance?”
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Sanchez added, “Yes. Th at’s the connection we were looking for. Th e 
cumulative stress of racial microaggressions triggers the resistance.”147 I ex-
plained, “As a Chicana, I’m motivated to succeed in this Ph.D. program not 
just to realize some of my goals and aspirations, but to show that Chicanas/os 
can and do succeed. And engaging in whatever way I can with the struggle 
for social and racial justice gives me another tool to ‘prove them wrong.’”

Sanchez said, “And holding onto that passion for social and racial jus-
tice will continue to be an act of resistance as you make your way through 
the tenure process. Hopefully, you will work to maintain a balance between 
your activism and your personal, family life. Th at’s something too oft en 
neglected and left  as a last priority for many of us.” “You’re right,” I replied, 
“I’m beginning to recognize even more that I need to nurture some of those 
counterspaces I have with family and friends. In a way, the process of writ-
ing this article is serving as another counterspace. It gives me a place to 
reveal the many forms of racism that continue to shape Chicana/o experi-
ences in graduate school.” Sanchez commented, “And hopefully, the article 
will also function as a counterspace for those who read it. I think it can add 
to the literature that challenges the oppressive silences of academia, and let 
other Chicanas/os know that they are not alone. Th at we don’t need to look 
any further than our own Chicana/o communities to fi nd the strength and 
cultural tools we need to be resilient and resistant to racism.”

We had arrived back at our cars near the coff ee shop, and Sanchez 
thanked me for what had turned into a marathon meeting. I told him I 
really enjoyed our discussion and felt it was a very productive meeting. I 
also said that I appreciated him buying me lunch, even though I acciden-
tally made him pay for grapes. He shook his head with a grin, gave me a 
hug, and told me to be safe driving home in traffi  c. I assured him I would 
have a draft  of the article before we met again in 2 weeks. He asked me to 
email him a reminder to send the references we had discussed. Maybe he 
saw that I looked a little overwhelmed, because as I was starting my car, he 
signaled for me to roll down my window, and he yelled out, “Remember, 
you’re bad!”

PAULA’S REFLECTIONS
Th at night, I tried to veg out in front of the television, but the conversation 
of the day kept replaying in my head. I thought about all of the concepts we 
discussed. Th e personal and social expressions of internalized racism were 
most painful to think about. It’s amazing that we continue to uncover more 
eff ects of racism along the educational pipeline, like how racism leads to 
self-doubt, survivor’s guilt, impostor syndrome, and causes some Chicanas/
os to lash out in subtle and overt ways toward other Chicanas/os. I made 
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myself a mental note that I needed to confi rm the references for the scholars 
who built on Pierce’s racial microaggressions and developed the concepts of 
mundane extreme environmental stress and racial battle fatigue.148 I don’t 
know exactly how to feel knowing that some of the psychophysiological 
symptoms I’ve experienced over the last few years likely connect with the 
stress of being a Chicana in graduate school. 

I hoped I didn’t freak Sanchez out too much by sharing my concerns 
about being a single Chicana headed for an academic lifestyle where my 
hopes of having a family may confl ict with my desire to “give back” to my 
community as a scholar. Although I’m still not sure I’ll make it to tenure 
or that my work will make a diff erence for Chicana/o communities, I am 
encouraged by the role model I have in Sanchez. He certainly has helped 
me survive and succeed through graduate school. And my survival is con-
nected to my process of struggle—my process of resilient resistance. I feel 
a sense of responsibility not just to myself or to Sanchez, but to my family 
and to so many Chicanas/os who never had the opportunity to attend col-
lege, let alone graduate school. Th eir spirits of resistance fuel my own ‘prove 
them wrong’ eff orts.

I turned off  the TV and brushed my teeth to get ready for bed. Th inking 
about our conversation about the multiple eff ects of racism, I rinsed the 
toothpaste from my mouth and put on my plastic mouthguard. Th e dentist 
said that I grind my teeth at night and if my stress level remained high, then 
the least I could do was ease the damage to my teeth by wearing a protective 
guard.

I tried to straighten up my desk space before heading to bed so I could 
get a fresh start on writing the article draft  in the morning. As I reshelved 
a stack of books, I found Th is Bridge Called My Back: Radical Writings by 
Women of Color.149 I had checked it out from the library a few months ago 
and hadn’t even had a chance to look at it yet. I fl ipped through the pages 
and saw that other library users had underlined and put stars next to many 
of the passages. One section in particular had hot pink highlighter all over 
it. As I began to read the highlighted passage, the voice of self-doubt qui-
eted down and my eyes welled with tears:

Why am I compelled to write?… Because I have no choice. Because 
I must keep the spirit of my revolt and myself alive. Because the 
world I create in writing compensates for what the real world does 
not give me… I write because life does not appease my appetite 
and hunger. I write to record what others erase when I speak, to 
rewrite the stories others have miswritten about me, about you… 
To discover myself, to preserve myself, to make myself, to achieve 
self-autonomy… To convince myself that I am worthy and that 
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what I have to say is not a pile of shit. To show that I can and that I 
will write, never mind their admonitions to the contrary. And I will 
write about the unmentionables, never mind the outraged gasp of 
the censor and the audience. Finally I write because I am scared of 
writing but I’m more scared of not writing.150

I miss you, Gloria.151 Th anks again for the reminder that I’m never alone.
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EPILOGUE

How will historians judge our eff orts a hundred years hence? Th e ques-
tion cannot be answered for the future, but it is essential for our work 
today that we pose it regularly to ourselves, and to one another.1

In this brief epigraph, Derrick Bell challenges critical race scholars to con-
sider how their work might contribute to lasting societal change. Bell’s re-
marks resonate with the counterstories in this volume, as they seek to (1) 
cultivate community among socially and racially marginalized groups, (2) 
challenge the perceived wisdom of majoritarian stories, (3) nurture com-
munity memory and resistance, and (4) encourage readers to continue 
working toward social and racial justice with determined urgency.

As noted earlier in this volume, only 44 of every 100 Chicana/o stu-
dents graduate high school, seven earn a baccalaureate degree, and less 
than one earns a doctorate degree. Th is compares to 83 of every 100 White 
students graduating high school, 26 earning a baccalaureate degree, and 10 
earning a doctorate. To explain these disparate outcomes, majoritarian sto-
ries claim that U.S. social institutions function well, and problems originate 
from Chicana/o students, parents, and communities. On the other hand, 
critical race counterstories argue that supposed biological or cultural defi -
cits in Chicana/o communities cannot account for these persistent unequal 
outcomes. Instead, counterstories assert that these racialized disparities re-
veal an appalling level of institutionalized failure accepted by mainstream 
U.S. society.

If the civil rights gains of the last century occurred in large part be-
cause White mainstream society held a vested interest in showcasing itself 
as a pluralistic society during the Cold War,2 what will it take to progress 
toward social and racial justice in this century? Researchers David Hayes-
Bautista, Werner Schink, and Jorge Chapa have warned that underpreparing 
the youngest, fastest growing racial/ethnic minority in the United States will 
cause long-term consequences for U.S. society.3 In their 1988 book, these 
scholars explain that by 2030, undereducated Chicanas/os working low-wage 
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service jobs will bear Th e Burden of Support for an aging White society. Th e 
authors suggest this potential crisis necessitates a major shift  in U.S. public 
policy to educate Chicanas/os for high-tech, high-wage jobs, increase ac-
cess to quality healthcare, and ensure suffi  cient political representation for 
Chicana/o communities. Have the public policies and educational reform 
eff orts over the last decade addressed Hayes-Bautista, Schink, and Chapa’s 
warnings? Will mainstream society’s concerns over the solvency of Social 
Security benefi ts lead to making equality along the Chicana/o educational 
pipeline a national priority? How does undereducating Chicanas/os further 
or hinder mainstream society’s interests?

In the spirit of students, parents, teachers, and communities who en-
gage in Bell’s call to work,4 I off er the following counterstory, which takes 
place on September 16 in a future year.5 Based on current realities along the 
Chicana/o educational pipeline, and inspired by historical and contempo-
rary examples of resistance against racism, this scenario looks to the future 
of the Chicana/o educational pipeline.

EL PUEBLO UNIDO…

“Good aft ernoon ladies and gentlemen, this is a special breaking news re-
port. I’m John Smith here in the studio and we’re going straight to our live 
team coverage in East Los Angeles.”

“Th anks, John, this is Alma Tejeda reporting live from the corner of 
Atlantic and Whittier Boulevard, in the heart of East Los Angeles. We’re not 
too far from some of the main high schools at the heart of the controversy. 
As our camera is trying to show, thousands of Mexican American students 
have walked out of their schools and are now in the streets. I’m learning 
that a group called Students Who Care, have been organizing for at least a 
few years, leading up to this event. We found one of those students to ex-
plain what’s happening here. Miss?” 

My name is América and I’m here because historically, this is the 
only way people listen to us—it takes the schools losing millions in 
per pupil monies to see that they are here to serve us, and they’re 
failing us. We’re demanding equal schools. We’re demanding 
schools, not jails.6 We’re tired of being tracked away from college. 
Chicanas/os have a 56% pushout rate from the K–12 system and 
this blatant racism has gone on for far too long.

“Th ank you for speaking with us. Now John, I’m learning that many 
of these teenagers participated in what they call a Strike School,7 which is a 
training center for youth organizing. But as our camera pans around, you 
can see that this protest is not limited to these young activists. Moments 
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ago, I saw hundreds of Catholic school students joined by their teachers 
walking here in solidarity with their public school counterparts.8 A large 
group of religious leaders from many faiths followed behind these students. 
I should note that hundreds of Black, Asian/Pacifi c Islander, and White stu-
dents also walked out in solidarity with the Mexican American students. 
Th ere are large contingents here from the hotel and restaurant unions, the 
Justice for Janitors union,9 the bus drivers union, and construction workers 
who are part of the AFL-CIO. Some of the Mothers of East Los Angeles spoke 
with me a few minutes ago about their support for the students’ demands. 
Th ese mothers joined the protest along with Parent U-Turn and Familias 
Unidas volunteers. Apparently, these parents have spent a few years try-
ing to make their schools accountable to the Williams v. State of California 
settlement agreement and have fi led numerous complaints about unsafe 
facilities, a lack of trained bilingual teachers, and not enough textbooks. It 
seems some of their complaints remain unresolved, John.” 

“I also saw a group of urban planning students from UC-Oceanview 
with a sign reading, ‘Got schools?’10 And a group of law school students 
marched behind a large banner that read, ‘Black and Brown v. Board of 
Unequal Education.’ Disbursed throughout the crowd, a multiracial team 
of legal monitors observes carefully, ready to witness and document any 
encroachment of these protestors’ rights. But so far, the only police I’ve seen 
are the Mexican American and Black Peace Offi  cers Associations marching 
in support of the students alongside their Police Activities League mentees. 
Just a moment ago, I also saw most of the infamous Chicano ‘Los Angeles 
13,’ who were arrested for supposedly organizing the 1968 walkouts. Th ey 
walked side-by-side with many of the Chicana student leaders from back 
then. A few of these folks must be nearing their 70s, but their voices re-
main strong. Th ey loudly chanted, ‘Ya Basta!’ meaning ‘Enough is enough 
already!’ So far, no incidents of violence have been reported. Th ousands of 
folks organized caravans from all over the southern California area, John. 
I’ve also heard some reports I have yet to confi rm. It seems, a group of 
students, parents, and educator activists calling themselves Californians for 
Justice11 may be coordinating simultaneous demonstrations in San Jose, 
San Diego, and Sacramento.”

“Th ank you Alma, now we’re going to go to our sister station in Chicago, 
Illinois, where we’ve found another large-scale protest?”

“Th at’s right, John, Patricia Murphy reporting from Pilsen, on the cor-
ner of Ashland Avenue and Division, here on the West side of Chicago. 
Pilsen is a historically Mexican community and the third largest Mexican 
community in the nation since 1960. We had heard rumors about a poten-
tial action being planned for a while now, but we weren’t sure whether it 
would materialize. I’d estimate that this crowd now includes at least 40,000 
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people, John, and hundreds continue to de-board the trains and join the 
protest. Apparently, this morning, thousands of Mexican American stu-
dents walked out of Chicago public schools. Th en, teachers and students 
from the Dr. Pedro Albizu Campos High School12 walked out in solidar-
ity, followed by a few thousand Puerto Rican students and families from 
that neighboring community. Another couple thousand African American 
students from the South side of Chicago also joined the protest, and ap-
parently convinced their parents and many of their teachers to support the 
Chicana/o students’ list of demands. What are those demands? Well, read-
ing from the talking-points sheet here, they demand that Chicago’s public 
education system engage in immediate action to: build new schools, hire 
trained bilingual/bicultural teachers, provide all students access to Gift ed 
and Talented Education and Advanced Placement, and well, the list goes on 
here, John. I have asked this young woman, Esmeralda, from Midwestern 
University to share why she is here today. Esmeralda?”

I’m here supporting the students because there’s an uneven play-
ing fi eld from elementary through high school and without taking 
affi  rmative action to address the legacy of racism in this country, 
generations of Chicanas/os have been and will continue to be de-
nied access to college. At the university, Chicanas/os oft en face a 
negative campus racial climate where we are assaulted with subtle 
and overt discrimination everyday. We’re tired of asking for access 
and opportunity. We’re demanding equality.

“John, I have also seen a fairly large contingent of White men under a 
banner that reads “Angry White Guys for Affi  rmative Action.”13 Following 
that group, quite a number of Black and Latino fi refi ghters echoed de-
mands for affi  rmative action to create equality within and beyond schools. 
Community organizations such as Th e Instituto De Progreso Latino14 and 
Th e Resurrection Project15 spoke to me earlier, expressing their solidarity 
with the Chicana/o youth of Pilsen. And hundreds of agricultural work-
ers who traveled from other parts of Illinois joined the protest with red 
fl ags bearing the black eagle symbol of the United Farm Workers.16 Th ese 
laborers support the students’ demands to increase funding for Migrant 
Education programs. And this protest includes so many trade union mem-
bers that some major Chicago hotels and restaurants are beginning to shut 
down, due to lack of staff . I’m not sure if schools have offi  cially closed or 
how long they could remain open without most of their students attending. 
I see Chicana/o artists from Casa Aztlan17 now engaging some of the youth 
in the creation of an impromptu graffi  ti mural and many youth continue to 
document this event with digital video cameras. So far, no incidents of vio-
lence have been reported. Th ose cheers you’re hearing now are in response 
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to a poet performer from the Zocalo Urbano.18 He just fi nished a spoken 
word piece describing the struggle for educational justice as central to the 
fi ght for social and racial justice.”

“Th ank you Patricia, now if you’re just tuning in, we’ve been receiving 
reports of widespread walkouts and mass demonstrations and we’re trying 
to keep our viewers updated to the greatest extent possible, so please bear 
with us. We now go live to Tucson, Arizona.” 

“Yes, this is Carole Evans, and I’m here on the Southside of Tucson, 
where demonstrators have gathered at Joaquin Murrieta Park. Th ousands 
of Mexican American and Native American teenagers from across Arizona 
walked out of their schools this morning. I have just seen their press release 
explaining why they’re protesting, and it begins with a demand that the State 
stop building prisons and start rebuilding the school system. Since I arrived 
on the scene, I’ve heard a lot of chanting: ‘Educate, Don’t Incarcerate.’19 
Th ese students also demand that public schools in Arizona be prohibited 
from using Native American terms such as ‘Redskins’ or ‘Chiefs’ as a school 
or athletic team name, mascot, or nickname.20 Th e Coatique Danza Group 
will soon perform a ceremonial blessing for these students and their sup-
porters. I spoke earlier with a member of Tucson Unifi ed School District’s 
Raza Studies Team21 who reiterated students’ demands, citing that schools 
suspend and expel Chicana/o students at higher rates than they grant these 
youngsters access to academic enrichment opportunities. I also saw mem-
bers of Chicanos Por La Causa22 from Phoenix and faculty and students 
from Tucson’s Salt of Earth Labor College23 demonstrating their solidarity 
with the students. And a group called Derechos Humanos set up an infor-
mation tent so they can prepare protestors for how to respond nonviolently 
should the police try to start a riot. Th is appears to be a peaceful gather-
ing, John. Some of the many supporting groups here include the Southern 
Arizona Cesar E. Chavez Coalition. Th ey began marching several days ago 
from various rural communities right along the U.S. border with Mexico, 
in the spirit of the nonviolent organizer Cesar E. Chavez, and under a large 
banner of La Virgen de Guadalupe. Th ousands of elementary schoolchil-
dren and their parents also paraded today through the streets of Northside, 
predominately White and middle-class communities, making their cause 
known there before arriving to the park here. Th ese very young students 
echo the demands of their high school counterparts, and insist that the state 
repeal Proposition 203 and reinstate bilingual education. Th is reminds me 
of those fi ft h graders who camped outside the State Capitol building back 
in 2000 and organized with local Native American tribes to stop the pas-
sage of Prop 203.24 It seems they’re back and they’ve brought thousands 
with them. We have here a mother of one of these children. Why are you 
here today, ma’am?”
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My name is Carmen and I am here with Madres Por La Educación 
in support of these brave students, because Mexican parents value 
education. It’s not fair that Chicana/o communities are blamed for 
the failures of the school system. And schools ignore the cultural 
strengths our children bring to the classroom. Th ey say our chil-
dren are slow? Th ey are too slow in treating us with respect. We 
have a strong history of resisting racism and today we’re walking 
with our children to make sure to pass on that legacy. Sí se puede!

“I’m sorry, Carole, we have to go to Texas, where Kim Tijerina is reporting 
from the Westside of San Antonio.”

“Yes, thank you, John, that’s right, Kim Tijerina coming to you live in 
front of the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center,25 here in San Antonio Texas. 
Students walked out of their schools a few hours ago, demanding some big 
changes in the educational system. Th ousands have joined this demonstra-
tion, fi lling the streets with various artistic statements of protest. As you can 
see behind me, a number of lowriders, organized by the Centro Cultural de 
Aztlan,26 are driving low and slow so folks can read their large posters ques-
tioning the Texas high school exit exam. Many of the signs and speeches 
here focus on stopping the recruitment of Mexican American and Black 
students into the armed forces. I’ve heard a recurring chant echoing through 
the crowd, ‘Al Colegio Si, A La Guerra No!’ My camera operator confi rmed 
that phrase means send us ‘To College, Not To War.’ And Teachers Union 
members from most of the urban and rural districts in the state have joined 
this student-led protest in full force. A representative from the union noted 
that districts tend to place the least prepared teachers in the schools with 
the highest levels of poverty, the largest percentages of racial minorities, and 
the highest numbers of English Language Learners. A group of university 
students and a few professors tied a banner reaching from one street light to 
another that reads: ‘History Shouldn’t Be a Mystery:27 We Need Chicana/o 
Studies K–16.’ And numerous churches and grassroots organizations, such 
as the Esperanza Peace and Justice Center,28 line the streets here, demon-
strating in solidarity with this nonviolent student protest. Some folks have 
remarked that today’s actions resonate with the high school walkouts in San 
Antonio and Crystal City, Texas, in 1968. John? John?”

“Sounds like we just lost our connection there in Texas, we’ll work to get 
it back. As we round this half-hour of special breaking news coverage on this 
September 16, we have witnessed massive walkouts in multiple states led by 
Mexican American students who identify themselves as Chicanas/os. We’re 
not sure exactly what the protestors’ plans entail, but they have articulated 
a series of demands to change inequalities they claim to experience along 
the educational pipeline. Here in the studio, we just received a text message 
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from a student named Marisela, who reports that she and a few thousand 
other students walked out of her high school in New York…”

* * *
Does this massive mobilization instigate the transformation of the 

Chicana/o educational pipeline? Does mainstream society fi nally recognize 
the ways they benefi t from ensuring equal educational opportunities for all 
communities? Stay tuned. As Bell’s remarks remind us at the opening of 
this epilogue, persistent social and racial injustice requires our action. We 
need to recommit ourselves each day to keep struggling toward a more fair, 
just society.

I am honored and humbled to recount social science research through 
the composite characters and counterstories in this book. Th e sweat, tears, 
struggles, laughter, and aspirations of mucha gente29 created these counter-
stories. Th ese counterstories have passed through many lives. I gave them 
what I could, and now the time has come for me to pass them on—to you.30 
Critical race counterstories ask diffi  cult questions that sometimes have no 
answers; questions about what it means to be marginalized, rendered invis-
ible, and treated as an intruder in the place you call home. Counterstories 
challenge social and racial injustice by listening to and learning from expe-
riences of racism and resistance, despair and hope at the margins of society.

So please, take these counterstories and make them your own. Retell 
them, add new characters, speak your truth, and take action to transform 
the Chicana/o educational pipeline.31 Storytelling is a “genre of action.”32 
How the story continues is up to each of us.

NOTES
 1. Bell, 2002, p. 412
 2. See Bell, 1976, 1980, 2004; Delgado, 2002; Dudziak, 1988, 2000
 3. Hayes-Bautista, Schink, & Chapa, 1988
 4. See Parker & Stovall, 2004; Pizarro, 2005
 5. Th e 1969 Plan Espiritual de Aztlán, off ers six main points of action. Number 2 reads: “September 

16, on the birthdate of Mexican Independence, a national walkout by all Chicanos of all colleges 
and schools to be sustained until the complete revision of the educational system: its policy mak-
ers, administrators, its curriculum, and its personnel meet the needs of our community.”

 6. See http://SchoolsNotJails.com. To challenge a 2001 California ballot initiative lowering the age 
of when minors can be tried as adults and altering the defi nition of a felony, high school students 
used this organizing phrase. Th ey created a website refl ecting their eff orts to oppose Proposition 
21 and other measures that criminalize youth, and to organize across the state for educational 
change. See also Lee & Fernandez, 1998

 7. Inner City Struggle is an independent center building community leadership to improve the 
quality of life in Boyle Heights and East Los Angeles. Th ree of their organizing projects include 
United Students, Familias Unidas, and the Strike School. See http://SchoolsNotJails.com.

 8. U.S. Catholic Bishops have written about the pervasive and persistence evils of racism in U.S. 
society in at least three letters, from 1958, 1968, and 1979. In their 1979 letter, they note, “the 

http://SchoolsNotJails.com
http://SchoolsNotJails.com
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ugly external features of racism which marred our society have in part been eliminated. But … 
too oft en what has happened has only a covering over, not a fundamental change… Because it 
is less blatant, this subtle form of racism is in some respects even more dangerous—harder to 
combat and easier to ignore… Racism is not merely one sin among many; it is a radical evil that 
divides the human family and denies the new creation of a redeemed world. To struggle against 
it demands an equally radical transformation, in our own minds and hearts as well as in the 
structure of our society. See “Brothers and Sisters to Us: U.S. Catholic Bishops Pastoral Letter on 
Racism,” 1979.

 9. See http://www.seiu.org/building/janitors/
 10. See websites designed by UCLA urban planning students outlining that magnet schools and 

academic-enriched charter schools are located outside of neighborhoods that are predominately 
populated by low-income People of Color. Th ese websites are interactive and allow the upload-
ing of data to interface with county and state-wide data. Neighborhood Knowledge Los Angeles, 
http://www.nkla.ucla.edu; Neighborhood Knowledge California, http://www.nkca.ucla.edu

 11. Californians for Justice (CFJ) is a statewide grassroots organization working for racial jus-
tice by building power in low-income communities of color. CFJ’s current major program is 
the Campaign for Quality Education, which brings together youth, parents, and community 
members to organize for better schools and racial justice in public education. See http://www 
.caljustice.org/

 12. See http://prcc-c.fatcow.com/pachs.htm
 13. Paul Rockwell (2003) writes, “As white men whose own families got free medical care, or un-

questioned access to higher education through the GI Bill, who shared in the social uplift  of the 
New Deal, we support affi  rmative action for those who are still left  out.”

 14. Established in 1975, the Instituto del Progreso Latino works to contribute to the fullest devel-
opment of Latino immigrants and their families in Chicago through education, training, and 
employment that fosters full participation in the changing U.S. society while preserving cultural 
identity and dignity. See http://www.idpl.org/

 15. Founded in 1990 by a coalition of parishioners from six Catholic parishes, Th e Resurrection Project 
is an institution-based neighborhood organization whose mission is to build relationships and 
challenge people to act on their faith and values to create healthy communities through education, 
organizing, and community development. See http://www.resurrectionproject.org/home.html

 16. See http://www.ufw.org
 17. Casa Aztlán is a nonprofi t community organization that since 1970 has sought to sustain the 

strong cultural identity of the Mexican Pilsen community by organizing and educating residents 
and providing supportive services in order to combat social violence, discrimination, and pov-
erty. See http://www.neiu.edu/~casaaztl/index.htm

 18. Th e Zocalo Urbano is a space for Chicana/o, Latina/o, and cultural expression (spoken word, 
music, performance, etc.). See http://www.pilsenlittlevillage.org/forcommunity.htm

 19. San Diego-based Mexicano-Chicano musicians Los Alacranes also sing this refrain in their 
song, “Rising Souls” (Los Alacranes, 1999). See also newspaper account of high school students 
protesting educational inequality in San Leandro, California (Lee & Fernandez, 1998).

 20. See legislation being considered in California (April 2005). Assembly Bill 13 “Racial Mascots 
Act” (sponsored by Assembly member Jackie Goldberg). Th e Act would “prohibit public schools 
from using the term ‘Redskins’ as a school or athletic team name, mascot, or nickname.”

 21. Th e Mexican American/Raza Studies Department at Tucson Unifi ed School District is dedicated 
to the empowerment and strengthening of a community of learners. See http://instech.tusd.k12 
.az.us/Raza/index.asp

 22. Since 1969, Chicanos Por La Causa, Inc. (CPLC), has been a statewide community develop-
ment corporation in Arizona, committed to building stronger, healthier communities as a lead 
advocate, coalition builder, and direct service provider. Its fi rst major campaign in 1969 brought 
attention to the unfair treatment of Chicano students in Phoenix’s public school system. Th e 
committee announced that Chicano students would not attend classes until the Phoenix school 
system hired more Latino teachers and counselors and permitted Mexican American parents to 

http://www.seiu.org/building/janitors
http://www.nkla.ucla.edu
http://www.nkca.ucla.edu
http://www.caljustice.org
http://www.idpl.org
http://www.resurrectionproject.org/home.html
http://www.ufw.org
http://www.neiu.edu/~casaaztl/index.htm
http://www.pilsenlittlevillage.org/forcommunity.htm
http://prcc-c.fatcow.com/pachs.htm
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have a voice in matters that aff ected their children. Forty days aft er the boycott was launched, 
school offi  cials agreed to meet the demands. See http://www.cplc.org/

 23. Salt of the Earth Labor College was founded in the early 1990s in Tucson, Arizona, in the cop-
per mining belt and seeks to build solidarity and critical awareness among working people. 
Th e school was inspired by the Empire Zinc Strike in the 1950s, when Mexican American zinc 
miners in Hanover, New Mexico, walked off  their jobs to demand better working conditions. See 
http://www.saltearthlaborcollege.org/

 24. See newspaper headlines: Associated Press, “Tribes rally against anti-bilingual education initia-
tive,” October 14, 2000, Arizona Republic; Associated Press, “March protests English immersion,” 
October 18, 2000, Arizona Republic; see also “Children protesting against an anti-bilingual edu-
cation proposition in Arizona” email communication from Carole Edelsky (Phoenix), October 
28, 2000 (on fi le with author). See also Schevitz, 1998

 25. Founded in 1980 and located on the west side of San Antonio, TX, the Guadalupe Cultural Arts Center 
off ers public and educational programming to preserve, develop, present, and promote the art and 
culture of the Chicano, Latino, and indigenous peoples. See http://www.guadalupeculturalarts.org/

 26. Th e Centro Cultural de Aztlan is a nonprofi t organization committed to developing, maintaining, 
and promoting the consciousness of Chicana/o art and culture. See http://www.centroculturalaztlan 
.50megs.com/

 27. Th is phrase is also part of the rap group Public Enemy’s song, “Brother’s Gonna Work It Out,” on 
the 1990 album Fear of a Black Planet.

 28. Esperanza works to create bridges between people through education, empowerment, and shar-
ing visions of hope. See http://www.esperanzacenter.org/

 29. Many people.
 30. Adapted from Visions: El Corrido (1978). Luis Valdez and El Teatro Campesino. Los Angeles: 

KCET. At the end of the fi lm, two characters dialogue on the back of a truck about El Corrido:

 Beto: Th ere’s got to be more to it than that…. Who wrote this corrido anyway? You? 
 Alberto: Yeah, part of it. Nah, Beto, this corrido has passed through many lives. Mucha gente 

wrote this corrido. Ah, I gave it what I could. Now I think it’s time for me to pass it 
on—to you. 

 Beto: To me? 
 Alberto: Eh, It’s your corrido now. Te lo regalo. 
 Beto: Gracias, but I don’t want it. I don’t even know if I like it! 
 Alberto: Th en change it! 
 Beto: How am I gonna change it? 
 Alberto: Pues como, Write new versos. Con esto. (Hands him guitar)
 Beto: You’re gonna give me your guitarra? … Gracias!
 Alberto: Mira, just don’t forget, eh, this guitarrita is used to being among the poor, los pobres.
 Beto: And what if I take this guitarrita and pawned it?
 Alberto: You won’t.
 Beto: What makes you think I won’t.
 Alberto: Because I have faith.
 Beto: In what?
 Alberto: In you…

 31. Robert A. Williams (1995) explains, “Our lives are the stories we are ultimately responsible for 
telling, and the richness of the stories we tell will be a refl ection of the richness of the lives we 
live” (p. xiv). 

 32. See Lomas, 2003
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