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Abstract 

Over fifty percent of students enrolled in K-12 are Hispanic in Texas (Texas 

Education Agency, 2011). However, while the Hispanic population continues to grow, 

Mexican American students still fall behind their Anglo counterparts in academics. As 

the federal and state governments consider funding for public education to support better 

academic achievement, legislators and others have missed another important challenge; 

teachers’ perceptions and how they impact the academic success of their Mexican 

American students.  

It is imperative that district and campus staff development teacher trainings 

provide awareness of the significance teachers’ cultural perspectives have on student 

academic achievement and how it may feed into educational deficit thinking. In addition, 

teacher educators need to acknowledge pre-service teachers’ cultural backgrounds as they 

plan teacher education programs to better prepare first year teachers for the diverse 

classrooms of today. 

This qualitative autoethnographic study examined the ways in which teachers’ 

stated perceptions and practices hinder or ameliorate the academic success of adolescent 

Mexican American students. Additionally, this project examined the ways my own story 

as a Mexican American student, teacher and administrator revealed the impact that 

teachers’ perceptions have in constructing classroom environments that are conducive to 

meeting the academic needs of Mexican American students. Conducting informal  
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interviews and acting as a participant observer within five secondary level teachers’ 

classrooms, allowed me to adopt the role of an abstract co-participant and the opportunity 

to answer the following questions:  

1. What are five secondary level teachers’ perceptions of what it means to educate 

Mexican American students? What factors inform their perceptions? 

2. In what ways do the participants’ responses act as a springboard for exploring 

and constructing my own story as a Mexican American student, teacher and 

principal?  

3. In what ways do the five secondary level teachers’ stated perceptions influence, 

or not, how and what they teach?  

4. Finally, what do the perceptions of my own experiences, in relation to my 

participants, say about what MA students need for success in school?  

This autoethnographic research study’s analysis involved data interpretation that 

used the voice of a Mexican American female student, teacher, and principal, to convey 

the story of how each would experience the school in which the study was performed. 

Through the eyes and experiences of the researcher, each character tells her own story, 

using narrative story-telling, performance drama, and journal entry formats.  

 

 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

1 
 

 

Chapter I 

 

Context of the Researcher 

“How many times do I have to tell you kids? English, only English is allowed” 

declared our second grade teacher as she took two boys outside for a spanking. We all 

knew the rules but we could not always help ourselves. We were learning English; it was 

just not fast enough. This was our reality. Either you kept silent or you got spanked, 

because Spanish was not allowed at school in our small West Texas community during 

the 1970’s. It seemed to be our fault for not learning English fast enough and for not 

doing well academically.  

My early elementary years were daunting as I worked to learn English in order to 

understand what was going on around me. Although I did not quite understand the 

language, I learned to read faces and body language very well. Because Spanish was 

prohibited, I spent a great deal of time in silence for fear of punishment. Once I was able 

to communicate, it became somewhat easier, but I was still afraid of doing something 

wrong due to the uncertainty of what felt like unspoken rules. Sometimes students were 

scolded or taken outside for a spanking, and I had no clue as to what they had done 

wrong, and it seemed to always happen abruptly. Caution was a savior because we feared 

the danger that surrounded us.  

Valencia (1997) explains that schools often point to the students and their families 

as being predominantly responsible for students’ academic failure without placing any 

responsibility on issues promoted by the educational system. As a Mexican American 

(MA) child growing up in the 1970’s and 1980’s in rural Texas, I personally experienced 
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numerous incidents of what I now recognize as deficit thinking. Looking back, I 

recognize that whether they were aware of it or not, the educational system, 

administration, teachers and community were negatively biased against the MA children. 

Throughout the system it was very clear that we were considered second class citizens. 

School was not a place for learning; it was something we had to endure.  

For some reason, I was blessed with the ability to spell words correctly, and while 

I attempted to hide myself from teachers and other students, my ability blossomed and 

was exposed in the 7
th

 grade. Our English teacher was adamant that we would learn 

grammar, so she held a spelling bee every Friday. For the first time I began to feel 

special. Although I never studied, I began to look forward to the Friday Bees and started 

to apply myself.  

It seemed that the teacher was not satisfied with my performance as she made 

comments to the Anglo students like, “you should be embarrassed that she’s beating you 

and English isn’t even her language.” These comments created an ethnic division, but she 

kept promising that she would give a “big prize” to the student with the most wins so I 

continued to study. On the last day of school she announced that I had the most wins; she 

handed me the big prize, a green apple jolly rancher. The Hispanic students gasped, and 

the Anglo children laughed. I was infuriated and embarrassed that my yearlong effort was 

worth a mere jolly rancher. 

The following year I hated school and teachers even more. I became disobedient 

and rebellious even with the teachers who were not as hateful. I felt rejected and 

betrayed. I even rebelled against the Pledge of Allegiance feeling that my own country 
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had abandoned me. Mistakenly, I thought all Anglo Americans were similar to those I 

encountered in school.  

As I struggled with learning, my negative experience continued, and in the 8
th

 

grade had another encounter with the English teacher from the previous year. During 

class one day she asked me to stand as she scolded me for beginning a sentence with a 

conjunction. As she asked rhetorically why I would do such a thing, I actually responded 

by saying that I had copied e.e. cummings, and if he could do it, why couldn’t I?  

Infuriated, she informed me that e.e. cummings was a writer which I would never be 

because I was too stupid to know that I should never begin a sentence with a conjunction. 

I still cringe to this day when writing because I remember how I felt that day and how 

cautious I had to be in producing anything for that teacher. With this type of 

environment, how could I have a love for school or learning? Although I wanted to 

improve my learning, I did not want to be taught by those teachers at that school. 

High school was not great either, but my involvement in sports and band changed 

my priority status in some ways. I was no longer just another poor Mexican kid. As I felt 

my status change I became more vocal, but I was still controlled by my ignorance 

towards school policy and civil rights. I was not aware of what was legal or illegal. I just 

knew how I was being treated felt wrong. Even though I was ignorant to policy, I was not 

blind. Due to the lack of respect that was demonstrated towards us, we still had few 

rights. School was a struggle as I searched for my own identity in the world I knew. I 

wanted respect for my own roots, but the reality was that it was not going to happen 

within this school and community. I had to get out. 
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As a young adult I dreamt of something better, a world where I could participate 

in my own environment. I knew I wanted to leave but I had no aspirations. No one asked 

me about college or my future. Academic counseling was for the chosen few. During my 

senior year, I overheard some of the White students and a handful of MAs talking about 

college applications and scholarships. I had no idea what to do, but when students began 

receiving college packets from the high school counselor; I requested more information. 

In yet another long line of disappointments, the answer I received from the school 

counselor was “No.” He would not give me a college packet because in his opinion, I 

would not do well and he wanted to prevent me from failing. That very moment I made 

the decision to go to college. I did not know what I was going to do or where I was going 

to go, but I was going to college. I had observed that most of my teachers as well as 

members from my community did not believe in me, but it did not matter because anger 

overtook me and I now had something to prove. 

After leaving the public school system and attempting to succeed in college, I was 

introduced to different standards. Not all communities were the way mine had been, but 

the idea of “our place” remained prevalent. Whether it was in school or in the 

community, I was made to feel different. Anglo community citizens would many times 

make negative comments about how we looked, dressed, or spoke as my friends and I 

walked by.  They either looked at us with sympathy for our pathetic way of life or 

belittled us for it. However, Anglos from larger cities seemed to have better attitudes 

towards MAs. Despite this positive perception, I held on to the caution of how I 

approached and dealt with Anglo Americans.  
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My hopes were that I would be the kind of teacher I desperately longed for while 

in school. My students would have a caring teacher that would invite them into a world 

where anything was possible. Unfortunately, I began to notice a disturbing pattern that 

even in a school with majority-minority in students and administration, we still could not 

confront and squash the idea that we had no power to say or do something about the 

problem that existed towards MA and minority students. In a school where over 90% of 

students were Hispanic and the majority of teachers were White, I, as a teacher, also felt 

as if they were discriminating against me. White teachers screamed at both MA students 

and teachers and there were no consequences for their behavior.  I could see the treatment 

of the MA students, but as a teacher, I felt powerless to help them. Even though we had 

federal and state laws prohibiting this behavior, it was rampant. Even teachers who were 

sympathetic with MA students were not always successful. Something was definitely 

wrong. Thinking that I could make a difference as the principal of a school, I began my 

masters in Educational Leadership.  

Again, the system revealed the truth concerning the reality of inequality when I 

became an assistant principal. Ironically, I found myself adopting the role of helping 

several students of color and/or poverty survive the principal and many of the teachers in 

the school. Those few students that were bused from “the other” side of town were 

frequent visitors to my office. They were sent with all types of violations and if my 

punishment was not enough, the teachers took it upon themselves to add their own 

penalties. Because of the campus principal’s support for these teachers, there was nothing 

I could do to help the students who were suffering almost daily in classrooms where 

boasting about high TAKS scores and great teaching skills was regarded as success. 
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Would it have been more helpful to focus on all student academic achievement? But, my 

job was to teach them coping skills at a young age that would help them survive the 

discrimination they received. Still, MA students were failing at a high rate. Surely, when 

I became a principal and ran my own campus things would change. 

When I was finally awarded my school, I directed all of my efforts to making a 

change in student achievement regardless of color or socio-economic status. The system 

continued to create obstacles by placing ridiculous demands that were directed towards 

the average dominant culture type of students. These demands were oftentimes not 

research based and were not in the best interest for the demographics of school. For 

example, we were directed to use the stories from a 10 year old reading adoption that 

gave our students no connection to their real worlds. When I attempted to change the 

stories, while keeping the scope and sequence skills, it was frowned upon. The idea was 

that every school would use the same material at the same time, but our students were 

different and needed a different approach. Because of this, I shielded students as much as 

possible, thinking that by providing an environment that was conducive to learning for 

our entire student population, we could all survive central office demands and still 

succeed.  

My goal was to make sure that my teachers had what they needed to be 

successful. I funded most of what they requested in the hopes that our students would 

succeed. Better technology, numerous field trips for building background and exposure, 

teacher training and classroom resources were just a few of the things I provided. Still, 

some teachers were not successful. They still had to fight their students in order to teach 
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them and felt that if only the parents were different or the students applied themselves 

more they would be successful. It seemed that it was always the student’s fault.  

I began to assess the situation by noticing that there was a pattern in teachers’ 

explanations for their students’ academic failure. I realized that for some teachers it was 

not about the amount of resources or staff development provided, rather it was their own 

perceptions about the students they taught that was interfering with students’ academic, 

social and emotional success. 

In an attempt to change their dispositions, I realized that I did not have adequate 

training for this undertaking. The process became long, difficult and frustrating because I 

was attempting to change teachers’ dispositions concerning the students they taught. A 

change in dispositions required a change in culture and I did not have the necessary skills 

for that type of change. For many of them, it was not about success for students, it was 

about forcing personal views about how a school should be, how students should behave, 

and how parents should be involved. The theory of deficit thinking was prevalent in our 

school and it had a long history of existence. My efforts for change were subject to 

criticism from both my own teachers and some central office personnel.  

The educational system views schooling as a process of learning that is defined by 

the majority even in a majority-minority school. Any attempt to change is seen as un-

American because schools reflect the dominant society. To many who have experienced 

it and those who are aware, deficit thinking shows itself in multiple and overt ways. 

However, to those who have not looked beyond mainstream perspectives, or to those who 

have been lulled into a complacent acceptance, deficit thinking often masques itself 
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within socially acceptable verbiage and misguided interventions. I gradually began to 

realize that children of color and/or poverty are considered the focus of intervention 

programs and extra funding, but they are actually treated as a burden, and they continue 

to fall behind.   

Deficit thinking not only assumes that children outside the mainstream cannot 

excel academically (Valencia, 2010), but it also fails to recognize the many strengths that 

they could (when allowed) offer educational settings. Parent involvement is one example. 

Valencia and Black (2002 stated that when parents are involved students do better 

academically, but because MA parents are seen as not valuing education, there is an 

unavoidable failure in school. According to Valencia (2010), “schools should consider 

families and their children as positive resources,” (p. 133) including what he calls “funds 

of knowledge”, which allows parents to provide the expertise from their chosen 

professions. Through my experiences as both a teacher and a principal, I have witnessed 

that when such strengths and differences are recognized and respected, the downward 

educational spiral can be reversed. I remember parents coming to help their children plant 

school gardens offering horticulture expertise and offering to read to the lower grades to 

help improve their own skills.  

Because of this, I am intent on uncovering insights that can contribute to 

equipping teachers and administrators to recognize deficit thinking when it is perhaps 

present in the individuals at the district levels.  I have become increasingly aware that my 

own hard work on academic success is the exception. Faced with the reality that 37% of 

MA students will not graduate from high school (IDRA, 2011), I long to provide insights 

for teachers, administrators and school districts concerning the ways, in which their own 
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perceptions of MA students can potentially help or hinder the academic success or failure 

of the students. What do they do well? Where do they fail? Are they aware of the well 

documented reality of deficit thinking?  

In order for readers to construct an informed understanding of this 

autoethnographic study, it is important that the background of the researcher be 

introduced to assist in understanding the insights used to make connections to the data 

analysis. It is also important to note that the layout of this dissertation uses an 

unconventional format, because the data is presented from the perspective of three 

different characters instead of the traditional format.  

Introduction to Study 

The Texas Education Agency (2011) reported that in the school year 2010-2011, 

50.3% of students enrolled in K-12 were Hispanic. However, while the Hispanic 

population is growing, Mexican American (MA) students still fall behind their Anglo 

counterparts in academics. The Educational Latino Pipeline flowchart shows that out of 

every 100 Latinos that enter school only 46 will graduate from high school, 26 will enroll 

in a university but only 8 will graduate with a college degree (Hurtado, Cervantez, & 

Eccleston 2010; Yosso & Solórzano, 2006). As the federal and state governments 

consider funding for public education to support better academic achievement, legislators 

and others have missed another important challenge; teachers’ perceptions and how they 

impact the academic success of non-White or economically disadvantaged children. Most 

importantly, the strategy required to make the cultural change that exists in schools. 
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The politics of caring, according to Valenzuela (1999), include the 

miscommunication between students and teachers due to a misunderstanding on how 

each defines caring. How teachers and students are oriented to each other is central to the 

framework of caring (Noddings, 1984). When a cultural disconnect occurs, the 

miscommunication that transpires forces both teachers and students into thinking that the 

other is in opposition and therefore creates tension and could result in the  building of a 

defensive system to combat the aggression (White et al, 2005). The unintended outcome 

may promote the idea that teachers hate MAs, and that MAs hate teachers, disrespect 

authority and are apathetic towards school. Students who find themselves in this 

predicament are not usually anti-school or oppositional, they just oppose the schooling 

process that they perceive as disrespectful towards them (Valenzuela, 1999).  

It is possible that this idea drives the perceptions teachers use when planning for 

and executing lessons as well as their overall expectations for their MA students. This 

belief system may contribute to the theory of deficit thinking and explain school failure 

among low socio-economic students (SES) and groups of color (Menchaca, 1997; 

Valencia & Black, 2002; Valencia, 2010). Regardless of whether or not classroom and/or 

school resources are adequate, those beliefs may continue to drive how some teachers 

approach their responsibilities in the classroom including student performance. 

Background of Problem 

Historically, MA students have not done well in Texas public schools, which is a 

situation that dates all the way to the mid 1800’s when Texas was first annexed by the 

United States. Moreover, while this sad legacy has been acknowledged, not much has 
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been done to correct the situation. One of the earliest studies recognizing the lack of 

achievement of Mexican students came with Almonte’s 1925 report on illiteracy in 

Texas. According to Almonte’s report, “the illiterate Mexican child present[ed] by far the 

most difficult problem confronting elementary education in Texas,” (p. 1-2). Shortly after 

that, Manuel’s (1930) study, conducted in the late 1920’s, emphasized the concern and 

noted that some descriptive studies had associated Mexicans with the following traits: 

“imitativeness, skill for finger work, strength of home ties, ignorance and superstition, 

and apathy” (p. 23). He also noted that in 1928, MAs made up 13% of the state’s total 

school population but only 3 to 4 % actually made it to high school. Demographers were 

already discussing the future growth of MAs in Texas and the potential for educational 

problems that might arise (Manuel, 1930). Looking at current student progress reveals 

that we have a history that needs to be acknowledged considering that by the 2009-2010 

school year, only 61% of Hispanics made it to graduation (IDRA, 2010). While this data 

shows that Texas has made some improvement, the conditions are still dire when 

compared to their Anglo counterparts. 

The Intercultural Development and Research Association (IDRA, 2010) reported 

that the attrition rate for MA’s in 2009-2010 had improved by only 3% since the 1985-

1986 school year. While there had been considerable improvement in graduation rates, 

high attrition has continued to plague the MA population. This infers that attempted 

interventions have not had considerable success.   

In discussing teacher’s prerequisites for successful teaching, Simpson, Jackson & 

Aycock (2005) wrote: 
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People who genuinely understand teaching realize that it entails considerably 

more than having knowledge of subject matter and pedagogy and being gifted 

(whether from nature or experience or study or all three). It also includes a set of 

understandings, activities, interactions, relationships, ways of thinking, and 

grounded habits of intuiting based on broad knowledge of many things, such as 

society, families, children, psychology, democracy, learning, ethics, community, 

pedagogy, and forms of inquiry and creativity. (p. 5) 

John Dewey (1916) also wrote, “It is the aim of progressive education to take part in 

correcting unfair privilege and unfair deprivation, not to perpetuate them” (p. 119-120). 

School was and is a way to Americanize students into becoming productive citizens of 

our society. Because the belief was that improving the education of Mexican children was 

not in the best economic interest of the Anglo community (Shockley, 1974), teachers’ 

perceptions were clouded by society’s attitudes. This might explain the emphasis on how 

the role of historical racism and institutional oppression has come to shape ethnic 

minorities’ opposition to the pathway of success that is available to the dominant group 

(Ogbu, 1991). Many students who oppose an educational system that devalues them may 

oppose what that culture values. One example considers that in middle class America, 

education is considered very important therefore, some students may choose to go against 

academic success fearing the label of “acting White” (Valenzuela, 2005; Fryer, 2006). 

Considering the challenges facing schools, we may want to focus on the perceptions 

members of the dominant culture have regarding MA students, and how understanding 

these perceptions may provide a better understanding to the real problem.  
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Statement of Problem 

The theory of educational deficit thinking blames the victim and their families as 

predominantly responsible for the student’s academic failure without placing any 

responsibility on issues promoted by the educational system (Valencia, 1997; Valenzuela, 

2005; Valencia, 2010). When providing instruction to different students, teachers may 

use misconceptions that lead them to blame the students for any behaviors that devalue 

educational success (Valencia, 1997; Valenzuela, 2005)). 

When the dominant culture’s ethnocentrism is found in books, curricula and 

teacher education programs and attitudes (Shockley, 1974; Valenzuela, 1999; Valenzuela, 

2005; Gándara & Contreras, 2009), it is highly unlikely that school systems will support 

any minority contributions. It is also highly unlikely that the students’ culture will be 

considered when planning for instruction (Delpit, 2006). The dominant group plays a role 

in maintaining the curriculum and instructional methods; therefore, it is reasonable to 

assume that many MA students are left out of educational opportunities. If teachers are 

able to reflect upon their own discriminations and how these thoughts may lead to deficit 

thinking, they may change the way they plan for and instruct their students. This idea 

may affect both the curriculum, and the instruction.  

 

Purpose of Study 

A major purpose of this auto ethnographic study is to glean insights into some of 

the ways in which teachers’ stated perceptions and practices hinder or ameliorate the 

academic success of adolescent MA students. In particular, this project will examine the 
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ways my own story as a MA student, teacher and principal reveals the impact  that 

teachers’ perceptions can have in constructing classroom environments that are 

conducive (or not) to meeting the academic needs of MA students. Conducting informal 

interviews and acting as a participant observer within five secondary level teachers’ 

classrooms, will allow me to adopt the role of a co-participant in this study. Therefore, 

themes resulting from the analysis of the teachers’ perceptions and my observations will 

be used to guide the telling of my own story through the perspective of three characters; 

I, as the student, the teacher, and the principal.  

Questions Guiding the Study 

5. What are five secondary level teachers’ perceptions of what it means to educate 

Mexican American students? What factors inform their perceptions? 

6. In what ways will the participants’ responses act as a springboard for exploring 

and constructing the researcher’s own story as a Mexican American student, 

teacher and principal?  

7. In what ways do the five secondary level teachers’ stated perceptions influence, 

or not, how and what they teach?  

8. Finally, what do the perceptions of the researcher’s own experiences, in relation 

to the participants, say about what MA students need for success in school?  

 

Significance of Study 

As evidenced by the high attrition rate for MA students in the state of Texas, 

(IDRA, 2011) there is a need for research that reveals the importance of how teachers’ 
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perceptions towards MA students, affects positively or negatively their academic 

achievement. The insights gained from this study may potentially increase understanding 

regarding the ways, in which educators contribute to and/or ameliorate MA students' lack 

of achievement and high attrition rates. In addition, the possible revelation of evidence, 

that may contradict the educational systems’ efforts to remediate inequality, which may 

actually be furthering those inequalities (Valencia, 1997).  It is imperative that 

researchers and practitioners examine the possible teachers’ and or school districts’ roles, 

in fostering poor academic performance (Valenzuela, 1999). Appropriate steps are 

needed to educate the learning community so that we can begin the reversal of deficit 

thinking if indeed it does exist. In addition, teachers, administrators and school districts 

can focus on other source/s of MA student failure. Most importantly, to assist the 

attempts for secondary school teacher retention so that frustration does not engulf them as 

they work towards the academic success of their MA students.  

 

Definitions 

Attrition – Loss of students who drop out of secondary schools (IDRA, 2010). 

Content – A branch of learning that forms a course of study (Encarta, Microsoft Word). 

Critical Pedagogy  - Is a way of thinking about, negotiating, and transforming the 

relationship among classroom teaching, the production of knowledge, the institutional 

structures of the school, and the social and material relations of the wider community, 

society, and nation state (McLaren, 1998). 

Cultural Disconnect – The misunderstanding of values between two cultures who come 

together in work or school. The disconnection creates a miscommunication between the 

two cultures that may create misguided resentment towards one another (White, Zion, 

Kozleski & Fulton, 2005). 
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Cultural Diversity - The different cultures encountered in classrooms and how these 

cultural differences influence learning (Kauchak & Paul, 2011). 

 

Culturally Responsive Teaching - Is using the cultural characteristics, experiences, and 

perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them more effectively 

(Gay, 2002). 

Cultural Wealth - A collection of knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts possessed and 

utilized by communities of color to survive and resist forms of oppression (Yosso, 2005). 

Culture - The knowledge, attitudes, values, customs, and behavior patterns that 

characterize a social group (Kauchak & Paul, 2011). 

 

Deficit Thinking – When educators think that students fail in school because of internal 

deficits or deficiencies like limited intellectual abilities, linguistic shortcomings, lack of 

motivation to learn and immoral behavior (Valencia, 1997). 

Dropout - Is a person who is no longer enrolled in school and does not have a high school 

diploma or equivalent certificate (Valencia, 2011). 

Ethnicity - A person’s ancestry: the way people identify themselves with the nation they 

or their ancestors came from (Kauchak & Paul, 2011). 

 

Hispanic – Person of Latin descent (Spain, Mexico, Central and South America) (Encarta 

Dictionary Microsoft Word). 

Identification/Identity - A process in which a person patterns his thoughts, feelings or 

actions after another person who serves as a model (Bandura, 1969). 

Latino – Person of Latin American descent (Mexico, Central and South America) 

(Encarta Dictionary Microsoft Word).  

Mexican American (MA) – American citizen or residence of Mexican descent (Encarta 

Dictionary, Microsoft Word). 

Minority – A group of people, within a society, whose members have different ethnic, 

racial, national, religious, sexual, political, linguistic, or other characteristics from the rest 

of society (Encarta Dictionary Microsoft Word).  

Pedagogy – The interaction between teaching and learning (Wink, 2000). 

Perception – The process of using the senses to acquire information about the 

surrounding environment or situation (Encarta Dictionary Microsoft Word). 
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Personal Assumptions 

This study is built upon the notion that teachers’ perceptions play a role in the 

instructional decisions made for MA students. It is assumed that the teachers have little 

knowledge that their belief systems affect the academic success of MA students in their 

classrooms. In using their perceptions, the theory of deficit thinking emerges in the 

teachers’ expectations for their students, along with their efforts towards remediation. It 

is further assumed that the interviews will contradict what actually happens in the 

classroom due to the teachers wanting to change either their normal teaching format, or 

believing that what they are doing is equivalent to what they say they are doing.  

Theoretical Framework 

Educational deficit thinking blames the victim and their families as predominantly 

responsible for the student’s academic failure without placing any responsibility on issues 

promoted by the educational system (Valencia, 1997). In addition, teachers frequently 

blame the student for the behaviors that devalue educational success (Valencia, 1997). It 

is important that schools and teachers assess their educational systems on how they may 

be depositing the negative influences that support student failure. Furthermore, 

educational systems’ efforts to resolve inequality may actually be producing it (Valencia, 

1997).  Intervention programs are usually filled with students of color and are created to 

remediate, not to enrich, which is the students’ actual need. According to Valencia 

(2010), the following nine schooling conditions play a significant role in shaping and 

reproducing school failure among numerous MA students: school segregation, 

language/cultural exclusion, school finance, special education, gifted education, 
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curriculum differentiation, teacher-student interactions, including teacher certification 

and the MA teaching force.  

Because deficit thinking fits current educational policy and practice, the 

manifestation of a democratic education sometimes seems unreachable (Valencia, 2010). 

However, looking closely at these nine conditions can contribute to the promotion of the 

necessary systemic changes needed for vast improvement in the academic achievement of 

students of color, and those who are economically disadvantaged.  A democratic 

education has two objectives: to develop an understanding of democracy through the 

experience of democracy, and the development of skills of informed and responsible 

citizenship by exercising citizenship; therefore, schools should consciously create an 

optimum learning environment that is clearly defined, and they should take the necessary 

steps to ensure that all students have access (Valencia, 2010).  

Implications 

The results of this study will consider whether deficit thinking is a driving force in 

how teachers make decisions concerning what and how they teach, and whether teachers 

are aware that they may be exhibiting educational deficit behaviors  

The idea of educational deficit thinking continues to afflict a system that promotes 

concern by using accountability and at-risk resources to combat the problem. The 

discoveries of this study can contribute to the recognition of an unconsidered factor, 

which contributes to MA students’ lack of achievement and high attrition rates to 

teachers, administrators, and policy makers. In addition, evidence that the educational 

systems’ efforts to resolve inequality may actually be producing it (Valencia, 1997) may 
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help change the scope of .how schools and school districts approach remediation 

attempts.  It is imperative that researchers and practitioners examine the school’s role in 

fostering poor academic performance (Valenzuela, 1999) so that efforts are taken towards 

the process of shifting the focus that rely on remediation programs that are not always 

effective. It is also important that teachers recognize these perceptions in their own 

behaviors so they can consequently make changes in their classrooms (Delpit, 2006; Gay, 

2010).  

In order for teachers to reflect upon their own discriminations, they need training 

on how to think critically concerning their own behaviors, so that instructional 

improvements can be possible. When teachers do not think critically, they are willing to 

act upon mainstream assumptions even when such assumptions about life, education, and 

culture are counterproductive. Even MA teachers are drawn to use mainstream teaching 

approaches that can be counterproductive.  

Schools need to sincerely and creatively assess their systems to ensure that their 

mission statements of success for all students are not just political statements. Concrete 

knowledge of what is actually happening in classrooms instructionally, pedagogically, 

and culturally is imperative (Wink, 2000). Accountability results only give us one 

picture.  Success in school begins with a climate that promotes the learning for all 

students, and teachers are at the forefront of that goal. With or without knowledge, 

schools will continue to use the same explanations for failure that have persistently 

blamed students. Therefore, policy makers, administrators, and teachers need to focus on 

other causes for failure, instead of the persistent blame that is directed towards the 

students and their families. Teacher educators and researchers need to focus on methods 
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that allow pre-service teachers to clearly understand the concept of the theory of deficit 

thinking, and how it can foster student academic failure. 

Summary 

As the Hispanic population continues to grow, it is imperative that research 

geared towards the academic achievement of MA students in the state of Texas is 

available to teachers, schools and districts. Teachers, through staff development, need the 

opportunity to critically self-reflect concerning their possible contributions regarding 

their perceptions to the continued failure and dropout problem affecting MA students. 

Critical reflections must be  incorporated around content, pedagogy and cultural 

diversity. The continued use of the deficit thinking model creates self-inflicted obstacles 

to the educational system that continues with failed attempts to remedy the problem.  In 

addition, the history of the education of MA students in Texas needs to be acknowledged, 

because the same problems and concerns continue their presence within the educational 

system. There also needs to be a focused examination of the systematic organizational 

practices, procedures and policies because they often lead to the inequitable outcomes 

(McDonough, 1997; McNeil, 2000; Poland & Carlson, 1993; Sewell, Ducette, & Shapiro, 

1998) of schools and districts that may unknowingly support deficit thinking attitudes 

towards the education of minority students.  

Therefore, the goal of this auto ethnographic study is to glean insights into some 

of the ways in which teachers’ stated perceptions and practices hinder or ameliorate the 

academic success of adolescent MA students. Although the major intent is to provide 

these insights regarding how I as a MA student, teacher, and principal might experience 

the environment at the selected high school, it is imperative that this autoethnographic 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

21 
 

study also produces the research findings in a manner in which the reader can deduce the 

analysis. Additionally, the findings can offer an alternative direction that may lead to a 

better needs assessment for MA students, as schools seek ways to improve overall student 

performance. 
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Chapter II 

Review of Literature 

“All, regardless of race or class or economic status, are entitled to a fair chance 

and to the tools for developing their individual powers of mind and spirit to the utmost. 

This promise means that all children by virtue of their own efforts, competently guided, 

can hope to attain the mature and informed judgment needed to secure gainful 

employment, and to manage their lives, thereby serving not only their own interests but 

also the progress of society itself,” (A Nation at Risk, 1983).  

A major purpose of this study involves the investigation of five secondary school 

teachers’ perceptions concerning what it means to teach Mexican American (MA) 

students and how those perceptions contribute to the ways in which they plan for and 

execute lessons in the classroom. Another major purpose is to determine whether the 

roles revealed by the belief systems and deficit thinking, play (or not), in these teachers’ 

perceptions.  Sections included within this literature review are concepts involving the 

history of education for MAs in Texas, educational perspectives concerning the education 

of MA students, issues concerning secondary school students, and information related to 

ways in which curriculum and instruction inform the goal of equitable classrooms. 

 

History 

In looking at the history of the education of MAs in Texas, it is important to 

acknowledge that our past histories inform our current identities—both culturally and 

individually. Studying the lives of MA children is a missing component of all of our 
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identities, whether we realize it or not. The historical depiction in this section is not 

intended to be the complete history of MA education in Texas. It is merely a synthesis of 

MA education, offering insights into their schooling history for the past 163 years. 

In the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo of 1848, the U.S. promised citizens who 

chose to remain in the new territory of Texas all the privileges and guarantees of property 

and personal rights (Griswold, 1990), and then almost instantly began the first attempts to 

Americanize those who were left north of the new border. The initial attempts involved a 

transition from Catholic Mission schools to Protestant schools. Even before public 

education was established in Texas, attempts to de-Mexicanize MA children who were 

north of the border had already begun (Guadalupe & Valencia, 1998).  

After the 1870’s, a few schools for Mexican-origin children were established, but 

the focus was on educating White children, even when the idea of public schooling 

became more popular (Eby, 1925). Prior to this era, the purpose of school was to teach 

literacy and religion, but a new educational reform emerged and schools began the 

transformation of the cultural identities of groups perceived to be foreigners (San Miguel 

& Valencia, 1998). Mexicans who were north of the border had always assumed to be 

part of the accepted Mexican culture, but they were now seen as foreigners in their own 

land. In addition, they had the pressure of having to fight, being forced to give up their 

Mexican culture. “This subtraction process involved the removal of all minority 

communities, languages and cultures from the governance, administration and content of 

public education,” (San Miguel & Valencia, 1998, p. 360). By 1900, MAs made up 17% 

of all school age children between the ages of 5-17 in Texas (De Leon, 1982).  
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San Miguel and Valencia (1988) wrote that schools in the nineteenth century 

involved either subtractive or additive Americanization aspects. They also discern that 

subtractive schooling occurs when schools devalue specific minority groups and their 

cultural heritages, including the pursuance to replace them with idealized American 

values, while additive schooling promotes the maintenance of minority cultures and 

values. Catholic schools were mostly additive, while Protestant schools held the opposite 

views (San Miguel & Valencia, 1988). Public schools at the time originally took the 

additive perspective, until political pressure in favor of acquiring American 

characteristics forced a subtractive view that was detrimental to MAs (San Miguel & 

Valencia, 1988).  

Between 1890 and 1930, education was extended to people from various racial 

and national backgrounds, and it was altered to benefit the middle class (San Miguel & 

Valencia, 1988). In 1922, only 10.5% of the total school population was MA. A report on 

illiteracy in Texas once stated that “the illiterate Mexican child present[ed] by far the 

most difficult problem confronting elementary education in Texas,” (Almonte, 1925, p. 

1-2). In 1927, a San Antonio superintendent classified the MA students as follows:  

1. Descendants of old Spanish and Mexican families in San Antonio, who, as a 

rule, own their homes and engage in business or profession-children are of 

normal intelligence and enter school promptly. 

2. Children whose parents have come from Mexico in the last twenty five years 

and who rent their home and engage for the most part in manual labor-

children show retardation and seldom go beyond the fourth grade. 

3. Children of transient families whose residence is wherever work is to be 

found-children attend school only a few weeks out of the year are greatly 

retarded. 

4. A small number of children of visitors and political refugees-these children 

attend school to learn English and they do good work. (Manuel, 1930, p.17) 
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By 1930, of the five state study conducted in the Southwestern United States, 

Texas had the lowest percentage (50%) of MA children enrolled in school (U.S. Bureau 

of the Census, 1961a, 1961b).  Herschel Manuel’s (1930) study emphasized the concern 

over the lack of achievement for MA students. The Mexican problem at this time was due 

to language, economic condition, cultural level, and prevailing social attitudes (Manuel, 

1930). In addition, during this time, 90% of schools were segregated (Rangel & Alcala, 

1972). 

During this epoch, the idea that MA children were a problem for schools in Texas 

was very prevalent. However, it was seen as a cultural, foreign-born issue that if needed 

to, could be fixed by Americanizing the children (Manuel, 1930). Education continued 

this way for MA students in Texas with the dominant society agreeing to the customary 

approach. Additionally, MA children continued with the consistent diagnosis of being 

intellectually inferior, placed in lower track classes, and were deprived of opportunities 

for success (Gonzales, 1990).  

The Office of Education of the U.S. Department of the Interior sponsored the 

Reynolds (1933) study, which provided information about schooling conditions for MA 

students in the Southwest. Two of the major findings were: (1) teachers, even 

experienced ones, reported they were ill equipped to teach the MA students (particularly 

Spanish speakers), and received little supervisory guidance; and (2) The percentage of 

MA students who were pedagogically retarded, was very high (pp. 372-373). 

Despite the increased access to education, three major MA groups were denied 

access to public education during the first half of the twentieth century (San Miguel & 
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Valencia, 1988). These included “agricultural migrants, secondary school-age students, 

and post-secondary school- age students” (p. 365).  

Manuel (1930) made several recommendations at the conclusion of his study. The 

following examples are his suggestions for further research: 

1. What factors have operated to produce the current conditions? What parallels 

can be found in the history of education? What are the roots of the present 

social and educational philosophy? 

2. What curriculum is best adapted to MA children of the underprivileged 

group? What adjustments should be made in the light of their language, 

culture, vocational objectives, probable time in school, and retardation?    

(pp. 156-157) 

 

Between 1930-1960, the rise of school segregation and inferior school conditions 

promoted by racial and ethnic isolation for MAs, evolved the idea of deficit thinking, 

which led to poor academic performance, progress, and attainment (San Miguel & 

Valencia, 1988). Carter (1970) found a pervasive view in educators’ perceptions towards 

the idea that MAs are the creators of their own problems, and that their culture fails to 

prepare children to succeed in school. Although the educational gap continued between 

White and MA students, high school level retention improved considerably (Valencia & 

Chapa, 1993).    

A study by Carter published in 1970, focused on the lack of achievement of MA 

students and had similar concerns (Carter, 1970). The question of high dropout rates and 

the search for an explanation of the low achievements for MA children was not new, even 

in the late 1960’s. Carter pointed out that the literature of the time demonstrated that MA 

children did poorly in school by any measure; they dropped-out early, spoke Spanish and 
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were poor. This led to the belief that because they were poor, spoke Spanish and 

practiced Mexican culture, they would do poorly in school. However, the more the 

student was similar to what the school expected, the better he would achieve; the better 

the acculturation, the higher the achievement (Carter, 1970). 

In the 1960’s, Texas had the lowest enrollment for students with a Spanish 

surname in the southwest; and by the late 1960’s, Mexican American students were 3 1/3 

years behind their Anglo counterparts in school (Manuel, 1965). In 1968, the Governors’ 

Committee on Public School Education in Texas reported that in 1966, only one in six 

MA students graduated from high school. The inferred correlation was that the higher the 

percentage of MA students in a school, the higher the dropout rate. If this was the case, 

then another inferred correlation revealed that the highest dropout rate would be in the 

state that had the greatest degree of segregation in its schools (Carter, 1970). In the five 

state study, it was discovered that Texas was the most segregationist (Carter, 1970). 

The Mexican American Education Study (MAES) findings suggested that the 

“school’s holding power”, meaning dropout, was a basic measure of a school system’s 

effectiveness to hold students until they had completed a full course of study (U.S. 

Commission on Civil Rights, 1971b). In this five state study, Texas had the lowest 

holding power, at 53 percent. The MAES study is considered “the most comprehensive 

investigation ever undertaken with respect to the educational practices, conditions, and 

outcomes germane to MA students” (Valencia, 2006, p. 246). Using the MAES report, 

the U.S. Commission on Civil Rights (1973) concluded, “The pattern of teacher-student 

interaction only mirrors the educational neglect of MA students found throughout the 
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educational system. It is the schools and teachers of the Southwest, not the children, who 

are failing,” (p. 44).  

Significant Court Cases and Legislation 

A number of legal challenges have sought to rectify the inequities in American 

school systems. Maybe most significantly, Brown vs. Board of Education (1954) ended 

segregation legally, but not realistically. A great example of Texas segregation was 

documented in the 1960’s and 1970’s, where a Mexican American community gained 

popularity in its attempt to eliminate systemic discrimination. Some of the local MA 

community members joined other state civil rights organizations and put together what 

later came to be called, the Chicano Revolt in a Texas Town (Shockley, 1974). After 

years of segregation, racism and oppression, the Mexican American citizens united and 

literally voted the Anglo community out of almost every elected seat in the city, county 

and school district. As a result, they instituted bilingual education programs, MA studies 

at the secondary level, Mexican holidays and did away with student abuse from teachers. 

The reign lasted for about ten years, but the effects remain.  

Chinese-American students who were receiving instruction in a language they did 

not understand brought the Lau vs. Nichols (1974) lawsuit. The case was based on a 

different idea of equality. Treating people the same who have different needs, is 

inequality. This case brought bilingual education to the nation. Although teaching 

children in a language they did not understand went against this statute, the federal 

government did not specify how states should implement the program. Therefore, states 

like Texas either put in place a minor version of the program, or like Crystal City, Texas, 

not at all (Shockley, 1974). 
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Carter (1970) concluded that “MA’s poor record of success in schools [were] 

attributed to three main factors: the nature of the subculture, of the school, and of the 

local society,” (p. 219). He went on to say that MAs suffered from numerous inequities 

and injustices, including “the failure of the school to provide them with the skills, 

knowledge, and credentials essential for entrance into the higher levels of society,” (p. 

211). 

The struggle for bilingual education in Texas, despite the Lau v. Nichols case, 

lasted from 1969 to 1981 (San Miguel, 1987). For more than a decade, bills were 

introduced, but most never made it past the committee level. Finally, in 1981, the passage 

of Senate Bill 477 mandated bilingual education for the first time in Texas history (San 

Miguel, 1987). 

The Supreme Court case of Plyler vs. Doe (1982) mandated Texas public schools, 

by ruling in a 5-4 decision, from denying immigrant students access to a public 

education, adding that Texas had not produced enough evidence of any fiscal impact (San 

Miguel & Valencia, 1988). In addition, schools could not allow requests by the 

Immigration and Naturalization Services (INS) to enter a school. However, without any 

supervision, decisions were often left to the student enrollment clerks in local districts.   

Since the 1970s, the MA population continued with a dramatic growth. While 

some positive changes have occurred in public education, including the access to higher 

education, obstacles continue to threaten MA’s quest for educational equality (San 

Miguel & Valencia, 1988). Yzaguirre and Kamasaki (1997) argue that “the problem is 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

30 
 

not so much the lack of information but the ability to process the information that is 

already quite widely available” (p. 10). 

ANation at Risk (1983) report brought the lack of academic success to the public 

eye by stating that 23 million Americans and 13 percent of all seventeen year olds, were 

functionally illiterate (Glatthorn, 1987). Our nation was at risk and if we wanted to 

compete globally, we needed to advance our students academically. The report handed 

down five recommendations that would improve both public and higher education. This 

was the beginning of high stakes testing. The passing of No Child Left Behind (2002) 

during George W. Bush’s presidency, established an accountability system for academic 

proficiency requiring “all” students, regardless of special programs, to participate in 

annual achievement testing (Crawford, 2004). Failing schools were identified for 

improvement, and those students who were commonly excluded, were now part of 

schools’ accountability ratings (Crawford). This national legislation provided MA 

students another step towards educational equality.  

Sowell (1981) promoted deficit thinking when he stated that because MAs have 

the lowest high school completion rate, it is obvious that they do not value education. 

Sowell went on to say that the goals and values of MAs have never been centered on 

education. Richard Valencia (2008) challenged Sowell’s theory in his book titled, 

Chicano Students and the Courts, by researching the 35 major desegregation lawsuits that 

were initiated by MAs. Of the thirty-five lawsuits, 23 (66%) were litigated in Texas, 

including one in Central City (pseudonym) in 1970. This, according to Valencia, proved 

that MAs do care about the education of their children, and are willing to take on the 

court system to further the fight for educational equality. Valencia’s book, discussing 
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these 35 cases, also includes litigations surrounding the issues of school finance, special 

education, bilingual education, school closures, undocumented workers, higher education 

financing, and high-stakes testing.  

Subsequently, MA advocacy organizations were formed to litigate and advocate 

for issues like segregation and others. Two of the most significant organizations are the 

Mexican American Legal Defense and Educational Fund (MALDEF), founded in 1968, 

and Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (Chicano Student Movement of Aztlán, 

known as MEChA) founded in 1968 (San Miguel & Valencia, 1998).  MALDEF has 

become a source of successful education litigation for the MA community, and has won 

lawsuits setting highly influential case law (San Miguel & Valencia, 1988) and continues 

with the struggle. MECha’s role was to advocate for the MA community through 

advocacy and to support the expansion of Chicano Studies curricula and the hiring of 

Chicano faculty (San Miguel & Valencia, 1988).   

In summary, historical events reveal thought patterns that can still be detected 

within current educational practices and “norms: within the state of Texas. Although laws 

have passed to avoid individual and systemic discrimination, many schools are still 

affected by the implementation of policy. Even though there is ample evidence that MAs 

are willing to legally take on educational systems, the idea that MA parents and students 

do not care about education is still prevalent (Valencia & Black, 2002). This indicates 

that there is substantial rhetoric promoting educational democracy, but local 

communities, school districts, and their political actions, often contradict the rhetoric. As 

school districts, schools, and communities work towards educational equality, Texas MA 
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history provides a vivid portrait of the enduring “crisis of an unprecedented magnitude in 

the history of racial/ethnic minority education,” (San Miguel & Valencia, 1998, p. 354). 

For educators like myself, it is important to look to the past for guidance when 

constructing methods that have not been successful, but it also important to look at what 

educational theorists currently suggest that will moves us toward the future.   

Educational Perspectives 

Schooling has always had a purpose. During the Industrial Revolution, schools 

had the responsibility of training the urban and rural citizens for industrial and 

agricultural vocations and for acculturating or Americanizing the mass numbers of 

immigrants coming to the United States (Dworkin, 1959). The community’s workforce 

needs were produced in schools, so that upon finishing, the students were prepared for the 

workplace. However, as times changed, schools remained constant. One reason for this 

was the pervasive belief dating back to the 1850’s, that if new immigrants were to 

succeed, they must learn to adopt the ways and manners of White middle class 

Americans (Grumet, 1988). Therefore, during the mid-nineteenth century, social leaders 

such as Horace Mann and Catherine Beecher led a movement “to homogenize” American 

public schools (Grumet, 1988). As a result, goals were established around White middle 

class “norms” and schools were charged with teaching immigrant students how to be 

“good Americans”. While White students received instruction in the 3Rs (reading, 

writing, and arithmetic) and advanced academically, MAs were instructed in the 3Cs 

which were common cultural norms, civics instruction, and command of the English 
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language (Carter & Segura, 1979). This educational purpose continues to inform current 

practices, in spite of its obvious disconnect with social needs. 

Sociologists in education were concerned with schools and schooling and the 

facilitation of nation building and moral development (Durkheim, 1961). The 

socialization and enculturation of societies dictate how schools are formed (Durkheim, 

1947). Educational sociologists focused on how to better understand the nature of society, 

in order to socialize children to create a better world, and to discover what happens, how 

phenomena is connected, and if processes and outcomes are occurring as predicted 

(LeCompte & Preissle, 2003). They searched for the analysis of instructional 

effectiveness, including the links between schools and the broader social, economic, and 

political structure (LeCompte & Preissle. 2003). It is now clear that schooling affects 

individuals and groups, and schools affect social factors; and these social structures and 

cultural patterns are linked to the educational attainment of disadvantaged subgroups 

((LeCompte & Preissle, 2003). 

As accountability measures soar and school districts track performance, school 

failure for MA students persists (IDRA, 2010). Theorists have offered several 

explanations. One includes models that emphasize differences and misunderstandings 

between students and teachers in verbal and nonverbal communication styles (Erickson, 

1987). Another explanation for school failure comes from the caste theory discussed by 

Ogbu (Foley, 1991), whose model argues that castes, like ethnic minority students, 

schooled in a racist society, perceive their educational life chances as limited; therefore 

they develop a dysfunctional opposition to the culture that leads them to believe they 

cannot be both successful and different. A third explanation, educational deficit thinking, 
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simply blames the victim and their families as predominantly responsible for the 

student’s academic failure (Valencia, 1997; Delpit, 2006; Gándara & Contreras, 2009; 

Gay, 2010; Valencia, 2010) without placing any responsibility on issues promoted by the 

educational system. 

In the 1930’s, the genetic pathology model stating that minority children were 

inherently unable to learn, became unpopular (Foley, 1997).  The idea that promoted the 

concept that inherited limited intelligence caused poverty changed when the Great 

Depression caused middle class citizens to become economically impoverished.   

Therefore, deficit theorists began to search for cultural explanations of failure in 

schools. Most turned to anthropologist Oscar Lewis, who performed several studies and 

coined the term ‘culture of poverty’, while emphasizing the theory that people living in 

poverty tended to create unique, self-sustaining life-styles marked by a mixture of 

negative values, norms and social practices (Foley, 1997). This explanation offered 

policymakers and the general public, a scientific way of categorizing and characterizing 

poor people (Foley, 1997). Anthropologists and sociologists performed studies to negate 

Lewis’ claims. Because psychologists were the primary group of social scientists 

producing deficit discourse for educators and policymakers, this idea became resilient 

(Foley, 1997).  

Anthropologists’ intent was to investigate culture while focusing their attention on 

how children and adolescents were introduced into the practices and beliefs of a group 

(LeCompte & Preissle, 2003). An interrelationship exists between schooling and a 

society’s belief systems, modes of perceptual and conceptual meanings along with the 
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political, economic, and social structures (Hartshorne, 1943). Additionally, anthropology 

looked at the explicit social structures and organizations and inferred conceptual systems, 

like the hidden curriculum, underlying the cultural and subcultural processes that 

maintain a school system (Philips, 1983). The values a school’s community holds and 

where those values come from are part of the science of anthropology. As educators join 

scientists, by contributing grounded research studies that contradict the deficit thinking 

posited in the culture of poverty, the debates over the causes of minority students’ school 

failure continue to be questioned.  

Conditions Impacting School Failure 

Three areas that lead to educational oppression are personal attitudes or cultural 

values, institutional processes, and effects or outcomes (Valencia, 2011). Under personal 

attitudes, lie deficit thinking and meritocracy. Institutional processes bring forth 

segregation and curriculum differentiation. The effects or outcomes of educational 

oppression are low academic achievement and high dropout rates (Valencia, 2011).  

Institutional oppression is caused by systemic policies that are in place in many 

school settings. According to Valencia (2010) as many as nine schooling conditions play 

a significant role in shaping and reproducing school failure among numerous MA 

students: “school segregation, language/cultural exclusion, school financing, teacher-

student interactions, teacher certification, curriculum differentiation, special education, 

gifted/talented education and the Mexican American teaching force” (p. 2).  

Consequently, these nine conditions influence low academic achievement, high rates of 

grade retention, poor school holding power, low matriculation rates to college, disparate 
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impact of high stakes testing, and school stress (Valencia 2010). These nine schooling 

conditions that lead to school failure are discussed in the following paragraphs.  

There is considerable evidence that segregation has a negative effect on academic 

achievement. Although there are some students that fare well academically in segregated 

schools, segregation has been attributed to student failure and is associated with low 

academic achievement.  Valencia’s (2011) investigation of two large Texas districts 

garnered evidence that there is a pattern in the relationship between school segregation 

and the academic achievement of students of color. This evidence revealed that in these 

segregated schools, students performed lower on test scores, graduation rates, 

enrollments in college prep courses, students taking SAT, SAT scores, and matriculation 

to college. In order to add to this evidence, Valencia followed this investigation to school 

districts in California and obtained the same results. 

Because language is a vehicle for culture, language suppression leads to cultural 

exclusion in the school curricula. Recently, State Representative Norma Chavez (D-El 

Paso) challenged the State Board of Education (SBOE) stating that although Texas is 

more than 40% Latino, only 10% of the new social studies adoption’s historical figures 

are Latino (Valencia, 2011). Both bilingual and multicultural education, continue to find 

resistance among policy makers in Austin, Texas, including the comment by SBOE 

member Pat Hardy (R-Weatherford) who said that to have such proportional 

representation would be revisionist (Valencia, 2011). However, teachers can add local 

culture to their instructional units to promote culture, and they do have some control over 

how social studies is taught, including the tone of how it is taught.  
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Although school finance continues to be an issue, especially when schools are 

segregated, the problem does persist. Historically, the problem with school finance has 

been litigated and continues with litigation, as does segregation. However, teachers have 

little impact on how funding occurs and how resources are spent. Once federal and state 

funds reach the school district, funding decisions go to the district’s central office 

administration. If funding is withheld from segregated schools for any reason, the 

disparity falls on the local school district (Valencia, 2011).  

Many researchers have investigated theoretically and empirically how student-

teacher interactions affect student academic achievement. The discussion on White 

teachers’ stereotypes of MA students has been extensive. The U.S. Commission of Civil 

Rights (1973) MA Study Report found that, compared to White students, Latinos 

received significantly less praise and encouragement from White teachers. Subsequent 

investigations have provided confirmation of the report’s findings. Teachers’ low 

expectations continue to manifest themselves with teachers who instruct MAs.  

The lowest performing schools have the greater percentages of teachers who are 

not fully certified, assigned to out-of-field classes, with little experience, with beginning 

employment status, with higher turnover rates, and having failed certification 

examinations (Fuller, Carpenter, & Fuller, 2008). Students who come from poverty and 

are minority, suffer when teacher quality is not present in their schools. In the 2005-2006 

academic year, the ten districts in Texas with the highest MA student enrollments, had 

the largest percentage of teachers with fewer than three years experience (Education 

Trust, 2008). Higher qualified teachers are more likely to be teaching in schools with 

higher academic achievement, fewer students of color, and fewer poor students 
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(Valencia, 2011). Teacher certification impacts students who attend high poverty and 

high minority schools.  

Curriculum differentiation is a form of tracking and considered a form of second-

generation segregation (Oakes, 2005). Historically, grouping was used as a strategic way 

of separating students by levels to make instruction easier, and also to meet the learning 

needs of students. In order to place students in the best instructional groups, testing is 

utilized to decide which students are better at the required skills for a particular subject. 

Because the majority of schools use the dominant’s society view of the expected assets 

required to learn, students who have not acquired these assets, are lacking (Valencia, 

2011). In order for teachers to help advance these students, they are placed in middle or 

lower groups where the instruction is less advanced. When ability tracking is utilized, 

minority students and those who come from poverty, are denied equal educational 

opportunity and consequently perform lower academically (Valencia, 2011).  

There is evidence that minority students are disproportionally placed in special 

education programs. Historically, MAs have been placed in special education and 

diagnosed for being slow learners and for mental retardation that can be traced to the 

1920s (Valencia, 2011). The manner in which students are tested and placed in special 

education has changed dramatically, yet MA students still make up a large percentage of 

special education students.  

Contradicting the huge number of MA students in special education, is the low 

representation in gifted and talented (GT) programs. The testing procedures for entry 

have had a huge effect on identification. According to Valencia and Villarreal (2011), 
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testing and teacher nominations are a factor in low MA representation. In addition, the 

Stanford-Binet and the National Intelligence Test (NIT), both used for GT testing, are 

largely designed for White, English-speaking, middle class children. The segregation of 

MAs has also contributed to the lack of opportunity to learn the school related content 

needed for specific parts in these two tests.  

Finally, the ninth schooling condition for school failure is the underrepresentation 

of MA teachers. In Texas, 50.3% of students and 23.7% of teachers are Hispanic, while 

63.9% of teachers, are White (AEIS, 2011). Although MA teachers have some advantage 

teaching and enhancing the learning of MA students, there is no implication that only 

MA teachers can best teach, or should teach MA students (Valencia & Aburto, 1991). 

This shortage greatly affects bilingual programs throughout Texas as well as the need to 

have a multicultural teaching force that represents schools’ demographics.  

Rationality contributes to the attraction of deficit thinking, because it “is a 

relatively simple and effective form of attributing the cause of human behavior,” (p. xvi). 

For example, Valencia (2010) stated that victim blaming is at the root of deficit thinking 

because it holds students responsible for their poor performance, while absolving the 

educational institutions from the inequitable schooling conditions that exclude them from 

optimal learning. He also posits that because researchers approach their studies with 

deeply embedded biases toward people of color, deficit thinking is a pseudoscience.  
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Social and Cultural Capital 

Because deficit thinking permeates education, the school’s objective is to educate 

passive students with forms of cultural knowledge deemed valuable to the dominant 

society (Yosso, 2005). Bourdieu’s (1977) theory of cultural capital continues to contend 

that some communities are culturally wealthy while others are culturally poor, therefore, 

wealth that is valuable to a working class student, is not considered to carry any capital in 

the school context (Yosso, 2005). 

Although minorities do possess social capital, the practice of segregation by 

tracking at the secondary level, removes the access to those students who are either 

academically strong or belong to academically supportive networks (Valenzuela, 1999). 

In addition to segregation and tracking, as previously stated, the lowest performing 

schools have greater percentages of teachers “(a) not fully certified, (b) assigned to out-

of-field classes, (c) with little experience, (d) with beginning employment status, (e) with 

higher turnover rates, and (f) having failed certification exams” (Fuller, Carpenter, & 

Fuller, 2008, 2010, p. 117). In these types of environments, students sometimes have to 

revert back to their social capital reserves in order to survive the conditions. 

The lack of social capital, or wealth, plays a role in majority-minority schools. 

Social capital is the sum of the actual and potential resources that can be mobilized 

through membership in social networks (Anheier, Gerhards & Romo, 1995).  “Students 

who begin the year with only small reserves of skills will not succeed; and those who 

come with more positive orientations or greater skills, are better equipped to offset the 

more debilitating aspects of schooling” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 6). Bourdieu and Passeron 

(1977) argued that for those not born into a family whose knowledge was already 
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considered valuable, access to the knowledge of the middle and upper classes, and the 

potential for social mobility, would be gained through formal schooling. This argument 

poses the idea that minorities lack the social and cultural capital for social mobility 

(Yosso, 2005).  

According to Delgado-Bernal (1997), there are at least six forms of capital that 

comprise cultural wealth. These are aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial, 

and resistant capitals. These forms of capital build on one another as part of the 

community’s cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005). Teachers making judgments solely on deficit 

thinking, would miss these forms of cultural capital (Valencia, 2010). 

Yosso (2005) describes the six forms of cultural capital as: 

1. Aspirational capital refers to the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the 

future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers. 

2. Linguistic capital includes the intellectual and social skills attained through 

communication experiences in more than one language and/or style. 

3. Familiar capital refers to that cultural knowledge nurtured among family that 

carry a sense of community history, memory and cultural intuition. 

4. Social capital can be understood as networks of people and community 

resources that provide both instrumental and emotional support, to navigate 

through society’s institutions. 

5. Navigational capital refers to skills of maneuvering through social institutions 

not created with minorities in mind.  

6. Resistant capital refers to the knowledge and skills fostered though 

oppositional behavior that challenges inequality.  

(pp. 77-80) 

Community cultural wealth is a collection of knowledge, skills, abilities and 

contacts possessed and utilized by communities of color to survive and resist forms of 

oppression (Yosso, 2005). Many teachers see students as having no form of capital, and 

therefore may have the need to fill them with their own versions of what society deems 
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acceptable. “The main goals of identifying and documenting cultural wealth are to 

transform education and empower people of color to utilize assets already abundant in 

their communities,” (Yosso, p. 82). It is important that teachers understand that the social 

capital these children have learned is important to the survival in their own communities, 

and even if it contradicts what is taught at school, it is still quite crucial. This leads to the 

different types of literacies that are important to student survival.  

Literacies are not just about reading and writing; they are the underlying ways of 

knowing, thinking, and making complex meanings (Wink, 2000). There are multiple 

types of literacies including:  

Functional (languages of the streets and of life); academic (languages of schools 

and universities); workplace (languages of our jobs); information (languages of 

technology); constructive (languages we construct with the printed word); 

emergent (languages constructed with the text before we are really decoding); 

cultural (language that reflects the perspective of one culture…); critical 

(languages that take us deeper into more complex understanding of the word and 

the world); and finally, literacies (as a new type of literacy that provides a 

foundation reflective of multiple experiences)                   (Wink, 2000, p. 55). 

All of these literacies result from social practices and do not develop in isolation; they 

grow from families, schools, work, cultures, and knowledge (Wink, 2000). 

Unsuccessful students in schools are not usually lacking social capital, are not 

anti-school or oppositional; they oppose the schooling process that disrespects them 

(Valenzuela, 1999). In her book titled, Subtractive Schooling (1999), Angela 

Valenzuela’s ethnographic study of a large inner-city district in Houston, Texas, allowed 

us a view of a school and some of its students. In her book, Valenzuela conveys two 
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different ideologies of what it means to care about students. One idea affirms and 

embraces their culture, while the other attempts to divorce students from their culture and 

community (Sleeter, 1999).  

Within student interviews, Valenzuela examined how they experienced personal 

relationships with teachers and the school curriculum whose main goal was to 

mainstream them into the dominant society by subtracting their community-based 

language and culture (Sleeter, 1999). Sleeter goes on to discuss economic and cultural 

racism; “economic racism involves theft of land, labor and resources, while cultural 

racism consists of the belief system that is manufactured to legitimate the theft,” (p. xvii). 

According to Noddings (1984), schools are structured around an aesthetic concern 

concentrating on giving important attention to things and ideas. Discourse between 

teachers and students is important, but the manner in which the discourse occurs is also 

essential to the communication. Technical discourse refers to impersonal objective 

language, while expressive discourse considers a defined ethic that molds itself in certain 

situations, and has proper regard for human affections, weaknesses, and anxieties 

(Noddings, 1984). Valenzuela (1999) links authentic caring with MAs cultural concept of 

“educación” which considers continuous, trusting, and respectful relationships between 

students and teachers as the cornerstone of all learning. Therefore, many Latino students’ 

feelings towards schooling tend to be related to experiences with teachers (Greenfield & 

Quiroz, 1996). When significant differences occur between students’ and teachers’ 

cultures, teachers sometimes misread students’ intent or abilities due to the difference in 

styles of language use and interactional patterns (Delpit, 2006). Delpit also adds that in 
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order to combat these differences, teachers may utilize styles of instruction and discipline 

that are at odds with the community’s norms. 

Valenzuela (1999) explains the difference in how immigrant youth and U.S. born 

youth perceived school in her study. She explained that any complaints immigrant 

students might have had about school were silenced by the appreciation of the 

opportunity to pursue an education beyond anything available to them in Mexico. 

Additionally, she adds that U.S. born youth, are dissimilar and demonstrate a sense of 

entitlement to education, by demanding a more humane expectation of schooling. 

However, they both possessed the resistance to teachers who asked that they care about 

school, because many of them were asking to be cared about first (Valenzuela, 1999). For 

U.S. born youth in this study, the idea of school is attributed to their experience that 

caring about school threatens their ethnic identity.  

According to Roland Fryer (2006), acting White refers to “a set of social 

interactions in which minority adolescents who get good grades in school enjoy less 

social popularity than White students who do well academically,” (p. 53). Fryer goes on 

to state that some minority children ridicule their own peers for engaging in behaviors 

perceived to be characteristic of White students. When asked to give examples of White 

behavior, minority students listed actions such as speaking Standard English, enrolling in 

Advanced Placement or honor classes, and wearing Gap or Abercrombie & Fitch clothing 

(Neal-Barnett, 1999).  Fryer also found that this phenomenon is unique to schools where 

minorities are less than 80 percent of the student population. In predominantly minority 

schools, he found no evidence that good grades adversely affected student popularity.  In 

Texas, 32 of the 50 largest school districts had very high minority enrollments (Valencia, 
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2011). However, within the school districts, the majority of schools were balanced having 

a mixture of ethnicities. For Texas, 71% of schools are balanced and those that are not, 

had at least 60% minority representation (TEA, 2009). Elementary schools seemed to be 

the most segregated.  

Because we live in a society that nurtures stereotypes, teachers make assumptions 

judging student “actions, words, intellects, families, communities,” (Delpit, 2006, p. 

xxiv). In predominantly minority districts, middle class minority teachers are sometimes 

unable to identify with the poor minority students they teach, because they also tend to 

hold these stereotypes (Delpit, 2006). She goes on to add that as citizens of the dominant 

society battle each other over what is good for other people’s children, they exclude from 

the conversations those who have the most to lose or gain by the outcomes. Teachers 

beliefs about their students shape their instructional behaviors and these behaviors are 

formed early in a teacher’s career, starting even before pre-service education, and are 

difficult to change (Mercado, 1993). 

Freire (1970) suggested that any attempts to liberate the disenfranchised without 

their own reflective participation, and trust in their ability to reason, could be perceived 

as an attempt to treat them as those who need to be saved. He goes on to add that 

“liberation is a praxis,” (p. 60) and that people must reflect on their action within their 

world in order to change it. Additionally, the oppressed should be involved in the 

decision making process geared towards educational programs and interventions 

designed for their advancement.  Freire also advocated for creating dialogue without 

projecting ignorance onto others without perceiving one’s own.  
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Paulo Freire (1970) described those who wish to help the underprivileged as  

converts who truly desire to transform…but because of their background, they 

believe that they must be the executors of the transformation. They talk about the 

people, but they do not trust them; and trusting the people is the indispensable 

precondition for revolutionary change. A real humanist can be identified more by 

his trust in the people, which engages him in their struggle, than by a thousand 

actions in their favor without trust (p. 42). 

Caution was suggested towards those in power attempting to present themselves as 

saviors to those they dehumanize and divide (Freire, 1970). Cultural invasion can only 

succeed when those with less power are convinced that they are inferior; and when 

alienated from their own culture and values, they tend to emulate the dominant society’s 

norms (Freire, 1970).  Freire taught the peasants to use their knowledge and their literacy 

to examine and reexamine the surrounding power structures of the dominant society 

(Wink, 2000). He was not jailed and exiled from his country because he taught the 

peasants to read and write, he was exiled because he taught them to read the world 

around them.  

John Dewey’s beliefs about the relationship between school an society were 

fundamental to his theories of the curriculum. In Democracy and Education (1916), 

Dewey wrote: 

A democracy is more than a form of government: it is primarily a mode of 

associated living, of conjoint communicated experience…These more numerous 

and more varied points of contact denote a greater diversity of stimuli to which an 

individual has to respond: they consequently put a premium on variation in his 

action…A society which is mobile, which is full of channels for the distribution 

of change occurring anywhere must see to it that its members are educated to 
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personal initiative and adaptability. Otherwise, they will be overwhelmed by the 

changes in which they are caught and whose significance or connections they do 

not perceive (pp. 101-102). 

John Dewey also wrote that “it is the aim of progressive education to take part in 

correcting unfair privilege and unfair deprivation, not to perpetuate them” (p. 119-120). 

In addition, he also stated that the teacher is not to impose ideas or work to form habits in 

students but to select influences that might affect the child and assist him in responding 

properly to those influences (Dewey, 1929). The teacher should be a representation of the 

community. However, since most of the teachers who teach in low income schools come 

from different communities, that representation becomes blurred. Additionally, he 

asserted that school was both psychological and sociological and that neither should be 

subordinate to the other or neglected, (Dewey, 1929). He believed that in the right kind of 

schools, students would understand issues better and would be equipped to solve social 

problems and control their surroundings. Dewey may have meant that to accept the whole 

child meant to accept whatever race, class, gender, language, or culture the child brought 

to school (Wink, 2000).  

Because many teachers are unfamiliar with multicultural education and do not 

know enough about the different ethnic contributions to their perspective subjects, they 

tend to teach as they were taught (Gay, 2002). This many times builds a wall between 

students and teachers with both misunderstanding the reasons for the behavior. 

“Culturally responsive teaching is defined as using the cultural characteristics, 

experiences, and perspectives of ethnically diverse students as conduits for teaching them 

more effectively,” (Gay, 2002, p. 106). In addition to acquiring knowledge about ethnic 

and cultural diversity, teachers who teach in majority minority schools need to learn how 
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to add culturally responsive methods to their current curriculum and the adopted 

instructional strategies (Gay, 2002). Because teachers feel stressed with time constraints 

on content, their unfamiliarity of multicultural education impedes them from addressing 

cultural needs due to thinking that an added class is required. 

According to Gay (2010) mitigating variables like gender, age, social class, and 

education, affect expressive behaviors like thinking, speaking, writing, and most 

importantly, teaching and learning. These cultural dynamics people use to express their 

shared features are transformed from their ethnicity and culture. Gay also stated that how 

core characteristics are displayed in expressive behavior is influenced by the different 

mitigating variables. Communication is not just about content and structure of the written 

and spoken language, it also serves as a transmitter of information. Communication 

transmits “sociocultural contexts and nuances, discourse logic and dynamics, delivery 

styles, social functions, role expectations, norms of interaction, and nonverbal features 

are as important as vocabulary, grammar, lexicon, pronunciation, and other linguistic 

structural dimensions of communication,” (Lee, 2007). The exchange of language 

between student and teacher and the conditions in which it occurs will affect what is 

communicated and how involved the student will become throughout the communication 

(Boggs, 1985).  Psychologists have contributed to this idea by concentrating on 

generating descriptions of individual children’s behaviors in many settings, including 

schools; these behaviors include beliefs and interactions patterns in schools and 

classrooms that lead to cognitive and emotional development (LeCompte & Preissle, 

2003).   
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Schools are social and filled with real people who live in real communities who 

have real concerns viewed through multiple perspectives; and they send their kids to 

school (Wink, 2000). Looking at Vygotsky’s legacy and the critical education for how 

children learn, three main concepts where context matters are:  

1. Sociocultural learning, or the context matters 

2. The zone of proximal development (ZPD) or our interaction with friends in this 

context matters 

3. The relationships between  thought and language, or words and ideas used in this 

context matters 

 (Wink, 2000, p. 94) 

 

Despite litigation and empirical research, MA education continues to seek 

equality. The Latino educational pipeline hierarchy shows that out of every 100 Latinos 

that enter school, only 46 will graduate from high school, 26 of them will enroll in 

college and only 8 will graduate with a degree (Hurtado, Cervantez, & Eccleston (2010); 

Yosso & Solórzano, 2006). Recently, the Intercultural Development and Research 

Association (IDRA) (2012) reported that in the 2010-2011 school year, 37% of Hispanics 

in Texas did not make it to graduation. Perhaps the issue could be connected to the 

current data in Texas where 50.3% of the total K-12 student population is Hispanic, while 

64% of teachers are White (AEIS, 2011). The dire educational conditions for MAs 

continue, while districts and schools search for ways to improve education, both 

instructionally and pedagogically for students of color and those who come from poverty.  

Although elementary and middle schools play a crucial role on how students will 

encounter, perform, and succeed in high school, it is at this secondary level that decisions 

are made affecting whether students graduate or drop out.  
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Secondary Schools 

A secondary school is supposed to be one that attempts to meet the needs of all its 

students by providing curricular options geared toward a variety of ability levels and 

interests, while housing all them in one place (Hamack, 2004). Although today the high 

school diploma is needed for success, it was not always the case. As previously stated, 

during the Industrial Revolution, schools had the responsibility of training the urban and 

rural citizens for industrial and agricultural vocations, and for acculturating or 

Americanizing the mass numbers of immigrants coming to the United States (Dworkin, 

1959). The community’s needs reflected the school’s curriculum, so that upon finishing, 

the students were prepared for the workplace. 

In the late 1800’s, the Committee of Ten, a committee established to make 

recommendations and curriculum, made major recommendations for high schools. The 

committee recommended the need to provide four separate programs of study: classical, 

Latin-scientific, modern languages, and English (National Association, 1893). Because 

schools were not providing prospective workers with skills for jobs, a new committee 

was formed to reorganize secondary education (Kauchak & Eggen, 2011). The committee 

produced The Cardinal Principles of Secondary Education (1918) report that 

recommended the  broadening of the curriculum to include basic skills in reading and 

math, plus vocational education, personal health, worthy home membership, civic 

education, effective use of leisure time, and ethical character (Kauchak & Eggen, 2011). 

In order to accommodate these goals, the commission proposed a comprehensive high 

school with different tracks for different students, and integrated the different tracks in 

sports and other extra-curricular activities (Spring, 1995). 
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Although the idea of tracks was designed to provide a more customized 

education, it created two negative effects (Oaks, 2005). First, it provided non-college 

bound students, regardless of race or ethnicity, instruction that was not challenging; and 

second, the move to comprehensive high schools made them very large, especially in 

urban areas (Good & Brophy, 2003). Today, more than 70% of U.S. high schools have 

over 1,000 students (Kauchak & Eggen, 2011). 

Although many attempts have been made towards the improvement of academic 

achievement in secondary schools, data from minority and economically disadvantaged 

students shows that the efforts have not been very successful. As the number of low 

performing schools grow, some districts continue to implement intervention programs 

that are less effective than regular classroom instruction, but they satisfy state and federal 

regulations that require remediation for failing students (Valencia, 2010; Valenzuela, 

2009). It is imperative that researchers and practitioners examine the school’s role in 

fostering poor academic performance through their remediation and intervention 

programs (Valenzuela, 1999). A close examination of the systematic organizational 

practices, procedures and policies is crucial, because they often lead to the inequitable 

outcomes that schools and districts are actually trying to repair (McDonough, 1997; 

McNeil, 2000; Poland & Carlson, 1993; Sewell, Ducette, & Shapiro, 1998).  

Many times due to the stress of accountability, school administrators withhold 

important learning resources from students who need them in order to direct resources 

towards students who have a better chance of passing the state assessment (Marshall & 

Oliva, 2010). When students read below grade level they are expected to fail, and 

therefore a determination is made that the school community should sacrifice their 
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continued learning to serve other interests (Marshall & Oliva, 2010). Students placed in 

intervention classes often receive less effective instruction than those in regular 

classroom instruction. In addition, teacher expectations for their students are low at most 

majority-minority schools, and teachers are often uncertified or are teaching out of their 

content areas (Marshall & Oliva, 2010). This has a huge impact on student achievement 

and performance on state assessments.  

Because of pressures for accountability, high minority schools are least likely to 

structure and embody a college-going culture that explicitly works at helping students to 

attend and succeed in college (McDonough, 1997). This is due to low reading and math 

scores, and the thinking that accompanies low expectations that lead to drill and kill type 

of instruction where students are forced to practice monotonous low-level skills. As 

secondary schools struggle to change student performance, they unknowingly may be the 

actual producers of the conditions that lead to failure. 

In order to address the issue of the academic problems of failing students, many 

districts organize committees, but they rarely support the college aspirations of capable 

students who are at risk of not achieving academically (Marshall & Oliva, 2010). These 

committees seem to offer the same programs with different labels producing similar 

results. Many capable students of color, or that are economically disadvantaged go 

unnoticed. Proactive collaboration among students, parents, teachers, campus 

administrators, district personnel, and other community stakeholder groups is necessary 

for a balanced system where all students are successful (Marshall & Oliva, 2010). 

Kauchak and Eggen (2011) state that if secondary schools are to be effective, they must 

make adaptations. They should organize the teachers and students into interdisciplinary 
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teams to help create and maintain long-term teacher-student relationships paying special 

attention to emotional development. They should also use interactive teaching strategies 

and eliminate activities that emphasize developmental differences (Kauchak & Eggen, 

2011, p. 227-228). 

Looking at effective schools with large minority students and those who come 

from poverty can lead to the idea that these types of schools can be successful. Therefore, 

the change in culture would come from the thinking that all students can be successful 

instead of the idea that these schools and these students can never accomplish school 

success. 

Curriculum and Instruction 

After analyzing curricula, Goodlad (1979) determined that there was a major 

difference between the planned and taught curricula. He divided  those distinctions into 

five different forms of curriculum planning. Because Glatthorn (1987) thought that it was 

important for educators to know that there were different layers of curricula intertwined 

within schools, and to make the labels more recognizable, he renamed the five; 

recommended curriculum, written curriculum, supported curriculum, taught curriculum, 

tested curriculum, and learned curriculum. He also included the hidden curriculum as 

playing a crucial role in the educational system. The following paragraphs explain how 

Glatthorn (1987) separated the curricula. 

The recommended curriculum is that which is promoted by the scholars and 

professional associations, including the curriculum requirements of policy makers 

representing, both federal and state governments. This curriculum includes the skills and 
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concepts recommended by policy, societal trends, and professional associations. Because 

these recommendations are so general, teachers tend to ignore them searching for the 

specificity that relates to their content areas and levels. 

The written curriculum is approved by state and district guides, and is intended to 

ensure the educational goals of the district system are accomplished. This curriculum is 

much more specific stating objectives to be mastered, the sequence, and types of learning 

activities to be used as reflected by the local leadership. 

The supported curriculum is shaped by the resources allocated to promote,or 

deliver the curriculum. These resources include time in amount of minutes to the subject, 

time allocated by the teacher for the subject, personnel for class size, and text and other 

learning materials. Teachers play a crucial role in the time they choose to allocate to any 

given skill or concept.  

The delivered curriculum seen in action by the teacher in the classroom is the 

taught curriculum. Many times the written curriculum and the taught curriculum are quite 

different. Connelly & Elbaz (1980) note that teachers bring personal practical knowledge 

to the classroom from experiences and use the knowledge in the complex classroom 

environments, while Glatthorn (1987) states that teacher changes the curriculum based on 

“personal practical knowledge, knowledge of the subject, perceptions of students, the 

written curriculum, the textbook, administrative pressures, standardized tests, and 

perceptions of community concerns,” (p. 13). 

The tested curriculum is the learning assessed in teacher made tests, district made 

tests, and in standardized tests, which affect student outcomes when the taught 
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curriculum and the tested curriculum are different. When the standardized test monitors 

teacher compliance and accountability, the test will drive instruction regardless of the 

written curriculum (Glatthorn, 1987; Crawford, 2004; Gay, 2000). According to 

Glatthorn (1987), students lose out when the testing and the teaching curriculums do not 

match. When students are tested on skills they are not learning in the classroom, an 

alignment of curricula becomes necessary. It is unfair for students to be tested on material 

that was never addressed.  

Finally, the changes in values, perceptions, and behavior that transpire as a result 

of school experiences, is the learned curriculum. The message the students receive and 

learn, from both the intentional curriculum and the hidden curriculum allows them to 

assess what is important in relation to their values and decide if they will take the time to 

learn the subject matter regardless of teacher strategy (Glatthorn, 1987; Delpit, 2006; 

Gay, 2010). The learned curriculum is many times quite different from the written and 

the taught curriculum.  

It is important to discuss the hidden curriculum, because as Glatthorn (1987) 

noted, this curriculum lies outside the boundaries of the school’s intentional efforts, 

which can be both desirable and undesirable and that schools and those who operate them 

are influenced by the values and belief systems of the larger society; thus, they reproduce 

the cultural beliefs and ideology of the larger social order, which permeates every aspect 

of the school. Because of this, certain kinds of knowledge are deemed worthy while 

others are discarded. Hence, we are able to see a powerfully pervasive curriculum that 

often goes unnoticed. Those who possess this cultural capital are able to find success 

within the school (Valenzuela, 1999). Cultural values, climate and non-verbal cues offer 
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some students the message that their capital is not worthy within the walls of the 

institution; and the imposition of the larger society’s views must be learned if students are 

to succeed (Valenzuela, 1999; Wink, 2000; Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2010). 

These five curricula, along with the hidden curriculum, show the versatile 

complexity within education as teachers search for instructional practices that best fit 

their students; they are also trying to appease everyone who imposes policy on schools. 

In addition to curriculum, teachers and the decisions they make for instruction affect 

education.  

In My Pedagogic Creed (1897), John Dewey wrote that teachers needed more 

than knowledge, pedagogical expertise, psychological insights, and theoretical 

understandings, they also needed to be people of character, compassion, and sympathy 

(Simpson & Stack, 2011). In addition to pedagogical knowledge, he stressed that teachers 

also needed to exhibit adequate knowledge of their content. “Pedagogy is the interaction 

between teaching and learning [and] it is about human interactions, the joy of playing 

with new ideas, and the challenge of integrating those ideas in the real world,” (Wink, 

2000, p. 59). As teachers look at pedagogy, more focus should be placed on active 

learning than the transmission of knowledge to students. In fact, Joan Wink (2000) 

suggested that transformative pedagogy, or critical pedagogy, includes generating 

knowledge and extending it from the classroom to the community, because good 

constructive pedagogy often stays inside the classroom.  

In deciding which strategies to use for instruction, teachers sometimes consider 

critical thinking skills when making decisions about instruction. For those who consider 
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critical thinking important to student learning, Blooms Taxonomy offered a hierarchy of 

skills as a reference for teacher guidance. Benjamin Bloom, a psychologist and professor 

at the University of Chicago, published three handbooks geared towards cognitive, 

affective and psychomotor domains (Glatthorn, 1987). Of the three, the 1956 handbook 

on cognitive domain became known as Bloom’s Taxonomy. His ideas were used to 

develop curriculum, evaluate curriculum, help plan lessons for instruction and 

assessments, and for teacher evaluations (Glatthorn, 1987). Bloom’s Taxonomy is still 

widely used today in classrooms and in pre-service education programs.  

Knowledge of both content and pedagogy is imperative when teaching in a high 

stakes testing society. Advocates for high stakes testing argue that testing influences what 

is taught, how it is taught, what is learned and how it is learned, which is a beneficial 

attribute (Madaus, 1988). Madaus (1998) argued that “measurement-driven instruction 

invariably leads to cramming; narrows the curriculum; concentrates attention on those 

skills most amenable to testing; constrains the creativity and spontaneity of teachers and 

students; and finally demeans the professional judgment of teachers” (p. 85). When 

testing drives the curriculum, many teachers opt to teach to the test in order to improve 

student performance. Best practices in a climate of high stakes testing do exist, but due to 

the fear of failure and accountability pressures, teachers use tests for instruction, which 

consequently impacts students’ performance negatively.  

Kauchak & Eggen (2011) defined instruction as “the strategies teachers use to 

help students reach learning goals in the curriculum,” (p.325). Teachers have a profound 

influence on student learning, even in schools that are ineffective; therefore, teachers do 

make a difference in student learning regardless of the students’ backgrounds (Marzano, 
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Pickering & Pollock, 2001). After studying the achievement results of more than 100,000 

students, Wright, Horn, & Sanders, et al (1997) concluded: 

The results of this study will document that the most important factor affecting 

student learning is the teacher. In addition, the results show wide variation 

ineffectiveness among teachers. The immediate and clear implication of this 

finding is that seemingly more can be done to improve education by improving 

effectiveness of teachers than by any other single factor. Effective teachers appear 

to be effective with students of all achievement levels, regardless of the level of 

heterogeneity in their classrooms. If the teacher is ineffective, students under the 

teacher’s tutelage will show inadequate progress academically regardless of how 

similar or different they are regarding their academic achievement (p.63). 

This finding promotes the idea that teachers are quite important to what happens in a 

classroom. Regardless of curriculum, content, or strategy, teachers make the difference.   

Marzano, Pickering & Pollock, (2001) performed a study searching for the best 

instructional practices that affected student achievement. They also felt it was important 

to note that no instructional strategy works equally with all students, and no strategy 

should be expected to work well in all situations. In their book, Classroom Instruction 

That Works, Marzano, Pickering & Pollack (2001), found nine categories of instructional 

strategies which were the most affective with student achievement. These were: 

identifying similarities and differences, summarizing and note taking, reinforcing effort 

and providing recognition, homework and practice, nonlinguistic representations, 

cooperative learning, setting objectives and providing feedback, generating and testing 

hypotheses, and questions, cues, and advance organizers. They go on to say that other 

aspects of effective classroom pedagogy that affect student achievement do exist, and that 

this is just one element of the tripartite they developed.  
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One of Marzano, Pickering and Pollack’s (2001 ) suggested instructional elements 

that is of particular importance to educators working with diverse students is the idea of 

nonlinguistic representations. They show that knowledge is stored in two forms: 

linguistic and visual. The more students use both forms in the classroom, the better the 

opportunity to achieve. The use of nonlinguistic representation has proven to not only 

stimulate, but also increase brain activity. Incorporating words and images using symbols 

to represent relationships and the use of physical models and movement to represent 

information are strategies teachers can use. While helpful to all students, knowledge of 

nonlinguistic representations, as well as how to implement best practice, interactive 

strategies, is of crucial importance for the success of linguistically diverse students. 

The foundational work of McLaren (1998) has revealed that educators must also 

implement what he (and others) term as critical pedagogy. As teachers maneuver through 

the methods that work or do not work, they reflect, critically analyzing the needs of their 

students. Critical pedagogy is “a way of thinking about, negotiating, and transforming the 

relationship among classroom teaching, the production of knowledge, the institutional 

structures of the school, and the social and material relations of the wider community, 

society, and nation state (McLaren, 1998, p. 45). Critical pedagogy asks why and how 

some knowledge gets constructed, and why some constructions are legitimized by the 

dominant culture, while others are not (McLaren, 1998).  

Large bodies of research have also indicated that for teachers to implement 

pedagogy best suited to the needs of their students, they must practice habitual self-

reflection In deciding the type of pedagogy which best fits students, teachers need to 

reflect on their own practices because many times, conventional teaching practices tend 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

60 
 

to reflect Anglo cultural values (Gay, 2010). These practices provide the hidden 

curriculum prevalent in many educational institutions by covertly concealing the rules 

minority students need for school success (Wink, 2000). Lisa Delpit (2006) wrote about a 

teacher who spoke concerning her pre-service training emphasizing that she learned how 

to teach White kids. In addition, this teacher was taught the stereotypes of minority 

children, including those regarding her own ethnicity. Delpit goes on to say that because 

pre-service programs teach how to instruct children from the dominant group, new 

teachers, even those from minority backgrounds, struggle because the training they 

received at the university, does not seem to work in the real classroom.  

Many teachers believe that to treat students differently because of their cultural 

orientation, is racial discrimination, and that good teaching means the instruction will be 

the same for all students, regardless of the circumstances (Gay, 2010). Additionally, Gay 

states that education is the pathway to success, so minority or poor students need to forget 

their differences and adapt to the mainstream society. When students refuse they are seen 

as rebellious and teachers oftentimes alter their instruction (Gay, 2010). Culturally 

responsive teaching offers an alternative pedagogical approach recommending that 

instructional strategies use students’ personal and cultural strengths to filter through the 

curriculum (Gay, 2010). This type of multicultural education should not be considered as 

an added class, but one that is imbedded throughout the content areas. Teachers need to 

have an understanding of how ethnically diverse students learn “because the process of 

learning, not the intellectual capability to do so” influences their cultural socialization 

which leads to thinking, perceiving, remembering and problem solving (Gay, p. 174). 
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Conclusion 

A dropout is a person who is no longer enrolled in school and does not have a 

high school diploma or equivalent certificate (Valencia, 2011). In Texas, MAs are twice 

as likely to drop out of school (IDRA, 2011). It has taken Texas 26 years to reduce 

attrition rates by 6 percentage points. Dropouts are more likely to live in poverty and 

require public assistance; and they suffer from other consequences including crime, poor 

health, and decreased civic and political participation (Valencia). These negative 

consequences also impact society due to lower employment earnings and making smaller 

contributions to the local economies (Belfield & Levin, 2007).  

Some factors that may contribute to student dropping out rates in schools are 

student mobility (within districts or to other towns/cities), poor academic achievement, 

student engagement, absenteeism, immigration status and language proficiency, low 

socioeconomic status, single parent households, and poor school conditions and 

experiences (Rumberger, 2004; Valencia 2011). Additionally, Latinos are more likely to 

attend high-poverty segregated schools where it is difficult to attract and retain high 

quality teachers (Orfield, 2009). These factors are not exclusive to Hispanic students. 

Although teachers and other educators have little influence on the low socioeconomic 

status of students and student mobility, they can impact the other factors by providing a 

climate that is inviting and trusting espousing high expectations.  

Second generation Latinos have lower dropout rates than first or third generation 

students due to English proficiency and achievement increasing across generations 

(Rumberger, 1995; Kao & Tienda, 1995). According to Crawford (2004), assimilation to 
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the dominant culture occurs by the third generation where most Hispanic students no 

longer speak their grandparent’s language. Considering the factors that contribute to the 

dropouts rates for MA students, educators also need to consider the consequences of how 

many students we are actually losing, and how their lack of education affects the 

community. 

The current attrition rate for the state of Texas, for all students, is 27%, and 

includes the loss of almost 1 in 4 Hispanics whose attrition rate is at 37% (IDRA, 2012). 

For the county in which this research study was performed, the Hispanic attrition rate was 

at 26% for the 2010-2011 academic school year (IDRA, 2011). This is an actual loss of 

399 Hispanic students. A close look at the loss of Hispanic students for the last ten years 

yielded a dangerously high total of 4,373 for the same county. Schools’ responsibilities 

for accountability continue to rise and educators are scrambling for ideas on how to 

improve their records. 

Beliefs become behaviors in the classroom and how we reflect on our beliefs will 

help to critically examining our behaviors (Wink, 2000). Yet, how our behaviors impact 

society as a whole is also important. Praxis is the constant reciprocity of our theory and 

our practice, because theory building and critical reflection inform our practice and our 

action, and our practice and action inform our theory building and critical reflection 

(Wink, 2000). This is not just our action in the classroom as it affects students’ academic 

achievement, it also encompasses how our actions impact the community.  

“In a social justice way of thinking, an educator’s primary role must include 

closing the achievement gap, but it is not enough to simply understand the problem. Left 
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untreated, those unequal outcomes translate into unequal life opportunities for students, 

especially when the students are also students of color and from low-SES households” 

(Marshall & Oliva, 2010 p. 296). Adams and colleagues (2007) describe social justice in 

education as a process and a goal where full and equal participation of all student groups 

is mutually constructed to meet their needs, including a vision of society where the 

distribution of resources is also equitable to all members. The false belief of many 

educators is that low academic achievement is caused by membership in a particular 

ethnic group or by poverty. Social justice calls for the prevention of the justification of 

blaming low-income and minority students for their educational challenges (Marshall & 

Oliva, 2006). As the local, state, and national demographics change, the ideas presented 

in this literature review may give some insights on possible ways to improve 

Hispanic/MA student academic achievement, by improving how educators perceive the 

effects of teaching and learning.  
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Chapter III 

Constructing My Study 

It is true that to have knowledge is to have power, but a teacher’s knowledge 

moves beyond power, and into a realm where knowledge becomes a resource for either 

indignation, or resignation (Reflexive Journal, p. 58). Research is described as an 

endeavor to remedy the ignorance that exists about a subject, and an aim to resolve a 

problem within that subject by providing knowledge that may lead to an understanding, 

and a possible means to increase that understanding. (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). The 

researcher’s combined principles about ontology, epistemology and methodology shape 

how he or she will see the world and act in it, and interpret the framework that will guide 

the study (Denzin & Lincoln, 2008). Therefore, the design of this research study was 

chosen based on how it could help me provide a resolution to a problem. Looking at 

problems involves a paradox, because it involves my view as both an insider and an 

outsider.  This means embarking on a journey that is simultaneously systematic and 

unpredictable, messy and structured, enlightening and confusing, and infuriating and 

accepting. To make meaning in this way sometimes required me to depart from 

conventional research formats in order to personify data and breathe life into my study. 

My View of the Problem 

A problem does exist when MA students continue to struggle for academic 

success. In my opinion, the problem exists within the teachers and the educational system 

(Reflexive Journal, p.4). The theory of educational deficit thinking blames the victim and 

their families as predominantly responsible for the student’s academic failure without 

placing any responsibility on issues promoted by the educational system (Valencia, 1997; 
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Valenzuela, 2005; Valencia, 2010). When providing instruction to different students, 

teachers may use misconceptions that lead them to blame students for any behaviors that 

devalue educational success (Valencia, 1997; Valenzuela, 2005) and leads to academic 

failure.  

When the dominant culture’s ethnocentrism dominates the curricula and teacher 

education programs and attitudes (Shockley, 1974; Valenzuela, 1999; Valenzuela, 2005; 

Gándara & Contreras, 2009), it is highly unlikely that school systems will support any 

minority contributions. It is also unlikely, that students’ cultural diversity will be utilized 

during instructional planning (Delpit, 2006). The dominant group plays a role in 

maintaining the curriculum and instructional methods; therefore, it is reasonable to 

assume that many MA students are left out of educational opportunities. If teachers were 

able to critically reflect upon their own discriminations, and how these thoughts may lead 

to deficit thinking, it may lead to changing the way they instruct their students. This idea 

may affect both the curriculum, and the instruction.  

In order for teachers to reflect upon their own discriminations, they need training 

on how to think critically concerning their own behaviors, so that instructional 

improvements can be possible. When teachers do not think critically, they are willing to 

act upon mainstream assumptions even when such assumptions about life, education, and 

culture are counterproductive. Even MA teachers are drawn to use mainstream teaching 

approaches that can be counterproductive.  
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Rationalizing My Study 

This investigation focused on how the perceptions of five secondary classroom 

teachers impacted instructional decisions for MA students in their classrooms. Using an 

autoethnographic approach, this study was constructed using interactive and informal 

interviews including my own perspectives based on Glesne’s (1999) explanation that this 

type of writing “inquires into the self as part of a socio-cultural context” (p. 181). A 

qualitative method was appropriate for this study because it involved an interpretive and 

naturalistic approach that would allow me, the researcher, to perform research in its 

natural setting, while describing the routine and problematic moments and meanings in 

the participants’ lives (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Because an ethnographer writes about the 

routine, daily lives of people, it is important that the focus of the inquiry be more about 

the predictable patterns of human thought and behavior (Fetterman, 1998). 

In defining a research paradigm, Denzin and Lincoln (2000) state that it is “a 

basic set of beliefs that guide action,” (p. 157) dealing with principles and worldviews. A 

researcher’s epistemology according to Creswell (1994) is his/her theory of knowledge, 

which will help decide how the social phenomena will be studied. 

For this qualitative research project, autoethnography was the best choice of 

method because as Philaretou and Allen (2006) note, this investigation “unavoidably 

delves into the personal [life] of the researcher…to bring to the surface answers to 

questions that would be hard to obtain through conventional research methods” (pp. 66-

67). Autoethnographies provide written accounts of participants’ life experiences through 

the eyes of the researcher, providing an account by interpreting personal documents and 

recollections of important events in a person’s life (Denzin, 1989). This method provided 
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a way of telling my story and freed my belief that I had a story worth telling, and one that 

could weave through and make connections to the participants’ stories (Ellis, 2004).  In 

addition the data drew  responses from my own personal experiences, perceptions, 

interpretations about what teachers do and say related to the MA students they teach.  

According to Carolyn Ellis (2004), qualitative research falls along a continuum 

ranging from positivist science to art and literature. She goes on to explain that in 

between, there lies a middle ground where elements of both are present. Moving along 

this qualitative continuum between science and art, there is a middle ground where 

researchers seek to analyze events, find patterns and create models for their data. In this 

middle ground lay the realist researchers who generalize to a wider world by using 

storytelling, detailing concrete experience and multiple perspectives that include the 

participants’ voices and interpretations (Ellis, 2004). In moving along the continuum, 

Ellis states that researchers who see social life as something to be discovered, focus more 

on the person describing that social life, instead of focusing on the study of others who 

are assumed to be separate from the researcher. 

Ellis and Bochner (2000) define autoethnography as “autobiographies that self-

consciously explore the interplay of the introspective, personally engaged self with 

cultural descriptions mediated through language, history and ethnographic explanation,” 

(p. 742). The ethnographic explanation aspect makes autoethnography transcend 

autobiography by connecting the personal to the cultural (Chang, 2008). In this study 

making this connection was important , because it was in response to gathered 

perceptions, including the stories of the participants gathered through interactive 

interviews. The goal was to keep the boundaries blurred and inclusive as I wrote about 
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myself, and within the context of the school in which the participants taught (Ellis, 2004). 

Ethnographers look through a wide angle lens “focusing outward on social and cultural 

aspects for their personal experience; then, they look inward, exposing a vulnerable self 

that is moved by and may move through, refract, and resist cultural interpretations,” 

(Ellis, 2004, p. 37). By placing myself along this continuum, I was able to create the 

characters that would deliver the data results in a mixed genre format.  

Reed-Donahay (1999) stated that an autoethnography embraces a broad scope of 

writings, such as the ethnic autobiography, where members of ethnic minority groups 

write personal narratives. My personal narrative will merge the experiences of the 

participants with those that were transported from my past as a MA student, teacher and 

campus principal. Additionally, “bricolage highlights the relationship between [my] ways 

of seeing and the social location of [my] history,” (Kincheloe, McLaren & Steinburg, 

2011, p. 168). 

My Research Objectives  

A major purpose of this autoethnographic study was to glean insights into some of 

the ways in which teachers’ stated perceptions and practices hinder or ameliorate the 

academic success of adolescent MA students. In particular, this project examined the 

ways my story as a MA student, teacher and principal revealed the impact  that teachers’ 

perceptions  had in constructing classroom environments that were conducive (or not) to 

meeting the academic needs of MA students. Conducting informal interviews and 

classroom observations allowed me to adopt the role of an abstract co-participant in this 

study. Therefore, themes resulting from the analysis of the teachers’ perceptions, and 
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observations were used to guide the telling of my own story through the perspective of 

three characters; I as the student, teacher, and principal.  

Questions Guiding My Study 

1. What were five secondary level teachers’ perceptions of what it meant to educate 

Mexican American students? What factors informed their perceptions? 

2. In what ways did the participants’ responses act as a springboard for exploring 

and constructing my own story as a MA student, teacher and principal?  

3. In what ways did the five secondary level teachers’ stated perceptions influence, 

or not, how and what they taught?  

4. Finally, what did the perceptions of my own experiences, in relation to my 

participants, say about what MA students needed for success in school?  

 

Context of My Study 

In order to provide an interpretive and naturalistic approach that would allow me 

to perform this research in its natural setting, and to have the ability to describe the 

routine and problematic moments and meanings in the participants’ lives, it was 

important for this study to occur in the school setting (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).  

The School Setting 

This study was conducted at West High School (a pseudonym) in Central City 

ISD (a pseudonym), located in the northwest part of the city. The district’s approximate 

population is 28,900 students. The district is divided into four quadrants. It is composed 

of four high schools, ten middle schools, and thirty-five elementary schools. West HS is 
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situated in quadrant number one, and has approximately 2,100 students. Three middle 

schools, and 10 elementary schools feed into West HS.  

Because I was not an employee of the district, it was a difficult task getting 

permission to perform the study at West HS. There was no first hand knowledge of the 

district’s nor the high school’s organizational structure. The district’s procedure was to 

fill out the “permission for research” form, which was located on their website, and then 

contact campus principals for their permission. After several denials, I spoke to a 

university professor who introduced me to potential school administrators who could 

possibly approve the study and allow access to their school.  

After meeting with an assistant principal at West HS recommended by the 

university professor, I was given permission to conduct the research study.  In addition, 

the assistant principal, at random, chose five teachers from different content areas as 

participants. She then emailed them my information, and asked that they willingly 

participate in the study by allowing me some time for interviews and classroom 

observations. The teachers agreed and I emailed the study’s consent form and 

informational sheet as attachments, with an explanation of how the first interviews would 

be scheduled.  

My Participants 

Lincoln and Guba (1985) stated that a purposeful selection of a sample, instead of 

a theoretical or statistical selection, is what highlights a qualitative study.  Purposeful 

sampling is the most important kind of non-probability sampling in order to identify the 

primary participants when performing a qualitative study (Welman & Kruger, 1999). In a 
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purposeful sampling, five secondary school teachers who were teaching MA students at 

West High School were selected with the assistance of the school’s assistant principal. 

Inclusion criteria included secondary school teachers who taught MA students.  

A thorough explanation of the study was provided to each teacher by email along 

with an information sheet and consent form. Each teacher granted me three interviews 

and two classroom observations. Participant interviews began the week of September 12, 

2011 during the fourth week of school. After the initial interview, a classroom 

observation was scheduled with a follow-up debriefing.  After the second debriefing, 

another classroom observation was scheduled that was also followed by a debriefing. The 

three interviews and 2 classroom observations for all five participants were held within a 

six week period.  

Each teacher received a pseudonym in order to allow for anonymity. The 

following description explains the teachers’ demographics. Lucy García is an Anglo 

teacher who has taught for 43 years. Six of those years have been at West HS. She 

teaches English Language Arts and English as a Second Language classes. Leslie 

Henderson is an Anglo teacher with 9 years of experience and two years at West HS. 

Currently, she teaches Pre-AP and AP geography, but has taught regular track students in 

the past. Both of these teachers sought degrees in education as their first choice. 

Tom Peterson is an Anglo teacher with 3 years teaching experience. All three 

years have been at West HS. He teaches computer science and Principals of Information 

Technology. Linda Adamson is also an Anglo teacher with 3 years of experience. Like 

Mr. Peterson, she has taught all three years at West HS. She teaches biology and 

chemistry. The fifth and final teacher is Peter Thomason. He is also an Anglo teacher 
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who teaches Algebra I, Algebra II, and math models. Mr. Thomason has 6 years of 

teaching experience, and has been at West HS for 2 years. These three teachers have 

alternative certifications. Their first degree choice was not education.  

During the first interview, I specified to the participants how he or she was 

chosen, and asked that the consent form be signed in agreement with the emailed 

explanation of the study. Each teacher was informed again verbally that he or she could 

halt his or her participation in the study at any time. It was imperative that each 

participant receive accurate information concerning his or her role in the study before I 

began with the first interview.  

Exploring Data Sources 

Each of the five participants was interviewed three times using note taking and 

tape recording formats in order to establish a strong trustworthy relationship. In addition, 

two classroom observations were conducted and were documented by taking notes in a 

“field notes” journal. Other data consisted of student grades, student attendance, AEIS 

(Academic Excellence Indicator System) results for the entire school, including special 

populations. The teachers assisted in gathering student grades, attendance and 

information on any students participating in special programs.  The participant interviews 

and classroom observations were performed between September 14, 2011 to October 21, 

2011. 
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Battling the Data  

In an autoethnography, the researcher is the primary research instrument, “the 

human instrument is perfectly adequate for all phases of an inquiry” because other 

instruments “cannot reflect the construction of the respondents,” (Lincoln & Guba, 1985, 

p. 239). While I chose to follow the data collection techniques offered by Lincoln and 

Guba, as well as those of Carolyn Ellis, I discovered a new coding approach that was a 

better fit for my undertaking. 

Teacher Interviews 

During an interview, the questions should be “directed to the participant’s 

experiences, feelings, beliefs and convictions about the theme in question” (Welman & 

Kruger, 1999, p. 196).  

As previously stated, each participant was interviewed three times. An interview 

protocol was used for each interview where the majority of the questions were open 

ended. The first interview was scheduled prior to the first classroom observation. The 

first interviews began on the week of September 12, 2011.  

Before beginning the interview, I re-introduced myself and provided a brief 

professional history. Then provided a less formal purpose of the study, and how each 

participant was chosen. The initial questions asked were provided in the IRB (Appendix  

H). This interview involved questions that pertained to the teachers’ professional history, 

his or her overall opinion of education, and MA students in general. It was initially 

agreed upon that no interview would last more than thirty minutes. After the interview, a 

classroom observation was scheduled with each teacher, at his or her convenience. The 
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second interview consisted of questions that were either not asked due to time during the 

first interview, or follow-up questions that arose from the first interview, and questions 

concerning the first classroom observation. This interview revolved mostly around 

perceptions of their MA students and the school’s environment. Again, the same protocol 

of using open ended questions was utilized. During the interview, the participants were 

informed that the I would be requesting student grades, student attendance and test results 

for the first six weeks to be provided at the third and final interview.  

The third interview also consisted of follow-up questions arising from the 

previous interview and questions concerning the second classroom observation. This 

interview focused more on the instruction and strategies used by the teacher and why he 

or she was chosen. The open-ended protocol was continued and by this time, most of the 

participants added comments beyond the questions posed. During this interview, I 

received the requested data.  

The three-interview cycle followed Lincoln and Guba’s (1985) structure and 

Seidman’s (1998, 235-236) inquiry cycle as it provided the following:  

1. The first interview afforded sufficient information to get a handle on what was 

important enough to follow up in detail. 

2. The second interview obtained information in depth about the elements that 

were determined to be salient. 

3. The third and final interview, established credibility by obtaining confirmation 

to ensure that the data was captured as it was constructed by the participants. 
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In order to reduce any mistakes by my translations, all interviews were taped (Spradley, 

1979). Transcriptions of the taped interviews were prepared after each interview.  

Teacher Observations 

Classroom observations were scheduled at the teacher’s convenience and began 

the week of September 17, 2011. After the interview, I asked each participant which of 

his or her classes best depicted their concerns, and then asked to observe that particular 

class. The classroom observations provided documentation on how the teacher structured 

the classroom and delivered the content instruction. Attentive observation was made to 

how the students reacted to the teacher, classroom management style, student active 

participation, and flow of the lesson. Then, to identify and define the perceived meanings 

of the observations, I used thick descriptions. I also recorded seating charts, posters on 

the walls, furniture placement, classroom interactions, verbal and non-verbal student 

communications, and my own behavior (Merriam, 1998). 

As I observed teachers in the classroom, I placed myself in the shoes of the 

students. Using my own background experience as an MA student, I unavoidably, judged 

each teacher. Additionally, I thought about how I would perceive the intentions of the 

instructional lessons. This placement was inescapable. As much as I tried not to, I could 

not help myself (Reflexive Journal, p. 15). Later, as I wrote in my reflexive journal, I 

made conclusions about my feelings as I sat and observed these lessons. Inadvertently, I 

made the same connections to myself as an MA teacher and principal (Reflexive Journal, 

pp. 16-17). 
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Becoming Three with the Data  

According to Eisner (1991), “information becomes data, only if [the] researcher is 

able to make it meaningful,” (p. 185). Coffey and Atkinson (1996) stated that analyses 

are “systematic procedures to identify essential features and relationships,” (p. 9). In 

qualitative research, themes emerge from, instead of being forced upon the data. In 

analyzing data for an autoethnographic study, it was important that I decide how “the 

story” of the participants at this school would merge with “my story” as an MA student, 

teacher and principal.  

 As I struggled on how to best present my findings, it became apparent that my 

role for reporting the data would be three fold (Reflexive Journal, p. 15) and the analysis 

would be a mixed genre. In order to best depict the perspective of each character (MA 

student, teacher and principal), I chose to experience the school through the eyes of each 

character using an autoethnographic approach. Close attention was devoted to both the 

interviews and the classroom observations, by dividing my experience between the three-

way lens I created, as I experienced what was heard, and observed during the data 

collection process. This experience included how the participants would see me as one of 

their students, their colleague, and finally, as their principal. In order to demonstrate three 

separate experiences, the data reporting was divided into three parts. The student’s 

character was written in a personal narrative format, the teacher’s depiction used a 

performance-based format, and the principal’s portrayal utilized a daily personal journal 

format.  
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Because the people who participate in schools view school-life differently and 

critically on a daily basis, I felt that it was imperative to describe my experience in a 

three-way character format so that the data results could be interpreted by anyone who is 

part of the everyday school organization. 

The MA student experience consisted of one day of a new student’s encounter at 

West HS. The student traveled to the five participant teachers’ classrooms and described 

what she saw, heard and opined during her experience. She judged the school, the staff, 

the teachers, and the instruction, as she experienced the happenings at the school for the 

other students in order to decide if the environment would contribute to her search for 

identity and survival. This personal narrative utilized personal dialogue as well as 

dialogue with the five teacher participants, and the classroom students. Using this format, 

I was able to “embrace narrative truth, which means that the experiences depict[ed] 

become believable, lifelike, and possible. Through narrative, we learn to understand the 

meaning and significance of the past as incomplete, tentative, and revisable according to 

contingencies of present life circumstances,” (Ellis, 2004, p.30). Classroom observations 

used from the Field Notes journal were cited using endnotes.  

In an attempt to discover the emerging themes for the MA teacher’s 

interpretation, different colored high lighters were used on the transcribed type written 

sheets (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). Using constant comparative methods throughout the 

analytic process, allowed me to interact with the data, and become an active and engaged 

member (Charmaz, 2011). However, I discarded the first attempt, due to the emerging 

themes not fitting into the realistic conversations I felt teacher colleagues would have 

with each other. Therefore, a second attempt was made to look at emerging themes that 
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would realistically portray my perceptions of teachers’ discussions about students. Again, 

the themes did not fit the performance-based drama that would be utilized for this 

section, and were again discarded. 

After two failed attempts, I employed my own experience in having conversations 

with teachers, and foresaw the issues that a typical dialogue would contain. Then, I took 

those typical concerns, and went back to the transcriptions and discovered within the 

interviews, each participant’s contribution towards the concerns. These were then 

identified as complaints about students, complaints about students not performing 

academically, and the role the school plays in the teachers’ inability to attain or not, 

student success.  

Inadvertently, I was unable to perform Lincolns and Guba’s emerging theme 

procedure for locating the most prominent themes within the transcribed interviews that 

would best fit the format used for reporting the data. Grounded theory allows the 

researcher “to go back and forth between analysis and data because each informs and 

advances the other,” (Charmaz, 2011, p. 360). In a reversed-role format, I was forced to 

negotiate the themes, in order to provide a realistic portrayal of teachers’ typical 

conversations when allotted time to converse outside the presence of an administrator 

(Reflexive Journal, p.59). Once the themes were identified, the performance based drama 

was written, citing information from the transcribed teacher interviews using endnotes.  

The MA teachers’ portrayal uses a performance-based format where my character 

has the opportunity to converse with the five participant teachers as they wait for a staff 

development training. Because the teachers have never met, I created a dramatic 
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performance where conversations emerged concerning the three themes mentioned 

above. My character converses with the five secondary teachers transporting my 

elementary school experience, while describing my long-term substitute assignment at 

West HS, including the frustrations of the differences in how teachers see their 

perspective roles.  

The techniques used fell perfectly with a performance-based authoethnography to 

create a path towards the participant’s experience without risking of revealing the identity 

of any character or place (Ellis, 2004). The goal was to show life being performed, so that 

readers could enter the experience and draw their own conclusions (Ellis, 2004) 

Part three utilized a personal journal format to report the data analyses using the 

school’s MA principal’s journal entries. In this section, the principal, my character, 

discussed her thoughts concerning the inability to make time for classroom observations. 

Due to this, the principal scheduled conferences with each of the five participant teachers, 

to discuss student data. Using this narrative format, allowed me to “remember the past, 

turn life into language, and disclose to [myself] and others the truth [about my] 

experiences,” (Ellis, 2004, p. 126). Using this format, I was able to provide insights on 

how a campus administrator would offer support to secondary teachers with an 

elementary frame of mind. Again, the citations are referenced as endnotes. 

The goal was to show life being performed, so that readers could enter the 

experience and draw their own conclusions about how my characters as a MA student, 

teacher and principal would experience West HS (Ellis, 2004). Therefore, my 

presentation of the data resulted in this three-way format. In an effort to impact how 
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teachers use their perceptions of their MA students in making academic and instructional 

decisions, I provided these three different views to offer a wider lens of interpretation.  

Trustworthiness 

According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), the four conditions required to achieve 

trustworthiness are credibility, transferability, dependability, and confirmability.  

Credibility was established by having a peer debriefer who read and critiqued my 

work, and also made notations in a personal research journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Member checks were used with the participants to make sure that interpretations were 

correct concerning the answers to the interview questions, including any personal 

additions. 

Although transferability to other contexts is up to the reader, I provided thick 

descriptions in order to allow the reader to experience the study vicariously (Clandinin & 

Connelly, 2000) by using statements from personal observations, interviews, and 

journals. During the second interview, I reviewed with the participants comments from 

the previous interviews, to ensure the responses were accurate.  In addition, because the 

sample was purposeful, there was no question as to how these teachers were chosen. For 

dependability, the study provided endnotes in Appendices B, C, and D that can be traced 

back to the raw data consisting of traceable interviews, classroom observations, lesson 

plans, grade sheets, and my journal (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). To ensure confirmability, 

the data provided a clear path that was easily followed.   

Triangulation occurred, by utilizing information from the interviews, 

observations, documents and records, and writing from my reflexive journal. 
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Triangulation is important because it “enhance[d] the scope, density, and clarity of 

constructs developed during the course of the investigation,” (Glaser & Strauss, 1967, p. 

48).  

Triangulation for the student’s personal narrative data came from the reflexive 

journal, field notes from classroom observations, and participant interviews. 

Triangulation for the teacher’s performance based data came from the reflexive journal, 

field notes from classroom observations, participant interviews, student grades and 

campus state test results. Finally, triangulation for the data used in the principal’s 

personal journal section came from the reflexive journal, participant interviews, student 

grades and attendance, and the school’s state test results. 

Ethical Considerations 

Prolonged engagement and personal contact with participants and the operation of 

the school is important to qualitative research. Stake (2000) emphasizes the importance 

of recognizing that researchers are “guests in the private spaces of the [participants’] 

world. Their manners should be good and their code of ethics strict…[because] those 

whose lives and expressions are portrayed risk exposure and embarrassment, as well as 

loss of standing, employment, and self esteem,” (p. 447). Because consent, 

confidentiality, and accuracy play a role in ethical research, all five participants’ consent 

forms were signed before the initial interview. In addition, in order to preserve anonymity 

and follow IRB guidelines, pseudonyms were used for the five participants, the school, 

the school district, and the city where the district was located. It was with the utmost 
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conviction that I worked to keep participant anonymity in order to preserve the conditions 

where ethical concerns would not be present.  

Summary 

Because a researcher can be seen as a bricoleur, a maker of quilts, or as a person 

who assembles images into montages, this study has pieced together a set of 

representations that are filtered together to create a mixed genre text, and to transform my 

role into the portrayal of three characters (Denzin & Lincoln, 2011). Denzin and Lincoln 

)2011) go on to explain that “the interpretive bricoleur understands that research is an 

interactive process shaped by one’s personal history, biography, gender, social class, 

race, and ethnicity, and those of the [participants] in the setting,” (p. 5).  The intention 

was to provide readers with a “theoretical validation by comparing their lives to [mine], 

by thinking about how [my] life [is] similar and different,” (Ellis, 2004, p. 195). 

Therefore, an autoethnographic study was the best choice for this investigation.  

The goal of this auto ethnographic study was to glean insights into some of the 

ways in which teachers’ stated perceptions and practices hinder or ameliorate the 

academic success of adolescent MA students. Although the major intent was to provide 

these insights regarding how I, as a MA student, teacher, and principal would experience 

the environment at this high school, it was imperative that this autoethnographic study 

also produce the research findings in a manner in which the reader could deduce the 

analyses. For readers to construct an informed understanding of this autoethnographic 

study, an introduction into the researcher’s background, provided in chapter one, was 

important for assistance in understanding the insights used to make connections to the 
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data analyses. It is also important to note that the layout of this dissertation used an 

unconventional format by presenting the data in narrative, dialogue, and journal entry 

formats, instead of using a conventional design.  
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Chapter IV 

Data Analysis and Interpretation 

A major purpose of this auto ethnographic study was to glean insights into some 

of the ways in which teachers’ stated perceptions and practices hinder or ameliorate the 

academic success of adolescent MA students. In particular, this project examined the 

ways my own story as a MA student, teacher and administrator reveals the impact that 

teachers’ perceptions can have in constructing classroom environments that are 

conducive (or not) to meeting the academic needs of MA students. Moreover, it is 

imperative that this autoethnographic study also produced the research findings in a 

manner in which the reader can deduce the analyses. A connection is provided in 

response to gathered perceptions including the stories of the participants through 

interactive interviews. The goal is to keep the boundaries blurred and inclusive in the 

writing about myself within the context of the school in which the participants teach 

(Ellis, 2004). 

This chapter will provide an explanation of the perceptions of the five secondary 

school teacher participants in this study through my perspective as a MA student, teacher 

and principal using data from field notes, interviews, the researcher’s reflexive journal, 

student grades and attendance, and the school’s state test results. Throughout the study, 

the following questions were addressed: 

1.  What are five secondary level teachers’ perceptions of what it means to educate 

Mexican American students? What factors inform their perceptions? 

2. In what ways will the participants’ responses act as a springboard for exploring 

and constructing my own story as a MA student, teacher and administrator?  
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3. In what ways do the five secondary level teachers’ stated perceptions influence, 

or not, how and what they teach?  

4. Finally, what do the perceptions of my own experiences, in relation to the 

participants, say about what Mexican American students need for success in 

school?  

Pseudonyms are used for the five teacher participants, the school, and the city. 

The characters of a MA student, teacher and principal, are divided into three sections for 

this mixed genre analysis autoethnography. Each section tells a story through the 

perspective of a particular character. As Denzin (2001) noted, the qualitative researcher 

must be historically and locally positioned within the process being studied. My own 

personal narrative merged the experiences of the participants with those that have been 

transported from my past.  

Part one of this dissertation analysis consists of one day of student, Aracely 

Rivera’s (my character) experience in this school. The student goes to five teachers’ 

classrooms and described what she sees, hears and senses during her experience. She 

judges the school, the staff, the teachers, and the instruction as she discovers what is 

happening at her new school students to MA students and decides if the environment 

contributes to her present search for identity and survival.  

This personal narrative uses personal dialogue as well as dialogue with the five 

teacher participants and the classroom students. The student travels to each classroom as 

teachers provide instruction in their respective subjects. Four of the five teachers will 
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teach regular track students, and one will teach a Pre-AP class. All the teachers are White 

as they are the actual participants.    

The student’s character spends one whole period with each teacher as she 

experiences the lesson’s skills, instruction, guided practice and student interactions as 

reflected in my field notes and reflexive journal. The character also experiences the 

culture of each classroom as dictated by both the teacher and the students as reflected in 

the field notes and reflexive journal. Additionally, a culture that the students have created 

without the teachers’ knowledge, but is documented in the field notes and reflexive 

journal, becomes visible. Triangulation for the data used for this section came from the 

reflexive journal, field notes from classroom observations, and participant interviews. 

Throughout the narrative, the student’s character speaks to God written in 

italicized font. Her thoughts draw from my own experiences as a student and how I 

would have judged this school if I were 16 and a sophomore, daughter of a single parent, 

and still labeled ESL. 

Part two of the dissertation analysis consists of a training afternoon where my 

character, Laura Torres and the five participant teachers have an opportunity to converse. 

Their conversations are divided into three themes surrounding the school students, the 

school itself, and student academics. Triangulation for the data used for these 

conversations was gathered from the reflexive journal, field notes from classroom 

observations, participant interviews, student grades and the campus’ state test results. 

Dialogue for this section was created to fit the conversation taking place between the 
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teachers. Dialogue coming directly from the participants’ interviews was referenced with 

endnote citations.  

The setting for this section is the school’s library and the format is performance 

based. The characters include my character, the five teacher participants, and a narrator. 

As the teachers wait for a mandatory afternoon training, they greet and introduce each 

other, and begin discussing students with my character leading the conversation, by 

asking specific questions that lie within the three themes described above. Both my 

character’s and participants’ thoughts, are revealed through the narrator. 

Part three of the dissertation analysis consists of the school principal’s journal 

entries during a week of principal-teacher conferences. In this section, the principal, 

Maribel Quintana, who is my character, discusses her thoughts concerning the inability to 

make time for classroom observations. Triangulation for the data used in this section 

came from the reflexive journal, participant interviews, student grades and attendance 

records, and the school’s state test results.  

This section displays the daily journal format where the principal describes her 

thoughts and conversations before, during, and after the principal-teacher conferences. 

Journal entries describe the principal’s thoughts as she converses with the five teacher 

participants concerning student grades, attendance, teacher concerns and the school’s 

state test results.  

The purpose for the scheduled conferences came from the principal’s concern that 

she was not affording time to observe instruction in classrooms, a concern arising from 

her previous experience in elementary administration where she was more directly 
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involved with classroom observations, instruction and principal-teacher conversations. 

Due to this concern, she scheduled a conference with each of the five teacher participants.  

Although the major intent is to provide insights regarding how the researcher as a 

MA student, teacher, and principal experienced the environment at the chosen high 

school, it is imperative that this autoethnographic study also produces the research 

findings in a manner in which the reader can deduce the analyses. This, of course, 

emphasizes my own background, which was revealed in the contextual biography section 

of Chapter One, to assist in understanding the insights used to make connections for data 

analysis.. It is also important to note that the layout of this dissertation used an 

unconventional format by presenting the data in narrative, dialogue, and journal entry 

formats, instead of using a conventional design.  

 

The Student 

 Prologue 

Aracely Rivera is a new student at West High School. During this one school day, 

she will go to five teachers’ classrooms and describe what she sees, hears and opines 

during her experience. She will judge the school, the staff, the teachers, and the 

instruction. As she discovers what is happening at this school for other students, she 

decides if the environment will contribute to her present search for identity and survival.  

Aracely describes her experience as she travels to each classroom. As each 

teachers provide instruction in their perspective subjects, her own private thoughts form 

dialogue. Four of the five teachers teach regular track students, and one teaches a Pre-AP 
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class. All the teachers are White.  Aracely spends one whole period with each teacher as 

she experiences the instructional lessons, guided practice, and student interactions. She 

also experiences the culture of each classroom as dictated by both the teacher, and the 

students. Throughout the day, Aracely speaks to God.  

 

A School Day 

 

The sky is clear and blue. 

The noise on the bus is loud and lonely. 

My stomach is afraid, nervous, and angry. 

Why God? 

Why did you have to take my father? 

Why did we have to move here? 

Why do I have to go to a new school? 

I hate being poor! 

I hate the way I look! 

I hate being Mexican! 

The bus stops. 

Please God…. 

Please help me at this new school. 

 

The door of the opens to the bus and they hurry to the door as I wait. I wait, 

because I have no one to walk with, and I don’t know where I’m going. The bus leaves, 

and I follow them into the building. I don’t quite know where to go, I just follow. The 
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school is huge; it’s bigger than anything I’ve ever seen.  It’s an ugly tan color and the 

hallways seem endless. Tan is everywhere. Tan is on the walls, the floor and in my head. 

Drab ugly tan is how I feel today.  

“Excuse me,” I hear a voice say. I keep walking because I’m new and no one 

would be talking to me. “I said excuse me,” but I keep walking. “Hey you,” and I finally 

turn around. A White lady with big blonde, and gray hair looks at me with a face that 

means I’m in trouble. “Didn’t you hear me?” she says as she walks towards me. Oh Lord 

what do I say? What do I tell her? I stop and wait and I look at her and then I look down 

because I know what is about to happen. She is probably a teacher, and I have done 

something wrong. I don’t quite know what I’ve done, but I know it’s wrong, because her 

face, and her green tunneled eyes, and her hands, and  her waving  arms, they tell me. 

They tell me I’m in trouble.  

“Young lady, when someone speaks to you, you need to respond,” she tells me so 

that everyone who walks by can hear. “Yes ma’am,” I reply as I stare at the floor, 

because I don’t know what else to say, and because I don’t want to look at her green 

tunneled eyes. The eyes stare and are deeply transparent to what is really going on in her 

head about me. She stands with her hands on her hips wearing a pair of pants and a 

blouse that are a bit tight.  “Where is your badge?” Badge oh God, what badge?  “You 

know the rules, everybody wears a badge.”
1
 I look, and then I see. All the students are 

wearing a badge, but I don’t have one because I am new, and I don’t know what to do. 

Okay think fast; what would a White person say? I raise my eyes and smile, and take a 

deep breath, “I am new and today is my first day,” I reply nervously. She motions for me 

to follow with her finger, and so I walk behind her. “You need to go to the office to 
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register. Where are your parents? Oh these kids,” she continues as I walk behind her. Is 

she speaking to me or to herself? 

The office is big and full of people. I walk in and the blonde lady, with the big 

hair that needs a wash, goes into the U shaped counter area, and speaks to another White 

lady, with long brown hair, who looks at me, and then looks away rolling her eyes. They 

talk about me, but I’m okay, because it doesn’t bother me, not anymore. “You wait right 

there and they’ll be with you in a minute,” she tells me as she walks out of the office, still 

moving her head side to side frustrated with the rule I have broken. I sit down, and I wait. 

The office is busy. The tan color is here, everywhere. The U shaped counter holds 

three women in its middle. One lady is Black, and has a golden blonde top that layers 

over her black hair that comes down towards her face screaming, “look at me.” She faces 

to my right, and her desk is messy. The stacks of paper cover her desk, and she looks at 

her monitor and talks to herself. Her long nails strike the keys loudly, and she looks mean 

and mad. I hope I don’t have to talk to her.
2 

The other two ladies are White and pretend to be busy. One has long brown hair, 

and looks old, but thin.  Her clothes look as pale as the walls. The other is also blonde 

and old, but she is plump. They drink coffee and talk to each other. They talk to parents, 

and to students, and to others. The others, I think might be teachers. They have that look. 

The look that says, “I’m a teacher.” The desks are messy too. There are papers 

everywhere on stacks that cover their desks, a table, and parts of the U shaped counter. 

Their desks also face to my right. Right in front of me, sits an empty brown table with 6 

chairs on the dark, blue carpet that gives some comfort to the look of the office.  
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The pledge begins, and we’re all supposed to rise, but everyone continues to 

work, and I rise. I rise to respect the flag of the United States of America even though  it 

does not respect me. It does not want me here, but still I stand because that is what good 

patriots do, and I am a good patriot, even if my country doesn’t want me. The pledge 

ends, and I quietly sit. 

People walk in and out, and no one sees me. I just sit here. I think about my life, 

and how I came to be a new student at this high school. I think back about my old school, 

and how much I will miss my friends. God, why did you have to take my dad? Why did 

we have to move here? Why do I have to be the new student? I hate being poor, I hate 

how I look, and I hate being Mexican.  

Twenty minutes have passed, so I walk to the U shaped counter, and say in a low, 

calm voice, “excuse me.” The thin White lady with the long brown hair looks at her 

computer monitor, and keeps working. Maybe she didn’t hear me. Again, I say, “excuse 

me,” in a louder voice, but she keeps working. Lord now what do I do? “I am a new 

student, and I need a badge,” I say again to this lady who is either deaf or mean. She 

finally looks at me and replies, “no, you need to register before you get a badge, and you 

have not registered, so no badge” and then returns to her work. “Oh, I’m sorry, may I 

please register?” is what I have to say, because I need to register, and I’m frustrated, and 

embarrassed, and don’t know what else to say. “Look honey, I am very busy right now. 

Sit down, and when I’m ready to talk to you, I’ll call you. Don’t you kids ever listen?” 

The plump old White blonde lady laughs, and I blush. The Black lady with the blonde top 

looks up at the woman who just spoke with a look of disgust, and motions me to her desk. 

I comply. God, I don’t want to be here. 
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“Sit down right there and give me your withdrawal paperwork,” she says sighing. 

I take out the papers my school gave me, and I sit where she motioned me to sit. She 

looks at the papers, and nods her head back and forth. “Okay, you’ll go to all regular 

classes except for socials studies. It seems that you will go to Pre-AP for social studies 

and, oh Lord, I don’t think so! Honey, you’re too short for basketball why don’t you 

try…let’s see…computer science. I think that will work better for you.” “Ma’am, I like to 

play basketball, and I don’t know anything about computer science,” I tell her almost 

begging to keep me in athletics. “Honey, this is the city, and all the girls here are tall. 

You won’t make the team, so there’s no point in putting athletics on your schedule, and 

then having to take it off. That’s more work for me, and for you. So for you, it will be 

computer science. Besides, it will come in handy in your future. What are you going to 

do with basketball?”  I stand up with schedule in hand to the final words, “oh and your 

English teacher will also be your ESL teacher. Here is a map of the school. Go to the 

library to get your badge. Okay, go on now; I have work to do.” I turn and walk towards 

the same door I used when I entered the office area feeling angry, disgusted, and scared. 

So, that was that. My elective changed from athletics to computer science, and now, I get 

a badge. 

Using the map, I have to take a right as I leave the office and then a quick left. I 

follow the map’s directions that should lead me to the library where I finally get a badge 

and make it to my first period class.  

The hall is long and tan. The red exit sign at the end of the corridor signals an 

exit. It’s so far away I can barely see it. I would guess about 50-60 meters on a running 

track. The hall is also wide giving students plenty of room to move in between classes. 
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To my right, there are cheerleader pictures, tons of them. I go over to look.  Each picture 

has names and a year written in nice print.
3
 They began back in 1992 until now. They all 

seem to be White. It’s just as well, because I could never afford it.  

To my left is a long trophy case. It holds all types of awards including academic 

stuff like math.
4
 Who competes in math? In addition, there are basketball trophies. It 

makes me sad that I won’t be playing basketball anymore, but I understand that I’m too 

short here; I still could have tried my best.  

Past the trophy case, is the door to the library. I push the door and walk in. Tan is 

still everywhere. What kind of library doesn’t even hang pictures on the wall? I walk over 

to the main desk and a Hispanic lady sits there typing, and looking at the computer 

monitor. She sees me and with a smile, speaks before I even get to the desk. “Let me 

guess, you forgot your badge, and you need the sticker. “ No ma’am,” I reply, “I am a 

new student and I need a badge”.  

She continues to smile as she takes my picture and prints me a badge. I like her. 

She is nice. As I turn to leave she says, “Welcome to West High School.” I wish I could 

tell her that for the past thirty minutes I didn’t feel very welcomed, but what’s the point, 

so I weakly reply, “thank you.” Making my way to my first period ESL class, I think 

about my new life here at Central City High School. God I pray to you y la virgencita 

that I can survive this day, Amen! 
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ESL 

It is room 612 for ESL now and ELA at the end of the day. I must keep a mind 

map so I can remember how to get back here. As I get closer, the room gets louder. I take 

a deep breath, and walk in. 

Everyone turns to look at me. There are about 10-12 students in the class. The 

teacher walks over, and puts her hand out for my white form from the office. “Class.” Oh 

here we go! “We have a new student. Please help her feel welcomed at our school.” She 

continues smiling and gesturing me to sit at a desk. I comply and pray that she doesn’t 

want to ask all those stupid questions teachers ask new students.  “Aracely, tell us where 

you’re from?” Right now, I want to be under a rock. “Small Town” I respond. She goes 

on to ask me a million questions while most of the students are uninterested except for 

one. She stares at me with a big smile. After the teacher goes back to teaching or doing 

whatever it is that she’s doing, the gazer speaks to me. “Yo soy de Mexico y no hablo 

mucho inglés” (I am from Mexico and I don’t speak much English). Great, A Mexican 

from Mexico, as if I’m supposed to be awed. I just smile, but decide not to respond .
5   

Mrs. García is the teacher’s name. She’s White, but married a legalized Mexican, 

she tells me. I guess this is supposed to make her a Mexican. Her daughter is a halfer, 

whatever that means, and her husband has a college degree, which means I can get one 

too. Is it that easy?  García looks pretty old. She has short, thick wavy grey hair that falls 

short of her shoulders. She dresses old too. However, she is a busy body moving around, 

and talking all the time. She talks and talks, but no one listens. All the students do their 
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own thing. The room is stuffy and messy. Desks are everywhere, and stacks and stacks of 

papers fill her desk. What is with this school and stacking papers? 

The teacher goes on about writing sentences, and I tune her out as most of the 

students do. Then gazer asks a question. Neither the teacher nor the gazer can understand 

each other. Should I help? The teacher looks at me, and I don’t want to help. I’m not the 

teacher. Okay, fine I’ll do it. “She wants to know if she needs to finish both worksheets,” 

I tell the teacher. The teacher responds with an answer and then I tell the gazer girl. Then 

the gazer asks something else in Spanish and then I translate to the teacher. After about 

five minutes, everyone is happy, except me.
6 

Why do I still have to take ESL classes? I can speak, read and write English. I’ve 

passed all my TAKS tests, but I still have to be LEP (Limited English Proficient). Every 

year I have to take ESL, and every year nobody can tell me why. I know how to write 

these sentences, and now I’ll probably be here just to translate for the teacher. 

As we get ready for the bell to ring the teacher gives out instructions for our next 

class, but I don’t listen, because I don’t care. No one in this class cares. The bell finally 

rings, and I walk out and gazer girl comes up to me, and says with a huge smile, “Yo soy 

Iliana. Mil gracias por tu ayuda. Podemos ser amigas?” (I am Iliana. A million thanks for 

your help. Can we be friends?). Well what do I say? What should I say? I could care less 

about being her friend, but I guess I need someone to eat with at lunch. “por sopuesto,” 

(of course) I finally say as I walk quickly away, and towards my next class. 
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Computer Science 

Next class is my basketball replacement, computer science. The halls, although 

wide, are full of students. I can see all colors, shapes, and sizes. Small Town HS doesn’t 

have this problem. We had maybe 200 students in the whole school. I wonder how many 

students attend West High School? I go past the cafeteria; it smells good. Then, I take a 

left at the next hall, walk a few steps and finally make another left at the very next hall, 

and there is room 209.  

The teacher is at his desk, which is placed almost at the entrance to the left. The 

room is filled with computers. Kids are walking in, while others are sitting or standing 

and talking. I walk towards the teacher and he takes my form. “Hi, I’m new,” I say to him 

smiling. To smile is a gift. Those who can, are more appreciated than those who cannot. 

I’ve become really good at faking a smile. It really seems to help with teachers.  “Find a 

seat with a computer,” he tells me as he writes something on a paper. Don’t teachers 

know when they give that direction it is very scary? What if you sit in someone else’s 

seat? What if you sit next to someone mean, who’ll want to beat you up after school? 

Find a seat is what I do, and hope it belongs to no one.  

The teacher, Mr. Peterson, is a big burly guy. He’s tall, and plump, and loud. He 

has posters all over the walls with pictures of places, and a quote from someone named 

Reagan. The back walls are lined with cabinets and a big fish tank. I can see the water, 

but I can’t see any fish. “Today we’re going to write thank you cards to the elementary 

students that will be visiting our school to Trick or Treat,” he tells us. “So I want you to 

make about 15-20 cards using the Clip Art program we’ve been learning about. So, look 
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for Halloween pictures and you can write your own words. Remember that these kids are 

elementary, so be nice in what you say, and don’t scare them or be mean,”.
7
 Wonderful, 

now I have to use a program I don’t know anything about, to write Halloween cards to 

kids I don’t know, and I have to be nice. Is this what computer science is all about? I’d 

rather play basketball! 

Most of the students begin clicking away. One girl asks to move because her 

computer isn’t working. Another student texts on his phone, while another draws on the 

computer screen. The teacher stands around, but he doesn’t see. I look at what the kid 

next to me is doing, and I copy. I copy, because I don’t know what I’m doing. He looks 

up the word “Halloween” and all of these pictures come up. He scrolls through them and 

I scroll through them. Maybe this will be fun! 

Finally, I find something I like and I copy the picture to my page. I work on the 

writing part, not too scary or mean. I keep working until the teacher informs us the class 

period is almost up. He gives us directions on how to save so he can print, and have them 

ready for the Trick or Treaters. I hope they like mine.  

Math Models 

My next class is math. The map leads me to the last hallway and forces me to take 

a right. I have to maneuver through the millions of students in the hall. Some run, some 

walk, and some kiss.  A bathroom would be nice right about now. I spot one and go in. 

“Did you see how she got all mad when he was talking to me?” asks a Mexican 

girl to another. She looks in the mirror as she brushes her hair. She looks at herself in 

amazement. Other girls walk in and out, and she just keeps staring at herself in the 
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mirror. I can see her through the stall door. She puts the hairbrush away and she grabs a 

lipstick and draws on her lips. A bright red color emphasizes her big lips. Her dark hair 

and dark skin now really stand out.  “You know, she better not even try, cuz she knows 

what’s coming to her,” she finally adds with sarcasm. I don’t want to be the girl she’s 

talking about. 

I walk into math class in room 506. The class is full of desks and students. I take 

the walkway the teacher has formed with the desks, and walk towards the teacher. I hand 

him my form and he looks at it, writes something down and hands it back to me. He 

points to a desk right in front of his and says, “Take that one. We have assigned seats in 

here and that one is empty.” Hey, I think I already like this guy. 

Mr. Thomason doesn’t smile. He is medium built and slightly taller than I.  He 

looks around at his students and goes right towards the overhead. The room is very 

mathy. I don’t see much clutter and very few posters, or stuff on the wall. He begins to 

teach, but everyone is talking. “You need to get quiet. Get your notes from last time. 

We’re going to work on graphing.” The students comply with the task, but they don’t 

stop talking. In a hushed voice I hear, “Hey, where you from?” I turn around and a big 

black girl is looking at me waiting for a response. I just look at her, and other girls start 

laughing. The teacher keeps teaching. I smile, but scared to talk for fear of getting in 

trouble. “It’s okay, he don’t care,” continues the Black girl. The teacher keeps teaching. 

The girl in front of the Black girl says, “I’m from Big Spring. I haven’t been here too 

long and I really miss my old school.” “Girl, I didn’t know you were new,” adds the big 

girl. “Janice, you need to get busy. I don’t have too many grades from you, so you need 

to pay attention,” redirects the teacher trying to refocus us to the lesson. “You know I do 
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my work. Why you gotta keep on me?” she retaliates. Mr. Thomason looks at me, and 

smiles. He turns around and keeps teaching. I don’t really know what he’s saying or 

doing, because I’m more interested in what’s going on between Janice and the other 

girls.
8 

The teacher keeps working. The sheet has questions, he does them on the 

overhead, and we write the answers down. He does all the work and we just copy. Wow, 

I like this. I look around and some of the students aren’t even writing down the answers. 

Are they dumb? He’s giving us the answers. “Okay, now you do the last one by 

yourself,” he directs. Shucks, now I have to work. I look over the sheet to try to figure it 

out on my own. I have the formula, and I’m looking for the Y Axis; it’s not that difficult. 

Hands go up and he starts walking around. Two students sleep while others just visit, and 

he helps those that ask.
9
 God am I going to learn anything in here! 

The rest of the class goes the same way. I can’t fail or my mom will kill me. She’s 

depending on me not to get into trouble. She’s a single mom now, and I have to help. I try 

to go back to work, but the kids keep talking. Finally, the bell rings.  

Biology 

I now have to go to biology all the way back next to my ESL classroom. I have to 

hurry, because I can’t be late. I walk fast bobbing and weaving between the cluster of 

students that fill the hallway. I’ll go to science, and then lunch. Maybe I’ll see gazer 

Iliana.  

I look at the walls and see advertisements of student council and some play the 

theater group is planning. There’s going to be a football game this week and the West HS 
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tigers want to win. It is some big city rivalry. I don’t really care. I can’t go anyway. I 

have to babysit so mom can work.  

I walk into science room 608. The room is big and divided between student desks 

in the front and giant science tables in the back. The back wall is full of stuff including 

many filing cabinets. Posters fill the walls with science stuff. The teacher’s desk is in the 

front, and a man walks around as students walk in. I walk towards the teacher and hand 

her my form.  She looks young and has a quiet, high-pitched voice. She takes the form, 

writes something down, and hands it back to me. “Find a seat,” she tells me. I say another 

prayer for hope. 

I guess this seat will do. I sit and look around hoping I haven’t invaded someone’s 

space. After a while, the teacher begins to talk. She’s not very loud, so I have to strain to 

hear. Two White boys look at me and say, “hola” and laugh. The Mexican students just 

stare at them, rolling their eyes. The boys stop laughing. Something weird just happened 

in this room. No one spoke, but all understood. There’s a rule in here that everyone 

knows, and I better learn it fast if I plan to survive.
10 

Ms. Adamson, the teacher, begins to discuss the title on the overhead, Cellular 

Transport, Maintaining Homeostasis.
11

 She goes on and on about the diffusion in action 

and stuff, but it’s all a blur. My attention is on what’s happening between the students. 

The overhead is going strong and the teacher works out the guided activity sheet, while 

we fill out the answers. Here’s another class where the teacher does all the work. I have 

attended three classes so far, and I have no homework. I’m not sure if this is good or bad! 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

102 
 

“Stop smirking” directs the man in our classroom to one Mexican student. I don’t 

really know who he is, or his purpose here. The student continues to smile. “I said, stop 

that smirk.” Adamson keeps teaching. “I smile, that’s what I do and I ain’t gonna change 

for you,” replies the boy.  “Well then maybe you should go to the office?” threatens the 

teacher. “You think I’m afraid of that. I’ll go to the office first before I let you tell me I 

can’t smile,” is the boy’s reply. The boy gets up, collects his things, and goes towards the 

door as the man follows. Ms. Adamson says, “Good-bye,” as the kids laugh, and she 

keeps on teaching. Both the boy and the man leave and the diffusion stuff keeps on 

going.
12 

My eyes are now moving about the room looking for clues. I copy the answers 

from the overhead, but I don’t really hear anything. The kids keep pretending to work, 

but I know something just happened. The class continues the same way. I want to sleep, 

but I have to stay awake. I look around again and three students are asleep, some text 

while others sit in a trance, and the teacher keeps teaching. The bell finally rings and 

there is no homework in this class either. It’s time for lunch. 

Lunch 

Within the herds of kids I find a table and sit with my tray. I’m embarrassed that 

the cafeteria lady loudly exclaimed to everyone that I was on free lunch. Isn’t that my 

business? I hate when people tell my business to everyone. I can’t help that my father 

died and I can’t help that I’m poor. God, I hate being poor, I hate the way I look and I 

hate being Mexican! 
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Gazing Iliana is nowhere to be seen. She must have another lunch period and I 

was all nice for nothing. I sit next to a couple of girls who are talking about this 

weekend’s football game. I feel embarrassed and sad that I don’t have my friends to talk 

to, and I don’t have anything in common with anyone here. They are all proud to be 

Mexican. They wear it on their clothes, their hair and their walk. Don’t they know that 

the White world hates Mexicans? I learned that a long time ago. If you act too Mexican, 

they won’t accept you. I had to watch, and observe, and listen in order to survive in 

school. The more I copy their behavior, the more they accepted me. They want us to be 

like them. If we don’t act like them, they’ll make us fail and I can’t fail. Don’t these 

Mexicans know that?  

In an environment that keeps reminding me of my worth, or lack of, I have to 

work on being perfect. Acting perfect or suffering the consequences. This way, if 

teachers are really racist, it shows more, because they can’t blame my behavior or my 

lack of work. If I follow all the rules, and I still can’t participate, or I get in trouble, then 

it was never about the rules. 
13 

Pre-AP Geography 

Lunchtime is over and I walk back towards my math class to find my geography 

class. It’s a bit far from the cafeteria, so I walk and find another bathroom hoping not to 

meet up with the red lipped hair brushing girl. She’s really too Mexican. Oh my gosh, I 

think that just sounded too White! I need to practice more. 

My Pre-AP geography class is next to my math model’s class in room 504. I walk 

in and immediately notice that everyone is White. The teacher is White and the majority 
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of the students are White. This teacher is young, blonde and pretty. Her desk is in the 

right top corner of the room below a big white flag with a black cannon on it that reads, 

“Come and take it.” I have no idea what that means, but she must be proud of it. The 

room is not messy or stuffy.  I walk up to her desk and hand her my form. “Hi,” she says 

with a smile. I respond accordingly and feel nervous that many White eyes are staring at 

me. God, I don’t belong here! 

The teacher hands the form back to me, and points to an empty desk. By now, the 

classroom is full and all eyes are on the new girl. I walk towards the desk and sit down. I 

can see two Mexicans and one Black student. Everyone else is White. My question would 

never be answered, because I would never ask it. Why is this classroom mostly White? I 

look down at my desk and try to avoid eye contact with everyone.  

The teacher finally walks to the front of the class and the students get quiet. She 

didn’t even tell them to get quiet. She looks at me and here it goes! “Everyone, we have a 

new student,” she begins with a smile. I want to disappear. “Aracely, you want to tell us a 

little about yourself?” No, I don’t want to speak. She keeps looking at me and I don’t 

know what to say. “I’m from Small Town,” is all I say. I guess she gets the message and 

finishes with, “Well, we welcome you to our class and our school.”  

“Okay students, today we’re going to discuss the maquiladoras in Mexico. I am 

going to show you a few clips about a woman who works in one. She will be talking in 

Spanish, so you’ll have to read the subtitles. Then, we are going to discuss the products 

we use in our daily lives that are made in maquiladoras, including which companies 

manufacture these products. For our final activity, we will be divided in groups and we 
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are going to discuss maquiladoras.”
14

 “However, we first must answer the question of the 

day,” she adds. “Last class I asked which American city has the most foreign born 

residents?” the teacher exclaims, as she looks around for hands ready to answer. She 

chooses one student who is eager to respond. “I really wanted you to choose me, because 

I thought about it really hard and I know I have the correct answer,” he declares. A brown 

noser is what he really is. “El Paso” he finally answers. “No, it is not El Paso,” says the 

teacher as the boy gets flustered with disappointment. Just because El Paso is right next 

to Mexico, doesn’t mean it has the most foreign born residents. Another student answers 

Los Angeles, while another guesses Chicago. “No,” says the teacher as she looks around 

wide eyed searching for the correct answer. She finally tells us all. “New York City has 

the most foreign born residents in the United States.”
15 

Mrs. Henderson looks around smiling. I hope that just because I’m Mexican, I 

will not be expected to know stuff about maquiladoras. I only know what my mother tells 

me and what I see on Primer Impacto (Univisión news show). Being Mexican doesn’t 

make me an expert. 

The teacher shows us a video clip about a lady who works in a maquiladora, and 

the working conditions she’s having to endure. Things are not sanitary and there are 

many chemicals spilled, and the workers breathe the gases, but she has to work to support 

her family. Then, we look at a list of products and companies that manufacture products 

in Mexican maquiladoras. I am not surprised, but the students in the class are shocked. 

Shocked that their everyday products are not made here in the great USA, but in Mexico. 

Maybe I’ll learn something in this class, but I still don’t feel comfortable.
16 
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The teacher divides us in groups of four. We each have to play a role. The roles 

are a Mexican worker, Mexican government activist, American consumer, and American 

Reformer. We each get a slip, then we have to argue our point as to why maquiladoras 

are important and should not be closed down, or why they should be closed down. My 

slip says Mexican activist. Our job is to come to an agreement either way, and write 

down why we agree or disagree as a group. One student tells us to vote for the 

maquiladoras so we can finish the activity. Another says we need to discuss our 

individual positions. I don’t say anything. What would be the point? The teacher begins 

to walk around and the kids pretend to talk.
17 

She goes to one group who is really arguing. The Mexican kid in the group is 

arguing for the safety of the workers. The others tell him that it’s about American 

consumers and our needs. He laughs and can’t believe what his group is saying, so he just 

stops. I would stop too. You can’t change their minds. It’s about survival, that’s all. I 

don’t like this subject, because they are being self-centered as usual. Their way is the best 

way. You don’t have to agree, just pretend that you do, and then they won’t hate you and 

try to destroy you. It works.
18 

The teacher is a bit flustered and calls the class back to whole group, and she 

gives us our homework assignment. Finally, I get homework. I have to draw a map of 

Central and South America. This is not too bad for my first day. I hope our next meeting 

is less heated.  

The class gets ready for the bell and I walk back to my desk when the teacher 

touches my shoulder, and I cringe and move away quickly. I don’t look back, because I 
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don’t want to see the reaction on her face. I don’t like to be touched, please don’t touch 

me I want to say, but I don’t. I sit, and I look down.  

Long ago when I was little, I longed for a teacher’s touch. The teachers would 

only touch the White kids, but not us. I so wanted that touch on the head, the shoulder, or 

even the back. Once in the third grade, a teacher almost touched me, but she stopped 

herself and I saw her and she saw me, and she knew. It was if we were too dirty. No 

matter how many times I bathed or cleaned myself, I was still a dirty Mexican they 

couldn’t touch. By the time I got to middle school, I didn’t long for that touch anymore; I 

began to despise it. I worked so hard not to want it and now I don’t want to be touched.
 19

 

God, I hate being poor, I hate the way I look and I hate being Mexican. 

The bell rings and I walk out heading for my last class of the day. I have to go all 

the way across the building to room 612. I still feel a bit uneasy about my reaction to 

Mrs. Henderson ‘s touch, but I don’t care. She’ll learn not to touch me; I know she will.  

English Language Arts 

The room is plum full of kids. I walk in and no one really sees me. I look at 

García and she motions to a table in the back where a girl is already sitting on one side. I 

count them. There are 37 kids in this room. I sit down at the table and the girl looks away. 

It doesn’t bother me one bit. 

“Okay, today we’re going to work with similes, metaphors and personification,” 

says the teacher. “I am going to read you a vignette written by Sandra Cisneros about 

family hair,” she continues as the kids laugh. “Then, you’re going to write your own 

vignette about your own hair,” she adds. She reads the vignette and the students laugh 
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and she reads how Cisneros describes her mother’s hair smelling like bread.  She keeps 

telling them to stop talking, but they won’t.
20 

We begin writing our vignettes. I have to touch my hair and then personify it 

using similes and metaphors. It’s hard to work because the kids keep talking. Again, she 

tells them to stop and chatter comes down a bit, and then it goes right back up. Now we 

get to listen to a song titled, “Hair.”  

The song is old from a time gone by. The teacher dances a bit and sings. García 

laughs and jokes, and the chatter gets louder. The kids laugh at her and she’s okay with it. 

She keeps singing and replays the song again. Now we have to follow the lyrics on the 

sheet we were handed. The song is about hair at a time when men were supposed to have 

short haircuts. They were rebelling against the Vietnam War and the military that would 

cut men’s hair.
21 

The girl sitting next to me begins to cut into the table. She looks at me as she digs 

with her pen, destroying the edges of the table. I look at her and then down at what she’s 

doing and then I look away. If she wants me to care, I don’t. I don’t care that she is 

destructive. I don’t care about her at all. With so many kids, the teacher doesn’t see 

either. No one cares.
22 

End of the Day 

Finally, the day comes to an end and no homework in this class either. I begin to 

get my things ready. The class gets really loud. The teacher shouts and gripes at a few of 

the boys who are throwing objects at each other. I sit quietly and watch. This class is so 

big and so loud. It’s nothing like the White class I just left. There, the students mind the 
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teacher. Here the Blacks, Mexicans and the few Whites, don’t listen to the teacher. I look 

at their posted grades on the wall by my table, and many are failing. Do they even care? 

The bell rings and everyone runs towards the door. I wait a bit because I don’t 

want to get trampled. I have to hurry to get to the bus. As I walk towards the entrance of 

the building, I think about today. What did I learn?  

Teachers teach even when kids aren’t listening to them. Teachers do most of the 

work for us. If you’re in the Mexican and Black student classes, you don’t get homework. 

White kids take different classes than the Mexican and Black kids. The school is big and 

makes it easy to disappear. The office people are mean. The school is tan everywhere. 

Students and adults disrespect the Pledge of Allegiance. Finally, I was really afraid that 

my newness would be a problem, but here no one cares. Will this hurt, or help me? 

On the ride home, the bus is still loud, but in a different way. I think about my 

mom and my brothers and sisters. I hope their first day was good too. God, thank you for 

giving me a good day and maybe tomorrow I’ll feel better about being poor, how I look 

and about being Mexican, but I doubt it! 

 

The Teacher 

 

Characters: 

Narrator 

Laura Torres – ESL Long Term Substitute 

Lucy García – English/Language Arts (ELA) 
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Leslie Henderson – Pre-AP Geography 

Tom Peterson - Computer Science 

Peter Thomason – Math Models 

Linda Adamson - Biology 

 

Prologue 

Laura Torres is an ESL (English as a Second Language) long term substitute at 

West High School. She is required to attend all faculty meetings and staff developments. 

Today is a half day for students while teachers attend an afternoon required training. The 

staff development is a requirement for West High school after receiving an Unacceptable 

Rating from the state, due to low test scores in math and science for Hispanic students, 

with 9
th

 grade scoring the lowest.
1 

According to AEIS (2011), the school’s sum of all 

grades tested, the campus’ results in math and science were 84% and 89% respectively. 

However, the Hispanic students scored 51% and 63% in math and science, while the 

African Americans (AA) scored 70% and 82%.
2 

Laura’s experience consists of 5 years in elementary school as a bilingual teacher. 

Moving to a new town in the middle of the school year, she decided to substitute as she 

went through the application process at Central City ISD. She did hesitate in accepting a 

long term secondary position at West High School, but felt that as long as she had a clear 

understanding of her content area, effective pedagogy skills, and awareness of the 

cultural diversity of her students, she would be successful regardless of the school level.
3
  

West High School has approximately 2100 students with a balanced demographic 

distribution.
4
 The ethnic range places the White student population at 59%, Hispanics at 
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36%, and AAs at 9%.
5
 The instructional staff range places White teachers at 88% of the 

total population of 131, with only 2% African American and 8% Hispanic.
6  

With 173 total staff at West High School, many teachers, especially those from 

different content areas, have never met. They may see each other on campus, but never 

really have the opportunity to converse. The Professional Learning Communities (PLC) 

the school has put in place, allows for teachers within the same content area to plan and 

discuss issues twice a week
7
, but it does not provide opportunities for across content area 

discussions.  

 

Act 1: The Students 

 

Narrator:  As the teachers walk into the library for the training, a sign posted on the 

door reads, “Please sit where your name is placed. We have separated all 

teachers purposefully for this training. Thank you.” As they walk in, they 

begin to find their places. Teachers begin to complain, but sit at their 

designated seats and begin to talk. Torres is already seated when the other 

teachers come to sit at the table. Because they teach in different 

departments, they do not know each other, and the introductions begin.  

 

Henderson: Hi, I’m Leslie. I teach Pre-AP geography. 

Torres: Hi, I’m Laura and I teach ESL. Well, I’m really a long term sub but I’m 

teaching ESL.  
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Henderson:  So how do you like West High? 

Narrator:  By now, the other teachers have situated themselves at the table. 

Administration is dealing with a technical problem so an announcement 

tells teachers to introduce each other with a promise of a quick start. 

Peterson interrupts the conversation to introduce himself. 

Peterson:  I’m Tom Peterson and I teach computer science and BCIS (Basic 

Computer Information Systems). I was in the business world for a long 

time, decided to quit that, and teach. I’ve been teaching for three years, all 

of them at West HS. So what do y’all teach? 

Narrator:  Teachers take turns around the table introducing themselves with their 

name, content area, and a short teaching history. 

Henderson:  Hi, I teach Pre-AP and AP Geography. I’ve taught at the elementary and 

middle school levels, and now at high school. I’ve taught 9 years total 

with 2 here at this school. 

Thomason: I teach math models and Algebra II, and have 6 years of experience. I 

worked as a civil engineer and then decided I really wanted to teach. I’ve 

been at this school for 2 years as well. 

Adamson: Hi, I’m Linda Adamson and I teach Biology and Chemistry. My major 

was molecular biology, and I worked in the private sector  but didn’t really 

like it, so I went back to school and took the few hours I needed to get an 

alternative certification. I’ve taught for 3 years, all of them here at West 

High School. 

García: I teach ELA (English Language Arts) and my name is Lucy García. I have 

been teaching for 43 years, but not all of them here, or even in Texas. I’m 

originally from Kansas, but I also taught in Colorado and in Illinois before 

coming to Texas. I have taught 6 years at this school. 

Torres: Hi, I’m Laura Torres and I’m a long term sub teaching ESL. My 

background is elementary bilingual and ESL, and I have 5 years 

experience.  

Henderson:  So, how do you like West High School? 

Torres: (Excited and Smiling) I think it’s great. Because my experience is 

elementary, I’m still adjusting to a few things, but I really enjoy the 

students. 
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Peterson:  Really, that’s a new one. Most teachers don’t enjoy all of their students. 

I’ll admit that I try, but it doesn’t come easy. You know, I really try to 

motivate my students, but some just refuse to participate. (nodding 

negatively)The majority of them are poor kids from different races, but I 

guess that’s what they see from their parents. You know, most of their 

parents are probably not educated and more than likely on welfare. What 

do you expect when their parents teach them that they don’t have to work 

and they still get a paycheck? It’s a learned behavior.
8   

 

Thomason: (Nodding positively)Yes, they have so much outside influence. They don’t 

think it’s important. I work to provide a positive environment and try not 

to upset them because they’re high school kids, and many do have a chip 

on their shoulder. When I was growing up we were expected to go to 

college, but these kids don’t talk about college at home.
9 
 

Adamson: (Shrugging shoulders and sighing) I can’t even get my students to come 

prepared to class. This year at least they bring pencil and paper, but I don’t 

know it they’re ever really ready to learn. They lack so much background 

knowledge. I don’t know what they’re doing in middle school. The 

majority of them fail the tests. I have no middle. Fifteen to 20% do well, 

and then the rest make 40s and 50s. They are not intrinsically motivated, 

have no drive to work, or a drive to just accomplish something. I’m really 

frustrated. I try to get them hooked because most of them don’t like 

science or math. I know I probably should try on making things more 

relevant, and making them see it’s important, but I’m so busy.
10 

Henderson: Well, my students…. 

Peterson: You teach Pre-AP and AP, so what problems could you possibly have? 

Henderson: (With a left hand up signaling a stop)This year I do have Pre-AP and AP, 

but in the past I’ve taught regular track. (Brings hand down)These students 

struggle. There is a breakdown somewhere. They have the basics of how 

school works and how education works, but there is a lack of the basics 

when it comes to research, homework, and writing. They don’t have the 

middle part of what you’re supposed to learn in middle school. If you talk 

to any 9
th

 grade teacher, they’ll tell you they have a high failure rate. I was 

first shocked when my students failed, but by second semester, I wasn’t 

anymore. I couldn’t get the kids to come to class. Once I had a class of 30, 

and only 15 would show up.
11 

Peterson: (Sarcastically) Is that why you left the regular track? 
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Henderson: All I’m saying is that I understand. The school system has been made to 

teach things that in the 50s, 60s, 70s, and 80s, were taught at home. Now, 

the school system is supposed to teach kids these things. When I worked 

in elementary, I saw mom and dad working two jobs, and the kids were 

babysitting other kids, and couldn’t do their homework. I’m not saying 

they had bad parents, but we’re in hard economic times, and when there’s 

a family breakdown, it leads to a school breakdown.
12 

García:  (Both hands up) Guys, we’re now a title one school, and these kids are 

bussed here and we don’t have a choice. I just want my students to stay for 

tutorials. When 9
th

 grade was in middle school we could make tutorials 

mandatory, but now we can’t. Many of my students ride the bus and can’t 

stay. I asked administration about it once, but I was ignored. My students 

just don’t have the confidence. They want gratification now, so many go 

to work to make money. I know that for their families working means 

success, and a high school diploma isn’t always necessary. Some Hispanic 

families do push their kids though.
13 

Peterson:  (To Torres) So, have we scared you yet?  

Narrator: “Teachers, we are working diligently to fix this problem. Please be patient 

and we’ll begin in a few minutes,” is the message heard from 

administration. 

Torres: Well, I don’t really know what to say. We have problems in elementary 

but we work on building relationships with both students and parents. We 

have problems, but we work on nurturing our students, making them feel 

smart and important, and valuing their culture, whatever it may be.  

Peterson: Hey, don’t think we don’t try to build relationships. I quiz my students as 

they walk in and ask them questions like, “hey what was the last concert 

you attended?” or “do you have a pet?” Every once in a while I’ll hit 

something and they’ll respond.
14 

Adamson: I work on treating all my students the same and ask questions about what’s 

going on in their lives, but they seldom respond.
15 

Thomason: If I see that a student might be having a problem I try to pull them into the 

hall and ask if everything is okay, but they don’t always want to share.
16 
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Act II: The School 

 

Narrator: Administration continues to work on the technical problems as the 

teachers now switch their conversation to the school’s environment. 

Torres: I’ve only been here one month, and I’m still trying to figure out how 

things work. It’s a weird feeling seeing people I don’t know, and that 

don’t know each other. When I need help with something, depending on 

who I ask, I’ll get a different response. In elementary all the teachers know 

each other. Our principal comes into our classrooms all the time and we 

always feel like we are part of our own little community.  

Peterson: (Laughing) Well I think that’s just what happens in a school of 2,100 

students. I do feel that West High School is pretty positive though, and we 

do provide tons of opportunities for our students. I do admit that we can 

do better with motivation. Some teachers talk to students about personal 

things and others don’t, but you’ll never get to know all the teachers, or 

the students.
17

 

Adamson: I do think there is a drive for academics here. Teachers work together to 

build and it’s a very supportive community for learning. However, we do 

lack the discipline in keeping things under control for learning. I wish 

sometimes the administration was more consistent and just cracked down 

a little bit, because then we could have more learning. I also think a lot of 

people aren’t used to the changing demographics. When I first came here 

things were different, and now we have a more diverse population, so 

what are we going to do? It’s not like it was.
18 

 

García: (Playing with her pen)Well, I think we have a relatively safe environment, 

but if you ask my students, most of them think they’re fairly comfortable. 

I just think some teachers don’t realize they have issues with different 

things. I had a Muslim student who told me a teacher called him a 

terrorist. Can you believe that? Some of my students think there is 

prejudice at this school. They tell me there is a division. They also tell me 

that we have drugs here and in the middle schools. As for teachers, I 

overheard one talking about how Hispanics and Blacks are so lazy and I 

just looked at her because, although I’m White, my husband is Hispanic. I 

told her she was stereotyping and she just laughed and said that she wasn’t 

talking about my daughter, but about all of those other kids. Then another 

time, I heard a teacher talk about how Asian kids always cheat. We have 

to change how we look at some of these kids.
19 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

116 
 

Peterson:  (Questioning) Oh come on now! We have to change?  

Henderson:  (Interrupting)You know, my students also tell me there is a huge division 

here between the rich and poor kids. When I taught regular track kids, they 

told me that racism does exist here, but when I ask them what they’re 

involved in, they don’t want to try out for anything. They won’t even try. I 

think that maybe it’s a fear of rejection or a fear of failing. I don’t really 

know.
20  

Thomason: (With a fisted hand on his chin and elbow on table) My students don’t talk 

to me about any of those things. I just want them to come to class and 

learn something. I can’t even get their parents on the phone, or to come to 

the school.
21 

Peterson: I don’t think any of us have any luck in that area. 

Narrator:  The teachers shake their heads no. Torres listens to their conversations in 

amazement wondering about what could have happened to the great kids 

she taught in elementary. She finds it difficult to listen to the criticism 

towards students from these secondary teachers. She really wants to say 

something, but holds back for fear of the group attacking her views.  

Torres: Well, what kind of activities do you guys provide for their parents? 

Henderson: The only thing that I know of is Goals Night. All the district schools have 

Goals night. I don’t think we provide anything else. Maybe PTA?
22 

Torres: Do any of you provide anything extra for parents, either individually or by 

content departments, beyond what the school provides? 

Narrator: Teachers shrug their shoulders with a no as they think about their 

frustrations in not knowing what else might be provided for parents at 

West High School. They question whether this subject is something they 

even think about. 

 

 

Act III: Academics 

 

Narrator: Everyone is frustrated because the training has not begun. They now turn 

the conversation to academics. 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

117 
 

Torres:  So how are your students doing academically? 

Peterson: My classes do okay. I’m more demanding than other teachers and I expect 

more. I have a late policy for late papers. I only give them a certain 

amount of time to turn in their work, (looking around) unlike other 

teachers who accept 7 or 8 papers at the end of the six weeks. In my class, 

it doesn’t work that way. I don’t have a curriculum that I have to follow 

every day, but I do have kids who are reading at the 2
nd

 or 3
rd

 grade levels. 

So, I do have to vary their assignments, but I try to be consistent and right 

now, we’re ahead of schedule.
23 

Henderson: We were a bit behind, but now we’ve caught up.
24 

Peterson: (Tilting head to one side) How can you get behind teaching Pre-AP 

classes? 

Henderson: It’s this crazy schedule ,and the block schedule, and the PLCs, and the 

RTIs we’re required to do. Sometimes I only get to see them once a week. 

(To Torres) For the RTIs, we have to visit another teacher’s class in our 

subject area twice a week during our planning times. We’re supposed to 

try to tutor, co-teach, or pull kids out who need extra help. The problem is 

that we don’t know those kids, and most of the time the other teacher 

doesn’t even want us in their classroom. Then, we meet twice a week in 

the mornings for PLC with our content area people, and that’s when my 

students come in for tutoring. So, how am I supposed to have tutorials 

when I have PLC meetings?
25 

Torres: So, are any of your kids failing? 

Thomason: (Laughing) Was that a rhetorical question? I was really hoping this new 

curriculum would help with alignment even though most of the teachers 

hate it. This block schedule is not good for math either. The kids need to 

process it and now they have to process 2 lessons in one day, and that’s 

too much for some kids. In addition, to answer your question, the majority 

of my students in Math Models are failing (raising his voice), and they’re 

in there because they can’t pass Algebra I or Geometry.
26

  

Torres: Do you provide tutorials? 

Adamson: We provide them in the morning, at lunch and after school but they don’t 

come.
27

  

Torres: So what do you do when they don’t turn in their homework? 
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Thomason: (Laughing) We don’t assign much homework if at all. They won’t return it 

and it’s just a battle I don’t want to fight.
28 

Adamson: I don’t assign much homework either. The little I do, doesn’t come back 

from most of the kids.
29 

Peterson: Well, I don’t assign much homework because many of these kids don’t 

have computers at home, so what would be the point? The work I assign is 

mostly in class and they have plenty of opportunities to get it done, but 

many don’t.
30 

Garcia: I don’t assign homework because I understand that many of my students 

work after school. I try to make sure they have plenty of time to do the 

work in class and I do provide tutorials before, after school, and during 

lunch if they need me.
31 

Henderson: (Pointing to herself) For me, this year it’s different. These kids understand 

the importance of responsibility but when I taught regular kids I also 

didn’t assign homework. The students rarely returned anything I 

assigned.
32

  

Torres: So, how are you going to prepare these kids for college if you don’t expect 

them to bring back homework, or even give them the responsibility of 

learning the importance of homework? 

Henderson: They could make it if we taught them the way school works. We just need 

more help, and now with less teachers and more students, it’s becoming 

more difficult.  

García: (To Henderson) You’re right! These kids do have the potential. I push 

mine to Pre-AP, but they don’t want to go. They feel they don’t belong. 

You guys have to figure out a way to make them feel important. I don’t 

know the answers; I just work in my little corner, and do the best I can.
33 

Torres: Maybe that’s the problem. If you work in your own little corner, you can 

only do a little bit, but if you work together, you might get more work 

done. 

Narrator: The teachers look at Torres with confusion. Teachers are always blamed 

for their students’ failures. They work hard, but it never seems to be 

enough. The students are apathetic, refuse to learn, prepare for class, or 

even attend class. What are they to do? Although they want to their 

students to be successful, they are spinning their wheels with no results. 

Finally, the staff development training begins, but all six teachers have 
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questions about how to approach the issues they have discussed, and what 

they can do to help their students’ achieve better results.  

 

Another Typical School Day 

 

Students walk in 

Procedures begin 

Attendance 

Announcements 

Get ready to teach 

Get ready to learn 

 

Students don’t want to learn 

Teachers don’t want to teach 

Apathy reigns  

 

Students wonder… 

Why do we have to learn this? 

Why do you give us this work? 

Why are you not excited? 

Why do you hate to teach? 

Why do you hate us? 

 

Teachers wonder... 

Why won’t you learn this? 
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Why won’t you do the work? 

Why are you not excited? 

Why do you hate to learn? 

Why do you hate me? 

 

Same arguments 

Same worries 

Same questions 

Neither understands 

 

Teacher please teach me… 

Please explain to me… 

Please understand me… 

 

Students please learn… 

Please pay attention… 

Please understand… 

 

They talk 

No one listens 

Neither understands 

Another unsuccessful school day ends 

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

121 
 

The Principal 

Prologue 

Maribel Quintana is the principal at West High School. This is her second year at 

the school. The school has been rated unacceptable by the state for low test scores in 

math and science for both African Americans and Hispanics. Maribel was transferred to 

West High School from a local elementary school where she was also principal. Due to 

this elementary administrative background she has frustrations at not being able to visit 

classrooms and involve herself instructionally with the teachers. As with many schools, 

teachers are not always honest with the administration when asked about how things are 

going in their classrooms. Maribel has been in administration for ten years and 

understands that having a dialogue with teachers is crucial to school success. However, 

due to a demanding schedule it has become difficult for her to bring forth the same type 

of leadership she practiced at the elementary level. This journal is an attempt to rectify 

the challenge by attempting something new and uncommon in secondary level 

administration. 

 

September 26, 2011 

Today I decided to try something different at my high school. Although I have been 

assigned to a high school, I am frustrated at not being able to visit classrooms and 

observe instruction. I really want to get into classes and see teachers in action. I know 

that I cannot visit every classroom in a high school with 2,100 students, but maybe I can 

observe and visit with four or five teachers.  

As an ex-elementary principal I visited classrooms every day, but high school is different. 

I just cannot help the urge to be involved instructionally. My time is spent putting out 

fires with teachers, parents and students. I assign alternative school placements, 

suspensions, detention, and have a calendar full of meetings and extra-curricular events. 
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Therefore, I have set aside a little time to visit with a few teachers I have chosen at 

random to discuss grades, test results, and attendance.  

I individually emailed five teachers after school, with meeting schedules and instructions 

on what to bring in order to discuss how things are going. I want to see how it goes and 

maybe it will be something we can continue at West High School. I have decided to wait 

until after the first six weeks assessments so we can also discuss those results.  

 

 

Teacher’s Name Content Area Meeting Date/After School 

Adamson Biology/Chemistry October 17 

Peterson BCIS/Computer Science October 18 

Henderson Pre-AP/AP Geography October 19 

Thomason Math Models/Algebra II October 20 

Garcia ELA/ESL October 21 

 

Email Sent: 

Ms./Mr. ______ 

I would like to take the opportunity to meet with you to discuss how things are going for 

you this school year. Please plan to meet with me after school on October ___, 2011. It is 

my hope that you do not interpret this invitation as a reprimand or negative in any way. I 

would like to just sit and visit with you about your students. I would also like to hear any 

concerns you might have on how we, the administration, can make things better for you 

at West High School. 

Please bring the following information to our meeting: 

1
st
 Six Weeks Overall Grades; 1

st
 Six Weeks Test Grades; Attendance 

Thank you, 

Maribel Quintana, 

Principal, West High School 

 

September 29, 2011 

As expected, the teachers felt that they were in some type of trouble, and that is why I 

needed to visit with them. Because meeting with teachers at this level is usually after 
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something negative has occurred, I am not surprised with their reactions. I really want to 

work on changing that impression. 

As an elementary principal I met with my teachers all the time about many things. I, of 

course, had to discuss grades, test scores, and attendance, but I also met with them to 

make sure they were doing okay and to ask how things were going. Meeting with 

teachers as a reaction to something they have done wrong provides a negative division 

between teachers and administrators. Additionally, I was in their classrooms all the time 

observing instruction and talking to students. That is something that I truly miss now that 

I work at the high school level. I just do not understand how things can ever get done 

when administration seems so far removed from what is actually happening in the 

classroom.  

 

October 14, 2011 

This was a tough day. I got chewed up by a student’s parent because I had to suspend him 

for fighting. I really hate to have to suspend, but I must follow policy. Kicking students 

out of school is my last resort. If they are not at school, they are not learning. 

As I look at my time at secondary level, I am really frustrated and concerned. The total 

student population for my school is 2,165. The average class size is 21, but some of the 

classes hold up to 37 students. Besides the 6 administrators, I have a total of 143 faculty 

and staff working here
1
. How can I, or we, ever help every teacher that may need us? 

The ninth and tenth grades scored miserably in math in science, especially my Hispanic 

and African American (AA) students.
2
 By eleventh grade, the scores get better, but my 

African American students are still very low. For the 2010-2011 academic year we 

received a rating of Academically Unacceptable by the state. At West HS, we graduate 

87% of our students. However, we only graduate 70% of our AAs and 78% of our 

Hispanic students.
3
  

This really worries me, because I feel that I have little control over what really happens 

instructionally in the classroom. Are my teachers following our scope and sequence? Are 

they providing effective interventions so that students are getting something different 

than they are during the day? Do my struggling students feel alienated from their teachers 

and the school? Do my teachers feel supported? Are we discriminating in anyway? 
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October 17, 2011 

The first conference was with Linda Adamson, who teaches freshmen and sophomore 

biology and chemistry to juniors and seniors here at West HS. She seems like a quiet 

teacher, but I was able to get a few things out of her. Her original major was molecular 

and cell biology, and she actually did research in the private sector. She did not really like 

it, but did not tell me why. She said she did not know what she wanted to do, but since 

she liked working with kids, she decided to try teaching. So, she came home, went back 

to the local university as a post-baccalaureate student, and took the few classes she 

needed to help her get a certification to teach secondary science.
4
  

I asked her how things were going for her this year, and she replied that all was okay. I 

felt as if she was not being quite honest, so I decided to look at the data she brought with 

her, and began the student discussion that way. 

I first discussed with Adamson our 10
th

 and 11
th

 grade science scores. According to the 

2011 AEIS report
4 

for our school, the 10
th

 grade AA students scored at 61%, while our 

Hispanic students scored at 65%. In the 11
th

 grade, our Hispanics did well at 83%, but our 

AAs did not, scoring at 65%.
5
 I wanted to know what she thought might be our problem, 

and how we could possibly fix it. I also asked her if she was doing any things in her 

classroom that might help West HS raise our scores.  

She began by telling me that the majority of the problem lies with the freshmen biology 

classes. Even after asking her why the freshmen were not doing so well, she still could 

not give me a possible reason. According to Adamson, everything is okay, and she would 

keep working hard. 

I took her data, and randomly chose two classes, and added up the six weeks grade 

average. In her chemistry class of 23 students, the average was 83.9%. I randomly took 

the Hispanic population and added the average as well. The average was almost the same 

at 80%. Eight absences total the six weeks for all students. I told her that she was doing 

well. Some of her students needed some extra help and recognized that she had no special 

education students in that class.
6 
 

Then, I took a biology class of 31 students, and did the same. The average for this class 

was 68.7% and for Hispanics, 69.24%. The class is predominantly Hispanic. Twenty one 

absences total the six weeks for all students. Nineteen are economically disadvantaged, 

and she has six special education students.  Therefore, I asked what type of interventions 

she was doing.
7
  

The basic interventions were after school, during lunch, or before school for students to 

catch up. According to the teacher, many of the students do not show up and do not 

complete their work. So again, I asked what she was doing to help implement 
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motivational interventions, and I seemed to have frustrated her. Again, she said she 

would keep working hard. 

I then asked if she was on schedule with her scope and sequence. She told me that every 

now and then she gets behind, but right now, she is on track.
8
 Lastly, I asked if I could do 

anything for her, to make things better. She shrugged her shoulders a couple of times, but 

could not come up with anything. 

What did I do wrong with Adamson? Did I embarrass, accuse or belittle her in anyway? I 

will have to visit the classroom to see for myself what is going on in that biology class. In 

addition, I plan to talk to students in that class. What will I see? Will the students speak to 

me? Will I have time? 

*Make a note to look at the district assessment results as soon as they come in, and visit 

Adamson’s classroom, often.  

 

October 18, 2011 

For the second teacher conference, I met with Tom Peterson, BCIS (Basic Computer and 

Information Skills) and computer science teacher. Since I felt that I had not done a good 

job with Adamson, I decided to try a different approach. I want to promote administrative 

support as well as the reality of stressing to teachers that we must strive to ensure the 

West HS community that we are working towards better academic achievement for their 

children. When making this statement, sometimes teachers feel attacked.  

I asked Peterson to tell me why he went into education. I found out that he, like 

Adamson, did not originally choose education. He first went into the military and then 

spent 20 years in retail and management. Because he wanted a change and both of his 

parents were teachers, he decided to go into teaching.
9
 

I did not really want to discuss computer science, although important, so I asked to see 

his BCIS grades, and attendance for one class. Because as directed, he did not provide me 

with attendance, I asked why. He replied that he had forgotten. It was quite clear in my 

email, and he seemed a bit nervous that I pressed it. I probably should not read too much 

into it, but I will check it later just in case he was trying to cover something.  

The class average is 83.68%. This particular class totaled 19 students, and the Hispanic 

grade average is at 91.1%. I applauded him for having a good average. I asked him what 

did for those few that are failing. He told me that he tried everything possible to get them 

to do their work, but could not be specific. He gives them plenty of time in class and does 

not assign homework because many of these poor kids do not have computers at home
10

. 

I thought that was really thoughtful of him. 
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Finally, I asked if there was anything the campus administration could do, to help him in 

anyway. He smiled and said that we were doing an awesome job and that he was so 

happy to be part of our staff. I want to believe him, but I feel something I cannot quite 

explain at this time. I need to observe his class and check all of his classes for grades and 

attendance. Although he does not teach a core content area, it may take a little longer for 

me to get to him. I have to be honest about my time.  

 

October 19, 2011 

Today, my third conference was with Leslie Henderson, one of our Pre-AP and AP 

geography teachers. She has taught regular track students in the past, but was assigned to 

Pre-AP and AP this year. Henderson is one of our best teachers. She came to us from 

middle school, but has also taught elementary. She is well rounded and loves to teach. 

With nine years of total experience, she produces results. Well, she did have some 

problems last year with the regular track kids, but I never heard her complain.
11

  

We began the discussion with her new assignment. She said she really liked and enjoyed 

teaching geography to Pre-AP and AP students. For fun, I asked to compare the 

difference between this group of students, and last year’s. She hesitated, but then added 

that attendance was a bit of a problem last year. This year, her students are better 

prepared, except for having up to 34 students in one class.
11

 She then talked to me about 

all of the great things that are going on at West HS. I asked if she was on schedule with 

her scope and sequence, and she replied that she certainly was.
13

  

 I am beginning to wonder why teachers feel they cannot be honest with me. Although we 

have great things happening at our school, we are still unacceptable, and it is obviously 

due to problems. Why are they refusing to tell me? What are they trying to hide? 

I asked which group of students she would prefer to teach. As expected, she told me that 

she would teach wherever I need her the most, and went on to say that she would do her 

best regardless of the assignment. Finally, I asked her if there was anything, we as the 

administration could do, to help her in anyway, with her students. She replied that 

everything was great, and left my office with a huge smile. 

Am I wasting my time? I have so much to do. I was hoping I could discover that 

secondary teachers and secondary administrators can be honest with each other about 

what is happening in our classrooms, and in our school. If we are unacceptable, it is 

because something is not happening. I am very frustrated, and hope that the last two 

teacher conferences provide me with something I can use to justify the time I have taken 

from other areas in need. 
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October 20, 2011 

This afternoon I met with Peter Thomason, one of our math teachers. I had hopes that I 

would be able get some good information from him. Our math scores are quite pitiful, 

especially our 9
th

 grades scores. The campus scored at 60% with AAs at 41% and 

Hispanics at 49%.
14 

 Thomason teaches math models, which involves 10
th

 and 11
th

 grade 

students who have not been able to pass Algebra I and Geometry.
15

 The class provides 

instruction that is supposed to help close the gaps. 

I first asked Thomason to tell me why he went into teaching. Surprisingly, just like 

Adamson and Peterson, he did not originally choose teaching. He went on to say that he 

worked as a civil engineer for several years but did not really like what he was doing. In 

his job he came across men who were quite smart, but did not graduate from high school 

due to low math skills.
16

 He felt he should teach math, because he was really good at it 

and felt he could teach it. 

I guess I have to face my own discriminations and admit how I feel towards alternative 

certification teachers. I probably feel this way because of my past experience. Many of 

the teachers I have worked with that were alternative certified had a lack of preparedness, 

and a thinking that teaching was their last resort to some type of profession. Not all of 

them, but enough to allow me a stereotype where I feel they see teaching as beneath 

them, but had no other choices. Many really like their content, but in teaching it is about 

making that content comprehensible to students.
17 

During the meeting, I felt I needed to be more specific and demanding due to having such 

low scores in math. Therefore, I took one math models’ class data sheet and began to 

look at the grades and attendance. This particular class has a total of 29 students with 14 

Hispanic and 2 AA students. The class grade average for the 1
st
 six weeks is 82.4%. The 

average for the Hispanic students is 81.3%, which is not too bad. For these six weeks, the 

total absences are 29 for the class.
18

  

The academic conversation began with a discussion on how good his students are doing. I 

asked how the students got such good grades, despite the low 9
th

 grade scores for our 

school. He replied that he really works hard with his students in order to close the gaps, 

so they can either take Algebra I, or Geometry. He provides tutorials before school, at 

lunch, and after school. So, I commented that the kids must be showing up, if their grades 

are so good. He did say that he does have a difficult time with some, but he tries to make 

himself available, and that he was right on track with the district’s scope and sequence.
19

 

I guess teachers are talking about the questions I am asking. So, let me get this straight, 
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the kids’ grades are pretty good, but they did horribly as 9
th

 graders on TAKS (Texas 

Assessment of Academic Skills).  

Finally, I asked if there was anything administration could do to make his job easier. Like 

the other teachers, he told me things were going great and he did not need anything. I 

have a need to be judgmental with Thomason, but I am going to wait and see what 

happens with the first district assessments. If his students do well, then I will back off, if 

not, then I have to look at why these grades are so good!! 

*Make a note to visit this particular class, and look at the district assessment results. 

 

October 21, 2011 

Finally, I got to meet with Lucy García. This teacher has been teaching a very long time. 

She teaches English Language Arts (ELA) to freshmen, and is our ESL (English as a 

Second Language) teacher.  

Wanting to know a bit about her background, I asked her to tell me about her teaching 

experience. She began by telling me that she has been teaching for 43 years. Originally 

from Kansas, she also taught in other states before coming to Texas. She taught 9
th

 grade 

when it was in the middle school setting, and followed the grade when it was moved up 

to high school. I, of course, asked if she liked teaching 9
th

 grade. She told me that she 

preferred 9
th

 grade regular track kids because she was able to relate better to them. 

Although she could do Pre-AP, she would rather work with these kids, and move them up 

when she felt they could handle upper level work.
20

  

García spoke to me about her career for about 20 minutes. I listened, and allowed her to 

tell me why education was important to her. Although my time is limited, she seemed 

excited to have my attention, so I let her have it for a bit. Because of my busy schedule, I 

had to cut her off, so we could discuss her data. 

Looking at her data sheets, I was a bit overwhelmed. She actually copied the personal 

tables she uses to keep attendance, and I was overwhelmed not being able to tell what 

was what. I will have to look at the attendance data myself later. As for grades, she 

brought me the six weeks assessment results and not the actual six weeks student grades.  

For the six weeks assessments, she had a class average of 53.45%, with 60% as the 

passing standard. This particular class has 37 students with 22 Hispanic, and only 3 AAs. 

The Hispanic average is 52.9%, a bit under the class average.
21

  

My questions to García were about her freshmen class. The campus 9
th

 grade reading 

scores are at 90%, with Hispanics at 86% and AAs at 82%.
22 

Realistically, they do well. I 
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wanted to know her thoughts. She replied that she had students that had many problems, 

but she worked on building relationships, so that she either could move them up when 

they were ready for Pre-AP, or keep working with them at the regular track level.
23 

 

After discussing her grades, I asked if there was anything, the campus administration 

could do, to make things better for her. Surprisingly, she replied that she would like for 

me to make 9
th

 grade tutorials mandatory just like they were when she taught middle 

school. She then added that in order for that to be successful, I needed to add another bus 

run to take the bus riders home after tutorials.
24 

 Doing the administrative thing, I told her 

I would look into it. She gave me that “yeah right” look. I will look into it. 

I do not feel too worried about García, but to follow through, I do need to make a visit to 

her classroom. She seems to be doing well, and her results tell it all. I was really pleased 

with our visit, and I will try to either schedule more with other teachers, or maybe with 

the same ones. 
 

*Make a note into looking at the cost of providing a second bus run for students who 

have to stay for tutorial, and are bus riders. 

 

October 24, 2001 

I have tried to process last week and will work on walking into classrooms so I can see 

what is actually going on instructionally, instead of depending on data alone. I know that 

my schedule is difficult to predict, because I have district demands, campus demands, 

parents, students, football, volleyball, theater, and all the other things that take up my 

time. I want my staff to observe classroom instruction, and now the task is getting us in 

there more than once a year for the PDAS (Professional Development and Appraisal 

System) observations. 

Beginning next week, I will write down one teacher’s name per day on my calendar for a 

classroom visit. Even if I visit for only 3 to 5 minutes, it will allow me the opportunity to 

get involved instructionally with my teachers. It is my hope that I can continue this and 

lead my administrative staff, even at the secondary level, towards more involvement in 

curriculum and instruction.  

I need to see Adamson and Thomason right away. Then, I will look into the cost for a 

second bus run.  

 

 

 



Texas Tech University, Irma Almager, May 2012  
 

130 
 

Chapter V 

 

Conclusion 

“At the age of five my excitement for school turned to fear. Fear of not 

understanding brought silence. Silence and fear forced obedience. Yet, obedience was not 

enough. Soon, obedience turned to anger, and finally to apathy. By high school, it was 

mostly anger. Then, it became my fault,” (Reflexive Journal, p. 55).  

According to Carolyn Ellis (2004), qualitative research falls along a continuum 

ranging from positivist science to art and literature. She goes on to explain that in 

between, there lies a middle ground where elements of both are present. Moving along 

this qualitative continuum between science and art, there is a middle ground where 

researchers seek to analyze events, find patterns and create models for their data. In this 

middle ground lay the realist researchers who generalize to a wider world by using 

storytelling, detailing concrete experience and multiple perspectives that include the 

participants’ voices and interpretations (Ellis, 2004). In moving along the continuum, 

Ellis states that researchers who see social life as something to be discovered focus more 

on the person describing that social life instead of focusing on the study of those who are 

separate from the researcher. 

The purpose of this autoethnographic study was to glean insights into some of the 

ways in which teachers’ stated perceptions and practices hindered or ameliorated the 

academic success of adolescent Mexican American (MA) students. Additionally, this 

project was to examine the ways my own story as a MA student, teacher and principal 

revealed the impact that teachers’ perceptions would have in constructing classroom 
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environments that are conducive to meeting the academic needs of MA students. 

Conducting interviews and acting as a participant observer within five secondary level 

teachers’ classrooms allowed me to adopt the role of an abstract co-participant in this 

study. 

Reflections 

Thinking back to what drove me to research the perceptions of secondary teachers 

towards MA students, I can only look at my own experiences and the resentment that still 

resides inside me. One of my goals as an administrator was to change how students were 

perceived by some of my most difficult teachers. The idea that I had the necessary tools 

for this undertaking engulfed my career and subsequently blinded me as well. There is no 

question that my own personal school experience was corroded by the racism and 

discrimination I encountered. In accordance with Valenzuela (1999), Delpit (2006), and 

Gay (2010), just like children bring their own cultural values to school, so do teachers. 

However, because of my children’s advocacy views as both principal and teacher, I 

always sought to view school and classroom life from the point of view of the child.  

My goal for this research study was to examine secondary teachers’ perceptions 

about their MA students. The passion that drove this study came from my own 

perceptions of how I felt teachers judged me when I was in school. I did feel that most 

teachers hated me because I was MA. Those perceptions were real to me, and that drove 

the anger I held for many Anglo teachers. Now, as an adult doctoral student, I appreciate 

that my childhood perceptions and experiences hold great worth, because they form a 

large part of the lens through which I can examine how today’s students experience 
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racism in classrooms. Through this lens, perhaps I can begin to answer questions, such as 

why teachers perceive their students in certain ways; why they continue to choose certain 

ineffective instructional methods; or why they radiate apathy. 

A changing moment came during a discussion with my committee; it was made 

clear that teachers were not going to want to talk to me if I was already planning on 

“slamming” them. As I considered this, I felt angry because I knew that my assumptions 

had merit; it felt as if my experiences were misunderstood.  

What I experienced was real and ugly, but it was true that teachers would not 

want to be seen as bad, or ineffective, and that my assumptions were coming from my 

own perceptions. If my plan was to reveal that teachers were bad, regardless of the 

sample, then yes, no teacher was going to want to help me. I had to change how I 

approached my research study and that meant changing my whole attitude. This 

emotional assumption was dangerous because it had the potential to blind me as I 

experienced classroom observations and interviews. Unfortunately, through my study, I 

came to realize that this view had already clouded my own opinion of how teachers 

should act, and I, too, had been guilty of educational deficit thinking (Reflexive Journal, 

p. 4). I saw teachers as the problem.  

In my own reflections on how I approached teachers and their behavior towards 

MA students, I realized that in most situations I blamed teachers when problems arose. I 

did look at student and parent behavior, but for me the teacher seemed to always receive 

the biggest part of the blame. In hindsight, I can now see that I never considered the 

teacher’s cultural identity, or why he/she, was making the decisions that caused problems 
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with students and parents. Observing my participants forced me to examine myself, and 

this led to unearthing my own deficit thinking concerning teachers. Acknowledging my 

assumptions in order to use a lens with less personal perceptions, I was able to observe 

educational deficit thinking in my participants’ classrooms.   However, it was with the 

significant understanding that if I had not come to terms with my own negative 

perceptions about teachers, I would have lost the opportunity to glean insights from the 

complexity of the situation I was about to study. 

Findings 

Autoethnographies provide written accounts of participants’ life experiences 

through the eyes of the researcher providing the interpretation (Denzin, 1989). The goal 

of my study was to keep the boundaries blurred and inclusive as I wrote about myself, 

and within the context of the school in which my participants taught (Ellis, 2004).  

In order to discuss if and how my questions were answered, it is important to 

restate the questions guiding my study. These included: 

1. What were five secondary level teachers’ perceptions of what it means to educate 

Mexican American students? What factors informed their perceptions? 

2. In what ways did the participants’ responses act as a springboard for exploring 

and constructing my own story as a Mexican American student, teacher and 

principal?  

3. In what ways did the five secondary level teachers’ stated perceptions influence, 

or not, how and what they taught?  
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4. Finally, what did the perceptions of my own experiences, in relation to my 

participants, say about what MA students need for success in school?  

One of the reasons I chose secondary teachers was because I had limited 

knowledge of how curriculum, instruction, and procedures operate within secondary 

schools. My experience at the elementary level could not explain the large numbers of 

MA academic failures and dropouts. Therefore, I needed to question, observe and learn 

how secondary schools operate.  

Secondary level teachers do have perceptions of what it means to educate 

Mexican American students and they do use certain factors to inform their perceptions. 

Unfortunately, negative perceptions do affect instructional decisions. In order to plan for 

and deliver lessons, teachers used their perceptions of students. Past experience and 

accepted traditions informed their perceptions. Although they seemed to express 

sympathy for their students’ lives and low performance, they still felt the students were 

solely responsible for their failures (Delpit, 2006, Valenzuela, 1999; Gay, 2010, 

Valencia, 2101). Listening to their responses to my questions, I was compelled to see 

them in a different context. Because I was not their colleague nor their principal, I forced 

myself to see them as people, not just teachers.  Doing this allowed me to realize that I 

too had used my own negative perceptions to judge teachers and those perceptions 

affected my leadership decisions. The realization that my perceptions affected my actions 

allowed me to understand that when teachers made decisions that affected students 

negatively, they were also using their own perceptions.  
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Therefore, my questions were geared towards trying to understand why the 

teachers were making those particular decisions. They each told me in his/her own words 

and in his/her own way, that the regular track students did not perform due to their lack of 

home support and self-motivation. All five teachers had a difficult time separating their 

MA students into diverse groups with unique challenges. Low performing students, those 

with behavioral issues, and those who come from poverty, are all clumped together. 

Additionally, the secondary teachers had a difficult time discussing individual students 

with me. They talked about students from a certain period instead of giving me a name. 

For example, seventh period would be compared to 2
nd

 period in academics and behavior 

(Reflexive Journal, p. 14). They also could not tell me which students were in special 

programs, like ESL or Special Education without looking up the information on the 

computer. It was almost as if they were teaching content to nameless, anonymous 

students.  

It was important for me to reflect on my decisions both in the classroom and as a 

principal, because I too have discriminations that have fed into deficit thinking. Although 

the suffering of my school experiences have callused my soul, I can now acknowledge 

my weaknesses in order to recognized and address them when they reveal themselves. 

Teachers will not be able to move towards change until they acknowledge their own 

negative perceptions, including why they have them (Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2010).  It is 

important for teachers to acknowledge both, their own perspectives, and those of their 

students, in order to provide the environment necessary for change.  

The secondary level teachers’ stated perceptions did influence how and what they 

taught. The educational system I observed dictated how students were placed in tracks. 
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The administration assigned the teachers to the tracks. My observations did expose 

racism. The type of racism I observed revealed discrimination from the institution’s 

systematic approach used to place students in educational tracks, and the teachers use of 

deficit thinking to provide instruction to all of their students, including MAs. Every 

teacher made it clear that most students in the lower track could not do the assigned 

work. Whether it was because they did not care to or because they did not have the skills, 

for my participants, my observation was that the students were not capable of doing the 

academic work that was assigned to them. To me it seemed that the expectations were 

extremely low and their students performed accordingly. Except for the Pre-AP teacher, 

homework was not usually assigned because students would not return it.  

During my observations I saw limited instructional modifications, such as less 

work and/or testing accommodations. Most of the students received the same instruction 

and were offered the same assistance during in class skills practice. When asked about 

planning for students, teachers had a difficult time expressing their decisions to me. At 

the secondary level they follow a schedule. According to the teachers, sometimes they get 

behind in the scope and sequence, but for the most part they stay on it whether the 

students learned the skill or not. The five teachers provided tutorials before school, 

during lunch, or after school. The decision to attend is left up to the students. It is not 

surprising that athletes and those from Pre-AP classes, attended more regularly.  

The classrooms I observed were not unique or different in any way to the standard 

secondary format. The school is set up for block scheduling where the students meet 90 

minutes per class. Classes met every other day. The teacher instructs for about an hour 

and then gives the students the rest of the time for practicing skills. The majority of the 
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students I observed did not take advantage of this time. Even with teacher guidance, most 

students did not do the assigned work. Most of the assignments were independent in 

nature.  

The absence of instructional or behavioral modifications for students does not 

necessarily indicate racism, but it does indicate a possible lack of knowledge about how 

modifications are implemented. However grim my observation is regarding instructional 

assistance, the suggestion implies that students in general do not receive needed 

assistance. This observation was not limited to MAs, it included all students in the regular 

track. However, the majority of students in regular track were MAs.  

Apathy permeated the environment I observed. The subject came up repeatedly. 

My participants could not figure out how to help students they saw as not caring about 

school, or learning. Using my own perspective, I saw teachers using strategies to teach 

skills that would appeal to students who were on grade level and who met the “White or 

middle class” criteria. All five participants spoke about wanting to help their students, but 

using Freire’s (1970) term, it seemed to be more of a “false charity”.   

My participants’ responses did act as a springboard for exploring and constructing 

my own story as a Mexican American student, teacher and principal. Every time I walked 

through this high school and sat in teachers’ classrooms I could not help but place myself 

in the shoes of the students. Reflecting on my perspective as a teacher, and administrator, 

it is my children’s advocacy position that keeps me connected to the students’ point of 

view. Although students were not directly part of my research, they were the recipients of 

my participants’ instruction and perceptions. As I thought about my past discussions with 
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my own teachers concerning student performance, I remember thinking how I mostly 

concentrated on reaching their hearts by bringing to their attention how they might be 

hurting students, both academically and emotionally. Finally, I realized that my 

discussions changed from “do you really want to hurt kids?” to “do you want to keep 

your job?” (Reflexive Journal, p. 61). Looking back, whether I realized it or not at the 

time, teachers made decisions based on wanting to keep their jobs, and not because it was 

the right thing to do. 

Using my administrative experience, I paid attention to how the students reacted 

to the teacher and the instruction. I could not help but wonder what I would do if I were a 

student in their class or the administrator at that school (Reflexive Journal, p. 3). Still, my 

opinion operated based on my elementary school experience. Consequently, ideas of how 

I would do things differently if I were the teacher or the administrator at the school, 

began to surface. I mostly thought about myself as a student and how miserable I would 

be in some of those classrooms. These thoughts, along with the participant interviews and 

classroom observations, allowed me to create my characters and ideas on how I could tell 

their story (Reflexive Journal, p. 3). 

When I thought of myself as a student, I thought of myself as a poor, limited 

English MA female. How could I, coming from a smaller school district, ever survive a 

school with 2,100 students. More than likely I would have been placed in the regular 

track and most assuredly, would have concentrated on fitting in first before academics. In 

a school with so many students, my participants would not have taken an interest in me 

nor read my nonverbal cues requesting academic help.  
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Thinking of myself as a teacher in this school, I asked myself the following 

questions (Reflexive Journal, p. 16). Would my differences be accepted or would I have 

to change the way I looked, dressed, and spoke in order to fit in? Would I also teach MA 

students in the school’s traditional practice for fear of retaliation, or would I have the 

courage to stand my ground? How would the administration react to me?  

All of these questions ran through my head as I observed classrooms and walked 

through the halls of this institution. I thought about how I would most certainly stand my 

ground, not just for me, but also for the regular track students that I undoubtedly would 

be teaching. I also had this fear that I could become an ineffective teacher in a school 

with so many students where supervision is so scarce. Would I succumb to the normalcy 

of teacher apathy? 

Dementia is what I would have if were to be the principal at this school. As a 

child advocate, students always come first for me. Therefore, how could I possibly 

accomplish that in such a big school? I get a headache just thinking about how I could 

meet individual student needs in such a setting (Reflexive Journal, p. 19). I also 

wondered how central office administration would see me as I tried to make the 

necessary changes that would bring a student centered environment. It seems that the 

relationship between campus administration and faculty is different for secondary 

schools. Coming from an elementary perspective, could I leave what I believe is 

important for administrative leadership and be forced to change in order to survive high 

school?  
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My story came out in my characters’ opinions and views of the school. My past 

became my present and the vexation returned. Telling my story forced me to remember 

things from my school experience that I had gladly put aside or at least thought I had put 

aside. As I searched for answers, I realized that my experiences affected my decisions, 

both as a teacher and as an administrator. Caution had always placed me on the defensive 

and compelled me to blame White teachers and administrators for student behavior and 

academic failure.  

My immediate supervisor once told me that as I made decisions for teacher 

contract renewals I should consider whether I would be willing to place my own children 

in the classrooms of ineffective teachers. Therefore, I came to judge teachers based on 

both how I would have perceived them if I had been their student, and if I would be 

willing to place my own children in their classrooms. What I did not consider was the 

teachers’ cultural identity. My opinion at the time was that teachers needed to already 

have the necessary tools to be successful with all types of students, and this fed into my 

own deficit thinking.  

The perceptions of my own experiences continue to influence my opinion about 

what MA students need for success in school. My perceptions about teachers and the 

school system revealed my true feelings, along with those of my participants.  Although I 

think that at times they held back their most honest feelings, they did share personal ideas 

of how they saw their students. Consequently, because they use their perceptions to teach, 

how will MAs or any other students ever receive what they need instructionally?  
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The MA students I observed needed their teachers to have some understanding of 

their cultural needs. This requires teachers’ knowledge of the school’s community as well 

as the diverse population that it educates. This includes knowledge of the community that 

buses their students to the school. Valencia (2010) recognized that MA students do not 

necessarily need MA teachers, but they do need teachers who understand them. Because 

culture affects pedagogy and pedagogy affects content, these three components must be 

present in order for MA students to receive instruction that is geared towards their needs.  

All five participants seemed to have adequate knowledge of their content area. 

Their lessons were traditional for high school. They stood at the overhead, taught, did 

guided practice, and assigned independent work. Their pedagogical skills were not 

extraordinary, but they were satisfactory. However, the student-teacher relationship was 

desperately missing in the three teachers who chose education as an alternative 

profession.  

The MA students I observed needed the same content used for other students. 

Nevertheless, they needed pedagogical strategies geared towards their uniqueness. There 

was a dire need for Gay’s (2010) Culturally Responsive Teaching approach. Imbedding 

culture throughout the scope and sequence that is so sacredly followed could be the 

deciding factor that transforms apathetic students into actively engaged and motivated 

students. 
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Implications  

There are serious implications if we do not improve the academic success of MA 

students. Because Hispanic students make up 50.3% of the entire K-12 school population 

in Texas, large dropout rates not only affect schools financially, they affect our entire 

society as well.  

A dropout is a person who is no longer enrolled in school, and does not have a 

high school diploma or equivalent certificate (Valencia, 2011). In Texas, MAs are twice 

as likely to drop out of school (IDRA, 2011). It has taken Texas 26 years to reduce 

attrition rates by 6 percentage points. We still have so much work to do because dropouts 

are more likely to live in poverty and require public assistance; and they suffer from other 

consequences including crime, poor health, and decreased civic and political participation 

(Valencia, 2011). These negative consequences also affect society due to lower 

employment earnings, and making smaller contributions to the local economies (Belfield 

& Levin, 2007).  

The current attrition rate for the state of Texas for all students is 27% and includes 

the loss of almost 1 in 4 Hispanics whose attrition rate is at 37% (IDRA, 2011). For the 

county in which this research study was performed, the Hispanic attrition rate was at 26% 

for the 2010-2011 academic school year (IDRA, 2011). This is a loss of 399 Hispanic 

students. A closer look yielded 4,373 Hispanic students not making it to graduation 

during the last ten years.   
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Implications for Schools 

If schools area truly a reflection of our community, we need to work on 

improving schools in high poverty areas so that schools can contribute to community 

improvements, instead of communities producing unsuccessful schools (Reflexive 

Journal, p. 27). It is apparent that change must occur. However, change is not easy. 

According to Reeves (2009), there must be an understanding that for change to occur, a 

change of culture must also occur. He goes on to say that involving teachers in the 

process, by defining what will not change and using the right combination of tools will 

allow for a smoother transition. Teachers must buy into the idea that in order to improve 

the current conditions, change is imminent. Because change is about loss, Reeves 

describes the five stages of change as denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and then 

finally acceptance (2009, p. 45). 

Campus administration needs to be at the forefront of change. Although teachers 

are responsible for the change that occurs in their classroom, principals are responsible 

for what happens in the school. If cultural diversity is acknowledged by the 

administration, it would provide a model for teachers to follow. It is understandable, 

especially for those of us who have been administrators, that principal’s currently have 

many duties to perform. However, effective curricular and instructional knowledge 

geared towards the school’s specific student demographics must be part of those duties. 

Generalizations in curriculum and instruction may negatively affect those students 

targeted for interventions and remediation.  
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If we are truly concerned with providing equitable education for all, change 

should be innovative so that we do not continue repeating the mistakes of the past. As 

school districts, schools, and communities work towards educational equality, Texas MA 

history provides a vivid portrait of the enduring crisis that, unless changed, will continue 

to impact schooling conditions influencing academic performance. Schooling conditions 

do lead to schooling outcomes (Valencia & Pearl, 2011). The alternative to deficit 

thinking is democratic education (Valencia, 2010) which allows the opportunity to grow 

within environments that are conducive to learning (Valencia & Pearl, 2011). If schools 

and school districts want to improve MA student academic performance and dropout 

rates, they need to consider student’s cultural perspectives. Special consideration should 

be given to how the cultural disconnections between students and teachers hinder student 

performance, and contribute to the perceptions endorsed by the hidden curriculum.  

Additionally, there is a need for praxis, because beliefs become behaviors in the 

classroom and how we reflect on our beliefs will help to critically examine our own 

behaviors (Wink, 2000). How our behaviors impact society as a whole is also important. 

Praxis is the constant reciprocity of our theory and our practice. Theory building and 

critical reflection inform our practice and our action and our practice and action inform 

our theory building and critical reflection (Wink, 2000). This is not just our action in the 

classroom as it affects students’ academic achievement, but our actions, which also 

impact our community. Sometimes teachers think they only influence what happens in 

the classroom yet, affect the entire student.  
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Implications for Teachers 

As teachers assess their student performance they should consider any actions on 

their part first, before looking at students. Teachers should carefully analyze their beliefs 

about cultural ethnicity and intellectual ability, so they can determine if their student 

expectations are manifested in their instructional behaviors (Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2010). 

Additionally, Gay stated that when teachers do not know their own cultural biases, they 

are unable to look for ways to change them. Culturally responsive teaching is not just 

about adding content reflecting students’ ethnic differences, it is also about “the 

behavioral expressions of knowledge, beliefs, and values that recognize the importance of 

racial and cultural diversity in learning,” (Gay, 2000, p. 31). 

As we critically assess ourselves, we may become overwhelmed with the 

accountability in its current form. Reflecting on my experiences, I came up with the 

following assertions. When we as teachers focus on the entire school or the entire district, 

we create colossal problems. Narrowing our focus to one school or one teacher would 

allow us concentrate on the things we can control. If we think globally or too broadly, we 

may see the solution to better education as an unsolvable problem, driven by a 

bureaucracy we cannot control (Reflexive Journal, p. 47). First, we as educators need to 

remove the politics that control education from the outside. We must remove those 

outside influences from the equation in order to look at what actually happens in our 

classrooms. A teacher’s concern is with student academic success. Students need an 

effective teacher who has adequate knowledge of his/her content area/s; who understands 

and can implement effective and critical pedagogy; and who can address the cultural 

diversity of the his/her students (Reflexive Journal, p. 47). Then the solution to the 
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equation can be more attainable. When we add those outside politics, the equation 

becomes so difficult to solve that we become overwhelmed and may even give up.  

Teacher performance will continue to be questioned and probed by the 

community, parents, and politicians. Our task is to perform equally across all boundaries. 

Because teachers set the tone for their classrooms, it is important for those of us in the 

field of education to recognize that teacher’s identity is an important factor. Each teacher 

is expected to perform the same, regardless of student demographics and yield the same 

results. Therefore, because the teacher does make instructional decisions based on his/her 

own cultural perspectives, he/she must recognize that those perspectives may be different 

from those of his/her students and then, make the appropriate adjustments (Delpit, 2006).  

Another implication that I have drawn from my research is that teachers must 

assume the responsibility for reconnecting cultural miscommunications. The teacher’s 

cultural background will determine how he/she plans for, delivers, and assesses lessons 

(Delpit, 2006; Gay, 2010). The cultural background of the student will also determine 

how he/she will experience those lessons. When the teacher’s and the student’s cultures 

are different, this disconnect causes miscommunication and false assumptions (Reflexive 

Journal, p. 38). Part of the teacher’s background includes experiences with students that 

are different (Delpit, 2006). Therefore, the teacher might stereotype student groups based 

on characterizations of previous student groups. Moreover, part of the student’s 

background also includes experiences with teachers that were different. Therefore, the 

student might stereotype each teacher using the same characteristics of the previous 

teachers. If the majority of the teacher’s and the student’s school experiences have been 
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negative, then they will both assume that this particular situation is no different 

(Reflexive Journal, p. 39).  

In order for this cycle to end, the teacher must assume the responsibility of 

reconnecting the cultural miscommunication. This would allow the teacher to build trust, 

realizing the process is not quick, or easy. With high accountability in its current form, 

teachers miss the opportunity to address the cultural disconnect, if they even know it 

exists, and each continues with their stereotype forcing the cycle to resume.  

Unbroken cycles of cultural miscommunication lead to apathy. Intentional or not, 

apathy is present in both students and teachers. Unintentionally, both groups contribute to 

what my friend and colleague, Tom Holibuk, called “unintentional apathy”.  Apathy 

leads to low expectations on both sides (Delpit, 2006). 

Implications for Students  

Apathy is a serious problem that I witnessed throughout the school, especially in 

classroom observations. Somewhere along the way these students were faced with 

surviving ineffective, apathetic teachers. Survival led to apathy. Although not all teachers 

can be described as ineffective and apathetic, their impact could be revealed by counting 

student failures and dropouts through local and state data results.  

When teachers see their students as apathetic they will rarely assign homework. 

The expectation is that they would not return it, so why bother with the headache? The 

teacher at the overhead does most of the classroom work. Student apathy is expressed by 

not even bothering to copy the answers the teachers provide. This may lead to teachers 
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providing grades for just about anything in order to have something to put in the grade 

book.  

Memory work gleaned from my reflective journal was a particularly helpful 

guidepost within my study when it came to drawing implications about student 

responsibility as I thought about how students will succeed in higher education when they 

are not given any type of accountability (Reflexive Journal, p. 39). How will they 

understand the responsibility of homework? It is my belief that students will perform to 

high expectations when they perceive that the teacher and/or the school system cares 

about them. This does not include “false charity” (Freire, 1970), but with genuine caring 

as Noddings (2004) and Valenzuela (1999) expressed. Yet, the system and the teachers, 

using middle class values are waiting for the students to care about school. Each one 

waits for the other, and the cycle continues.  

It is important for educators to understand that those who come from poverty, 

regardless of ethnicity, give responsibility to their children at a young age (Reflexive 

Journal, p. 25). My dissertation journey to the past led to conversations with family 

members and friends. Through these conversations I came to understand more about my 

own upbringing and how it affected my schooling. Because I was a teacher, my children 

were expected to perform well in school. However, I expected them to take care of 

certain things regarding school, teachers, and anything they saw as unfair or unjust. I did 

not run to their aid every time they felt mistreated. I had the expectation that they needed 

to learn to defend themselves.  
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Through my study I have discovered how my cultural values influenced the 

raising of my children and how these values were not always in accord with the schools 

my children attended. Also, by reading Lisa Delpit’s (2006), Other People’s Children, I 

gathered insights into how certain ethnic groups, and some from poverty, give their 

children the responsibility for making decisions about their own upbringing, including 

decisions about school. Some of my siblings and friends went further by revealing their 

expectations allowing their children to make decisions about school, sex, and alcohol at a 

young age. These conversations allowed me to think back to meetings with parents who 

had children with behavioral or academic issues. When I spoke to parents about their 

children, expecting parental intervention, many referred the decision to their son or 

daughter, asking what he/she wanted to do.  

This information is very important to educators as we legally hold parents 

responsible. In my own experience, I saw this behavior with children as young as fourth 

grade. As they were given the responsibility to make important decisions, their behavior 

changed. Of course not all parents do this, but for those who do, we may be seeking help 

from the wrong individuals when we meet with parents hoping to change student 

performance and motivation. Although we need to keep parents informed, perhaps we 

should recognize when students have the responsibility to make decisions for themselves. 

Therefore, teachers and administrators need to work with students who have been given 

this responsibility first, instead of using the standard middle class view that makes 

parents responsible for student behavior and academic performance (Reflexive Journal, p. 

61). This action might deliver better results than meeting with parents, and then accusing 
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them of not caring for their student’s education when they defer the decision to their 

children.  

Implications for Teacher Educators 

As teacher educators work towards improving pre-service teacher programs and 

certification completions, there needs to be an awareness of new teacher success at the 

district level. Certification accomplishments do not guarantee teacher success in the 

classroom (Delpit, 2006). Pre- service teacher programs should address diversity issues 

that may affect student academic achievement using Gay’s (2010) recommendations for 

Culturally Responsive Teaching. First year teachers need awareness of the many things 

that occur that first year of teaching including how their own cultural perspectives may 

affect student learning.  

In order for students to contribute as a successful citizenry, we must provide them 

with adequate skills to operate within their communities. When we recognize their 

cultural diversity, language, and abilities, we can then deliver the rhetorical promises 

made by our district and school missions.  

Recommendations for Further Research 

Further empirical research needs to be done on how much culture affects 

classroom instruction for MA students. A mixed-methods study could be performed using 

surveys, questionnaires, and individual participant interviews. I suggest a mixed-method 

format because it has a better chance of reaching campus and central administrators than 

a qualitative study with few participants. Although my study was eye opening for me, it 
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does not provide the satisfactory data to lure the decision makers into taking a closer look 

at how culture plays a key role in teacher behavior and instruction.  

Further research on my part would consist of first testing my triangular teacher 

effectiveness assessment piece (Appendix F), by examining whether successful teachers 

fit into the three categories, which are teachers’ knowledge of content area/s, knowledge 

of critical/effective pedagogy, and knowledge of students’ cultural diversity. I would then 

test my assessment piece on ineffective teachers. This would require writing an actual 

assessment piece that would involve participation form both teachers and administrators.  

A study of this type would gain insights into how districts and principals can help 

teachers whose MA students regularly do not perform well. Without being accusatory 

and placing teachers on the defensive, knowledge and support can be delivered.  Most 

importantly, teachers can assess themselves and then seek training in deficient areas.  

Conclusion 

“In a social justice way of thinking, an educator’s primary role must include 

closing the achievement gap, but it is not enough to simply understand the problem. Left 

untreated, those unequal outcomes translate into unequal life opportunities for students, 

especially when the students are also students of color and from low-SES households” 

(Marshall & Oliva, 2010 p. 296). Adams and colleagues (2007) describe social justice in 

education as a process and a goal where full and equal participation of all student groups 

is mutually constructed to meet their needs, including a vision of society where the 

distribution of resources is also equitable to all members. Low academic achievement is 

not caused by membership in a particular ethnic group or by poverty. This is a false belief 
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of many educators. Social justice calls for the prevention of the justification of blaming 

low-income and minority students for their educational challenges (Marshall & Oliva, 

2006).  

For many of us who teach, how we come to know how to teach is only one piece 

of the educational puzzle, because we also need to know to what ends our teaching 

methods serve others (Hafner, 2010). By providing a positive classroom environment that 

supports MA students and their cultural values, we can provide a better climate for 

learning (Bell & Griffin, 1997). This type of classroom requires a change in the teaching 

and learning process as well as within some teachers.  

Teacher certification does not lead to teacher quality. Once a teacher’s sufficient 

knowledge of the content area/s is recognized, pedagogy and culture should be addressed. 

There is ample evidence in my literature review that divulges teaching strategies that are 

successful with minority children and those that come from poverty. Additionally, I 

provided literature on critical pedagogy and how it affects instruction. Staff development 

is routinely provided on ways to improve teachers’ content knowledge and strategies for 

teaching content skills. However, addressing issues of cultural diversity by teachers or 

campus administration seems to be the missing piece. In my triangular assessment 

(Reflexive Journal, p. 54) of teacher effectiveness, which includes a teacher’s adequate 

knowledge of his/her content area/s, effective critical pedagogy, and awareness of 

students’ cultural diversity, I have concluded that the lack of cultural knowledge 

regarding MA student diversity, is the missing link that connects the process leading to 

academic performance. I have also discovered that training in this area is the most 
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difficult to find, and deliver. Effective change requires cultural change and effective 

sustainable cultural change, is difficult to accomplish.  

It is understandable that for some teachers, no amount of training, support, or 

extra knowledge will result in improving student performance. My assessment piece is 

geared towards teachers who have a sincere desire to improve their students’ 

performance. Teachers’ awareness of their own strengths and weaknesses that may be 

affecting students’ academic success, can provide strategies for growth, and promote 

knowledge.  

As the local, state, and national demographics change, the ideas presented in this 

research study may give some insights on possible ways to improve Hispanic/MA student 

academic achievement by improving how educators perceive the effects of teaching and 

learning. Additionally, how educators critically assess their own perceptions of their MA 

students, may provide guidance, courage, and strength to make the necessary adjustments 

for change.  Most importantly, this research has produced personal change.  

This journey ends in both enlightenment and acceptance. My enlightenment has 

brought me to the understanding of how my cultural values influenced my decisions, as a 

parent, teacher, and as a principal. How I addressed specific incidents and school 

personnel, came from past anger, resentment, and blindness that resulted from my own 

experiences. Anger and resentment arose from the inability to defend myself against the 

educational system and community that oppressed me. The blindness came from 

stereotyping teachers and others into the categories my cultural perspectives provided. 

Blindness led to deafness when my own views suppressed other opinions. Admitting this 
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takes courage, because I feel some shame in knowing that I judged my teachers in the 

same way I criticized them for judging their students.  

Acceptance has been twofold. First, unwillingly I had to admit that I too 

discriminated when I made assumptions about teachers without considering their cultural 

perspectives. Although I am not making excuses for my behavior, this journey has 

allowed me to acknowledge mistakes made through ignorance. I will not now, nor ever 

accept racism, but I can face it with a different lens. This does not imply that I will stop 

fighting against any type of discrimination. The commitment to continue with the 

struggle still resides in me. However, my strategy for combating this tremendous issue 

has broadened to incorporate multiple perspectives, including those of the perceived 

oppressor. Through my new found knowledge, I can still question decisions made by 

others, but now with the consideration of their perspectives.  

Secondly, I have found pride in myself, which has led to my own acceptance. 

Pride not just for my liberated anger and resentment, but for me. I have discovered a new 

self confidence that relieved the feeling of having to defend my actions and my words as 

being too Latina. Although my school and community made me feel that I was not good 

enough, as they planted the idea, that if I emulated the Anglo, I could be better. Through 

this study, I came to the realization that I did have social wealth. I did go to school with 

values that allowed me to survive in and out of school. My mother did a great job in 

raising me, and the values she instilled in me assisted my success both in life, and in 

education. The guilt I felt for having to sell out in order to succeed can now dissipate. I 

am very proud of who I am, and of my new obtained perspectives. Perhaps through my 

journey to self-discovery, others, especially educators, can understand the necessity for 
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personal change, and that it is attainable. However, the first step is to acknowledge that 

maybe, just maybe, they, and not their students, are the creators of the problem. 
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Notes 

Endnotes: The Student 

1. Hallway observations, Field Notes, p. 8, September 15, 2011. 

2. Front office observations, Field Notes, p. 2, September 7, 2011. 

3. Hallway observations of wall pictures, Field Notes, p. 10, September 20, 2011. 

4. Hallway observations of trophy case, Field Notes, p. 10, September 29, 2011. 

5. Classroom observation, Mrs. García, Field Notes, p. 30, September 29, 2011. 

6. Classroom observation, Mrs. García, Field Notes, p. 30, September 29, 2011. 

7. Classroom observation, Mr. Peterson, Field Notes, p. 43, October 14, 2011. 

8. Classroom observation, Mr. Thomason, Field Notes, p. 14, September 20, 2011. 

9. Classroom observation, Mr. Thomason, Field Notes, p. 16, September 20, 2011. 

10. Classroom observation, Ms. Adamson, Field Notes, p. 33, October 7, 2011. 

11. Classroom observation, Ms. Adamson, Field Notes, p. 32, October 7, 2011. 

12. Classroom observation, Ms. Adamson, Field Notes, p. 33, October 7, 2011. 

13. Reflexive Journal, p. 58. 

14. Classroom observation, Mrs. Henderson, Field Notes, p. 62, October 20, 2011. 

15. Classroom observation, Mrs. Henderson, Field Notes, p. 63, October 20, 2011. 

16. Classroom observation, Mrs. Henderson, Field Notes, p. 63, October 20, 2011. 

17. Classroom observation, Mrs. Henderson, Field Notes, p. 63, October 20, 2011. 

18. Reflexive Journal, p. 58. 

19. Reflexive Journal, p. 22. 

20. Classroom observation, Mrs. García, Field Notes, p. 48, October 14, 2011. 

21. Classroom observation, Mrs. García, Field Notes, p. 49, October 14, 2011. 

22. Classroom observation, Mrs. García, Field Notes, p. 29, September 29, 2011. 
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Endnotes: The Teacher 

 

1. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 

2011. 

2. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 

2011. 

3. Reflexive Journal, p. 54. 

4. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 

2011. 

5. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 

2011. 

6. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 

2011. 

7. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, lines 16-19, p. 

4. 

8. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Thomason, September 14, 2011, line 2, p. 2. 

9. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Peterson, September 22, 2011, lines 17-20, p. 1. 

10. Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, September 21, 2011, lines 16, 21, 22, 

p. 1. 

11. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, lines 15-20; 

29-33, p. 1. 

12. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, lines 6-11, p. 

2. 

13. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 20, 2011, lines 5-8; 22, p. 2. 
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14. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Peterson, September 29, 2011, lines 31-33, p. 1. 

15. Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, September 21, 2011, lines 15-16, p. 4. 

16. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Thomason, September 14, 2011, lines 10-13, p. 

4. 

17. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Peterson, September 22, 2011, lines 26-29, p. 1. 

18. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Adamson, September 21, 2011, lines 3-8, p. 4. 

19. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 20, 2011, lines 12-14; 17-18, 

p. 3. 

Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 27, 2011, lines 28, p. 1; lines 

28-30, p. 3; lines 1-2, p.4. 

20. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, lines 4-5; 11-

14, p. 3. 

21. Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, October 17, 2011, line 22, p. 2. 

22. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, October 22, 2011, lines 23-26, p. 2. 

23. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Peterson, September 29, 2011, lines 4-9, p. 2;  

October 17, 2011, lines 3; 6, p. 1. 

24. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, October 13, 2011, line 33, p. 2. 

25. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, lines 1; 13-19, 

p. 4. 

26. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Thomason, September 14, 2011, lines 21-23, p. 

5. 

27. Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, September 21, 2011, line 5, p. 2. 
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28. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Thomason, September 14, 2011, lines 25; 28, p. 

5. 

29. Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, September 21, 2011, line 28, p. 2. 

30. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Peterson, September 22, 2011, lines 3-4, p. 2.  

31. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 27, 2011, lines 3, p. 2; 

October 21, 2011, lines 8-9, p. 2.  

32.  Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, lines 13-19, p. 

2. 

33. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 20, 2011, lines 30-31, p. 2. 

Endnotes: The Principal 

1. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 2011. 

2. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 2011. 

3. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 2011. 

4. Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, September 21, 2011, lines 2-7, p. 1. 

5. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 2011. 

6. From Ms. Adamson: First six weeks grades from  Grade Speed Program. 

7.  Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, September 21, 2011, lines 6;8, p. 2. 

8. Interview transcriptions, Ms. Adamson, September 17, 2011, line 29, p. 2. 

9. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Peterson, September 22, 2011, lines 5-8, p. 1. 

10. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Peterson, September 22, 2011, lines 3-4, p. 2. 

11. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, line 15, p. 1. 

12. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, September 15, 2011, lines 32-33, p. 1. 

13. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. Henderson, October 13, 2011, line 33, p. 2. 
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14. Data taken from the Academic Education Indicator System Report (AEIS), 2011. 

15. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Thomason, September 14, 2011, line 40, p. 2. 

16. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Thomason, September 14, 2011, lines 61-62, p. 2. 

17. Reflexive Journal, p. 33. 

18. From Mr. Thomason: First six weeks grades and attendance from Grade Speed 

Program. 

19. Interview transcriptions, Mr. Thomason, September 14, 2011, lines 26, p. 1. 

20. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 20, 2011, lines 3-19, p. 1. 

21. From Mrs. García: First six weeks test grades 

22. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 20, 2011, lines 30-31, p. 2. 

23. Interview transcriptions, Mrs. García, September 20, 2011, lines 8-10, p. 2. 
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Appendix A 

Latino Pipeline Flow Chart 

From: Handbook of Latinos and Education: Theory, Research, and Practice (2010); 

Leaks in the Chicana and Chicano Educational Pipeline (2006). 
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Appendix B 

 

Teachers Perceptions of Mexican American Students: An Autoethnographic 

Journey with Five Middle School Teachers 

 

I. Rationale: The Texas Education Agency (2011) reported that 50.2% of students 

enrolled in K-12 for the 2010-2011 school year are Hispanic. However, while the 

Hispanic population is growing, Mexican American (MA) students still fall behind their 

Anglo counterparts in academics. The Educational Latino Pipeline flowchart shows that 

out of every 100 Latinos that enter school only 46 will graduate from high school, 26 will 

enroll in a university but only 8 will graduate with a college degree (Yosso & Solórzano, 

2006). As the federal and state governments consider funding for public education to 

support better academic achievement, legislators and others have missed another 

important challenge; teachers’ perceptions and how they impact the academic success of 

Mexican American students. 

The politics of caring, according to Valenzuela (1999), include the miscommunication 

between students and teachers due to a misunderstanding on how each defines caring. 

How teachers and students are oriented to each other is central to the framework of caring 

(Noddings, 1984). When a cultural disconnect occurs, the miscommunication that 

transpires forces both teachers and students into thinking that the other is in opposition 

and therefore creates tension and could result in the  building of a defensive system to 

combat the aggression (White et al, 2005). The unintended outcome may promote the 

idea that teachers hate MAs and that MAs hate teachers, disrespect authority and are 

apathetic towards school. 
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Is it possible that this idea drives the perceptions that teachers use when planning for and 

executing lessons as well as the expectations they have for their Mexican American 

students? This belief system might contribute to the theory of deficit thinking and explain 

school failure among low SES students and groups of color (Menchaca, 1997).  

How teachers define their own challenges when teaching Mexican American students in a 

middle school setting could reveal a thinking process that may be used to instruct pre-

service teachers; the retention of middle school teachers who teach Mexican American 

students; and possibly to improve the teacher participants’ success with their Mexican 

American students.   

II. Subjects:  The participants for the proposed study will be selected from currently 

practicing middle school teachers in the State of Texas. This study will include five 

middle school teachers from the Lubbock Independent School District. The criterion is 

that they are currently working in a public school district as a middle school teacher; 

work in a predominantly Mexican American middle school; and provide instruction to 

Mexican American students. The participants will be recruited on a volunteer basis. 

III. Procedures:  

Teacher Recruitment: This research study will be based on the participants’ free will to 

volunteer through informed consent. The participants will be provided with an 

explanation of what the research is about and how it will be collected and disseminated. 

Participants will be fully aware of their right to refuse to participate and the scope to 

which confidentiality will be maintained by the researchers. It is understood that 

recruitment and research cannot take place without the written consent of  involved 
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campus principals and their school district (Pam Leftwich at pleftwich@lubbockisd.org). 

After receiving written consent for this research project from campus principals and their 

school district, names and contact information of possible participants (current middle 

school teachers at Lubbock ISD) will be provided to the researchers by their campus 

principals. Those recommended middle level teachers who express possible interest in 

this study after an initial telephone contact will be provided with a consent form  via their 

school email that will include complete information about this research project.  

Subsequent communications to plan for interviews or observation appointments will be 

made primarily by email or telephone contact according to each teacher’s preference.  

However, if face-to-face contact happens to be preferred, researchers will be set up at a 

time and place convenient to the teacher participant.  

Teacher Interviews: The participants will be interviewed in the fall of 2011 with a series 

of up to 4 interviews regarding their personal and professional experiences teaching 

Mexican American students in a public middle school setting. The interviews will take 

place at the teachers’ convenience at a location and time of their choosing. While the first 

interview will follow a formal interview protocol, subsequent interviews will be informal.  

A scheduled classroom observation will follow each interview; therefore these 

subsequent informal interviews will revolve around the preceding classroom observation 

and questions will be constructed concerning each participant’s  instructional content, 

instructional strategies, students’ responses to lessons and any educational insights 

volunteered by participants. 

Teacher Classroom Observations: There will be up to 4 classroom observations. The 

purpose of the classroom observations is to see the ways, in which participants’ concerns 
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and insights regarding teaching middle level Mexican American students translate (or 

not) into their classroom instruction. Researchers will also make note of possible 

alterations in teachers’ professional practices as they directly consider the specific needs 

of Mexican American students. Researchers will also make note of teachers’ practices 

that are especially effective with their Mexican American students. The researchers will 

be observing how the teacher relates to his/her students, manages the classroom, provides 

instructional strategies and provides instructional interventions. If the teacher agrees to an 

audio recording of the classroom observation, no student names will be included on the 

recording. In order to obtain classroom observation permission from the district, the 

researchers will turn in a district consent form to Pam Leftwich at 

pleftwich@lubbockisd.org . To prevent potential personal and professional risks, the 

names and school districts of the participants involved in this study will be kept 

confidential.  A pseudonym will be assigned to each participant during interviews. 

Collecting qualitative data from participating middle school teachers is not intended to 

identify them as individuals but provide narratives of multi-contextual experiences in 

middle school teaching appointments to further capture voices, themes and issues of 

middle school teachers regarding the teaching of Mexican American students. 

IV. Adverse Events and Liabilities: We do not foresee any risks for this research 

project and that is why we do not include any liability plan. 

V.  Consent: A consent form is provided with the materials for this proposal 

consideration.  
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Appendix C 

 Consent Form 

 The research study entitled: Teachers Perceptions of Mexican American Students: An 

Autoethnographic Journey with Five Middle School Teachers will be conducted in the 

fall of 2011.  Irma Almager, a graduate student at Texas Tech University is responsible 

for this research project.  The purpose of this qualitative research study is to explore any 

challenges faced by middle school teachers who teach Mexican American students. 

Irma Almager will conduct up to four 30-45 minute interviews during the 2011 fall 

semester. If you agree to participate, you will be asked some questions about any 

challenges you may face and insights you may have as a middle school teacher who 

teaches Mexican American students. The questions that will be asked for the first 

interview are attached for your perusal. A classroom observation will follow each 

interview. Additional interviews will be scheduled after classroom observations at your 

convenience and will be much more informal than the first interview. Interviews may be 

taped unless you say you do not want to be audio taped. You can opt out of any further 

interviews at any time. Irma Almager will take notes during the classroom observations. 

These observations may be audio taped. You may also request no taping for the 

observations but even if you agree, no student names will be included in the recording.  

This information will only be used for this study’s purposes. It will be destroyed when 

the research project is completed. During the project, research notes and tapes will be 

stored in a locked filing cabinet. Reports will be written. The interviews and notes will be 

in the reports. Your name will be changed to protect your identity. Only Irma Almager 

and her committee will see this data. 

Irma Almager and Dr. Sally McMillan can answer questions.  Irma may be reached at 

432 -978-9758. Dr. Sally McMillan may be contacted at 806-742-1998 (x309).  The 

Texas Tech University Institutional Review Board for the Protection of Human Subjects 

may be contacted by writing them in care of the Office of Research Services, Texas Tech 

University, Lubbock, Texas, 79409. They may be called at (806) 742-3884. 

Your signature below indicates you are willing to participate in the described research 

study. Please retain one copy for your records and return the second copy in the 

enclosed return envelope. 

Signature of Participant___________________                 Date_____________ 

Printed Name of Participant___________________________________ 
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 Interview Questions: 

1. Tell me about yourself. Where you went to school, and how your parents felt 

about your education? Anything you think is important about how you grew up. 

2. When did you realize you wanted to be a teacher? 

3. What were your expectations, as you got ready to look for your first job? What 

were your goals? 

4. Tell me about your teaching experience. How many years have taught? In what 

schools have you taught. 

5. How do you feel about what you do? 

6. Tell me about your students. 

7. In your opinion, do they do well in your subject area? Why, or why not? 

8. Tell me about your students’ backgrounds. 

9. How would you describe this school’s learning environment? 

10. How would your students describe this school’s learning environment? 

11. How would you describe your classroom environment? 

12. How would your students describe your classroom environment? 

13. When you analyze your student data, what kind of things do you look for? 

14. Do you provide incentives? Why, or why not? Do they work? 

15. Do you provide tutorial help? If so, how do you decide who needs it and what 

areas (skills) to address? If not, why? 

16. What do you see as your biggest obstacle in helping your students learn? (if any) 

17. What do you see as your students’ biggest obstacle for learning?  
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