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ABSTRACT 

 

Constructed from a social justice paradigm, the researcher of this study combines 

historical research methods, case study strategies and the lens of critical race theory 

(CRT) to investigate the Raza Studies program within the Tucson Unified School 

District’s Ethnic Studies Department.        

With equal emphasis, this study has four aims: 1) to provide a deep literature 

review revealing the historical plight of Latin@ students (Darder, 1997; Valencia, 

1991/1997/2002); 2) to explore the maintenance of deficit discourses and subtractive 

schooling conditions in relation to Latin@ students (Ogbu, 1998; Solórzano and Yosso, 

2001; Valenzuela, 1999); 3) to offer a counter discourse based on an exploration of 

alternative critical pedagogies (Cammarota and Romero, 2006/2009; Freire, 1970/1973; 

Giroux; 1988; Kincheloe; 2004; McLaren, 1997/2003) and; 4) to tell the story of Raza 

Studies primarily using newspaper articles, letters to the editor and editorials written in 

response to four major events that occurred from 2007-2010.  

Within this study, CRT is the most effective theoretical framework to uncover the 

malignant schooling conditions and practices imposed on Latin@ youth because it allows 

the researcher to examine how racial stereotyping might contribute to the continued 

marginalization and subordination of Latin@ students. In turn, the investigation into the 

conditions and events surrounding La Raza Studies suggests that implicit (and explicit) 

racist attitudes, within the public discourse, not only impede Latin@ student success but 

that they also intend to. (Solórzano and Yosso 2001; Giroux 2005). Additionally, this 
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historical descriptive account is further developed and magnified by a critical analysis of 

the data (58 opinion-based responses retrieved from a local newspaper). Coding for 

indicators of a deficit discourse (stereotypes, prejudice, xenophobia, etc.), a critical 

reflection and discussion of these texts is considered within the larger themes of power, 

ideology, and hegemony. (Apple, 1979/1995; Fairclough, 1995/2001; Giroux, 2004/2005; 

Giroux and McLaren, 1989; Gramsci, 1971; van Dijk, 1987/1998; Wodak, 1989).  

In consideration of the four aims of this study combined with the researcher’s 

theoretical framework and bias, she believes the reader will gain a more empathetic, even 

if only a more informed, perspective regarding the educational plight of Latin@ students.  
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CHAPTER ONE: 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Considered from a social justice position, this inclusive study will offer the reader 

an historical account of the educational plight of Latin@ students and the deficit 

discourse and subtractive schooling experiences surrounding them. The study 

accomplishes this though a deep literature review, a comprehensive overview of the Raza 

Studies curriculum and a critical exploration into four events that directly affected the 

program through a critical narrative of 58 opinion-based newspaper pieces. Overall, it is a 

study aimed to tell the story of Raza Studies from 2007-2010. 

This chapter provides an overview of the problem at hand, of deficit discourses 

affecting the Latin@ student population and the case for critical pedagogy, and explains 

in depth the reasons for and the purpose of the study based on the researcher’s frame of 

reference.  

Also in this chapter, the theoretical framework, semantic application and 

educational importance of the study are laid out.  

 

Rationale and Background of the Study 

       

“Ignorance is (not) bliss” 

Imperceptible to me, over four years ago I began an ardent, uncomfortable 

journey of self-awareness. Later I would come to know and recognize this as the process 

of becoming critically conscious, since self-awareness alone could not fully express the 
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total intellectual transformation that I was experiencing. The impetus behind this shift in 

thinking was a combination of unique dynamics, particularly those regarding my 

relationship with the land I was occupying (Aztlan or Southern Arizona). I realized 

quickly that between my growing circle of Mexican friends, attending the university full-

time, reading signs and menus in both Spanish and English, sitting at stoplights 

surrounded by cars licensed in Mexico, witnessing school walkouts orchestrated by 

Mexican American students, observing an excessive presence of police patrol in certain 

areas, that I was not going to be able to ignore the racial, political, and linguistic division 

between white and brown; in other words, the white people versus the Mexicans. 

Literally, this division is evident from the signs that indicate whether you are in the City 

of Tucson or in the City of South Tucson. Like many cities, these directional adjectives 

have come to symbolize the racial divide (and class divide) of communities struggling 

with systemic inequalities and social and cultural differences too large to reconcile with 

the “the other side”.  

Unable to disconnect myself from these realities (for many reasons outside the 

realm of this study), I simply began to look at the world critically. This journey, or 

intellectual transformation, became a larger endeavor (and now one of responsibility) 

defined by lessons in self-humility and a search for a humanized understanding of the 

world; one removed from my own ideological wheels in the head. Dissonance, anger, 

skepticism, and fear all potentially precluded me from arriving at this critically conscious 

state. Romanticized, yes, a bit. Self-absorbed, definitely. But looking retrospectively and 

considering my educational background and experiences up to that point, I now see this 

as a period of my life that needed to happen; and in some ways, bound to happen. Thus, 



 

 

16

for the purposes of this study as a historical researcher and participant observer, I feel 

compelled to recollect it. Though not conventional, I find it necessary to position myself 

outright because the rationale of the study strongly grounds my theoretical framework. 

During these four years, I was exposed to the work of Paulo Freire, Henry Giroux, 

Peter McLaren, bell hooks, Ward Churchill and many other radical scholars who often 

push the boundaries of traditional thought and conventional academic modus operandi. 

Their piercing words and provocative ideas and ways of conceiving the world freshened 

my outlook and permanently scarred my mind. Through their voices, I realized that my 

life experiences up to this point had accumulated into a mass of misinformation grounded 

in apathy and prejudice. Even more, I found comfort in the profoundly unapologetic 

nature of their views. I even remember feeling physically moved from their work; an 

uncertain anxiety couched in my stomach, a sense of impending dissonance, a jumbled 

mess of thoughts ranging from fear and guilt to hope and love. To be sure, these 

physiological responses were in fact indicating my restlessness to figure “this” out. But 

defining what “this” was, was not clear, and not always so obvious. Instead, it revealed 

itself in esoteric ways that I could only later define as the development of a genuine 

passion for social justice and commitment to self-understanding.  

In so many ways, I began an intellectual love affair with the concepts of 

conscientization, empowerment, liberation, oppression, authority, transformation and 

critical pedagogy. I carried these words around with self-importance; and arrived to my 

graduate classes armed with a palpable critical awareness and supposed objectivity on the 

issues of social injustice and racism. This new language of words and ideas, I thought, 

entitled me to something, a reason to stand up for something; it gave me access to 
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empathetic views and knowledge of the oppressed and it even gave me a reason to be 

confrontational. I felt like I was bathing in intellectual liberation and originality and 

hoped everyone could see this growth too.  

However, having grown up “godless” and being swiftly diverted from any kind of 

institutionalized faith system as a young person, I wrestled with the real threat of 

becoming dogmatic about my views – because I was convinced that, according to Freire 

this language of possibility (e.g., liberation, empowerment, critical thinking) had to be 

the only right and just way of viewing the world (though this would certainly not be his 

interpretation of the language of possibility). In other words, I yearned that everything I 

said would be profound and inspire social change, with of course, social justice being the 

underlying goal. As in the song, Peaceful World, John Mellencamp sings, “if you’re not 

part of the future, then get out of the way”. Assuming we want that future to be a 

beautiful and just one, I assumed everyone should share my views and if not, then move 

out of the way of those who do. I was so passionate!  

But more often, I simply conveyed ignorance and condescension – because 

embedded beneath this new language was the fact that I am a white female, equipped 

with white privilege – a kind of privilege so cancerous in nature and dangerous to our 

humanity; but one that inherently defines who I am and fundamentally determines my 

limits of possibility. White privilege, once I located it, not just made sense to me because 

I embodied it but because it also unveiled why the real meaning of social justice had 

eluded me for so long. It explained my social space and cultural occupancy in meaningful 

ways and it facilitated a deeper understanding of for example, the relationship between 

Freire’s oppressor and the oppressed (1970), Ogbu’s voluntary and involuntary minority 
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(1998), and Said’s conception of the “other” (1978); and how the system of whiteness, or 

the act of being white, further complicates these relationships.  

 

Whiteness 

Uncovering white privilege (or unpacking it according to Peggy McIntosh 1992) 

showed me that ignorance is not bliss. Metaphorically it became a parasite, a chronic 

beast of burden to my critical consciousness and barrier to academic authenticity. It 

invaded my work, my intentions and goals, my relationship with people of color, and of 

course, that new landscape of radical literature that had previously grasped me from the 

folds of intellectual apathy – it now stood in vain, making me feel imprudent and lustful 

in my attempt to change the world. Apparently I had “other” mindful work to do. Simply 

stated, white privilege silenced me. This produced an irrepressible feeling of guilt, white 

guilt, which eventually hardened me and made me resent ever becoming invested in 

social justice; as if ignorance would be bliss, as if social justice could ever be separated 

from human existence. 

White privilege is an act or a thought or a way of being – a social concept which 

embodies “a collection of everyday strategies, [the] unwillingness to name the contours 

of racism, [and the] minimization of racist legacy” (Frankenberg, 1993). My life has not 

been separated from these practices. If I have acted in the interest of my privilege, or 

exploited it, it is because I chose to – this choice being one of the privileges of being 

white. Some philosophers might argue otherwise, namely Freire or Peter McLaren. But it 

is here, in this research that I choose to interrogate the manifestations of whiteness (a 

racial discourse) and in some cases, to dis-identify with it. This has not occurred in some 
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linear, pre-determined manner. It was a cyclical process acting in explicit and implicit 

ways, occupying space between my friends and family, graduate coursework, and relation 

to the Tucson community and even went as far back to my complicated childhood 

experiences. Acknowledging that I was embedded in this deep political and personal 

endeavor, I purposefully took the time to reanalyze my scholarly goals, reposition myself 

as a student and educator, discover my spatiality, challenge my fortitude, and define what 

tolerance (or cultural diversity for that matter) really means in light of the assertion that 

simply being white oppresses and that essentially “whiteness is the attempt to 

homogenize diverse white ethnics into a single category for purposes of racial 

domination” (Leonardo, 2009). Dangerously combined with this act, Joyce King (2000) 

names another act of whiteness, “dysconsciousness” as a habit of mind that accepts the 

status quo as given (in Teaching Tolerance, p. 15). Conceptualizing whiteness this way 

signaled my critical point of departure from it and towards a pedagogy of demystification 

or as Zeus Leonardo puts it, the naming, reflecting on, and dismantling of discourses of 

whiteness (2009). This included the broader aim of considering what more equitable, 

non-white educational practices can do to disassemble systemic racial inequalities not 

only in schools but in the larger community as well.  

Some of the ways in which I actually practiced this were widespread and are 

perhaps conventional approaches in re-appropriating my whiteness. First, I began taking 

graduate classes addressing Mexican American experiences which included learning 

about the history of the land of the southwest and Mexico’s historical relationship with 

the United States. I also became familiar with border and immigration issues and invested 

some time with a local group that services the desert with water stations and trash clean-
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up. During one school year, I became a tutor for a Latino student in South Tucson and 

later became a mentor for a group of Central American exchange students visiting the 

University of Arizona. In my graduate work, I facilitated an advocacy group committed 

to educating the university population about Proposition 203, a bill aimed at eliminating 

bilingual education (an experience highlighted by a visit from Dolores Huerta.) That 

same year in 2007, Tucson was experiencing heightened tensions between Mexican 

American students and the public school administration – primarily with the Tucson 

Unified School District, whereby school walkouts were orchestrated to oppose alleged 

increasing racist (or anti-Mexican) practices and discourses surrounding Latin@ students. 

And most recently I spent five weeks in central Mexico visiting schools, working with 

teachers and modifying English curriculums. This entire process has grounded the 

theoretical framework for this study in far-reaching ways and that is why in these 

preceding pages I have made a significant effort to explain my position in order to deepen 

the reader’s understanding of the research.  

Situated between revolutionary scholarship and the confines of white privilege I 

was able to come to certain terms with my position as a white female academic; keen to 

my limits and possibilities in the lifelong pursuit of social justice. But more importantly, 

it allowed me to provide a rationale for why qualitative research of this nature is bound 

by conflict and not free from researcher bias. As such, I have become deeply committed 

to understanding the plight of minority students in the American public school system. 

But by no means have I experienced a “phase”, an isolated term often used by my co-

workers and family members to describe my changing “radical” views over the years. To 

those readers who equally identify, we know that this shift in viewing the world and 



 

 

21

commitment to social justice is not something we will “snap” out of or “run out of gas” 

for. In fact, part of the evolution of critical consciousness and self-understanding is not 

only rejecting that allegation but in turn, facing it with a call to action. Although 

everyone cannot share my purposes for this journey, the challenge is the same for 

everyone. Why? Because we occupy space and build lives in a society that is 

systematically racist. As agents of change and in the interest of humanity, we can choose 

to be part of dismantling these systems. If we don’t, then we become our own oppressors. 

In other words, “if you’re not part of the future, then get out of the way.” 

 

Research Questions 

 

This study intends to highlight the complicated dialectical, often immeasurable 

junctions between race, power, ideology, and spatiality through a historical, qualitative 

text analysis of newspaper journalism. In addition, the author places equal emphasis on 

the research gathered as part of the literature review since the study in effect, aims to 

construct an inclusive, historical account. Because of these aims, the researcher does not 

recognize a specific research question but rather, intends to tell a narrative of La Raza 

Studies from the years 2007-2010.  

Within this research design, the researcher first explores historically how deficit 

thinking surrounding Latin@ youth has existed amidst these intersections (mentioned 

above). She focuses specifically on how the practices of critical pedagogy within the 

Raza Studies program have been constructed as a response to the deficit discourse – a 

discourse that unveils racism, exposes hegemony and ultimately champions subtractive 
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schooling experiences for Latin@s. Furthermore, the study describes how Raza Studies 

has been ideologically constructed as a counter-narrative to hegemonic educational 

policies and American assimilation practices. In turn, the author attempts to justify the 

praxis of critical pedagogy as an act of social justice and move the reader to consider how 

transformative educational experiences may help promote social mobility for Latin@s in 

American society and culture.  

In the second part of the analysis and discussion, the researcher chronologically 

analyzes 58 editorials, letters to the editor and articles for the ways in which a racialized 

discourse regarding the program is revealed via newspaper text. The researcher believes 

that opinion-based newspaper pieces provide a unique location in understanding how 

citizens have come to understand and form opinions about the Ethnic/Raza Studies 

program. As opposed to gathering the data through planned interviewing, the texts 

analyzed in this study are written by concerned citizens who willingly wrote to the paper, 

and accept that their views may be published and made public. This highlights the very 

specific ‘voices’ and intentions of the writers – perspectives that the researcher feels 

could not be accessed via traditional interviewing and/or surveys. In other words, she 

argues that the nature of the data provides a level of authenticity unmatched in other 

qualitative studies. 

The author also wishes to emphasize that the study is multifaceted and 

methodologically dynamic. In attempting to weave together a reliable educational 

research design with highly complex, fluid social problems (like racism and hegemony) 

which have broad implications, combined with recent events in the Arizona legislator and 

with the researcher’s personal connection to the work, she found that there is an 
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overwhelming corpus of literature dedicated to addressing the plight of Latin@ students. 

Even though new problems in this arena emerge daily that could have been included and 

problematized in the study, it is impossible for the author to address all angles of her 

research aims.   

 

Theoretical Framework 
 
 

Racism has a sole, functional expression: white supremacy. 

Racism is not historical. It’s futuristic. It is being refined. It 

is weaponized through deceit, secrecy, and violence, in that 

order. Its chief tools are not clubs, bullets, or nooses, but 

words. This is the America that will pull their children out 

of school on the day the President of the United States of 

America intends to plead with them to stay in school and 

take personal pride in their education… This IS THAT 

America.” (Harry Allen, September 14, 2009, italics 

added). 

  

Recognizing the conservative educational agenda and neo-liberal influence on 

educational reform in the U.S. and the resulting subtractive policies and practices, the 

researcher argues that radical alternatives to the Anglo-dominant, traditionally 

Eurocentric curriculum generally exist in isolation and without widespread community 

support. Within this construct, deficit discourses permeate our rhetoric and are often 

embedded with racial stereotyping and uninformed views. The Raza Studies program in 
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the Tucson Unified School District challenges these notions - and does so 

unapologetically. While Harry Allen states racism chiefly uses words, the Raza Studies 

program also uses a language of words – but in ways to respond to inadequate, 

undemocratic schooling practices. By implementing a culturally relevant curriculum 

based on discourses of critical consciousness, ethnic pride, agency, and minority 

academic identity, administrators, teachers, and students have created a public school 

program aimed at resisting racism and promoting democratic citizenship. This language 

is informed by Freire’s concept of conscientization (1970) and the tenets of critical 

pedagogy. (Darder et al., 2004; Giroux, 1988; Kincheloe, 2004; McLaren, 2000). 

 

Critical Race Theory 

In this study, following the lead of Angela Valenzuela’s (1999) well-established 

concept of “subtractive schooling”, the author focuses on deficit discourses, and deficit 

thinking, combined with the theoretical framework of critical race theory (CRT hereafter) 

to historically investigate the educational experiences of Latin@ students.  

CRT provides a theoretical lens for uncovering internalized oppression and the 

powerful, systemic effects of that oppression on the everyday lives of minority students. 

(Solórzano and Yosso, 2001). It is a way of viewing the current educational milieu 

critically where racial stereotyping, inequities, profiling, sexism, classism, and 

xenophobic practices characterize the marginalized experiences of students of color. 

(McLaren, 2003). In From Racial Stereotyping and Deficit Discourse (2001), authors 

Daniel Solórzano and Tara Yosso claim “CRT challenges the dominant discourse on race 

and racism as it relates to education by examining how educational theory and practice 
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are used to subordinate certain racial and ethnic groups” (p. 2). Though a relatively new 

theoretical framework originating from critical legal studies and radical feminism in the 

1970’s, liberal reformists, political activists, and social justice scholars have been able to 

rely on CRT to illuminate issues such as affirmative action, urban planning, provision of 

truth with issues of gentrification and de facto segregation, and equal and fair housing 

rights - in addition to its contributions to academia. (Crenshaw et al., 1995).  

Though CRT relies on five major components to inform perspectives, methods, 

and pedagogy, the lens of this study will mainly focus (though not exclusively) on the 

function of two themes: 1) the challenge to dominant ideology and; 2) the commitment to 

social justice. According to Solórzano and Yosso (2001), CRT “examines the system of 

education as part of a critique of societal inequality” (p. 2) whereby educators challenge 

cultural assumptions and stereotypes through their own praxis. Critical race theorists 

argue, “Traditional claims of objectivity and meritocracy camouflage the self-interest, 

power, and privilege of dominant groups in U.S. society” (Calmore, 1992 in Solórzano 

and Yosso, 2001). Moreover, this framework is “committed to social justice and offers a 

liberatory response to racial, gender, and class oppression” (Matsuda, 1991 in Solórzano 

and Yosso, 2001). The implications of these two themes of CRT ultimately aim to 

eliminate racism (or at least begin to reconceptualize it) by empowering underrepresented 

minority groups – this also being the aim of the Raza Studies program investigated in this 

study.  

Recognizing that this program is in conflict with a meritocratic ideology that 

promotes the antithesis of CRT, the public school is therefore viewed as being inherently 

authoritarian in nature, preserving a colonized, culturally chauvinistic agenda – one 
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where students are expected to leave their cultural and ethnic identities at the door in 

order “to put on the clothes of the school” (Valenzuela, 2004).  The clothes in this 

scheme represent the American processes of assimilation and domination of non-whites. 

(Spring, 2005).  

Angela Valenzuela contends however that the American school is “bankrupt”, 

symbolizing an alienated space for minorities where the bodies of knowledge that 

students bring with them are fixed in a deficit crisis, representing more accurately, 

“oppressed bodies” with little to no social capital to offer post-colonial, post-modern 

America. (Giroux and McLaren, 1989; Valenzuela, 2004). Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti 

(2005) similarly refer to these bodies of knowledge as “funds of knowledge” – a 

conceptual and practical assumption that educational experiences can be greatly enhanced 

when teachers make authentic attempts at understanding the everyday, lived experiences 

of their students. Offering a powerful, neo-sociocultural approach, this construct 

proposed by Gonzalez et al. (2005) relies on teachers becoming deeply entrenched in and 

committed to their students’ culture, language, and family; and in effect views these 

distinctions as additive to the educational process and to student academic outcomes. 

Incidentally, in spite of educational reform under the new democratic administration and 

the semantically appealing No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, these culturally relevant 

practices are not what happen in schools today. CRT therefore helps to address these 

oppositional forces and complicated spaces. 

At this point, it would be nearsighted not to briefly mention the semantic, social 

implications of how this study, and methodological lens, depends on a critical analysis of 

race relations and the relationality of race and class. In other words, the author 
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acknowledges the current dialogue surrounding the rhetorical (and political) use of the 

terms “race and racism” and the interchangeability of “race and class” and does not 

intend to minimize the considerable impact these distinctions and discursive relationships 

have to one another. In fact, according to David Stovall, “race and class become a 

‘chicken and egg’ argument as to which one is deemed most significant in analyzing and 

addressing issues of inequality” (Stovall, 2006). So for the purposes of this study as it 

relates to education, race/racism and class/classism as realized in CRT, are understood as 

structural functions that “[make] the attempt to confront White supremacy in the form of 

the power of Whites in the school system and the resources that the majority wealthy 

White districts have [but] refuse to relinquish (e.g., school funding in the US based on 

property taxes)” (Stovall, 2006, p. 248).  

Here, it is also important to note that the author is familiar with the contextuality 

and variability of the term whiteness, particularly during this time of economic 

depression. Recent economic events have negatively influenced the financial 

circumstances of working class whites and “made questionable unqualified claims of 

economic privilege for this group” (Giroux, 1997; Kincheloe and Steinberg, 1997). In 

other words, according to Giroux (1997) and Kincheloe and Steinberg (1997), the 

benefits of white privilege are contingent upon the positioning of white individuals along 

“other intersecting axes” of power; perhaps for example, a shrinking middle class or 

complicated political and religious divisions between whites representing “other axes”. 

Therefore in this scheme, whites as the dominant group become an historical inaccuracy 

insisting on deep consideration of the socially and politically situated ‘nature of white’ 

and other racial identities. At the same time however, whiteness continues to have 
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psychological and material benefits. (Chaisson, 2004; Chang, 1998; Giroux, 1997; 

Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995; Rogers and Mosley, 2006). CRT then, from a 

postmodern lens, demands conceptualizations of race as contextually embedded and 

fluid. Such conceptualizations avoid fixed notions that equate whiteness with racism 

(Giroux, 1997) and engage conditional and context specific analyses of racial identity. 

However, as this study will reveal, the discourse that is identified as being deficit in 

nature contains more pieces of David Stovall’s modern conception of whiteness rather 

than the more fluid, postmodern conceptions supported by the previously mentioned 

scholars.  

 

Discourse and Deficit Thinking 

The term “discourse” in this study refers to everyday language use and social life; 

and how we appropriate our common social experiences to create and/or maintain 

cultural perceptions that inform our ways of speaking. It refers to the ways of 

representing, believing, valuing, and participating with what Gee (1996) calls language 

bits, or the actual grammar of what is being said. Discourse is inherently political; it 

involves a set of values and viewpoints about the relationships between people and the 

distribution of social goods, about who is an insider, who is not, often who is “normal” 

and who is not. (Gee, 1996 in Rogers, 2004, p. 5). In this sense, discourse is a valuable 

tool in recognizing our individual cultural spaces and how we occupy them. Gee (1996) 

states that discourse is not just a pattern of social interactions, but is connected to 

identity. Understanding discourse and critically analyzing it, particularly discourses used 

by people of color, can help educators (and ultimately the larger society), “describe, 
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interpret, and explain the ways of interacting, representing, and being that accompanies 

learning” (Rogers, 2004, p. 66). In this context, patterns of discourse may be identified to 

reveal definitions of academic success and identity that are meaningful and useful in 

different settings; and, that are not aligned with the dominant white discourse. 

Idiosyncratically, engaging in discursive practices that imply cultural relativity may also 

reveal particular ideologies and systems of power. (Fairclough, 1992). Herein lies the 

contribution that a critical analysis of deficit thinking and discourse provides to 

educational reform and equity. If educators and reformers would embrace the subjectivity 

of culture and apply this knowledge to pedagogical practices, a socially just, democratic 

model of culturally relevant teaching emerges. However, because discourses reveal 

unyielding ideology and access to power also presents a barrier to whether or not 

hegemonic American schooling practices can reconcile its dominant discourses with the 

discourses of students of color (assuming they are ideologically dissimilar).  In this study, 

the author problematizes this exact issue - the precarious positioning of Latin@ students 

within the larger contextual discourse of politics, language, cultural identity, and human 

rights with mainstream, pro-American discursive practices.  

Further discussion of the complicated nature of discourse, including how narrative 

and case study analysis will be used to identify the deficit discourse will be detailed in 

chapter three. And possibly more vital and relevant to this study, the author will 

undertake a discussion of how a very specific racial discourse is embedded within the 

deficit-based discourse of Latin@ educational experiences as a result of increased 

Mexican immigration. 
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Deficit thinking, which will be discussed in depth in chapter two, is 

fundamentally rooted in racial stereotyping and refers to the idea that “students, 

particularly of low SES background and of color, fail in school because they and their 

families have internal defects, or deficits, that thwart the learning process” (Valencia and 

Black, 2002, p. 83). For many, it provides a salient explanation for why students fail (or 

underachieve) and “blames the victim rather than examining how schools and the 

political economy are structured to prevent students from learning optimally” (Valencia 

and Black, 2002, p. 83). A deficit in this context is understood as anything that 

characterizes the values, language, familial practices, and belief systems of a culture that 

are unlike those of the dominant culture. In the U.S., these deficits are mainly applied to 

racial minorities. Solórzano and Yosso (2001) claim that the deficit model (in the same 

tradition as stereotyping) insists that non-white cultural values are “dysfunctional” and 

contribute to low academic achievement and occupational attainment. For example, 

Valencia and Black (2002) state: 

The argument goes as follows: given that Mexican Americans (allegedly) 

do not hold education high in their value hierarchy, this leads to 

inadequate familial socialization for academic competence, which in turn 

contributes to the school failure of Mexican American children and 

youths. (p. 83).  

 
Solórzano and Yosso (2001) contend that despite empirical evidence to support it, 

this model has become normalized and has bled its way into schools’ policies and 

practices. It is part of a larger generational tradition of deficit thinking that can be 

compared to historical perceptions of how Native Americans, Mexicans and African-
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Americans have been viewed in terms of their roles and contributions to American 

culture. This can be seen in the hierarchal nature of racial stereotyping. 

In Forging Community in Race and Class: Critical Race Theory and the Quest for 

Social Justice in Education, David Stovall (2006) claims that racial minorities have often 

been celebrated for what social capital they can provide the majority, but in turn, are left 

out of the celebration. In doing so, the dominant culture comes to know the racial 

minority via stereotypes that either perpetuate inaccurate perceptions or simply aim to 

exploit the minority group to the advantage of the majority. Stovall (2006) states: 

In opposition to overt racist acts, there is a subtle social hierarchy based on 

‘social estimations’ (e.g., one group ‘looking better’ or ‘being smarter’ 

than another based on physical attributes or family lineage). Where many 

Latino/a households watch novellas, many of the main characters remain 

European in appearance. Darker-skinned characters are still given roles as 

troublemakers, scarlets, or evildoers. As the common denominator 

remains language, hierarchy is actualized in roles assigned to certain 

groups. (p. 246) 

 

Much of what Stovall argues in this context can also be applied to dominant 

attitudes towards the educational experiences of racial minorities. Essentially, these 

attitudes are steeped in stereotypical thinking and are bred in terms of potential social and 

economic capital and in many cases, determine whether or not certain students will 

succeed in school. Stovall (2006) goes on to claim that because education in the U.S. has 

been historically “designed to control, pacify, and socialize subject people” (p. 246), 
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stereotyping (or using a deficit-based model) simply works in favor of the majority 

group, or the group with the most power in the labor market. Effectively, in terms of 

Latin@s, there is an assertion that they are indifferent toward and devalue education and 

therefore become passive players in their own exploitation (as mentioned above). In other 

words, if Latin@ students fail, it’s because they wanted to or because they didn’t employ 

the characteristics of success that their white peers accept. Deficit thinking as seen 

through this lens appears structurally rooted, not a myth as Valencia and Black (2002) 

contend it to be. However, like Valencia and Black, the author disagrees and challenges 

the myth that behavior is equated with values. So, as part of this study, she will attempt to 

uncover these notions through a deep investigation into deficit thinking models. 

 

La Raza Studies as an Act of Critical Pedagogy 

In light of the puzzling landscape of quasi-progressive teacher preparation 

programs juxtaposed against Reagan-like educational agendas (non-progressive in 

nature), critical pedagogy is in fact emerging in the margins of conservative educational 

reform; a reform effort led by a blurry line between church and state where creationists 

and even climate change skeptics have snuck their way into public-school textbooks and 

curriculum making – not to mention that so-called reformists have used to their 

advantage the vulnerability of communities holding dogmatic religious views and right-

leaning, conservative beliefs. Though the author does not equate creationists or skeptics 

of science with racists, racial discrimination is deeply entrenched in this scheme – one 

that uses, as its mechanism of deceit and control, a rhetoric of American virtue to put 

forward its neo-colonial agenda. The author, positioned as a social justice activist, sees 
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the emergence of critical, or radical pedagogy as nothing short of a justified, precedented 

response to the 21st century’s version of imperialism in American schools (as briefly 

mentioned above). In effect, critical pedagogy is protection from the larger construct of 

white supremacy. Furthermore, not only have public schools been hijacked by 

essentialist, standards-based practices but by the merciless, profit-drunken ideology of 

capitalism.  

Because of these undemocratic conditions critical pedagogy, based on the 

principles of social justice, serves the American school system by providing an 

alternative democratic path to educational achievement and lifelong opportunities. A 

combination of theory and practice, critical pedagogy is founded on the Freirean idea that 

critical consciousness and agency empowers teachers and students in ways that create 

communities of transformative intellectuals. (Giroux, 1997).  

  Therefore the aim of La Raza Studies, as an act of critical pedagogy, is to 

empower Latin@ students in the Tucson community to transform their lives. It is a 

process that allows students to identify the current racist, hegemonic educational 

landscape that they are assumed to be passive recipients of and shifts their location from 

the margins of the dominant curriculum to the center of a reconceptualized, more socially 

just curriculum. For La Raza Studies, this means in part rejecting the current Eurocentric 

curriculum and putting in its place the Mexican American historical, cultural, and 

racial/political experience as the axis from which to teach and learn.  
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Semantic Application 

Latin@ 

 The terms Latin@ and Mexican American are used interchangeably in this study. 

There is no intent in this dual usage to confuse the reader or to suggest any specific 

message other than an acknowledgment of both males and females in one word with the 

use of the “at sign”. This is a current trend in Latin@ literature and the author believes it 

to be useful and contextual. Moreover, the student population that enrolls in the Raza 

Studies program is made up of over 90 percent Mexican Americans (10th Annual Institute 

for Transformative Education, 2008) and the surrounding Spanish-speaking community 

make up about 30 percent of the Tucson population. (U.S. Census Bureau, Pima County 

Population Estimates from 1990 Census). Because these populations also identify with 

these terms, the researcher feels they are appropriate. 

Nonetheless, the author does recognize the political and often personal dilemma 

that Spanish-speaking minorities have with the wide range of labels used to identify 

them. This semantic issue likely stems from the ambiguity of the Spanish-speaking 

Diaspora in the western hemisphere and has been undoubtedly politicized by the 

dominant culture. Regrettably, the data sources and literature consulted in constructing 

this study are not uniform in the terminology used to describe this population (e.g., 

Latino, Latin@, Latinoa, Hispanic, Mexican, and Chicano) and often do not identify 

specific Spanish-speaking origins within, for example, the larger label of Hispanic. (For 

further evidence see http://cms3.tucsonaz.gov). The author seriously acknowledges that 

these terms are problematic for reasons outside the realm of this study. Further, she 

realizes that many of these terms are fluid and contextual and will likely shift in meaning 
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and usage in the future. Thus, the interchangeable use of the terms stems from variations 

in the usage of the terms in the broader research community.  

However, unless noted in quotations, the author will not use the terms Chicano or 

Hispanic because she believes these terms misidentify the population studied in this 

research. Based on the anecdotal evidence compiled by the author through her 

interactions with Latin@s, the term Hispanic is simply too hegemonic in nature and 

denotes a European worldview. Chicano, on the other hand, indicates a very specific 

identity, one associated with a social justice and activist agenda. (Urrieta, 2009). Though 

this seems like the most appropriate term to describe the student population and teachers 

of this study (since many of them are deeply embedded in acts of social justice and are 

committed to solidarity), it would not always be accurate to identify the parents and 

surrounding community with this term as well. Again, these are complicated matters and 

the author in an attempt to not confuse the reader opts for the use of Latin@ and Mexican 

American.  

 

Raza 

 Raza is a term used to identify a group of people with similar social, cultural, and 

historical experiences with oppression. (Urrieta, 2009). Contrary to most whitestream 

conceptions of the term, raza does not literally mean race. (Urrieta, 2009). Instead, it 

helps to identify a culturally and politically constructed identity based on affirmation and 

empowerment (Castro, 1974) and a process of work toward self-determination. (Urrieta, 

2009). Similarly, la raza is an inclusive term part of a larger ideology embraced by 

Chicanos – one defined by the struggle for solidarity apart from white culture. 
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La Raza Studies  

 Employing the definition of la raza and raza, La Raza Studies is a program 

committed to advancing and engaging in critical pedagogy under the auspice of Tucson 

Unified School District’s (TUSD hereafter) Ethnic Studies Department. Its intent is to 

promote the understanding and appreciation of cultural similarities and differences that 

exist within the communities of the Tucson region by implementing a culturally specific 

curriculum based on critically compassionate intellectualism (see chapter four for more 

explanation). La Raza Studies therefore “brings content about Chicanos/ Latinos and their 

cultural groups from the margin to the center of the curriculum. This curriculum features 

the following qualities: 1) cultural relevance; 2) cultural competence; 3) social justice 

emphasis; 4) state alignment (honors/advanced placement in most cases) and; 5) 

academic rigor” (TUSD Mexican American Studies homepage, retrieved February 2010). 

The department also seeks to advance the understanding and interests of “Raza 

populations” within TUSD, the United States, and the world in general. (TUSD Mexican 

American Studies homepage, January 2010).       

 In addition, the work of the department is geared towards and linked directly to 

academic rigor based on the pedagogical design of the Mexican American Model. This 

will be outlined specifically in chapter four but it is important to note another semantic 

obstacle. Due to the increased political attention and tensions between TUSD over the 

last four years, the school community, public reaction, and the state department of 

education (including state superintendent, Tom Horne), La Raza Studies has recently 

been required to modify its name to Mexican American Studies in an effort to appear less 

subversive in nature and more rhetorically similar to other Ethnic Studies programs (e.g., 
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Native American Studies, Pan-Asian Studies, African American Studies). However, this 

has not changed the program’s original mission and accordingly, the author uses La Raza 

Studies in a way that represents the conceptual basis of the program’s goals: “to provide a 

transformative curriculum model where the Chicano/Latino voice, experience, 

perspective, and history are moved from the margin to the center of the curriculum” 

(TUSD Mexican American homepage, retrieved February 2010).  

 

Educational Importance and Contributions 

 This study is grounded in the assumption that education and schools have the 

power and potential to challenge existing notions of low academic achievement for racial 

minorities, specifically Latin@ students. Critical pedagogy and creating counter-

hegemonic discourses provide a path to do this. However, the researcher finds herself 

conflicted about these possibilities and more broadly, about the future of public education 

in the United States. Because of the current deficit discourse that invades classrooms, 

high-stakes testing, policy-making, and the community, support for anything outside the 

box of conventional schooling practices is viewed by society as not only radical but in 

many cases anti-American. Implying that education cannot be unconventional and should 

follow the status quo reveals a society that is simply uninformed (maybe even fearful) 

and not concerned (or engaged) with the systemic inequalities that existing schooling 

practices are responsible for in many urban and racially segregated schools. This 

pervasive way of thinking breeds apathy. Fundamentally it is an injustice. And it must be 

challenged because creating alternatives to and developing strategies in lieu of 
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undemocratic practices (that would instead provide pathways to success) are in fact, 

democratic! La Raza Studies provides the example of how this can be accomplished.  

 Ideally, the author hopes that by constructing a narrative historical account of the 

La Raza Studies she will contribute to the growing body of literature surrounding the 

application of real models of critical pedagogy. The author contends that showcasing and 

emphasizing the ideological work of radical educators who engage in non-traditional (and 

courageous) educational practices contributes to a more far-reaching democratic model of 

learning and teaching. In this way, the existing educational frontier can be reimagined in 

ways that promote social justice and transformation. In effect, educational reform must 

reject deficit-based notions of students of color and view racially diverse students with 

significant lived experiences that are essentially additive, not subtractive, in nature. 

Though this position is not necessarily fresh and unique, the author fervently insists that 

there can never be too much work, research, and literature that contributes to expanding 

human and student rights (to the point of normalizing it); as these, according to the 

author, are key features in actualizing radical educational transformation. 
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CHAPTER TWO: 
 

LITERATURE REVIEW 
 

 
 The purpose of this chapter is to examine the origins and evolution of Latin@ 

educational experiences in the United States from the Spanish/Mexican era to the present. 

Within this review of the literature, the researcher also outlines the deficit discourses that 

surround this population of students and aims to make sense out of the competing 

arguments about why Latin@ students fail and how schooling conditions hinder success 

and achievement. In turn, the chapter then addresses what current alternative pedagogies 

and counter discourses do exist as a response to the traditional educational practices 

found in schools today, and what the implications of critical pedagogies can do to help 

Latin@ students succeed.  

 
 

Overview of Latin@ Education 
 

The current state of education in the United States is one that represents grave 

implications for the future of our nation. Amidst the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, 

the onslaught of racialized high-stakes testing, and standards-based educational reform, 

American students surely experience school (and education) very differently today than 

what their founding forefathers of democracy had envisioned two hundred years ago. 

Across this nation everyday, children enter de facto segregated schools that are highly 

militarized by the police and the law. They face racial, cultural, and language 

discrimination from school personnel, teachers, peers, and the curriculum. Many students 

also experience and witness violence while at the same time, are being blamed for the so-

called breakdown in social morality. Many students’ lives are afflicted with poverty and 
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unemployment in ways that highlight continued class and racial inequality in the U.S. In 

the face of extreme wealth and privilege often celebrated in American culture (and valued 

in terms of educational opportunity), it should come as no surprise that many students 

simply choose to opt out of school, or on the broader scope, choose not to develop a 

commitment to educational attainment. 

 Furthermore, young people are under pressure to succeed in a schooling system 

that decrees equality of educational opportunity yet endorses hegemonic policies and 

practices, which instead support undemocratic and capitalistic aims. For minority and 

low-income students, this is especially true. More specifically, for the Latin@ population, 

these conditions dangerously set students up to fail; and while being repressed by these 

insidious forces which hinder the development of successful academic identities, the 

discursive maintenance of self-fulfilling prophecies about Latin@ cultural and social 

identities remains, according to the researcher, largely unchallenged. In fact, the 2000 

United States Census report on Hispanics in the United States reported that only 52.4 

percent of Hispanics over the age of 25 had received a high school diploma. (see Figure 

2). (U.S. Census Bureau, We the People: Hispanics in the United States, 2000/2004). 

Moreover, only 10.4 percent of people in this same group had received a Bachelor’s 

degree. (see Figure 3). These numbers are even lower for Hispanics of Mexican descent, 

the largest non-white group in the United States (see Figure 1), representing one of the 

lowest proportions of groups graduating from high school at only 45.8 percent and just 

7.5 percent with Bachelor’s degrees. (U.S. Census Bureau, We the People: Hispanics in 

the United States, 2000/2004). Compared with higher rates of white educational 

attainment, these percentages highlight the pervasive (and somewhat fixed) educational 
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struggle that Latin@s continue to experience in the United States. And despite many 

possible explanations and/or arguments for why, one fact remains certain – Latin@ 

students face exceptional conditions and challenges in school as a result of their alleged 

cultural inferiority and record of low achievement.  

 
Figure 1. U.S. Hispanic Population by Origin: 2000 (Percent distribution. Data based on 
sample.) 

Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary 4. 
 
 
 
Figure 2. U.S. Educational Attainment: Hispanic High School Graduation or More 
(Percent of population 25 and older. Data based on sample.) 
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Source: U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000 Summary 4. 
 
 
 
Figure 3: U.S. Educational Attainment: Hispanic Bachelor’s Degree or More 
(Percent of population 25 and older. Data based on sample.) 
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The history of Latin@s’ interactions with American education has been 

underscored by five centuries of struggle and in turn, has become a vital site of political, 

cultural, and linguistic contestation. Education for most Latin@s and Spanish-speaking 

groups has been used as both an instrument of hegemony and subordination. (Spring, 

2005). Those in control of education sought to use it for two major purposes; to establish 

the political and cultural dominance of their own group and to promote the subordination 

of racial and ethnic minority groups and the elimination of their cultural differences. (San 

Miguel, 2003). However, the subordinate groups did not respond passively and found 

creative ways to subvert the dominant groups’ efforts to deculturalize and assimilate 

them. Based on experiences with both informal and formal educational practices, 

“immigrant groups contested, questioned, challenged, subverted and rejected the 

conformist and marginalizing intentions of the dominant rulers and sought to use 

education to promote its own identity and its own advancement in the existing society” 

(San Miguel, 2003, p. 2). The outcomes of these conflicting conditions undeniably 

symbolized the school (and education as a social practice) as an historical space of 

struggle for cultural preservation and human rights arguments. 

Education in the Spanish-Mexican Era 1519-1848 

 At the beginning of the 16th century, the Spaniards and Hernan Cortes invaded 

Mexico and with the aid of indigenous populations like the Aztecs, conquered it and 

“changed the face of Native America beyond all recognition” (Churchill, 1996). This 

signified the onset of the “Conquest” which would eventually claim the lives of roughly 

18 million Indian people throughout Mexico and the Yucatan; and by 1650, only one and 

a half million pure-blooded Indians remained. (Anzaldua, 1999/1987; Bigelow and 
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Peterson, 1998; Churchill, 1996; Jimenez, 1998).  As a result of conquistadors ravaging 

the land (and people), disease, malnutrition, slavery, and missionaries converting Indians 

to Catholicism, a new hybrid race emerged “that had never existed before” (Anzaldua, 

1987). Their identities would now be qualified as mestizos, belonging to the mestizaje 

(the larger racial group identity). Mestizos represented those who were the result of 

intermarriage (and rape) between Indians from central Mexico, Spaniards, and North 

American Indians. Today, Chicanos, Mexicans, Mexican Americans, and Latin@s “are 

the offspring of those first matings” (Anzaldua, 1999/1987, p. 27) and are the result of 

what Ward Churchill calls, “a predatory, five-century-long cycle of European conquest, 

genocide, and colonization in the ‘New World’” (1996, p. 23).   

 By the end of the Spanish period in the early 1800s, the U.S. meanwhile, 

proclaiming itself to be “imbued with a ‘Manifest Destiny’ to expand westward to the 

Pacific”, was also acquiring territories in the Southwest – most notably seizing “rights” to 

the northern half of Mexico. (see Figures 4 and 5). (Churchill, 1996, p. 25). Initiating the 

“most unjust war ever waged by a stronger against a weaker nation” (Ulysses S. Grant in 

John S. D. Eisenhower, 1989, p. xvii in Churchill, 1996), the U.S. government stole the 

territory of Texas from Mexico and ignited the Mexican American War. By the end of the 

war in 1848, Mexico would ultimately lose one half of its total territory, and yet again, 

symbolize the legacy of European conquest since according to Joel Spring (2005), “in the 

minds of some Anglo-Americans, the United States was destined to rule the continent 

because of its Protestant culture and republican form of government” (p. 169). Even more 

still, during negotiations for the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo the U.S. Congress voted 

against citizenship rights for the conquered Mexican population of Texas citing that the 
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majority of senators did not believe that Mexicans were ready for “equal union” with 

other U.S. citizens. (Spring, 2005, p. 170). In fact, later in 1897 fueled by the “separate 

but equal” doctrine outlined in the landmark segregation case of Plessy v. Ferguson 

(1896), Texas courts ruled that Mexican Americans were not “white” – which forever 

sealed their fate in the continuing struggle for access to American citizenship rights. As a 

result, segregation efforts have been successful to the extent that it “gave school districts 

the power to establish separate schools for Indian children” but for Indians who are the 

descendants of the original American Indians – not Mexicans. (Spring, 2005, p. 171).  

During these three centuries of Spanish and Mexican rule and up until the U.S. 

formally acquired the Southwest states, the attitude of racial superiority and Manifest 

Destiny provided the basis for discriminatory attitudes and practices toward Latin@s. 

According to Moll and Ruiz in The Schooling of Latino Children (2002) the ideology of 

white supremacy followed, providing justification for the displacement not only of lands 

and property but also of language and culture. (p. 364). It would be an understatement 

then to say that the challenges Latin@ students face are even more compounded by the 

complex historical relationship between Latin@ Spanish-speaking groups residing in the 

U.S. and those people who make up the dominant English-speaking group, most often 

whites or European descendants. 
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Figure 4. The United States in 1830 (retrieved from 
http://www.lib.utexas.edu/maps/united_states/us_terr_1830.jpg) 
 

 

Figure 5. The United States after 1830 (source unknown) 
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Education in the Southwest 

During the period of North American colonization, education for mestizos and 

Indians occurred in informal and formal settings, but the former was the general norm. 

(San Miguel, 2003). Prior to the Mexican American War, missions, presidios, and 

civilian settlements were the most significant institutions providing informal education 

but mostly to Indians (since replacing the Indian identity with the Spanish one and social 

subordination was the purpose). This was done by teaching them literacy, music, Catholic 

doctrine and Spanish manners and destroying or suppressing their indigenous religious 

and social beliefs. (San Miguel, 2003). 

After the Mexican American War, expansion of the frontier carried on and 

civilian settlements such as Santa Fe, Los Angeles, and San Antonio became increasingly 

vital in education because of the decline of missions and presidios. (San Miguel, 2003). 

The need for literacy and social control (and places to practice their faith) paved the road 

for the construction of frontier schools. However, many of these schools failed at 

providing those resources and formal, institutionalized schooling emerged as the only 

successful path to the assimilation of Latin@s and where “education developed in a 

political and economic context of Anglo control” (San Miguel, 2003, p. 3).  

This is especially evident in the Southwest states of the U.S. – Texas, New 

Mexico, Arizona, Colorado, and California. Combined, these states managed the highest 

rates of 19th century immigration wherein from 1880 up until the end of the Great 

Depression one million Mexican immigrants entered the United States. (Garcia, 1978). 

What they came for were jobs, and a quality of life unattainable in their native country.  
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In the late 19th century, escaping widespread economic poverty and political 

revolution under the rule of Porfirio Diaz, Mexicans crossed the new border in search of 

the American Dream – or at the very least access to the American economy and the 

growing railroad industry. They filled the unskilled labor market while American 

entrepreneurs used the workers’ ethic of hard work and cheap wages to further their own 

investment capital and technological progress. (Garcia, 1978). Negative attitudes and 

perceptions towards Mexicans swept across the Southwest – and salient racial tensions 

ravaged the region. Garcia (1978) states, “ [as] the region’s economic boom began, other 

Americans expressed fears about alleged Mexican cultural liabilities” and Camarillo (in 

Garcia, 1978, p. 69) writes, “ Anglos characterized the local Chicanos as ‘ an idle, 

indolent, sleepy set,’ an ‘illiterate…wasteful people,’ who are also ‘shiftless and indigent, 

little caring for work, and not given to progress.’ ” (p. 69).  

Believing in these cultural and racial differences, and non-commitment to the 

“American enterprise” (Garcia, 1978, p. 69) efforts to Americanize the Mexican became 

widespread. The resulting treatment of Mexican Americans reflected the racial attitudes 

of Anglo-Americans toward the mestizo population. Joel Spring states, “ Anglo 

Americans did not consider the Spanish to be ‘white’ and therefore believed they were an 

inferior race” (The American School, 2005, p. 168). Informed by a Eurocentric legacy of 

viewing the world, Americans also claimed that immigrants from south of the border 

possessed a “pre-modern” culture (Garcia, 1978, p. 70). They were viewed as “habitually 

and universally opposed to all progress whatsoever” (Garcia, 1978, p. 69). Dominant 

views like these were what helped make acculturation efforts possible. Similar to Native 

American assimilation practices, Mexicans were also required to strip themselves of their 
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native language, cultural traditions, and ontological beliefs. This is most evident in 

educational policies and practices (e.g., Indian boarding schools and English-only 

curricula) whereby students were expected to willfully adopt dominant attitudes and 

behaviors without resistance. (Bigelow and Peterson, 1998; Spring, 2005). Justified in 

most part by the preceding quote, the insinuation is that all Americans should value 

“progress”. However, assimilation efforts of Mexicans have not been as successful for the 

U.S. as seemingly planned.  

Interestingly, according to Sanchez (1997), Mexicans could have been better 

assimilated. The author states, “ [even] thus enlarged by immigrants from Mexico, the 

Indo-Hispanic group could have been assimilated had the United States taken time to 

assess the cultural issues and the increasingly complex socioeconomic problems” (p. 

121). In other words, had the United States accounted for the increasing Diaspora of 

Spanish-speaking populations prior to and during the Mexican Revolution (1910-1920) 

and had the nation’s social institutions been adequate and intact, one might argue that 

assimilation efforts could have been more efficient and effective. Instead, the 

consequences of hasty and profit-driven U.S. economic expansion on the Mexican 

population resulted in what Sanchez calls “cultural indigestion” – a figurative term used 

to describe the economic, social, cultural, and political exploitation of Mexicans. 

(Sanchez, 1997). For example, “[the] consequences of this free and easy dipping into the 

cheap labor reservoir of Mexico are not difficult to observe…. ‘cultural indigestion’ can 

be documented by health and educational statistics, by pictures of the slums of San 

Antonio, and by depressing socioeconomic data from all over the Southwest” (Sanchez, 

1997, p. 121). 
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Based on what Garcia (1997) calls a ‘cultural clash’ between Mexican cultural 

continuity (the practices that Mexicans adopted to preserve their language and native 

customs) and the negative attitudes held by Anglos against Mexicans, these growing 

tensions symbolized how the manufacture of palpable cultural distinctions between “the 

developing capitalist-industrial society on the one hand, and the under-developed-rural 

society, on the other” (Garcia, 1978, p. 70) would (or might) predict the onset of a long 

history of labor exploitation, oppressive work conditions, discriminatory practices, and 

cultural subordination of Mexicans and Mexican Americans. Certainly, part of this finely 

woven web are the educational experiences and schooling conditions of Latin@s.  

The schools of the early Southwest played a crucial role in the accumulation and 

dominance of new territories for the U.S. In order to preserve the status quo and 

economic advancement of society, two primary methods of social control were used: 

“One method was exclusion from schooling, which entailed not enforcing the compulsory 

school laws. The second method was to control the content and purpose of schooling…. 

[p] ublic officials wanted Mexican children in schools but segregated so that they could 

be ‘Americanized’, learn English, and rid themselves of their native language and 

customs” (Moll and Ruiz, 2002, p. 364). Likewise, the researcher contends that it is with 

language policy that American assimilationist practices have been most successful. 

Linguistic purism haunted the Southwest during the height of the “cowboy era” (1860-

1880), particularly as states began establishing compulsory schooling laws as a way to 

respond to growing economic interests and increasing racial divisions between Mexican 

and Anglo cowboys. For example, in 1870 Texas passed a school law requiring English 

to be language of instruction in all public schools. (Spring, 2005, p. 174). Earlier in 1855, 
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California mandated that all school classes be conducted in English. And in Arizona, it 

wasn’t until 1960 that bilingual programs became part of the curriculum (which was later 

overturned in 2000 by Proposition 203/Unz Initiative) whereby an English-only 

curriculum became the mandate once again. (Wright, 2005). In fact, in the 1920s and 

1930s Arizona state law mandated that “all schools shall be conducted in English” but 

that “special programs of bilingual instruction meant English vocabulary lessons and 

little more” (Sheridan, 1986, p. 223). 

Effective socially and politically, English-only educational practices facilitated 

the continued subordination Latin@s in the Southwest. With little opportunity for 

economic and social mobility, any residue of Mexican dominance or control of the region 

by the Mexican elite was replaced with menial farm work and minimal rights to land. 

Possibly to assuage these realities, the Catholic Church used this opportunity to establish 

schools for Mexican children (beginning a legacy of Mexican success with private, 

Catholic education) aimed at “providing the future ethnic Mexican leaders with the skills 

and knowledge necessary for participation in an evolving social order”, presumably for, 

the researcher argues, American imperialism. (San Miguel, 2003). As the right to speak 

Spanish and Nahuatl decreased and became increasingly political, a tradition of 

disparagement of “the Mexican” was born. The truth that language has arguably been the 

most powerful mechanism of social control in the assimilation and education of Latin@s 

can be found in the profound words of George Sanchez (1997):  

“We extol the virtues of foreign languages in the development and the 

achievements of the educated man; we decry their decline in public 

education; we view with alarm our backwardness when we compare 
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ourselves with the Russians and others, we subsidize the teaching of 

foreign languages. Yet, in the Southwest, one of the world’s great 

languages is suppressed. It does not make sense.” (History, Culture and 

Education, 2002, p. 126) 

 

 Consequently, with this understanding of the relationship between language, 

education, and the pursuit of Anglo-dominance in the Southwest, it would not be 

farfetched for young people to assume the ideological power of English, and its supposed 

guarantee to life success. (Moll and Ruiz, 2002). For example, “the result is the great 

illusion of American education; that to learn English (and have academic success), it is 

necessary to shed Spanish and the intimate social relations created through that language” 

(Moll and Ruiz, 2002, p. 365).  

 Today, the significance of assimilation practices and “the Latin@ immigrant” in 

contemporary North America is unequivocal, particularly in the Southwest. Prior to the 

recent legislation (SB 1070) in Arizona making racial profiling legal, California and 

Texas have been the focus of Latin@ immigration, “a population that is now more than 

ever segregated and neglected” (Orfield et al., 1997 in Trueba, 1998). This is critical 

because when considered within the paradigm of globalization and democratic principles, 

we are forced to question what role the government (inclusive of our capitalistic aims) 

has in reproducing such inequalities, or lack of educational access and opportunity. When 

44 percent of total school enrollment in California will be Latin@ by the year 2030 while 

also constituting 25 percent of the country’s total youth population (Valencia, 1991), the 

reader may wonder how our nation will reconcile these demographic shifts with our 
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deficit-based social and economic institutions. And however concentrated in the 

Southwest, the issue of how to educate Latin@s is not an inert historical event – instead it 

is a democratic crisis in motion; one that unarguably affects the entirety of our population 

and informs the future of educational reform for all students. 

 

Democracy, Neo-Liberalism, and the Political Economy of Latin@ Education 
 

The researcher contends that there is a myriad of misconceptions driving our 

education system today – misconceptions grounded in a lack of knowledge about what 

constitutes an American education. In other words, if we claim to promote a 

comprehensive, democratic, and multicultural education but in reality provide a limited, 

standardized, and xenophobic one then we have some rethinking to do. According to 

Peter McLaren in Life in Schools (2003), we are in a period of democratic retreat where:  

…many of the gains made during previous decades in social and 

educational reform have been abandoned and [that] in this age of historical 

amnesia, endlessly deferred hope, and a retreat from civil rights, the 

concepts of social struggle and civic courage have congealed around 

politically accommodating forms of liberal humanism and an ideological 

shift toward the conservative New Right and a neo-liberal political 

agenda. (p. 32). 

 

Neo-liberalism is a socio-political perspective that is defined solely within the 

logic of capital and offers as key evidence to the accuracy of its claims, the successes in 

human progress that have been fueled by individual desire for profit and power; what 
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Adam Smith termed the “vile maxim” (e.g., "all for ourselves and nothing for other 

people"). (Chomsky, 1995).  

Arguing that a boundless free market is the best, if not the only, path to progress, 

equality and social justice, public institutions are viewed by neo-liberalism as social 

distractions and, operating outside the free market model, are actually counterproductive 

to human progress. The neo-liberal agenda, therefore, defines all things public as 

ineffective, and wasteful; privatization is offered as the only path to efficiency and 

effectiveness. In short, all things public must be privatized and profit making must 

become the motivating factor driving not only citizens, but also all societal institutions. 

This is the “capitalization of social life” – the changing of all social activities into 

commodity-status with some market value. (Rikowski, 2002).  

When considering the education of Latin@s it is necessary to begin a dialogue 

with the above understanding - because historically Latin@s, specifically Mexicans, have 

been situated in terms of their human capital potential for the U. S. economy, or in terms 

of their working-class status. Thus, it would seem reasonable to neglect this population 

from the institution of formal schooling (or at the very least, push them through with 

minimal competencies) so that they can better serve the low-skilled labor market. 

Of particular interest here in the U.S. is the compatibility of neo-liberalism with 

participatory democracy. As citizens are trained to embrace a neo-liberal view of society, 

the need for a collective democratic voice is diminished since citizens come to define 

themselves along neo-liberal lines - solely as customers and consumers. (Giroux, 2004; 

Torres and de la Torre in Darder, 1997; Valenzuela, 2004). The end result of such 

training can bring citizens to the point of viewing both themselves and their fellow 
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citizens as “products” to be sold on a market, judging the quality of themselves and those 

around them only in terms of their prospective market “value” (Giroux, 2005). As 

traditional schooling has been systematically reconstituted over the past quarter century 

to centralize these goals of capital accumulation, consumerism and work force 

preparation (Giroux, 2004/2005; Postman, 1996), we have seen a steady increase in the 

rate of de-politicization among citizens, most worrisomely among young people. 

The specific role of education from the neo-liberal perspective is to privatize the 

mind; to move the citizen away from any sense of collective responsibility that was 

celebrated by previous generations, and towards an epistemology that blindly embraces 

the logic of capital. From the neo-liberal perspective, this is argued as being for the good 

of the individual student; that is to say, accommodating students to the current social and 

economic reality of American life should be the sole purpose of education. To do 

anything other than this is to “cheat” poor students out of their chance to live the 

“American dream”. For Latin@ students, when considered within this scheme, their 

democratic identities take on the essence of being solely an economic contributor (or 

outsider looking in) to that dream. Specifically, students are to be trained to accept the 

current economic conditions as being “as good as it gets” and to instead focus their 

attention on absorbing the dominant culture at a level that will allow them for example, 

not to rid our society of homelessness but instead to avoid being homeless themselves.   

This lukewarm way of viewing American identity not only breeds complacency 

(and exploitative conditions) but it also reveals how ethnic and racial diversity is weaved 

into the larger paradigm of the occupational structure. Cammarota calls this the 

emergence of  “ ‘an apartheid-like’ political economic system” (2003, p. 248) where 
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“people of color, particularly Latinos, tend to be over-represented in low paying service 

jobs…” (p. 250). In other words, according to Cammarota (2003), good paying jobs 

require a college education - but access to that level of educational opportunity is limited 

for Latin@s, especially when the labor market demands (and relies on) low-wage service 

jobs that are easily accessible without a formal education. As a result, job growth has 

been led in “two diametrical directions” (Sassen, 1998 in Cammarota, 2003) and a 

polarization in the organization of labor which has generated two job markets, “a primary 

market with high skill/wage jobs in financial, business, communication, and 

technological services, and a secondary market with extremely low skill/wage jobs in the 

food services and preparation, house and child care, retail, etc.” (Cammarota, 2003, p. 

249). The primary market is reserved for those with a college education and accelerates 

the possibility of social and economic mobility. In the opposite, the secondary market 

requires minimal education and little work experience, which in many cases essentially 

defers the American Dream for those citizens with little to no access to formal schooling.  

This economic pattern is particularly comparable to Latin@ educational 

experiences. When viewed from the perspective of first-generation Mexican students and 

their documented success in school and American culture, as compared to the lesser 

success their second-generation peers attain, Angela Valenzuela (1999) contends that 

once Mexican immigrants become conscious of their dual frame of reference, and are 

able to compare their “less favorable situation back home” even in spite of the repressive 

economic purpose they serve in the U.S., they are still able to reconcile their past with 

their supposed privileges here. For example, “[b]ecause these children’s families 

experience upward mobility at the onset of immigration, a payoff to living in this country 
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is immediately evident…[thus] their interpretation of their deprivation in relative terms 

undergirds their motivation to succeed in U.S. schools…[and] oppressive economic or 

political conditions in the homeland make present sacrifices in the United States 

tolerable” (Subtractive Schooling: U.S. Mexican Youth and the Politics of Caring, 1999, 

p. 14, researcher’s italics).   

 Certainly, schools that seek to encourage students to question the validity of 

economic policies such as those espoused by neo-liberalism is not just counterproductive, 

but dangerous to those in power. In the latter view, subservience is the goal and if 

successful, this kind of complacency could possibly explain why many first generation 

immigrant children succeed in American schooling and do not present a danger to the 

ideological structure of schooling. However for those students who have been reared 

within the system, and know how to negotiate and recognize its injustices, the threat to 

neo-liberalism becomes real – particularly for those minorities that intend to resist 

assimilationist practices imposed by the dominant culture. We see examples of this 

resistance in many of the recent English-only initiatives (particularly in California’s 

Proposition 227 and Arizona’s Proposition 203, speared-headed by Ron Unz), where 

bilingualism is viewed as a direct threat to the maintenance of American values and 

assimilationist practices rather than as an additive value in education.  

Furthermore, neo-liberalism views both schools and teachers solely as instruments 

of cultural transmission and reproduction. Acting as puppets for the hegemonic powers 

that pilot educational reform in this nation, teachers, schools and the curriculum must be 

controlled so that they do not stray from neo-liberal script. Hence, the U.S. spends 

hundreds of millions of dollars on creating, proctoring, grading, and analyzing 
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standardized tests for the sole purpose of maintaining an undemocratic tyranny over 

teachers and their classrooms. This is undoubtedly the de-professionalization of teachers, 

or what Henry Giroux (1988) refers to as the “de-skilling” and the “proletarianization” of 

teacher work; both of which we see as having an immediate impact on public education. 

This neo-liberal agenda, the standardization and de-professionalization of teaching, is a 

key point when beginning the discussion about how the deficit model of thinking is 

weaved within the larger historical experiences of Latin@s. 

 

Ideological Management and Schooling  

According to Joel Spring in The American School (2005), ideological 

management is a conceptual framework for understanding systems of discriminatory 

practices based on implicit ideologies that are generally unrecognizable. Spring states that 

American education stands as the foundation of a free, civil, and opportunistic society 

and the American school, as an institution for democracy (Spring, 2005). As a physical 

space it is a place of learning, bureaucratic duties, interaction, exchange; as an ideological 

space, the school represents unification, deculturalization, Americanization, assimilation, 

and social cohesion. These concepts help to understand how American schooling 

represents a classic form of ideological management. In this sense, political agendas and 

the pursuit of cultural superiority involve the creation and distribution of a dominant set 

of knowledge in our society. (Banks, 2002; Cammarota, 2006; Cammarota and Romero, 

2006; Freire, 1993; Freire, 1998; Valenzuela, 1999).  

Schools, acting as social centers since the late 19th century, play a central role in 

the distribution of this particular knowledge (knowledge expected to be gained through 
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the lens of the white, Protestant view of the world) and consequently, public schools 

(including the first colonial schools) were established to distribute this very specific 

knowledge (e.g., religious texts, moral teachings, Western classics such as Greek, Latin, 

math, and European history), vis-à-vis a standardized curriculum for students and youth. 

For instance, in the Protestant-Anglo historical approach to schooling, an instructional 

lesson book called the New England Primer literally primed students for mere religious 

piety and lawful citizenship through the recitation of prayer and fear of punishment. In 

this example, according to Joel Spring (2005), knowledge can never be neutral but is 

always power-laden; it is indisputably a form of ideological imposition.  

However, that ideological management is somehow invisible is contentious - 

considering that recently, social networking via technology (e.g., blogging and Tweeting 

anonymously), racialism in the news media (e.g., the daily rhetoric of Bill O’Reilly and 

Newt Gingrich), initiatives to cut funding for ethnic studies programs (e.g., Tom Horne’s 

Arizona initiative), and celebrity verbal outbursts (take Don Imus ‘nappy-headed ho’s’ 

comment for example), has made racism (and perhaps hegemony) very recognizable. But 

for the sake of trying to understand how ideologies are managed, the researcher believes 

that ideological management is in fact covertly organized and transferred through a 

variety of mechanisms – namely, public schools. (Spring, 2005). Because ideological 

management is embedded in the political, economic, and curricular structures of 

schooling, schools have become cultural war zones whereby dual and multiple frames of 

reference and shifting identities, as defined by Gonzalez, Moll and Amanti (2005), are 

constantly being negotiated and made invisible.  
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When considering how Latin@ students have been affected by these organized 

political forces that affect what they experience in schools and how they do or do not 

develop academic identities, we should first consider that they are part of a broader, 

historical ideological coalition aimed to control minority populations. Moll and Ruiz state 

“[this] represents several steps backward for Latino students in the United States – a 

population that is overwhelmingly working-class poor, is growing demographically, and 

is daily suffering the consequences of increasing numbers and its low position in the 

social order” (2002, p. 368). 

In summary, the relationship between weak workforce opportunities, lack of 

access to the American economic pot, assimilationist ideologies, racist attitudes and 

Latin@ educational experiences is significant. Mike Davis says, “[for] Latinos, as we 

have seen, the relationship between bad schools and bad jobs is far more complex than 

usually portrayed, particularly when employers value the diplomas of different groups 

unequally” (Magical Urbanism, 2000, p. 131). In other words, it is nothing short of a 

national crisis when in 1997, “President Clinton recognized the 30 percent dropout rate 

among Latino high school students (versus 8 percent for whites and 13 percent for 

African Americans)” (Davis, 2000, p. 131) According to Davis (2000), Latin@s and 

Latin@ communities are experiencing this national educational crisis characterized by a 

“lack of bilingual and English as a Second Language programs, the concentration of 

Hispanics in high-poverty schools, lack of teacher preparation and low expectations for 

Hispanic students among teachers, administrators and society as a whole” (p. 133). Not 

only a crisis, the undereducation of Latin@s also constitutes a social and economic 

liability for the United States.  
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The Struggle for Access: Latin@ Academic Achievement 

 

Demographic Characteristics 

Despite being the largest ethnic minority in the U.S., Latin@s are the least likely 

to graduate from high school (as compared to all other major ethnic groups) and go on to 

college. (Gandara, 2004). Again, roughly 50 percent of the total Hispanic population has 

a high school diploma and just 10 percent of those had earned a college degree in 2000. 

(U.S. Census Bureau, We the People: Hispanics in the United States, 2000/2004). These 

numbers are even lower for Mexican Americans, who represent the largest Hispanic 

population in the U.S. When compared to the total population (whose rates of attrition are 

roughly 80 percent and 24 percent respectively), it is not surprising that the achievement 

gap between Latin@s and the larger population is one to be concerned about, particularly 

when the Latin@ population is expected to account for 15 percent of all Americans by 

the year 2040. (Cooke, 2002). In addition, experts predict that by 2050 one of every two 

Americans will be non-White. (U.S. Census Bureau, Census 2000). While 90 percent of 

all Latin@s are concentrated in 10 states, by 2025 California alone will add 12 million 

more Latin@s. (Hodgkinson, 1999).  

 However, U.S. educational institutions are doing little to raise the academic 

achievement of Latin@s to the level of other groups. For example, Davis (2000) reports 

that Latin@ three-year-olds are only “half as likely to be enrolled in preschool as Blacks, 

and the gap widened during the 1990’s” (p. 132). In Arizona in the 1999-2000 academic 

year, the state reported 71,188 Latin@ students enrolled in public schools; however, 

10,969 of those students would eventually drop out. (Espinoza-Herold, 2003). And, 
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according to Espinoza-Herold (2003), “the failure of Latin@s has not improved even 

slightly since the release of the unabridged study on Arizona educational demographics” 

(Hodgkinson, 1999 in Espinoza-Herold, 2003). From this study, Arizona ranked forty-six 

in the nation “in terms of the chance that a 19-year old Latin@ might one day attend 

college…. [and] it also acknowledged the state as having the second highest dropout rate 

in the nation (after Louisiana) as well as the first place nationally for both school 

absenteeism and teen pregnancy” (Espinoza-Herold, 2003, p. 30). Still today, for 

example, Arizona ranks forty-ninth out of the fifty states in the amount spent per student. 

(Arizona Education Association [AEA], 2010). According to the National Education 

Association’s (NEA) 2008 Education Statistics, Arizona ranked nationwide as: 1) second 

in highest student-teacher ratio; 2) second fastest growing student population; 3) 35th in 

the nation for average teacher salaries ($6,536 below the national average) and; 4) dead 

last in per pupil expenditure. (Arizona Education Association [AEA], 2010). To make 

matters worse, Education Week’s annual report Quality Counts 2008 found that Arizona 

would have to increase per pupil spending by 44% to move to an amount equal to the 

national average expenditure per student. (Arizona Education Association [AEA], 2010, 

researcher’s italics).  

 In California, according to Davis (2000), “even third generation Chicanos (most of 

whom don’t speak Spanish) have a high-school attrition rate nearly three times higher 

than that of their Anglo peers” (p. 132). Davis also reports that in New York “almost half 

of Latin@ and Black students leave college within the first two years” (p. 132).  

 The lack of national commitment to growing Latin@ student populations can also 

be seen in Texas. According to a major study of 700 dropouts in San Antonio (Davis, 
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2000), “lack of bilingual and English as a Second Language programs, the concentration 

of Hispanics in high-poverty schools, lack of teacher preparation and low expectations 

for Hispanic students among teachers, administrators and society as a whole” (p. 133) 

accounted for the reasons why students chose to leave school. Additionally, that there are 

intense pressures to supplement family incomes as soon as possible and that many 

families choose not to educate all of their school-aged children, Davis argues that high 

school attrition is further problematized by “a vicious circle of family poverty” (2000, p. 

133). For example, more than three times as many Latin@s (26%) are poor as non-

Latin@ Whites (8%); for Latin@ children, one-third are poor, compared to about 1 in 10 

non-Latin@ White children. (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2001). 

For example, in Angela Valenzuela’s work in the 1990’s with the Seguin School District 

in Houston, demographic data revealed that in the East End section of the city, married 

couples with children eighteen years of age or younger registered an average family 

income of $23, 962 compared to $54,672 for whites in the same area. (Valenzuela, 1999, 

p. 36). When compared to families that claim single-headed, mostly female, households 

the percentage difference of these numbers is also similar.  

 Socioeconomically, these numbers reveal significant trends in the current 

opportunity structure of the U.S. and in the polarization between races. Cammarota 

(2003) argues that “the globalization of the economy as well as the rise of service 

industries impose[s] a downward push on wages and an increase in demand for 

immigrant labor” (p. 250). For example, in food preparation and service occupations 

alone, Latin@s (sixteen years old and over) represent almost 17 percent of the workforce. 

(Cammarota, 2003).  
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 Nationwide, Latin@s are more likely than any other ethnic minority group to drop out 

of high school. The NCES (2001) found that three out of every ten Latin@ students were 

reported to be out of school and lacking a high school credential. This amounted to 

Latin@s being over-represented among all U.S. dropouts in 2000 - totaling 1.5 million 

and representing roughly 27 percent of all Latin@ adults. (NCES, 2001).  

Guided by these statistics, the researcher claims that understanding the social and 

economic impact of Latin@ student underachievement on their self-esteem, cultural 

preservation, and life chances as well as the American schooling system is vital work for 

educators and reformists who wish to preserve the democratic nature of American 

schooling. In a nation inhabited by roughly 47 million Latin@s, attempting to make sense 

of very specific Latin@ issues and obstacles is no less justified than other top-shelf 

educational reform efforts (which are often centered on allocating tax monies and 

narrowing curriculum standards). Furthermore, it is understood that racism against ethnic 

minority groups (particularly immigrants) encourages society in general to be indifferent 

toward the plight of young people trying to “get through the system”. In fact according to 

a recent Pew Hispanic Center’s report regarding Arizona’s new immigration law 

(gathered prior to its implementation), which legalizes racial profiling, “more Americans 

believe that Hispanics are the targets of a lot of discrimination in American society than 

say the same about any other major racial or ethnic group” (Pew Hispanic Center, 

Hispanics and Arizona’s New Immigration Law Fact Sheet, 2010).  

No matter what legislation is passed or what anti-Latin@ rhetoric persists, schools 

as a crucial social institution are ultimately burdened with the responsibility of having to 

manage these repercussions. For example, when anti-immigration initiatives are passed 
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into legislation (such as Proposition 227 in California and Proposition 300 in Arizona) 

schools are directly affected. In 1994 under California’s Proposition 187, some 300,000 

to 400,000 undocumented immigrant children would be banned from enrolling in public 

schools, if the law was implemented. (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2001). Suarez-Orozco et al. 

state, “Public anxieties over immigration – especially illegal immigration – have inspired 

a host of other legislative and policy initiatives. These policies were designed to bar 

immigrants from receiving a variety of publicly funded services” (Suarez-Orozco et al., 

2001, p. 40). Schools then, vis-à-vis curriculum and standards-based educational reform, 

help foster these anxieties by managing ideologies consistent with Anglo-American belief 

systems. Furthermore, these practices leave many students invisible, particularly Latin@s 

(as the demographic data indicate). This invisibility in schools is demonstrated through a 

lack of funding, resources, teacher credentials, teacher quality, and language tolerance. 

(Valenzuela, 1999; Spring, 2005; Cammarota and Romero, 2006).  

 

Academic Achievement: Trends 

To further understand what the implications of rapidly changing demographics, 

economic disparity, the neo-liberal attack on education in conjunction with ideological 

management of ethnic minorities, and the deficit discourse on underachievement for 

Latin@s have been, the researcher must clarify what exactly is meant by the term 

‘achievement’.  

According to Richard Valencia (2002, in The Plight of Chicano Students), 

“achievement is a concept, an abstraction formed from the observation of certain 

behavior of children… associated with the ‘learning’ of school tasks – reading words, 
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doing arithmetic problems… and so on” (p. 5 from Kerlinger, 1986, p. 27). Similarly, 

“two of the most significant academic achievement indicators, particularly in the 

schooling of Chicano students, are (a) test performance in the content areas (especially 

reading) and (b) secondary school holding power (i.e., the school systems’ effectiveness 

in its ability to hold its students until they have completed the full course of study” (US 

Commission on Civil Rights, 1972a, p. 8 in Valencia, 2002, p. 6). However, 

conceptualizing achievement this way is unmistakably driven by traditional 

institutionalized goals of schooling as it seeks to minimize the variability of learning 

‘styles’ and multicultural differences while maximizing the quantifiable measures of 

success or failure. In this sense, rather than achievement (or success) being defined as 

part of their larger ontological identity or in part as a contribution to their overall growth, 

measures of achievement have instead been reduced to test scores and numeric grades. 

Geneva Gay (2000) rejects this last definition and asserts instead that achievement is not 

always measurable; rather, achievement is essentially an experience or an 

accomplishment. In other words, all students can achieve and do something well. 

However, what prevents teachers and educators from empowering their students with this 

transformative conception of achievement is what Geneva Gay calls “a deficit orientation 

- that is, concentrating on what ethnically, racially, and linguistically different students 

don’t have and can’t do” (Gay, 2000, p. 12). 

As previously stated, for many students, the academic and social outcomes of 

imposing a deficit model of learning by teachers have corresponded consistently to low 

achievement for some minorities, particularly for Latin@ students. These practices, 

framed in the New Right ideology of school reform, do zilch to support a culturally 
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responsive or caring approach in schools. (for further explanation see McLaren, 2003, pp. 

31-35). The consequences for these students are widespread; not only do grades fall short 

and attrition rates decrease but student resistance to schooling is amplified. Peter 

McLaren explains these vitiated learning conditions in terms of teachers’ lack of critical 

consciousness: 

Because teachers lack a critical pedagogy, these students are not provided 

with the ability to think critically, a skill that would enable them to better 

understand why their lives have been reduced to feelings of 

meaningless…and alienation, and why the capitalist class tries to 

accommodate them to the paucity of their lives. Consequently the culture 

continues to run amuck…encouraging volatile commodity consumption, 

and maintaining the market mechanism as the basis for the distribution of 

wealth and status, all of which work to impoverish the psychic life of our 

youth and contribute to the degradation of everyday life. (Life in Schools, 

2003, p. 35). 

 

The ways in which teachers contribute to learning environments that create and 

perpetuate this ennui (or subtractive experience) that McLaren refers to is complicated. 

Often times, teachers of Latin@ students are engaged in implicit racialized practices that 

students are explicitly aware of. Valenzuela (1999) claims that non-Latin@ teachers for 

example, lack knowledge of the Spanish language and carry a dismissive attitude toward 

Mexican culture that makes it difficult for them to engage in “reciprocal relationships” 

that validate Latin@ students conceptions of education – and that they in turn, 
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simultaneously invalidate them and their culture (p. 23). In Mexican culture specifically, 

education is defined almost entirely around the value of respect and respect toward 

teachers – education in this sense is a familial and cultural experience and with it comes 

high expectations of student behavior as it represents the child’s social and moral 

foundation for all other learning. The implication is that if teachers are not aware of these 

conceptions, “lost to schools is an opportunity to foster academic achievement by 

building on the strong motivational force embedded in students’ familial identities” 

(Valenzuela, 1999, p. 23).  

Similarly, when teachers use the term Hispanic, Mexican students for example, 

may feel conflicted and/or defensive since the name connotes an extensive history of 

European conquest and oppression. Immediately, students might sense distrust with the 

teacher for not being more culturally and politically aware and as a result, any valuable 

interaction with the teacher becomes compromised. Similarly, even some of the most 

mindful teachers with the best of intentions become overwhelmed with the cultural and 

political tensions in their classrooms. Toni Griego Jones and Mary Lou Fuller point out 

that many White “preservice teachers who go into teaching believing that they love all 

children and can make a difference in their lives, find that they are unprepared for the 

challenges of dealing with children who come from backgrounds different than the ones 

they are used to” (Teaching Hispanic Children, 2003, p. 26).  

Academic rigor for Latin@ students is also difficult to find in American public 

schools. Often times, a rigorous curriculum with advanced placement (AP) courses are 

denied to Latin@ students. According to Ochoa (2003), Latin@s represented 7.5 percent 

of AP math students and 6.7 percent of AP science students in 1997. (2003, p. 51). 
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However, in the same year, Whites represented about 72 percent of AP math students and 

almost 73 percent of AP science students. (Ochoa, 2003, p. 50). This incongruity, or 

achievement gap, is consistent with the evidence of widespread socioeconomic problems 

plaguing the Latin@ population. Poverty, according to the NCES, is the number one 

indicator of school success (or failure). Close behind is literacy, or access to reading and 

writing. (Gandara, 2004). In reading trends from 1971-1999, the gap between Latin@ 

students and their White peers remained at a 23 point difference (though slightly 

improved since then); yet the data failed to account for “reading in both English and 

Spanish, reading programs or the type of literacy curriculum used or the literacy policy 

that guides school programs” (Ochoa, 2003, p. 50).  Still more – the NCES in 2001 

reported that low-income children, mostly from culturally diverse backgrounds, begin 

kindergarten with lower reading and math skills than do more advantaged children. 

(NCES, 2001 in Ochoa, 2003).  

In the last 20 years, achievement for Latin@ students (13-17 years old) has 

simply not been competitive with the achievement of White students. Ochoa (2003) 

claims that these “trends do not provide the comprehensive profile of Latino students; the 

data are one-dimensional … [and] the posture of the educational system [fails] to account 

for the large number of Latino students whose first language is other than English.” 

Moreover, “ school districts in general do not view the biliteracy or the rich linguistic 

background of Latino students as an educational asset” (Ochoa, 2003, p. 51). In terms of 

the slight improvement in the last decade, the Brookings Institution found in an analysis 

from 2000-2008 that the percentage of Latin@s who received a high school diploma rose 

by about 8 percentage points (or 61 percent); yet these numbers are still well below the 
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90 percent of Whites with the same credential. (Education Week Online, retrieved online 

May 15, 2010).  

And while the NCES reports that high school reading, math, and science 

performance is strongly associated with eventual enrollment in a four-year institution, 

percentages of Latin@s attending college has only slightly increased. In a Pew Hispanic 

report, based on a study, Between Two Worlds: How Latino Youth Come of Age in 

America released in 2009, “Nearly all Latinos youths agree with the statement that a 

college degree is important for getting ahead in life. But just under half of Latinos ages 

18 to 25 say they plan to get a college degree. The reason most often given by Latino 

youths who cut off their education before college is financial pressure to support a 

family” (Pew Hispanic Center, Latino Youths Optimistic But Beset by Problems, retrieved 

online, December 14, 2009). Other data indicate that in combination with the lack of 

early literacy programs, access to bilingual curriculum and culturally relevant pedagogy, 

and the socioeconomic plight of Latin@s, slight increases in educational achievement (or 

trends) are really only consistent with the increase in the total Latin@ population and that 

these numbers do not necessarily reflect progress. (Cooke, 2002; Gandara, 1998/2004).  

There are some warning signs. According to Richard S. Fry, a senior research 

associate at the Pew Hispanic Center in Washington, “[Hispanics] … are projected to 

account for the vast majority of the growth in the nation’s young-adult population over 

the next several decades-become a large share of the population, the nation’s overall 

educational attainment levels could slip, given how much ground Latinos still need to 

make up” (Education Week Online, retrieved online May 15, 2010). In other words, Fry 
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states, “One wonders whether sooner or later the demographics [will] overwhelm the 

other improvements” (Education Week Online, retrieved online May 15, 2010).  

It should be noted here that the researcher has uncovered conflicting data about 

trends in Latin@ school achievement, but mainly in the areas of what specific indicators 

contribute to low academic success. As previously mentioned, in The Plight of Chicano 

Students: An Overview of Schooling Conditions and Outcomes (2002), Richard Valencia 

cites “major reports and studies” (e.g., California Superintendents’ Council on Hispanic 

Affairs, 1985; US Commission on Civil Rights, 1972) where low test performance and 

ineffective secondary school holding power are provided as the two defining factors for 

Latin@ school failure. Yet, more recently, Gandara (2004) cites parents’ earnings and 

education as the two factors that predict school performance – of which, both have 

significant differences compared to Whites. Gandara also claims that Latin@s are likely 

to attend overcrowded, underfunded urban or rural schools in which disproportionate 

percentages of teachers are not well qualified to teach. (Gandara, 2004). Its not the 

intention of the researcher to trivialize these indicators (since educational reform has not 

been consistent with Latin@ population growth) but instead she wishes the reader to 

understand that reports on academic trends (for any population) are interpretive, broad-

based, often generalized, and similar to Valencia, argues that these variations “are meant 

to capture what appears to be the norm for a good number of Chicano students, not every 

Chicano student” (Valencia, 2002, p. 6).  
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Dropout and Disempowerment of Latin@ Youth 

 As outlined above, the academic performance and attainment of Latin@ students 

is generally low. Latin@ students are the most likely to drop out of high school than any 

other ethnic group and are at the highest risk for school failure. (Gandara et al., 1998). 

The high school dropout rate among Latin@ youths (17 percent) is nearly three times as 

high as it is among White youths (6 percent). (Pew Hispanic Center, Latino Youths 

Optimistic But Beset by Problems, retrieved online, December 14, 2009). Of that 17 

percent, only one in 10 will get a General Educational Development (GED) credential. 

(Zehr, 2010). And with that GED, Latin@s are more likely to be unemployed than 

Latin@s with a regular high school diploma. (Zehr, 2010). Furthermore, while Latin@s 

make up about 18 percent  of all youths in the U.S. ages 16-25 (Pew Hispanic Center, 

2009) they account for 50 percent of  students in the nation’s largest urban school 

systems (Ochoa, 2003) while seventy-five percent of those Latin@s are attending school 

with other Latin@s, Blacks, and Native Americans. (Davis, 2000). In higher education, 

the University of California at Los Angeles has 15 percent Latin@ enrollment and, the 

University of Texas at Austin has 17.2 percent; enrollment at community colleges is even 

higher. (Inside Higher Education, The Emerging Hispanic-Serving Institution, retrieved 

online, February 5, 2010).  

Now, while these reports seemingly represent an improvement in educational 

achievement, it is the prior numbers “that help capture the Gestalt of the educational 

situation of Latino students” (Moll and Ruiz, 2002, p. 367) and are the ones the 

researcher confronts. The high-risk settings that most Latin@s attend school in are a 

consequence of broad socioeconomic conditions plagued mainly by poverty and low 
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educational achievement by parents. As such, it is not an individual failure when a 

Latin@ student drops out. Instead, family, school, and community characteristics play a 

role in putting Latin@ youth at a dropout risk. High-poverty schools also predict school 

behavior like absenteeism, lack of parental involvement, and low teacher expectations. 

(Gandara et al., 1998). Gandara et al. states, “There are consequences for the society as a 

whole if educational opportunity is not increased for Latinos and few of these students 

are able to navigate successfully through the educational pipeline” (1998, retrieved 

online, November 26, 2006). It almost goes without saying that the resulting emotional 

and behavioral fallout of such educational experiences disempowers Latin@ youth - 

which does little to contribute to academic identity and success. With so many odds 

against them, chances of constructing agency, critical thinking skills, and negotiating 

tactics diminishes with each day when segregationist policies, legislation, and pedagogies 

continue to be reinforced by social and cultural deficit-based notions of Latin@ youth.    

The nation is in the midst of a Latin@ educational crisis that affects (or will 

affect) all of our social, economic, and historical lives on some level. The researcher 

argues that such a crisis not only symbolizes a national epidemic of reductionist 

pedagogies and a “quasi-colonial imposition” on the Latin@ population (Moll and Ruiz, 

2002), but it also highlights the social (and moral) imperative for alternative, even radical 

forms of pedagogical praxis and policy that can help combat the structural and 

bureaucratic obstacles found in the American educational system – which are directly 

linked to the sociohistorical and political ideology of Eurocentrism. La Raza Studies is an 

example of how this can be done.  
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Again, based on the theoretical lens of critical race theory, the researcher claims 

that the roots of Latin@ academic failure, including high drop-out rates, can be 

understood through social and cultural deficit-based notions of learning. What 

exacerbates these notions is the unacceptable corporeal school conditions that Latin@ 

students face each day – conditions that lead to dissonance and disempowerment.  

 

The Facts: Conditions Hindering Success and Achievement 

 

The following section will reveal the everyday conditions that Latin@ students 

may face in school. Though the conditions represent very specific obstacles for Latin@s, 

there is tremendous variation and subjectivity within each. And yet, many conditions are 

inherently interrelated. For example, when discussing bilingualism it is impossible not to 

mention immigration patterns; when looking at school structural barriers, one must also 

consider the teacher.  

 However, since these conditions have been or will be discussed at some point 

throughout this study, it is not the intent of the researcher to explore all of them in depth 

(or to exhaust a “list of conditions”). That endeavor would require a different 

theoretically grounded study with a different set of questions. Instead, the intent is to 

further highlight the serpentine web of Latin@ educational experiences and how those 

experiences have been marred by the vacillating yet calculated construct of a deficit 

discourse. Therefore, this brief list of conditions is broad and in no way intends to be all-

inclusive. 
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School Structural Conditions 

According to Valencia (2002), Latin@ students are generally isolated from their 

White peers and attend schools that exceed 1,000 students. (Ochoa, 2003). Such large 

schools, or overcrowding, often facilitate segregation or segregationist practices. 

Menchaca and Valencia (1990) note, “The segregation of school-age Latinos, of which 

two-thirds are Chicano, has increased to such an extent that they now have the dubious 

distinction of being the most highly segregated group of America’s children” (p. 222). 

Segregation, or racial isolation, can most obviously be seen and measured through 

achievement scores. In Valencia’s study (1984) he found that as Chicano enrollment 

increased, achievement decreased with “pervasive negative correlations and strong in 

magnitude” (Valencia, 2002). Segregation of Latin@ students is nothing new and 

continues to be a major institutional (and structural) barrier to equal educational 

opportunities – in fact, “a major conclusion drawn [recently] is that the segregation of 

Chicano students has operated throughout history as a key administrative practice leading 

to harmful school consequences” (Valencia, 2002 referring to the work of Alvarez, 1988; 

Gonzalez, 1985; Menchaca and Valencia, 1990; San Miguel, 1986/1987).  

More research suggests that “urban elementary schools that have over 650 

students tend to be ethnically impacted, have the minimum basic funds, and have large 

categorical programs and funding that have a negative bearing on student learning and 

motivation” (Orfield and Yun, 1999 in Ochoa, 2003, p. 54). Not uncommon, 

overcrowded schools are almost always situated in ethnically dense, low-income, high 

poverty areas where large portions of the student population need extra resources, like 
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English as a Second Language (ESL) classes or free or reduced lunch cards. (Ochoa, 

2003).  

Historically, segregation and overcrowding for Latin@s students has always been 

a factor in their educational experiences. Prior to the 1960s, the schooling of Latin@s 

“consisted primarily of district segregated schools with limited human and material 

resources, where discrimination was rampant….schools were saturated with exclusionary 

practices, and the curriculum was irrelevant to their lives” (Montero-Sieburth, 2005, p. 

109). For example, Guadalupe San Miguel (1987), an historian of the educational history 

of Mexican Americans has found that segregation of Mexican children in the Southwest 

was based on local customs and controlled by school board policies. (Montero-Sieburth, 

2005, p. 110). He surmises that the education of Mexican Americans was discouraged 

because their employers could control them and further argues that much of the 

segregation we see in schools today mirrors residential and workforce segregation; for 

example, in Los Angeles during the 1920s and 1930s.  

When locating the conditions that hinder school success for Latin@s we find time 

and again, a deficit discourse that transcends even the physical, structural space of 

schools. For instance within the construct of segregation, it is often erroneously assumed 

that if Latin@ students would acquire the required competencies and abilities to perform 

at an appropriate level (that being of the White middle class mainstream) that they would 

be able to compete in the social and economic spheres of society. (Montero-Sieburth, 

2005). But unfortunately, “a causal link is made between this theoretical assumption and 

the culture of students and homes, which implies that their capacity for achieving 

academically is determined by their home lives” (Montero-Sieburth, 2005, p. 111). In this 



 

 

76

way, structural barriers such as segregation policies (including de facto) are explicated, 

grounded on the assumption of social and cultural deficits and “[become] linked to a 

pathological and endemic explanation for their academic failure” (Gallenstein, 1998 in 

Montero-Sieburth, 2005, p. 112). These assumptions also highlight the pervasive 

ideological dominance of the meritocratic ideal – a tragic American fairytale for so many 

ethnic minorities, who never get a fair advantage to begin with.  

Among misinformed assumptions that guide school practices and reform, other 

structural conditions that may hinder school success for Latin@ students are: teacher 

retention, unpredictable year-by-year budgetary allocations, inadequate school facilities, 

diminished educational and recreational space, delimiting classroom and support service 

space, lack of school safety, high number of inexperienced staff to address the needs of 

the students, overloaded administrative responsibilities in managing the school site, and 

commissioned zoning conditions (that allow for overcrowding). (Ochoa, 2003; Orfield 

and Yun, 1999; Trueba, 2002; Valencia, 2002; Valencia and Black, 2002; Valenzuela, 

1999). 

 

Parents 

Again, tenacious structural barriers found within schools promote school failure 

for Latin@ students - but maybe more than any other factor, lack of parental interactions 

and collaboration with schools multiply these barriers. Researchers and scholars have 

found that this is not necessarily the fault of parents. In fact, few schools actively involve 

parents and when they do, it is done in “a jargon only educators understand” (Ochoa, 

2003, p. 55). Ochoa claims “there is a need to provide training to Latino parents on 
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home-school collaboration that will enable them to monitor the academic achievement of 

their children and collaborate with the school in their social and academic development” 

(2003, p. 56); however, schools often don’t communicate with Latin@ parents in 

effective ways that take into consideration that many of them are Spanish-speaking, are 

low-income and work two or more jobs, and face formidable socioeconomic challenges 

(e.g., basic housing concerns, medical care costs, food, and safety). (Gonzalez et al., 

2005; Ochoa, 2003; Valenzuela, 1999).  

 While there exists an abundance of educational literature and reform initiatives 

that promotes and calls for more parental involvement, particularly in urban, low-income 

school districts, questions surrounding the legal and moral role of parents generally end 

in more questions. Olivos (2006) explains this in terms of fundamental differences, or 

conceptual gaps, between both parents and school personnel where there exists 

contradictory views of what parental involvement is and what it entails. For Latin@ 

students, combined with their familial/cultural conceptions of education, this may result 

in conflicting behavior, practices, and expectations. For example, Olivos states “if parents 

express ideas, values, and norms that are contrary to the dominant view, then their 

behavior will be regarded with concern” (2006, p. 18). To further this matter, “a parent 

who is critical of the school and of the underlying detrimental school climate is 

considered an ‘obtrusive parent’ or worse yet a ‘troublemaker’” (Olivos, 2006, p. 19). 

Indeed, a Latin@ parent, ontologically informed by respeto educativo (educational 

respect), faces immense challenges when dealing with the quality of their child’s 

education amidst White mainstream educational practices. Presupposing the positive 

correlation (or tacit link) between literacy practices and academic identity, for example, is 
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implicitly defined in Anglo mainstream culture. Zentella (2005) states, “[White] parents 

who read to their children are good at being a parent, and children who learn to read are 

good at being a child” (p. 28). Yet, in Latin@ culture, parents may emphasize different 

activities, “those who maintain the norms of respeto and strengthen the family bonds” 

(Zentella, 2005, p. 28).  

 Moreover, parental involvement as understood through the White lens is often 

characterized quantitatively rather than qualitatively. (Olivos, 2006). Rather than 

focusing on the quality of the parents’ participation (like taking part in school advising, 

decision-making, community events, and activism for example), school personnel “are 

often more satisfied with the number of parents in attendance” (Olivos, 2006, p. 19) and 

deem quantifiable “parental turnout” as more effective indicators of student success. 

These “ideas” of legitimate ways to participate often leave many Latin@ (and other 

ethnic minority) parents conflicted about their roles as advocates of their children’s 

education, particularly when districts and schools have identified implicitly a rigid set of  

“acceptable behaviors and attitudes that will be tolerated” where parents should “always 

support, not question; follow, not lead; and trust, not doubt” (Olivos, 2006, p. 18). From a 

critical race theoretical lens, the researcher claims that if failing schools and students are 

to recover from the devastating effects of hegemonic practices (or what Duncan-Andrade 

(2009) calls “The Master Plan for The Master Plan” as briefly explained here through 

parental involvement), Latin@ parents will have to assume even more active roles 

defined solely within the construct of transformative resistance.   
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Teachers and Low Standards 

As previously mentioned, low academic rigor and almost non-existent access to 

AP classes is a reality for many Latin@ students. This is made real by teachers, but more 

specifically by teacher recommendations. Starting from as early as kindergarten, students 

become part of a deeply ideological system of school tracking – wherein placement into 

certain classes seals the potential for long term educational achievement. (Santa Ana, 

2002; Spring, 1997). Based on five curricular tracks determined by teachers and 

administrators alike – remedial, vocational, non-college bound, college-bound, and 

gifted, school achievement expectancy is reduced in order to address the characteristics 

and perceived needs of children coming from a variety of economic backgrounds. In 

other words, the zoning and housing density patterns of a school district, the low-income 

status of the student, language background of the community, parent occupation, welfare 

incidence, and transience in the community will often determine students’ tracks. (Ochoa, 

2003, p. 55). This is no comic story but a true one. In addition, according to Ochoa 

(2003), “in order to take AP courses in high school, one must begin taking the 

prerequisite core course in 7th grade….yet, placement in these course is driven by test 

results in the 5th grade and teacher recommendations [for grade promotion]… [thus] 

academic rigor is a process that must be in place and ongoing from kindergarten to 12th 

grade” (p. 54).  

For Latin@ students traveling along this “educational pipeline” (Delgado Bernal 

2002, Solorzano and Ornelis, 2002; Solorzano and Yosso, 2006) this means more (not 

‘better’) access to vocational and remedial tracks and less access to enrichment programs 

like Gifted and Talented Education [GATE], Magnet, and Honors. For Latin@ students 
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with authentic learning barriers (like English-language learners), undemocratic tracking 

practices by teachers (and administrative personnel, like guidance counselors) actually 

promotes unequal access to educational opportunity and strengthens the argument that 

academic failure does not reside entirely in student and parent disinterest but rather in 

discriminatory school-based structures and practices. (Solorzano and Yosso, 2006).  

Another challenge facing Latin@ students, according to Griego Jones and Fuller 

(2003), is that many teachers (pre-service and experienced) have misconceptions about 

ethnic minority groups. Since they typically come from white, middle-class backgrounds, 

most teachers have had little contact with other cultural groups and have limited accurate 

knowledge about those cultures. (Spring, 1997/2005). As a result, teachers tend to look 

for quick-fix instructional methods that will both acknowledge yet not offend these 

students while at the same time trying to “tap into” their cultural heritage. Herein lay the 

problem for many Latin@s who are underserved in their school communities – teacher 

belief systems. In order to effectively teach Latin@s, teachers’ beliefs have to be 

fundamentally rooted in an emancipatory vision for these students – not in phony, 

multicultural token practices. (Cammarota and Romero, 2006; Freire, 1993; Freire, 1998; 

Griego Jones and Fuller, 2003; Valenzuela, 1999; Villenas and Deyhle, 1999).  

On the other hand, if teachers do not feel compelled to help students change the 

inadequate conditions they experience in school then Anglicized belief systems (i.e., the 

dominant culture’s belief systems) will remain intact. These beliefs, which inform 

prejudiced feelings about Latin@ students can only be transformed if those in education 

are willing to make those Latin@ students visible. (Banks, 2002; Cammarota, 2006; 

Freire, 1993; Griego Jones and Fuller, 2003; Valencia and Black, 2002; Valenzuela, 



 

 

81

1999; Zentella, 2005). Teachers cannot expect to enact culturally relevant pedagogy (or 

any effective pedagogy) without first letting go of fixed ideas that are embedded in 

Anglo-American ways of viewing the world; in other words, precarious ways of viewing 

that perpetuate inequality, historical inaccuracies, and systems of dominance. Again, 

Griego Jones and Fuller (2003) state, “…even more knowledge about methodologies 

won’t result in more effective teaching without a change in core beliefs about people and 

differences” (p. 22). As such, institutions of higher education and school systems, 

according to Garcia (2001), must be accountable for preparing teachers, counselors, and 

administrators who can incorporate the nature of pluralism and the diversity of 

communities in the overall preparation of teacher candidates. 

In addressing the roles of teacher responsibility to Latin@ students, questions 

about appropriate or effective educational practices are unavoidably embedded in larger 

questions concerning national identity (e.g., levels of nationalism, patriotism, 

assimilation) and the responsibility of the U.S. government to educate Latin@ children. 

Since all the accountability cannot rest entirely on teachers, the researcher asks what is 

the role of the government and of the U.S. economy in the underachievement and lack of 

success for Latin@ students?  How are these questions compounded when not just 

discriminatory (or simply bad) schooling practices persist but also a bloated privatization 

reform agenda? How does or might the crack-up in democratic values that perhaps, at one 

time, proudly underscored our public school institutions affect the future of participatory 

democratic citizenship?  
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Biliteracy 

 The term biliteracy refers to dual language development. It is a precarious term -

and solicits wide-ranging confusion and conflict about what it means to be bilingual. As 

an additive component in learning, becoming biliterate under “normal” conditions is an 

academic advantage. For example, according to Moll and Ruiz (2005), “for those 

children whose first or heritage language is other than English, we should fully expect 

that their schooling experience would result in at least bilingualism and biliteracy… 

[they] are, after all, in the best position of all to develop into highly proficient bilinguals: 

their first language is supported by the home environment and their second by the social 

environment” (p. 308). However, rather than raising our expectations of students who 

have the potential for or who are currently engaged in biliteracy, schools and teachers 

have instead lowered their expectations – which historically have been low to begin with. 

(Jimenez, 1998).  

 For many, biliteracy conjures up images and attitudes that indeed have nothing to 

do with language or language learning but rather culture and stereotypic traits. In the 

Southwest, bilingualism is synonymous with biliteracy where it is often used carelessly 

(and inaccurately) to typify all Spanish-speaking immigrants and Mexicans. As a result, 

bilingual pedagogy has been embedded in the larger context of the socio-political 

struggle for equal rights in the U.S. (Valdes, 2001) and when combined with teacher low 

expectations, the damage to Latin@ students and their future stretches far. Not only are 

deficit-based notions of learning and culture sustained (based on alleged linguistic 

deficiency) but the language policy of our nation as a whole fails in its attempt to support 

the development of total academic identity and democratic participation. In Arizona for 
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example, when Proposition 203 was approved by 63 percent of voters (November 7, 

2000), “the evil twin of a similar antibilingual education proposition in California that 

targets Latino/a children and families” (Moll and Ruiz, 2005, p. 309) the schools became 

an ideological battlefield. Interestingly, proponents declared that providing bilingual 

education actually promoted segregation and racial discrimination and that voting yes on 

the bill would “give the gift of English to all Hispanic children in Arizona” (Wright, 

2005, p. 680). They furthered argued that “English is the language of opportunity and 

economic advancement and immigrant parents want their children taught English” 

(Wright, 2005, p. 680, researcher’s italics).  

On the other side, the arguments against Proposition 203 were more in line with a 

personal attack on Ron Unz who was charged as being “a California millionaire who 

spent 105,000 dollars to put [the initiative on the ballot]”. For his own political interests 

or whatever, the Unz Initiative (i.e., Proposition 203 in AZ and Proposition 227 in CA), 

among many other unsubstantiated restrictions, imposed a statewide, one-size-fits-all 

curriculum for all children whose English is limited, threatened stiff penalties for any 

teacher who resisted, and forced some parents to declare their kids mentally retarded to 

qualify for ‘waivers’ of the English-only rule. (Wright, 2005). The outcome speaks to us 

this way – in Arizona, the state that is second to last in per-student spending and has the 

highest classroom size, where 48 percent of students are minorities in 1,742 of its public 

schools, where 19 percent of students live in poverty, and 16.1 percent of them are 

English Language Learners (Crawford, 2000), where almost 26 percent of all residents 

speak a language other than English and 30 percent identify as being Latin@ (U.S. 
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Census Bureau, QuickFacts, retrieved online June 20, 2010) Latin@ students, whether 

Spanish-speaking or not, have absolutely no access to “legal” bilingual pedagogy. 

While this legislation is rich with flaws and dense with ideological intricacies, the 

point is this: rather than promoting dual language competency, policies that enforce 

English-only curriculum are instead meant to assimilate students and subtract their native 

language proficiency and cultural heritage. This is often done without regard to the 

cognitive development of the student (Ochoa, 2003) and as a matter of course this sets 

them up for the crooked practice of tracking, or worse yet for failure. This is what the 

researcher means when she claims that “investigation into deficit-based theories within 

the CRT framework suggests that as a consequence, implicit (and explicit) racist policies 

and practices not only perpetuate Latin@ student underachievement but that they also 

intend to” (Swenson, 2010, unpublished abstract).  

In other words, by promoting monolingualism we essentially teach students, in 

this case Spanish-speaking students, “that the only legitimate language is English and that 

the language of their parents and ancestors is of no value whatsoever” (Jimenez, 1998, p. 

264). The irony, according to Jimenez (1998), is that while we claim to be a society that 

prides itself on innovation, its ability to change and to progress, what we celebrate instead 

is an archaic meritocratic ideal (i.e., the hyperbole of the American Dream) which in fact 

has nothing to do with pluralism or ingenuity. Ron Unz, or even the current seats in the 

Arizona Senate as a superior example, provides a case in point of what this (the un-

democratic nature of policy-making) looks like in real life - according to the researcher. 
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Immigrant Patterns and Culture 

Mentioning the Arizona Senate provides just the right segue for a brief 

exploration into immigration patterns and how those hold implications for the conditions 

of schools that Latin@ children find themselves struggling in.  

On April 23, 2010, Arizona governor Jan Brewer supported and signed Senate 

Bill 1070 (SB 1070). Considered the nation’s “toughest bill on illegal immigration” it is 

aimed at identifying, prosecuting, and deporting illegal immigrants. (Archibold, 2010). 

The new law will give police the broad authority to inquire about a person’s immigration 

status during a stop, detention, or arrest. In other words, it mandates and legalizes racial 

profiling based on “reasonable suspicion” that a person might be in the country illegally. 

(Arizona State Legislature, SB 1070 text, retrieved online June 12, 2010).  

As a response to the alleged increase in border and ranch-owner violence, anti-

immigrant rhetoric has spiked – but particularly it focuses on Latin@s, especially 

Mexicans. (Wise, 2010). Wise argues, “The truth is, this bill, and almost all anti-

immigrant hysteria is about race, no matter how loudly and unconvincingly those persons 

pushing the agenda forward try and deny it” (May 3, 2010). SB 1070, supported by 

conservatives and liberals alike, is not just about the legality of American citizenship – 

instead the implications of this bill, the rhetorical fallout, and the hyper-political climate 

makes explicit the growing divide between those who deem themselves better and those 

who are lesser. (Wise, May 3, 2010). Essentially this creed reveals the historical 

preservation and contemporary prevalence of neo-colonial relationships by showcasing 

just how far we have not come in realizing an egalitarian society; in other words, the 

legacy of hegemonic racial relations in the U.S. virally undergirds our racial identities 
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and they inform our post-structural spatial practices in ways that deliberately endorse the 

superiority and homogeneity (however undefined) of American identity. So while those 

identities may be socioeconomically functional and validate a commitment to the ethos of 

capitalism and meritocracy, hegemonic relations do nothing to support democratic 

idealism.  

Since the Civil Rights Movement, the researcher claims that as a result of 

“illegal” immigration the current racial divisiveness in this nation has never been more 

illicit. By returning to the American educational history of overtly racist legislative 

policies (which we conveniently and systematically tuck away through curricular and 

instructional practices), we might be reminded of the Roberts case in 1849, the Dred 

Scott case of 1857, the Annual Report of the Commissioner of Indian Affairs (1887), 

Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), Mendez et al. v. Westminster School District (1946), and 

more recently the No Child Left Behind Act (2001). These cases represent the ongoing 

struggle between the politics of democracy and race, and in providing democratic 

education in a supposedly pluralistic state. And while many of these cases and resulting 

policies have either been overturned or re-envisioned, predicated for the most part on the 

provision of rights guaranteed by the Fourteenth Amendment and active resistance, the 

racial climate in our nation’s schools, fueled by anti-immigrant rhetoric, is perceptibly 

intense.  

For example while the Unz Initiative (Props 227 in California and 203 in Arizona) 

is supposedly concerned with the legality of bilingualism, the researcher argues instead 

that these initiatives are in truth targeting Spanish-speaking immigrants, groups, and 

culture. Like Tim Wise says, it’s simply (or not so simply) about race (not citizenship 
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rights) but more about how racism works to preserve and protect the dominance of 

Americanism.  

This is especially salient for Latin@ youth who have been raised in the United 

States by parents without citizenship. Assimilated into American culture, often speaking 

both Spanish and English and attending public schools for the entirety of their academic 

careers, these children are Americans for all intents and purposes. They “enjoy” many of 

the advantages of being American socially and culturally, however, legally they are 

denied access to opportunity that many Whites have. Take for example, Marcela 

Velasquez. In 2006, as an 18 year-old, unlawful citizen attending public school in Tucson 

since kindergarten, ranked ninth in her senior class of more than 250, Velasquez was 

positioned to attend the four-year University of Arizona via academic scholarship. 

However, her access was denied when university officials learned of her illegal, 

unauthorized status. Unable to provide a social security number or find the means to 

afford a four-year college, Marcela was forced to forgo her “dreams” and with limited 

alternatives to choose from, she opted for classes at the local community college instead. 

(Medrano, from A Dream Deferred published in the Arizona Daily Star, May 28, 2006). 

Marcela Velasquez, whether viewed as a victim of circumstance or not, is one of 

thousands of young Latin@ immigrants struggling to gain access to educational 

opportunity.  

Combined with cultural and linguistic dissimilarities with the dominant White 

society and weak educational achievement trajectories, Spanish-speaking immigrants 

face undeniable challenges and intolerable conditions in school. Laced within a 

miscellany of deficit-based notions of learning, the scapegoat “pull yourself up by the 
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boot straps” metaphor is a distasteful response to the discourse swirling around Latin@ 

student “failure”. And that there is even a debate regarding whether these young people 

should have equal access to education (which curiously, would help with the “boot strap 

pulling”) is inconceivable in a democratic nation that, by the way, has a five hundred 

year-old love affair with meritocracy and rugged individualism. 

Horace Mann, considered to be the Father of American Education, envisioned a 

universal education for every American child – he was successful in actualizing this 

vision but whether his “ideals” can maturate in a neo-capitalistic state is now a matter of 

debate. Moving away from biblical and basic literacy studies, Mann instead proposed a 

common school curriculum that would be ripe with curricular variety and exercises in 

democratic citizenship. The ideological structures and instructional practices of the 

common school would support allegiance to the new nation and tolerance of rapidly 

changing demographics marked by secularism and immigration. However, the 

overarching purpose of the common school was to “Americanize newcomers in the 

American ways” (Montero-Sieburth, 2005) and as immigration patterns diversified and 

new immigrants poured into the US, ‘already’ American students (including their 

families) became increasingly intolerant of divergent ideas, languages, and customs. 

While citizens became even more protective of the American identity (as just one 

positive outcome of compulsory schooling), feelings of disdain and disenfranchisement 

among the immigrants grew - especially at the turn of 20th century. (Kliebard, 1995; 

Spring, 2005). Economically strapped and challenged, these conditions created urban 

sprawl, ghettos, and ethnic boroughs where native culture and language could be 

preserved. On the “outside” inability to function linguistically and culturally (i.e., 
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speaking English and acting American) often relegated immigrants to menial factory 

work. As such, daily attendance at the compulsory common school was a burden (and 

barrier to economic progress) since high-order thinking was simply not a priority. (Tyack, 

1974). Herein lies, in part the foundation for a long, contentious relationship between the 

purposes of democratic education and the experiences of immigrants.  

Though Horace Mann would not necessarily equate the goals of assimilationist 

schooling practices with the now current goals of American economic domination, the 

democratic school indeed has become a hyper-political social space and institution. Yes, 

it has always been a tool for constructing and championing the American identity but 

perversely, the contemporary common public school, according to the researcher, has 

become a place of bloated cultural, gender, class, racial, political chauvinism, not to 

mention capitalistic exploitation, where instead our children implicitly learn that 

difference or ethnic pride and heritage is bad, and where celebrating diversity is just a 

token gesture in the larger pursuit of being a “good American” – in other words, the goals 

of schooling today are more focused on producing a product and a future consumer 

citizen where in effect pluralism, as a defining characteristic of democracy, gets left 

behind. This is especially detrimental to any student who doesn’t conceive of the world 

this way, who doesn’t speak the English language, and who doesn’t value financial gain 

and material wealth in the same way as the dominant culture. Latin@ students therefore, 

stand at an extreme disadvantage when we consider how and why they can and should 

benefit from American educational opportunities, especially when they begin school at 

such a cultural and linguistic disadvantage. Today, this question is considerably evocative 

since anti-immigration rhetoric pervades so much of young Latin@s’ everyday lives. 
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When the fallout of this rhetoric begins to shape educational practices, actual legislative 

policies and the boundaries of criminal behavior, educators have a responsibility to 

consider the long-term effects. 

For example, when anti-immigration initiatives are passed into legislation (such 

as Proposition 300 in Arizona where Marcela Velasquez came under subject) schools are 

directly affected. In 1994 under California’s Proposition 187 (similar in nature to AZ 

Prop 300), some 300,000 to 400,000 undocumented immigrant children would be banned 

from enrolling in public schools, if the law was implemented. (Suarez-Orozco et al., 

2001). Suarez-Orozco et al. state, “Public anxieties over immigration – especially illegal 

immigration – have inspired a host of other legislative and policy initiatives. These 

policies were designed to bar immigrants from receiving a variety of publicly funded 

services.” (Suarez-Orozco et al., 2001, p.40) Schools then, vis-à-vis a racialized 

curriculum and standards-based educational reform, foster these anxieties by 

implementing anti-immigration policies and managing ideologies consistent only with 

Anglo-American belief systems. Furthermore, these practices leave many students 

invisible, particularly Latin@s. This invisibility in schools is demonstrated through a lack 

of funding, resources, teacher credentials, teacher quality, and language tolerance. 

(Cammarota and Romero, 2006; Spring, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999).  

 

Deficit Discourses 
 

With rises in student populations, decreases in competent teachers, increased 

school accountability, and what Henry Giroux calls, “the proletarianization of teacher 

work” (1999), it is no wonder that the public school system falls short of providing a 
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democratic and culturally responsive education to all. However, for Latin@s and 

Mexican Americans in particular, the argument for why they fail in school has not 

centered on the structural and ideological barriers found within the educational system 

but rather on their perceived “cultural, linguistic, and genetic differences” (Ogbu and 

Simons, 1998). These perceptions are also complicated by the dialectical intersection of 

historical contexts, human rights debates, economic policies, hyper-nationalism, and the 

hegemonic preservation of white privilege. Equally important, the central role that 

teacher preparation programs play in developing competent (or incompetent) teachers 

appears absent from these perceptions. Instead the explanation for Latin@ academic 

failure resides within a larger economic construct defined by a social and cultural deficit 

model of learning whereby Latin@ students are perceived to not value, care about, or be 

capable of learning. This is simply bogus.  

The myth that Mexican Americans’ (and Latin@s) espouse indifference to the 

value of education remains constant in the saga of these minorities gaining access to 

equality of educational opportunity. It is dangerous to students, their culture and its 

preservation, and to the democratic nature of American schooling. This myth is situated 

as part of a historical tradition of deficit thinking. According to Valencia and Black 

(2002), deficit thinking is “an endogenous theory of school failure which blames the 

victim rather than examining how schools and the political economy are structured to 

prevent students from learning optimally” (p. 83). This “pseudoscientific notion of deficit 

thinking” (Valencia and Black, 2002), leads many pre-service and practicing teachers to 

perpetuate a myth that equates value orientations with behaviors; one that blames the 

victim rather than the system – in this case, a system embedded with historical and 
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contemporary discriminatory policies and practices (for further explanation, see Joel 

Spring’s American Education, 2006, pp. 3-30 for an excellent discussion on the social 

and political goals of schooling in the United States).  

 

Social Theories of Success and Failure 

In many cases, Latin@ students (the economic scapegoat) framed within this 

deficit thinking model, fail in school because of deficiencies found within genetic, 

familial and cultural values; values that supposedly do not correspond with the 

significance of being educated.  In other words, low achievement is the fault of the 

students or perhaps the parents and not of the school, because according to Valencia and 

Black (2002), there is low value applied to education due to “inadequate familial 

socialization for academic competence” (p. 83).  

 Culture, in this sense is to blame for failure and in what Trueba (2002) contends is 

the basis for the motivation to either achieve or fail. Similar to Ogbu’s classification 

schema, Trueba states that the historical differences of being involuntary or voluntary 

minorities contribute largely to definitions of educational achievement and that while 

home culture can be a valid explanation “for the response of a minority to the academic 

demands placed by school and society, we must [as well] search for explanations that do 

not stereotype minorities or preempt our search” (Trueba, 2002, p. 153). Consequently, 

failure to learn is not an individual failure but rather a failure of the socio-cultural system 

that denies meaningful opportunities within social intercourse, dialogue and negotiation. 

As such, “academic failure is fully understandable only in its macro-historical, social, 
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economic and political contexts… [thus] failure in learning is not caused by a single 

social institution, such as the school or family” (Trueba, 2002, p. 153).  

 Furthermore, the argument, that Latin@s have poor school success as being 

rooted in value orientations, contends that this is the basis for their social problems as 

well. Valencia and Black (2002) counter this argument stating that instead it is implicit 

racial stereotyping based on the cultural deficit model (and myth) that behavior predicts 

values; or that intelligence and personality traits are equated with race. In From Racial 

Stereotyping and Deficit Discourse: Toward a Critical Race Theory in Teacher 

Education (2001), Solorzano and Yosso explain how in educational settings, stereotypic 

traits are often used to justify low educational expectations, de facto schooling practices, 

remediation of the curriculum, and preparation only for low-skilled jobs (p. 4). 

Essentially these practices, based on stereotypes and the persistence of low expectations, 

lead to the vocationalization of public schooling for Latin@s – whereby the 

implementation of a substandard, low-level education ultimately sets them up for failure 

within the traditional (albeit democratic) system. Assumedly, the purpose here is to 

prepare these students for low-skilled labor and minimum wage positions and to 

perpetuate the myth that Latin@ students somehow cannot succeed. On the contrary, the 

stereotypes and forthcoming structural barriers (mainly, those obstacles that stand in the 

way of gaining access to opportunity; for example, advanced courses or academic 

advising) are in truth what contribute most to school failure for many Latin@s.  

 Historically, these stereotypic traits have also served to inform the early scholarly 

literature entrenched in the deficit discourse. For example, in the early 1960’s, the term 

“culturally deprived” was frequently used to provide explanations for Latin@ school 
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failure and to perpetuate myths regarding social and cultural values. (Valencia and Black, 

2002, p.85). According to what Valencia and Black (2002) call “mythmaking”, Mexican 

American children were considered to be socially disadvantaged (and doomed) because 

they essentially did not have the same familial and cultural constructs that their thriving 

white peers had. In other words, the development of an academic identity was supposedly 

not valued or emphasized in the home (e.g., through regular reading or support for good 

achievement from a two-parent household) therefore thwarting their chances of becoming 

successful in school and later in society, as is implied. It is necessary to note (and critical 

to these arguments) that much of the early literature surrounding the cultural deprivation 

theory now finds itself amidst controversy since the frameworks of the researchers’ are 

theoretically weak, racist and classist in nature, and exhibit methodological shortcomings. 

(Valencia and Black, 2002, p. 86).    

 Deficit thinking is also fixed in the popular "at-risk" construct and underlies both 

conservative and liberal approaches to educational reform. (Valencia, 1997). The term  

“at-risk” is almost always defined in relation to the cultural deprivation and culturally 

disadvantaged literature from the 1960’s (Valencia and Black, 2002) and since, has had 

trouble redefining itself in light of new research and reform efforts. At-risk implies 

familial characteristics (e.g., race, ethnicity, poverty) and personal characteristics of 

students (e.g., poor self-concept, self-destructive behaviors). (Valencia and Black, 2002, 

p. 86). Using this conception, the mother is actually implicated when her child does not 

perform well at school and faces similar social consequences that her child may 

experience. The child therefore suffers from “[an] environmentally-induced deficiency” – 

the source being the mother. (Valencia and Black, 2002, p. 86). Understanding the notion 
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of at risk in this way promotes the function and usefulness of the cultural deficit 

discourse on Latin@ students and further endorses discriminatory teaching practices and 

school policies. Furthermore, Valencia and Black (2002) state, “at risk has become a 

person-centered explanation of school failure… [since it] is preoccupied with describing 

‘deficiencies’ in students, particularly alleged shortcomings rooted in familial and 

economic backgrounds of students” (p. 87).  

Currently, one of the most powerful depictions of how the deficit discourse 

effectively operates resides within the work of Angela Valenzuela’s conceptual 

framework of “subtractive schooling”. Within this concept, Valenzuela exposes the 

danger that the deficit discourse poses to Mexican American and immigrant youth and 

how that danger is manifested in what she calls “subtractive”, or racist practices. 

(Valenzuela, 1999). 

Valenzuela (2004) defines subtractive schooling as a twofold process: first, “it 

dismisses their [youth’s] definition of education which is… thoroughly grounded in 

Mexican culture and second, subtractive schooling encompasses subtractively 

assimilationist policies and practices that are designed to divest Mexican students of their 

culture and language” (p. 20). Essentially, subtractive schooling “creates the impression 

that someone else possesses great knowledge and expertise, whereas, in contrast, one is 

unskilled and incompetent – that one’s language and knowledge are inadequate because 

they are not privileged [by the school]” (Moll and Ruiz, 2002, p. 65). Compounding this 

perspective is also that the “unskilled and incompetent” come to believe this as ‘natural’ 

and ‘common sense’ and ultimately becomes self-imposed. (Moll and Ruiz, 2002).  



 

 

96

One of the prime example of subtractive practices is the English-only initiatives 

(most memorably in the passing of California’s Proposition 227 and Arizona’s 

Proposition 203) which aim to support the preservation of diverse “American culture” 

vis-à-vis speaking English only - while at the same time, ironically so, denying the 

languages spoken by “other” cultures. The result is “the great illusion of American 

education; that to learn English (and have academic success), it is necessary to shed 

Spanish” (Moll and Ruiz, 2002, p. 65).  

  Similar to Valenzuela, using theories of racism, Christine Sleeter (in Valenzuela, 

1999, p. xvii) contends that “schools are an instrument of the maintenance of colonial 

relationships because when the dominant culture attempts to control land and people by 

incorporating the subordinated into the labor force, the dominant society reinforces its 

dominance through violence, and through assault on the culture, language, religion, or 

moral fibre [sic] of the subordinate group.”  In terms of the goals of American education, 

such imperialistic efforts compromise its democratic nature and consequently, minority 

youth symbolize that compromise. 

  The larger claim that the researcher makes here is that the legacy of colonialism 

via the development and expansion of the United States directly corresponds to the 

abysmal political nature of educational practices; and that for many minority youth, 

especially Latin@s, the effects of these practices represent the beliefs about the 

superiority and racist nature of Eurocentric culture. 

     When Latin@ youth consistently and regularly run face-to-face with antithetical 

conditions their potential to succeed in schooling and later, as active U.S. citizens, is 

thwarted. This fundamentally runs counter to the democratic goals of an American 
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education; goals that profess an equitable education for all. Moreover, insidious practices 

undermine the potent value of cultural knowledge and shared experiences that many 

Latin@/Chican@/Mexican students carry with them. In other words, if teachers and 

schools disregard the vast funds of knowledge that Latin@ youth bring to school 

(González, Moll, and Amanti, 2005), it may be impossible to adequately educate these 

students – and that is simply not an option. The researcher stresses the validity that an 

interdisciplinary approach can have in learning how to better educate Latin@ (or 

underrepresented) youth. The celebrated work of Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti’s “funds of 

knowledge” (2005) is one of the finest representations of how this can be done through 

the intersection of anthropological theory, educational theory, scientifically grounded 

research, and pedagogical implications. Commencing in 1990 and culminating years 

later, the study itself became groundbreaking not just because of its practical implications 

but also for its methodology. Visiting Latin@ families in order to gather specific 

information about those households in relation to their children’s education is “a 

departure from traditional school-home visits” (Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti, 2005, p. 6).  

This endeavor known as the Funds of Knowledge project, attempted to understand how 

the educational process could be greatly enhanced when teachers learn about their 

students’ everyday lives (p. 6). It also further strengthens the argument that the culture 

and value of Latin@ youth is often dismissed in the process of curriculum development 

for teacher education programs – as well as in the actual practices of teaching.   

 Yet, despite other research with similar outcomes to Gonzalez’ et al., the cultural 

deficit model (framed within the deficit discourse) remains a destructive factor in the 

mis-preparation of pre-service teachers and in the current subtractive schooling practices 
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imposed on Mexican American and immigrant students. (Valenzuela, 1999). As well, 

school districts and reform efforts which claim to embrace “cultural sensitivity training” 

and who could benefit from promoting the funds of knowledge literature, continue to 

conform to the more traditional, teacher-centered approaches to pedagogy. 

 
 
Cultural Theories of Success and Failure 
 

In attempts to allay the prickly discourse concerning minority education, 

particularly in explaining the classification of minorities, the work of anthropologist John 

Ogbu has consequently become vital in the refutation of genetic and even cultural 

differences for minority students as a response to their history of low academic 

performance. For Ogbu, the differences in school performance between minority- and 

dominant-group students “were caused by the treatment of minority groups in society at 

large and in school as well as by the perceptions of the minorities and their responses to 

school due to such treatment” (Ogbu, 1974/1978 in Ogbu and Simons, 1998, p.1). In this 

sense, Ogbu stresses the influence of “community forces” in explaining the causes of low 

school performance rather than the causes being influenced only by a socio-cultural 

adaptation – he calls this a cultural-ecological theory of minority school performance. 

(Ogbu and Simons, 1998). In this theory, community forces are directly linked to the 

structural barriers constructed by white institutions and the treatment towards minorities 

as a result of these institutions. Ogbu identifies these barriers as: 1) instrumental 

discrimination (e.g., in employment and wages); 2) relational discrimination (in other 

words, de facto and de jure social and residential segregation) and; 3) symbolic 

discrimination (e.g., the vilification of language and culture). (Ogbu and Simons, 1998, p. 
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3). What is significant here are how students perceive their treatment by the dominant 

group in education and how those treatments, in effect, produce negative, exploitive 

schooling experiences for minority students. In other words, minority students face an 

educational system embedded with white hegemonic ideologies aimed to discriminate 

and marginalize students of color. In particular, how Latin@ students respond to this 

system is best understood when considered in combination with the legacy of European 

conquest and oppression, the minority’s history of incorporation into U.S. society, and 

their subsequent treatment or mistreatment by white Americans in terms of their school 

performance; and how those responses to that history and treatment affect their 

perceptions of and responses to schooling. (Ogbu and Simons, 1998). Further promoting 

the need for historically and politically contextual understandings (as well as 

interdisciplinary), Henry Trueba (2002) asserts that conceptions of academic failure and 

success must only be understood within a socio-cultural and anthropological lens and 

that, “resistance to learning should be viewed as students’ rejection of cultural values and 

academic demands placed on them by school personnel” (Trueba, 2002, p. 153).        

 In Ogbu’s cultural-ecological theory of learning, community forces are also 

explained in terms of “collective problems” and how they have impacted minorities’ 

responses and solutions to discrimination. Clearly, many students under these conditions 

will experience different levels of alienation, disenfranchisement, and mistrust and 

according to Ogbu these conditions are not only experienced in school but are also a 

reflection (or mirror) of the conditions experienced in the wider society. (Ogbu, 1998, p. 

3). For example, when negotiating institutional barriers such as language policies or 

privileged spaces (e.g., LeFebvre’s conception of space as a means of control and 
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domination; 1991, p. 26-27), some students may develop an oppositional frame of 

reference and selectively adopt identities aligned with white ways to in turn, resist those 

controls. Suarez-Orozco et al. call this an adversarial identity, one where children 

construct identities around rejecting – after having been rejected by – the institutions of 

the dominant culture. (Children of Immigration, 2001, p. 107). Though speaking to 

Mexican immigrant youth specifically, Suarez-Orozco et al. assert that this oppositional 

construction of identity is also useful for other immigrant groups: “Immigrant children 

who find themselves structurally marginalized and culturally disparaged [such as many 

inner-city poor African Americans and Puerto Ricans] are more likely to respond to these 

challenges to their identities [for example their aspirations for wealth and social status 

blocked] by developing an adversarial adaptation” (Children of Immigration, 2001, p. 

107). Adversarial identities are not always an effective form of resistance though. Some 

minority students, while adopting the dominant culture in order to construct the 

oppositional identity, will experience further marginalization particularly at the hands of 

their own culture. Also described by Suarez-Orozco et al. as “ethnic betrayal” (2001), 

minority students risk de-culturalization and total assimilation as well as potentially 

compromising the successful employment of dual identities.  

 For any reason, the formation of identities as a response to symbolic 

discrimination is a powerful mechanism for minority youth. The way that minority youth 

find solutions to institutional barriers is best understood from the viewpoint of their 

collective struggles. Investigating how and why they develop oppositional identities by 

adopting white ways is just one way to draw attention to their historical mistreatment in 

education. Similarly, a concentrated anthropological analysis also provides insight into 
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how minority youth situate and imagine themselves in relation to being subordinated 

within these spaces.  

Bourdieu’s concept of the field as a “structure-in-practice” helps to make sense 

out of the world of relationships and social positions that minority students develop as 

they experience and internalize their space. (Bourdieu, 1977). Bourdieu contends that 

because fields are not autonomous, they must manage to survive within the field of 

power, which is itself, an aspect of class relations. (Bourdieu in Holland et al., 1998, p. 

58). But most importantly, these spaces and fields do not exist within vacuity – they are 

explicit reactions to discrimination and in the case of Latin@ schooling experiences, 

collective solutions such as forming secondary identities (if only for what the significance 

of having an oppositional positionality carries) are a response to a history of mistreatment 

in education “in terms of educational policies, pedagogy, and returns for their investment 

or school credentials” (Ogbu and Simons, 1998, p. 2).   

 Structural and bureaucratic obstacles and/or discriminations in society and school 

are two, but not the only, approaches to understanding how minority students have 

maintained low academic achievement. According to Ogbu and Simons (1998), “it is true 

that cultural and language differences do cause learning problems…[but] cultural and 

language difference explanations do not account for the school success of some minority 

groups that face similar discontinuities as do others that are less successful” (p.3). 

Interestingly, in his own research, John Ogbu found that students from the most distant 

culture and language in relation to the dominant culture fair the best in school. (Ogbu and 

Simons, 1998, p. 3). Ogbu and Simons (1998) once again explain this in terms of the 

cultural-ecological theory whereby community forces are essentially responses to the 
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system of schooling and will vary according to the minority. The factors that constitute 

these community forces are as follows: 1) a frame of minority school comparison (e.g., 

with schools “back home” or in white suburbs); 2) beliefs about the instrumental value of 

schooling (for example, the role of school credentials in getting ahead); 3) relational 

interpretations of schooling (e.g., degree of trust of schools and school personnel); and 4) 

symbolic beliefs about schooling (for example, whether learning school curriculum, 

language, etc. is considered harmful to minority cultural and language identity). (Ogbu 

and Simons, 1998, pp. 3-4). Throughout the remainder of this study the researcher will 

discuss how these factors directly relate to the deficit discourse and what their 

implications for pedagogy may be.  

 However to conclude on the contributions of John Ogbu’s cultural-ecological 

theory, it is necessary to point out that his classification of minority groups contributes 

significantly to a critical discussion on how minority students learn. Ogbu’s justification 

for how discrimination operates institutionally is based considerably on power relations 

between voluntary and non-voluntary minorities and because of this, it could be argued 

that certain forms of discrimination are necessary for certain hegemonic institutions to 

survive. In this case, the dominant group (or voluntary minority) settled the United States 

in order to improve their economic, political, and social status and as a result, adopted 

beliefs about access to opportunity, self-improvement, and individual responsibility. 

(Ogbu and Simons, 1998). From this perspective (not Ogbu’s), all others must learn to 

assimilate and conform to the dominant language and culture, also known as the settler 

society. This distinction, or social construction of meritocratic identity, is especially 
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related to the institutional structures of American education, structures that supposedly 

support a democratic system - yet really prove to be barriers to minority student success.  

 Understanding the historical bases of discrimination through Ogbu’s classification 

scheme and through an anthropological lens of the social construction of space and 

identity can help to explain minority experiences in schooling. Likewise, the theoretical 

contributions of John Ogbu, Pierre Bourdieu, Dorothy Holland, and other similar 

anthropologists to the discipline of education have been enormous and they do not go 

unnoticed. This interdisciplinary approach, if only somewhat realized in educational 

research, highlights the complexity and ambiguity found in traditional theories of 

learning and in turn, suggests the need to recognize that learning theories can not be 

defined solely within the sphere of psychological development but rather within and 

under the umbrella of cultural, economic, and linguistic factors in relation to community 

forces (i.e., power relations). Legitimizing learning in this way, as a constantly negotiated 

and fluid space, reconstructs notions of success and therefore, and only then can the 

definition of failure be redefined. In the meantime, while this interdisciplinary 

explanation finds its way to classrooms, explaining why and how Latin@ students 

continue to fail remains entrenched in a deficit discourse – a discourse that is actualized 

in the everyday experiences of students formed by the practices of teachers and the 

policies of schools.  

 

Alternative Pedagogies: The Counter Discourse 
 

In this section the researcher explores two alternative pedagogies similar in nature 

– culturally relevant pedagogy and critical pedagogy. Both approaches are rooted in 



 

 

104

critical theory and serve as responses (or a counter discourse) to the “positivistic, 

ahistorical, and depoliticized analyses employed by both liberal and conservative critics 

of schools” (McLaren, 2003, p. 185). Both pedagogies are fundamentally concerned with 

the central role that power and politics play in our understanding of how schools work. 

(Kincheloe, 2004; McLaren, 2003). “They are centered on a critique of the political 

economy of schooling, the state and education, the representation of texts, and the 

construction of student subjectivity” (McLaren, 2003, p. 185). According to Kincheloe 

(2004) critically-minded teachers, including radical ones, “understand that cultural, race, 

class, and gender forces have shaped all elements of the pedagogical act…[t]hey also 

discover that a central aspect of democratic education involves addressing these 

dynamics as they systematically manifest themselves” (p. 2). 

 
 

Culturally Relevant Pedagogy 
 

The underlying theme of culturally responsive teaching is authentic caring. As a 

construct, caring is an act of love, a guiding philosophy that humanizes, motivates, and 

justifies the bases for better teaching. (Banks, 1974; Gay, 1975/2000; Ladson-Billings, 

1992; Nieto, 1999; Noddings, 2002). Culturally responsive teaching, as a reaction and 

response to traditional forms of pedagogy, also intends to counter subtractive schooling 

practices and force a social justice approach in education. This requires critical 

consciousness. But first, the key to effective cultural relevant pedagogy is undeniably the 

teacher.  

Relying on the work of James Banks, Nel Noddings, Angela Valenzuela, Parker J. 

Palmer, Geneva Gay, Gloria Ladson-Billings, Sonia Nieto, Julio Cammarota, and 
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Augustine Romero, the researcher proposes that in order for a culturally relevant or 

responsive pedagogy to be actualized, teachers must first have a solid understanding of 

the place they occupy in this world; but that they should also strive to maintain a critical 

understanding about how they occupy that space. When engaging in their own self-

understanding, teachers must look deeply inward and draw conclusions about why they 

think the way they do. Many times they will find they have views about the world that are 

based on fear, not actual circumstance.  

First, culturally sensitive teachers understand the role that race takes, both in the 

lives of individuals and in society at large. But, according to Kincheloe (2004), race is 

often misunderstood by traditional educators and “used incorrectly” to identify 

phenotypic traits. As such, attributing arbitrary cultural traits to skin color is problematic 

and leads to discrimination by many teachers (who fall victim to ethnocentric teaching 

where their own value systems are viewed as superior and are consequently applied to 

others – namely students who look and act different from them). Moreover, other voices 

in multicultural pedagogy argue that teachers do little to modify these normed 

assessments of students or consider the sociocultural context of the learner. (Cushner, 

1998; Gay, 2000; Ladson-Billings, 1992). Inevitably teachers (and teaching) become 

another avenue for the construct of race to endure as a powerful mechanism in the control 

of students, especially ethnic minority students.  

Geneva Gay (2000) and Christine Sleeter (2001) insist that as a nation, we need a 

paradigmatic shift away from white/Eurocentric participation in the construction of 

knowledge and instead, we must construct a pluralistic (not to be confused with the heady 

term multiculturalistic) recognition of different groups – without having to compare these 
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groups to the dominant group. Ethnic minorities, according to Gay, should be allowed to 

construct a worldview that stands on its own. Furthermore, diverse groups should be 

recognized as having participated in the construction of our nation (historically through 

expropriation) and that in order to do this, we should demand a more balanced view with 

the understanding that we are a nation in the making.  

Gay proposes that culturally relevant teaching (CRT) can do this – it can help to 

construct a new U.S. ideology and will “help clean up our language”, prepare young 

people for democratic participation, and the practice of citizenship. (Gay, 2000). CRT 

therefore is an imperative, not a choice, because after all, diversity is the defining 

characteristic of our democracy. In other words, according to Gay (2000), when we claim 

“American”, we should invoke plurality. This requires analyzing beliefs and behaviors 

related to human relationships, problem-solving and human engagement. This is not a 

process that leaves politics at the door – instead it is one that embraces our shortcomings, 

prejudices, bias, and history of discrimination. While schools are basically political 

institutions, the view of schooling therefore is seen entirely as a political experience. For 

example, when examining motives inherent to U.S. imperialism CRT is a method and 

means of challenging dominant assumptions and attempting to change the existing 

capitalistic structures of school. In this sense, CRT becomes a political tool that takes 

seriously the notion of human difference and humans as capital. (Apple, 1995; 

Cammarota, 2003; Kincheloe, 2004). And according to Cushner (1998) schools can then 

become a place “to institutionalize change”. Using a language of possibility (Darder, 

1997; Freire, 1973; McLaren, 2000), we (teachers, schools, policy-makers, etc.) can 
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create dialogues based on achievement and accomplishment by all groups of Americans 

and challenge notions of race and popular versions of “the good life” (Gutmann, 1999).  

Second, in addition to considering the socio/political/cultural context of 

schooling, CRT advocates also rely on “increasing cognitive sophistication” of students. 

In other words, if we shift our national dialogue to centering on thinking in a critical 

manner, our prejudicial thinking becomes antithetical to the critical consciousness 

required for CRT. According to Ladson-Billings (1992) and hooks (1994), we can do this 

by balancing discussions, creating safe environments, avoiding simplistic approaches and 

explanations, and encouraging risk-taking and feelings of dissonance. This level of 

metacognition heeds the process of critical thinking, improves self-confidence, and 

increases empathy for others. The point is to understand how and why we think about the 

world and how we make sense of it. This is especially relevant when we interrogate racist 

behavior like the acts of racial profiling and white privilege. 

Lastly, becoming committed to CRT requires critical self-reflection, an act 

regularly trivialized in teacher preparation programs. For instance, teachers may reflect 

on their explicit teaching practices through observation and journal writing, but how 

often do we turn these reflections inward? Nel Noddings states it eloquently in the 

opening of her book, Critical Lessons: What Our Schools Should Teach (2006), “possibly 

no goal of education is more important - or more neglected - than self-

understanding…[and that] unexamined lives [in reference to Socrates’ ‘know thyself’] 

may well be valuable and worth living, but an education that does not invite such 

examination may not be worthy of the label education” (p. 10). In other words, when a 

teacher does not know their self, they cannot know who their students are. In this light, 
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Parker J. Palmer simply (and poetically) states, “I will see them [only] through a glass, 

darkly, in the shadows of my unexamined life – and when I cannot see them clearly, I 

cannot teach them well” (The Courage to Teach: Exploring the Inner Landscape of a 

Teacher’s Life, 1998, p.2). By humanizing students’ lives through teacher self-reflection 

and what Paulo Freire calls “integration”, we engage in distinctively human activities. 

(Education for Critical Consciousness, 1973, p. 4). This kind of transformative approach 

requires “the capacity to adapt oneself to reality plus the critical capacity to make choices 

and to transform that reality” (Freire, 1973, p. 4). Most importantly critical pedagogues 

rest on the conviction that transformative pedagogy is not a pedagogy that can just “drop 

into the curriculum” (Acosta, 2007) and culturally relevant pedagogy, pluralistic in 

nature, is not a food, fabric, or song. On the contrary, CRT represents an engagement 

with lifelong self-reflection and the larger human project of social justice. Herein lie the 

building blocks (or foundation) for an even more political and resolute form of teaching - 

critical pedagogy. 

 

Critical Pedagogy 

Critical pedagogy is a set of theories and practices that ultimately aim to 

transform simply ‘bad’ educational and schooling experiences for marginalized students 

by providing them with ‘good’ culturally relevant curricula (i.e., ones they can relate to) 

so that they can not just succeed academically but also so that students may learn to 

recognize and negotiate the institutional and ideological barriers that have prevented 

them from succeeding. (Apple, 1979/1995; Giroux and McLaren, 1989; Kincheloe, 2004; 

McLaren, 2003). It is a transformative strategy used to uncover internalized oppression 
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and its powerful systemic effects on minority and poor students. (Kincheloe, 2004; 

Valenzuela, 1999). Critical pedagogy uses the current authoritarian system of education 

and the history of culturally chauvinistic curricula to construct a larger pedagogy of 

liberation. (McLaren, 2000). For Latin@ students critical pedagogy is often centered on 

the anti-colonial struggle and how that struggle can be used as a tool to overthrow the 

oppression of colonialism. (Association of Raza Educators, 2010). This requires the 

strategy of developing a dialectical struggle based on organized action towards liberation. 

Critical pedagogy ideologically is about expanding the human rights agenda where 

complicated political and social spaces are contested and trivialized and where a language 

of oppression and exploitation is replaced with a language of possibility and 

transformation. Activist and educator for the oppressed, Paulo Freire (1970) calls this 

conscientization - while thirty years later, urban hip-hop scholar Jeffrey Duncan-Andrade 

(2009) calls this “The Master Plan for The Master Plan.”  

The survival and vitality of this concept is remarkable and provides the basis for 

almost all of the literature and the practices surrounding critical pedagogy. 

Conscientization, or critical consciousness, rests on the idea that the largest task of 

oppressed peoples is liberation; and that the struggle for liberation depends entirely on 

literacy and education. Through education, people become critically conscious of their 

oppression and in turn, become critical agents of change. It makes possible “for people to 

enter the historical process as responsible [S]ubjects [and] enrolls them in the search for 

self-affirmation” (Freire, 1998 in Freire, 1970, p. 18). Freire suggests that a critical 

pedagogical vision is grounded in love, and in the love of humanity. Kincheloe states, 
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“knowledge in this context takes on a form quite different from its more accepted and 

mainstream versions” (2004, p. 3).  

This resistant (yet hopeful) framework is made even more explicit in the work of 

Julio Cammarota and Augustine Romero (2006) whereby the educational model of 

critically compassionate intellectualism provides an even more comprehensive approach 

to how culturally responsive pedagogy can be enacted. Based on the “educational trilogy 

of critical pedagogy (Freire, 1993), authentic caring (Valenzuela, 1999), and a social 

justice centered curriculum (Ginwright and Cammarota, 2002)” (Cammarota and 

Romero, 2006, p. 1), the authors propose that these elements “must be implemented 

simultaneously in the classroom to present the most effective preparation for Latina/o 

students to participate in the development of a truly democratic society” (p. 1).  

Implementation for a caring, culturally responsive pedagogy is twofold: first, it 

implies an ideology with a powerful agenda – one that is critically conscious of the 

effects of hegemonic institutionalized practices and policies and the importance of 

teacher self-awareness and; second, it requires a student-centered methodology that is 

collaborative, experiential, intellectual, rigorous, critical, reflective, and social justice 

based. 

Teachers who enact critical pedagogy must acknowledge the process of 

‘humanizing’ oppression through integration and adaptation (as Freire explains it) in 

order to understand their own roles in that oppression and to avoid further 

‘dehumanization’ of their students. For example, Griego-Jones and Fuller (in Teaching 

Hispanic Children, 2003) state “…there has not been enough attention paid to the beliefs 

teachers bring with them about minority children in teacher education programs” (p. 29). 
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Self-understanding can be interpreted and manifested in many ways but ideally, self-

understanding should circle around belief systems. For those educators who wish to see 

change and success for Latin@ students, they should expect to alter some of their 

embedded beliefs about the Latin@/Chican@/Mexican culture, the Spanish language, 

and the long history of traditional values and Diaspora associated with the Western 

hemisphere. This will require looking deeply at stereotypes and demonstrating openness 

to the realization that many of these stereotypes originate from hegemonic ideologies, 

more than likely the source of their own beliefs.  

Critical pedagogues must also nurture their students; they must care for them 

deeply and compassionately. Freire calls this ‘radical love’. (Kincheloe, 2004). In this 

sense, care is not necessarily a physical action but involves teachers’ implicit behaviors 

that acknowledge and value the humanity of their students. Caring in education should no 

doubt be a universal act but when considering the oppressive and highly politicized 

conditions and experiences that many Latin@ students bring to school, genuine acts of 

care (and love) can legitimize their self-worth and help them to develop their own self-

understanding.  

This is not to say that Latin@ students are without care nor does the author claim 

that all of these students come to school deprived and disaffected. On the contrary, many 

students have strong, resilient familial structures that are deeply dependent on care. 

(Cammarota and Romero, 2006; González, Moll, and Amanti, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999; 

Zentella, 2005). What they do lack though, is a trust in the educational system to provide 

them with a fair and equitable education and often, this mistrust is directly manifested in 

the teachers. But when teachers proceed with the courage to care, they essentially reject 
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traditional models of pedagogy and begin moving in the direction of alternative 

pedagogies; ones that stand against institutional forces that oppress students and ones that 

must reject the deficit model of learning. And certainly, Latin@ students do not need any 

more institutional oppression than what already exists. In other words, when teachers care 

authentically, they remove themselves from the resistant framework that students have 

learned to approach them with and are in turn, able to contribute to academic and lifelong 

success.  

If there are critics of the caring literature in education (in terms of critical 

pedagogy), the researcher assumes they would claim that teachers should “just naturally 

care” for their students and that differentiated teacher preparation based on compassion 

and caring would be wasteful (and inefficient in light of the neo-liberal agenda). The 

researcher contends that this kind of neglectful thinking is precisely what allowed our 

incompetent system of schooling to evolve in such destructive, unjust ways. In American 

culture we take for granted (or simply disregard) the power of feeling cared for and while 

we do this, we send our youth a message that can only be consistent with the practices 

that promote Western individualism, an ethos that aims to alienate people and create 

competition. This undeniably transcends the democratic classroom. Freire states, “ It is 

not a foregone conclusion, especially from a democratic standpoint, that the more serious, 

cold, distant, and gray I am in relations with my students in the course of teaching them, 

the better teacher I will be” (1998, p. 125).  

And yet while we claim to love our children, we are also obsessed with them; but 

unfortunately, we are not obsessed with the idea of either listening to their needs or 

addressing the sociocultural problems and injustices they face. For students in teacher 
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preparation programs and those teachers already practicing, the researcher suggests they 

think concertedly, in conjunction with Freire’s words, about a powerful statement by 

Henry Giroux referring to the politics of schooling: “How a society treats its youth 

provides a glimpse into how it balances the tensions between corporate needs and 

democratic values on one hand, and on the other hand, the reality of despair and suffering 

that many children face daily” (Youth Panic and the Politics of Schooling: The Corporate 

Model of Teaching Needs to Be Changed, 1999). 

Critical pedagogy also requires teachers to become culturally literate. In a study 

published by Griego-Jones (2003), when Mexican American parents were asked what 

pre-service teachers should know about their children the responses had two main 

themes: first, teachers should know about the community, the neighborhood, the culture, 

and the language; second, teachers should intimately learn about their students through 

knowing their personalities and differences (p. 81). In a separate study, when pre-service 

teachers were asked about what worried them most about teaching in heavily Hispanic 

schools, two factors resonated: 1) they have concerns about language barriers and; 2) they 

know less about Hispanic populations than about other racial/ethnic minorities. (Terrill & 

Mark, 2000 in Griego-Jones & Fuller, 2003, p. 27). The findings from these studies 

suggest that little is known about Mexican American culture, despite its heavy influence 

in the Southwest U.S. and even with the predominance of spoken Spanish across the 

nation. This should alarm educational practitioners, administrators, parents, and teacher 

preparation programs (particularly those that claim to produce highly competent 

teachers). That between the 1993-94 and 2002-03 school years Hispanics accounted for 

64 percent of the students added to public school enrollment should also raise some flags. 
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(Pew Hispanic Report, The Changing Landscape of American Public Education: New 

Students, New Schools, 2006).  

With the Latin@ population expected to increase (Ramirez, 2004), it is imperative 

and an obligation that teachers of Latin@ students see themselves as a part of the 

community they plan to teach in and that they also see teaching as giving back to the 

community. This will require making authentic attempts to become part of their students’ 

lives by understanding and legitimizing their language (i.e., learning and speaking it), 

knowing their economic plight (i.e., possibly living in their community), their history of 

immigration, oppression, and the legacies left by European conquest (i.e., disciplined 

reading). Teachers must be versed in colonialism and U.S. imperialism if they wish to 

implement a culturally relevant pedagogy – they must acknowledge that it is not a choice 

for Latin@s/Chican@s/Mexicans to let go of their past; rather it is the sustenance of their 

social, political, and economic lives. In teaching and in their relationships with students, 

teachers will have to be careful not to romanticize the European legacy but to force upon 

it a critical lens understood only through an assault on Western capitalism and 

globalization. Teachers of Latin@ students must also equalize their shared experiences; 

in other words, teachers should avoid at all costs, always juxtaposing the 

Latin@/Chican@/Mexican American experience against the White American experience 

(i.e., teachers must go to their students’ communities side by side and experience it 

together) - this being the essential goal of critical pedagogy. And lastly, teachers must 

recognize the militarization of the U.S.-Mexico border and what implications this has on 

Latin@ students, their families, and their psyches (and this must be done in the form of 

active community participation).  
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This will be the endeavor that teachers of Latin@ students must make. It will 

require innovation, resources, knowledge, creativity, support systems, but above all, it 

will require a willing, open heart. This version of teaching and learning, Freirian 

pedagogy, should not be revolutionary – but it is. Culturally responsive teaching and 

critical pedagogy are just one response to the current neo-liberal attack on schools and 

democracy, to the increase in racialized standardized testing, and to the oppressive 

conditions that many students of color experience at all stages of their lives. But when the 

institution of schooling is set up for minority children to fail, culturally relevant teaching 

for Latin@ youth can only be purely an act of love. (Freire, 1993). 
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CHAPTER THREE: 

METHODOLOGY: HISTORIOGRAPHY, HISTORICAL 

RESEARCH, AND QUALITATIVE RESEARCH METHODS 

 
 

Introduction 

 

 History lives through the form of its representation. (Armstrong, 2003, p. 201). In 

other words, the historical text helps to make sense of our worlds in the past, present, and 

future. It provides us with interpretations of events that allow us to define our realities, 

motives, aspirations, and belief systems. However, Armstrong (2003) states “The 

historical text can [also] engage with the past in ways that legitimize and reify certain 

perspectives and voices as well as in ways that probe and critique the authority of those 

voices” (p. 201). In this sense, history itself can be broadly conceived as an institution of 

power, of ideology, and in some cases laden with hegemonic interests.  

When we speak of democratic education and schooling in terms of 

institutionalized social spaces, the voice of history is particularly relevant. In other words, 

asking who is telling the story of educational events and practices (including how and 

why) and what the implications might be, is often overlooked because according to 

Armstrong (2003) the voices are “official policy makers” – the people with the power to 

preserve their self-interest and avoid marginalization. Armstrong (2003) further argues 

that in the historical text, when written and told by educational policy makers, cultural 

and social context and the representation of different voices is disregarded, if not simply 
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silenced. This is problematic when considered within Oakeshott’s (1933) definition of 

history: 

“[History] is the historian’s experience. It is ‘made’ by nobody 

save the historian; to write history is the only way of making it.” 

(Oakeshott, 1933). 

 

Armstrong’s point and Oakeshott’s definition are relevant to this study for a 

number of reasons: 1) the term ‘history’ and the meanings of it are broad, interpretive, 

and contested; 2) ‘history’ and the telling of the past is inherently an ideological endeavor 

which implies that 3) the authors of the texts analyzed in this study are also ‘active voices 

of history’ and; 3) the researcher is careful to acknowledge throughout this study that the 

act of constructing a narrative tells the reader about the times we live in and reveals her 

standpoint in relation to contemporary issues.  

Therefore this historical study reflects a critical engagement in the present with 

itself. In this view, she sees the contentious events and dismal discourse surrounding La 

Raza Studies as part of an ever-complicated socio-historical web that in some ways, are 

the natural outcomes of a culture struggling to gain visibility – and voice.  

It is the researcher’s belief that newspaper journalism and discourse has the 

potential to facilitate and/or obscure this struggle. Acting as powerful mechanisms for 

political maneuvering and propagandizing, newspapers in effect, are examples of history 

in the present.  

The overarching assumption of this study is based upon the untold value of the 

political and rhetorical space that newspapers provide to the citizenry. The researcher 
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agrees with John Richardson (2007) when he states, “I believe it is flawed to consider 

issues such as contemporary democratic politics, social values and the continuing 

existence of prejudice and social inequalities without reference to the formative influence 

of journalism” (p. 1). That is, the relations of newspaper discourse “to social ideas and 

institutions are clearly inter-related and sometimes difficult to disentangle” (Richardson, 

2007, p. 1). In all, according to Richardson (2007) “journalism exists to enable citizens to 

better understand their lives and their position(s) in the world” (p. 7).  

In consideration of these views, this study reflects the effort to comply with the 

protocol of educational historical research methods while also employing narrative 

qualitative research methods consistent with a case study. Divided into two parts, chapter 

four presents and explains the Raza Studies program based on historical research 

methods; chapter five explores the events and responses to the program using a critical 

narrative research method. Both chapters are designed to be descriptive and analytical at 

the same time. Due to the socio-political nature of the study and theoretical framework, 

she feels this hybrid model of historical and qualitative case study methods best suits the 

data collection and analysis.  

  

Historiography and Historical Research 

 Even though the ‘past’ is the word most often used to identify what defines 

‘history’ and is viewed synonymously with the retelling of events from the past (Berg, 

2007), history, according to the researcher is much more. It is also a fluid, non-static 

account of events and has the potential to be re-written and re-told. Not only is 

historiography a descriptive written account of the past but it is also a flowing, revealing, 
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and vibrant narrative account. (Berg, 2007, p. 264). In contrast to simply having feelings 

of nostalgia, Berg argues that historical research “attempts to systematically recapture the 

complex nuances, the people, meanings, events, and even ideas of the past that have 

influenced and shaped the present” (Berg, 2007, p. 265). Consequently, historical 

analyses offer interpretations of a collection of information that seek to uncover the 

unknown, answer questions, and locate relationships between the past and present that 

will ultimately aid in our understanding of human culture. (Berg, 2007, p. 265-267, 

Wersma, 2000, p. 219).  

In the social sciences, an historiography is defined as “a method for discovering, 

from records and accounts, what happened during some past period, but it is not simply 

fact-centered; rather, historiography seeks to offer theoretical explanations for various 

historical events” (Johnson and Christensen, 2003 in Berg, 2007). Essentially, an 

historiography is the method for doing history. (Breisach, 1994; Denzin, 1978). In this 

method, the historical researcher discovers data rather than producing data using a very 

explicit theoretical lens. (Wersma, 2000). Wersma (2000, p. 219) contends that historical 

research is therefore both a science and an art in that “the science part comes in the 

systematic process” and the art part, according to Kaestle (1988, p.61) is about “making 

generalizations [that] require creative interpretation, which invariably reflects the 

researcher’s values and interests.”  

Though historical research is recognized in the social sciences as an official 

approach to educational research, it has only recently been looked at seriously as a valid 

and beneficial method. (Wersma, 2000). But because of its interpretive nature, Bogdan 

and Biklen (1992) claim that many methods texts have omitted any consideration of this 
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methodology and have offered instead comparative analysis. Frankfort-Nachmias and 

Nachmias (2000) surmise that “in some cases, history is mentioned only in terms of its 

possible threat to internal validity” (in Berg, 2007) or “its effect on construct validity”. 

(Taylor, 1994 in Berg, 2007). Moreover, Berg argues that many American students are 

never formally introduced to historical methods because history courses focus on the end 

result of research, not the process by which it was uncovered. (Berg, 2007, p. 266). 

Hence, because historical research is the culmination of gathering data from situations 

and making sense out of it – and, that this requires researcher interpretation and bias, has 

been the criticism of historiography.  

However, for the reason of its potential to contextualize events and offer insight 

and predictions about educational policies and practices, the value again that historical 

research can bring to the field of education has recently been reconsidered. (Berg, 2007). 

For example, “the narrative study tells the story of individuals unfolding in a chronology 

of their experiences, set within their personal, social, and historical context, and including 

the important themes in those lived experiences” (Creswell, 2007). Historical context as 

used in this statement refers to the subject’s family and culture or political and social 

trends that is then contextualized according to how the researcher presents the subject. 

(Denzin, 1989 in Creswell, 2007). Interestingly, it turns out that the same thing historical 

research (including the qualitative narrative) has been criticized for (context, bias and 

interpretation) is also its strength. The researcher likes this reconsideration and hopes that 

this study, as just one example, contributes to a body of educational research committed 

to critical analyses, and to highlighting the legitimacy of historical research in its 

contributions to the field of education. 
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On the other hand, to be slightly contradictory, the researcher admits that the 

nature of this study could not be entirely dependent on historical research methods. The 

model then used in this research design is also based on methods exclusive to a 

qualitative case study. Since she is investigating a case (La Raza Studies) bounded within 

a contentious political economy over a period of three years, it is necessary to employ 

logical induction, direct interpretations, and naturalistic generalizations to tell the 

narrative not just from her point of view but from the authors of the data that was 

analyzed as well. Now, the researcher turns to a discussion regarding these methods of 

research and analyses.  

 

Qualitative Case Studies 

Edson (1986) identifies similarities between historical research and other 

approaches to qualitative research. Easily compatible, they are still not the same. While 

context and scope are vital to gathering and studying most qualitative data, historical 

methods are not experimental, do not happen in a laboratory, and do not require 

treatments and numerical variables. (allpsych.com, retrieved July 4, 2010). Yet, both 

methods can use quantitative data. To be more clear Wersma (2000) states, “…qualitative 

researchers are not historians, and although historical research relies heavily on 

qualitative research methods, quantitative methods may also be applied in historical 

research… so, by no means are historical research and qualitative research synonymous.” 

(p. 218).  

In order to combine the narrative approach to historical research with qualitative 

case study strategies of inquiry, the researcher when constructing this research design 
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model, consulted a variety of sources that would enable her to do this effectively. In all, 

she found the work of Creswell (2003/2007) to be most useful where he provides a list of 

characteristics that qualitative researchers should have in mind while conducting 

qualitative research (QR). Briefly, these are:  

1. QR takes place in the natural setting – the researcher usually works 

actively with the participants or data set (also in Berg, 2007; Fraenkel 

and Wallen, 2003; Wersma, 2000).  

2. QR uses multiple methods that are interactive and humanistic – the 

researcher uses multiple data sources, works to engage the data in 

meaningful ways, and develops rapport with the people that the data 

speaks to.  

3. QR is emergent rather than tightly prefigured – data collection strategies 

are flexible and as patterns emerge the research design unfolds.  

4. QR is fundamentally interpretive – via interpretations and drawing 

conclusions, the researcher filters the data through a personal lens that is 

situated in a specific sociopolitical and historical moment. Creswell 

states “One cannot escape the personal interpretation brought to 

qualitative data analysis” (2003, p. 182). 

5. The qualitative researcher views social phenomena holistically – broad 

and panoramic views are seen as advantageous in contrast to micro-

analyses and that the more complex, interactive, and encompassing the 

narrative, the better the qualitative study.  
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6. The qualitative researcher systematically reflects on who he or she is in 

the inquiry and displays sensitivity to their own biography and how that 

shapes the study – the ‘role of the researcher’ is embedded throughout 

the study. 

7. The qualitative researcher uses complex reasoning that is multifaceted, 

iterative, and simultaneous – both inductive and deductive inquiry 

strategies and data collection methods are used. 

8. The qualitative researcher adopts and uses one or more strategies of 

inquiry as a guide for the procedures in the study. 

 

With this list fully checked and in mind, the researcher gathered and reviewed 

information regarding the case study methodology. In this qualitative method, she found 

that the use of direct interpretation, locating patterns, and developing naturalistic 

generalizations are the most effective strategies to tell the story of La Raza Studies from a 

critical race theoretical framework.  

Case studies are an attempt to systematically investigate an event or a set of 

related events with the specific aim of describing and explaining this phenomenon. (Berg, 

2007; Creswell, 2003/2007). The scope of what case studies can investigate is wide-

ranging as they “can be pointed in their focus, or approach a broad view of life and 

society” (Berg, 2007, p. 283). Though the case study method can be viewed from the 

perspective of “a choice of what is to be studied” (i.e., a single case bounded within a 

system) it can also be viewed as a methodology (i.e., employing a comprehensive 

research design). (Creswell, 2007, p. 73). The latter is the view the researcher of this 
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study takes – in that this case study explores a bounded system (e.g., the Raza Studies 

program) over a three-year time period using newspaper documents with a detailed, 

descriptive narrative.  

Types of case studies are determined by the size of the bounded case or system 

(e.g., individuals or a program or an event) and what the intent is of the case analysis. 

(Creswell, 2007). Berg (2007) and Creswell (2007) point to three variations in intent – 

intrinsic, instrumental and collective case studies. Each depend upon how many 

perspectives the researcher wishes to illuminate but all follow the same analytic 

procedures. This study represents an intrinsic case study, also the focus of narrative 

research, because it explores an unique situation (Berg, 2007) whereby the socio-political 

situation of La Raza Studies was uncovered through newspaper discourse. Also within an 

intrinsic case study, the role of the researcher is “not to understand or test abstract theory 

or to develop new grounded theoretical explanations; instead, the intention is to better 

understand aspects [of] whatever the case may be” (Berg, 2007, p. 291). 

Though this study does not entirely yield to the recommended data collection 

procedures of drawing on multiple and extensive sources of information, the researcher 

does prefer its suggested analyses procedures. Types of analyses in case studies are 

defined by either holistic analysis or embedded analysis. Holistic analysis focuses on the 

entire case whereas embedded analysis looks at a specific aspect of the case. (Berg, 2007; 

Creswell, 2007). The researcher utilizes holistic analysis because “a detailed description 

of the case emerges in which the researcher details such aspects as the history of the case, 

the chronology of events, or a day-by-day rendering of the activities of the case” 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 75).  
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The description of the case also provides the researcher with the chance to locate 

patterns and themes that help to understand the complexity of the case - though Creswell 

cautions that descriptions and themes, no matter how salient, can not be used for 

generalizing beyond the case. (2007, p. 75). The researcher finds this holistic approach 

satisfying and appropriate for the scope of this study because her intent is not to 

generalize but to provide readers a chance to form their own assumptions based on the 

narrative. In fact, like many qualitative researchers, generalizability “holds little 

meaning” for her. (Creswell, 2007, p. 76). Moreover, she likes the holistic analytic 

strategy because it provides room to contextualize the setting within community, citizens, 

schools, and culture. Also called a within-case analysis, contextualizing the case helps 

legitimize the selection of the data and provides better-substantiated assertions and 

interpretations of the case.  

In the interpretive phase of case study methodology, the researcher attempts to 

ascribe meaning to the case and what the possible implications of the findings might be. 

In other words, one may learn about issues embedded in the case (e.g., racial discourse) 

or simply how the chronology of events contributed to the case being unique (e.g., Tom 

Horne’s Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson or the timing of Senate Bill 2281).  

Lastly, the researcher points out the role of theory in case studies. Since case 

studies are bound by researcher’s “thick descriptions” of events, people, etc., (Geertz, 

1973 in Berg, 2007, p. 285) they have the potential to help us make sense of our worlds 

in more comprehensive ways. Theoretical explanations aid in this “sense-making”. (Berg, 

2007, p. 285). In the field of education this is especially relevant because of its complex 

and unpredictable nature. According to Berg (2007, p. 286), theory development prior to 
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the collection of case study data can be important because “it can stimulate rival theories 

when undertaking explanatory cases” and theory that is uncovered after data collection 

can allow the researcher to consider multiple theories through a constant deliberation of 

the findings (themes and patterns). For this study the researcher relies on a critical race 

theoretical framework to inform her narrative and data analysis because “it aids in 

defining a complete and appropriate description” (Berg, 2007, p. 285) but it does not 

intend to generate theory (or be a grounded theory study).  

 

Value and Purposes of Historical Research 

 

 As a systematic collection and evaluation of data to describe and explain, 

historical research attempts to make sense of the actions and events that occurred 

sometime in the past. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003). This type of research is not just 

valuable to the discipline of history but it is useful to many fields of study that stretch 

from the social sciences to medicine and hard science. Investigating the history of 

anything in a scientific approach “helps in the process of learning and understanding the 

background and growth of a chosen field of study or profession and can offer insight into 

organizational culture, current trends, and future possibilities” (University of Texas 

website, retrieved July 2, 2010). Historical methods apply to all fields of study because 

“they encompass their origins, growth, theories, personalities, crises, etc.” (University of 

Texas website, retrieved July 2, 2010). In education particularly, the historical research 

approach can provide an understanding of the past through accurate descriptions of 

trends, helps predict future patterns, and provides perspectives for decision making and 
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policy formation. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003; Wersma, 2000). For the purposes of this 

study, the researcher identifies with three of Stricker’s (1992) twelve reasons why the 

study of history is important and useful (as outlined in Wersma, 2000). 

1. History is a storehouse of great ideas. (p. 296) 

2. Knowledge of the past is essential to understanding and judging current events 

and participating in current debates. (p. 302) 

3. History shows what is and is not possible; thus a knowledge of history 

empowers, especially those with decision-making tasks. (p. 305) 

Together these reasons help the researcher identify further purposes of historical 

research in the field of education. According to Creswell (2007), Fraenkel and Wallen 

(2003), and Wersma (2000), these are: 

1. To make people aware of what has happened in the past (e.g., an investigation 

into how and why the Progressive Movement signaled the need for 

comprehensive schools.) 

2. To learn how things were done in the past to see if they might be applicable to 

present-day problems and concerns (e.g., a critical analysis of how de facto 

school segregation contributed to the success of the Civil Rights Movement.) 

3. To assist in prediction (e.g., a descriptive study highlighting the successes and 

failures of the No Child Left Behind Act.) 

4. To test hypotheses concerning relationships or trends (e.g., an historical 

research hypothesis might state: “minority teachers are better equipped to 

teach minority students”.) 
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5. To understand present educational practices and policies more fully (e.g., an 

historical study that unveils the history of bilingual educational policies and 

considers their outcomes in relation to current bilingual policies.) 

In summary the value that historical research methods contribute to the field of 

education is immeasurable because it can provide unique insight into current policies and 

practices. The researcher does not mean to say that current educational trends do not 

reflect the past or that policy-makers ignore past problems and issues. Instead, she 

emphasizes the need for historical research, not nostalgia, to become recognized as a 

scientifically and theoretically grounded branch in the research domain of education – 

and that it has merit in contributing to contemporary educational reform. Graham (1980) 

states “I believe that history’s contribution is two-fold: perspective and prevention” 

(p.22). In this sense, historical research can help to inform decision making about any and 

all educational issues and problems. 

 

Issues to Consider in an Historical Qualitative Case Study 

 

 In the historical aspect of this study, the term narrative is used to describe the 

telling of history in a chronological order, or the order of time. (Comtois, 2010). The 

chronology of this study is vital to the research questions and purpose – which are to 

locate spaces of deficit discourse whether through the past and current educational plight 

and schooling conditions of Latin@ students or through recent newspaper discourse 

concerning La Raza Studies. However, since the data used in this study is also situated in 

the present and represents an ongoing discourse, the researcher faced the problem of 
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identifying and defining key terms that would not confuse the reader or presuppose them 

to vague interpretations. Kaestle (1988) calls this presentism where there is the “danger 

of investing key terms from the past with their present connotations, or conversely, 

applying to past developments present-day terms that did not exist or meant something 

else at the time” (p. 41). The researcher took these possible impairments into 

consideration by attempting to avoid vague and inconsistent use of key terms. (Wersma, 

2000). For example, the terms culturally responsive teaching, culturally relevant teaching, 

and critically compassionate intellectualism are all fundamentally rooted in the same 

ideology and praxis – critical pedagogy and the researcher may use them 

interchangeably, but this may not be explicable to the reader. Moreover, these formal 

terms have not existed until recently (though their practices arguably have existed for 

many years) and readers may be unaware why variations do exist or how they represent 

an evolving yet unconventional curriculum. To alleviate this potential ambiguity, the 

researcher was committed to being clear throughout the study.  

In fact, at the end of this chapter she presents a discussion of the language of the 

researcher where she outlines main concepts and themes used throughout the narrative 

and analysis. This is particularly important because the terms she uses (racialism, 

hegemony, ideology, and power) are contextually laden and deeply situational. For 

instance the researcher is careful “to avoid imposition of modern thoughts or 

understanding” (Berg, 2007, p. 267) of the label Hispanic, Latino, Mexican and 

immigrant. These identities over time have connoted very different perceptions and today 

conjure up various images, often averse in nature. Accounting for this and through a 

critical appraisal of the current national rhetoric afflicted with a deficit discourse not only 
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of Latin@s but of immigrants and the Spanish-speaking population as well, the 

researcher believes she has adequately contextualized her language and choice of words. 

In doing so, she has been careful not to impose her own cultural judgments on other 

cultures’ meanings. This is the reason that, in chapter one of this study, the researcher 

designated considerable (even if unconventional) writing space to situate herself. She did 

this by revealing her self-reflective processes, interactions with the Tucson Latin@ 

community, and discussing white privilege.  

In all, the researcher heeds Kaestle’s recommendation in that terms, concepts, and 

connotations may have shifted in meaning historically and may not mean the same thing 

for everyone. Berg (2007) states “ Researchers must seek to understand both literal and 

latent meanings of documents and other historical sources within their historical time 

frames” (2007, p. 267).  

 In terms of the issues to consider with the qualitative case study analysis portion 

of the study, Creswell (2007) cautions that if the researcher identifies with a single case 

to be studied, naturally other cases (and the potential to generalize) will be left out, even 

if they provide more validity. Moreover, single case studies require boundaries and “how 

[those] might be constrained in terms of time, events, and processes…may be 

challenging” (Creswell, 2007, p.76). The researcher however did not feel confined by this 

issue.  

Here also in this section, the researcher wants to point out the universal appeal of 

case study methodology and why it is an attractive approach for many researchers to 

adopt, across all disciplines. Berg (2007) contends that because the case study method 

tends to focus on holistic description and explanation, “as a general statement, any 
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phenomenon can be studied by case study methods” (p. 284). Due to the critical nature of 

this study, this explanation too helps explain why case study strategies were appealing to 

the researcher. However, she makes clear that despite using case study methods to 

analyze the data, this study is fundamentally an historiography and relies for the most 

part on historical research methods. 

 

Steps in Historical Research 

 

 This section outlines the ways to go about doing historical research. In addition to 

what has already been discussed about determining why a historiography might be the 

appropriate method, these include: identifying the problem, formulating questions and/or 

hypotheses, conducting a background literature review (previously explained), 

identifying and locating primary and secondary data sources, confirming authenticity and 

accuracy of the source materials, and finally, analyzing the data and developing a 

narrative exposition of the findings. (Berg, 2007; Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003; Wersma, 

2000). Most of these steps can overlap but in order to work cohesively, the researcher 

must be engaged in a reformulation and openness to revisions of the questions/hypotheses 

throughout the process. (Wersma, 2000). In all, this order of historical research methods 

defines historiography. 

 

Identification of the Problem and the Hypotheses 

 According to Fraenkel and Wallen (2003) historical research problems are 

identified in much the same way as are problems studied through other types of research. 
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The point in educational research is to describe clearly and accurately some aspect of the 

past as it related to education and/or schooling. This “problem” may be stated in a variety 

of ways but must still be “manageable” and have a “defensible rationale” (Fraenkel and 

Wallen, 2003, p. 549). 

In historical research methods, the statement of the research problem may also be 

formulated at the same time as forming hypotheses. Wersma (2000) explains, “If 

hypotheses are stated, they can be viewed as answers to implicit (or explicit) questions, or 

the problem may be stated as the purpose of the research without any explicitly stated 

hypotheses or questions” (p. 222).  

 When a hypothesis statement is not included, identification of the problem is 

often implicit in the research purpose. In this section of the study, the researcher may use 

key terms like “to give some insights to…” or “ through a discussion of the context…” or 

“an appraisal of…” or “a summary of…” and finally “a critical analysis of…” (Berg, 

2007; Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003; Wersma, 2000) that will inform the reader how the 

study is being conducted and what the goals are of the researcher. Through the 

identification of the research problem this way, rather than stating a hypothesis, the 

researcher implies research questions that will be “answered and defended on the basis of 

historical perspective” (Wersma, 2000, p. 223). For example, when stating there will be 

“a critical analysis” of something, the researcher will likely spend time discussing the 

impact and implications of an event.  

If a hypothesis statement is included, Wersma (2000) cautions that it must rest on 

an assumption of fact. In other words, something first has to be true in order for the 

historical researcher to assemble the necessary information to confirm or refute the 
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hypotheses - because a false assumption is almost certain to lead to an erroneous 

conclusion. (Wersma, 2000, p. 224). This is especially crucial for historical researchers to 

consider because, in order to construct sound hypotheses, historical data and information 

sources require diligent investigation and critical cross-referencing - and one false 

assumption can in effect threaten the validity of the study and alter the outcome. 

(Creswell, 2007).  

As mentioned before in this study, the historical researcher must be careful not to 

be vague in the use of key terms and concepts (see the researcher’s discussion on 

presentism). For example, another of Kaestle’s (1998) methodological concerns rests on 

the relativity of language, specifically in education. Wersma (2000), heeding Kaestle’s 

recommendation states, “The term educational reform has been around a long time, and it 

is almost always in vogue, but in any given context, its meaning must be specified” (p. 

225). The researcher then must take into account shifting operational and contextual 

meanings as part of their narrative. 

Finally, the researcher must also consider his/her own theoretical positions when 

identifying their research problem. (Creswell, 2003/2007). Just as social science 

researchers do, historians proceed from a theoretical position, whether articulated or not. 

(Butterfield, 1981). Today, according to Wersma (2000), educational historians are much 

more likely than in the past to be explicit about their theoretical positions and openly 

disclose their stances on gender, race, and class as the theories undergirding their 

approach. However, Wersma (2000) cautions researchers to also account for their 

specific location within particular perspectives of our own time and setting, or in other 

words, it might appear that if researchers are explicit about where they come from, this 
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will mitigate the possibility of observer bias. So while some studies may clearly have a 

critical perspective and an explicit theoretical lens, Wersma (2000) warns that any study 

undertaken with a predetermined agenda runs the risk of slanting the data to its own 

needs and of failing to do justice to opposing points of view. 

 

Locating the Data 

Once the researcher decides that there is a rationale for their study and has 

become familiarized with the problem (making sure it is a real “problem”), they would 

then conduct an extensive background literature review in order to refine their questions 

or hypotheses. In addition, being engaged with their theoretical framework is just as 

essential to the vitality of historical research as is the researcher’s choice of data and 

information sources. (Berg, 2007). Again, this is the holistic nature of historical research.  

While continually checking sources for relevance, the researcher collects data that 

is consistent with “the critical evaluation and interpretation of a defined segment of the 

past” (Wersma, 2000, p. 221). Locating and gathering this written data, according to Berg 

(2007) is considered the actual data-collection component of historical research. 

These data may come from another written record of the problem, such as books, 

newspapers, periodicals, diaries, letters, minutes of organizational meetings, and so on. 

Physical objects or relics of the past are other possible sources. Berg (2007), Fraenkel and 

Wallen (2003), and Wersma (2000) all contend that the use of as many of these sources 

helps to establish a cohesive understanding of the situation and that “metaphorically, this 

becomes a drawing together of the pieces of a puzzle to form a complete picture” (Berg, 

2007, p. 270).  
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Categories 

In general, there are four ways historical source material can be categorized: 1) 

documents (any written or printed materials); 2) numerical records (test scores, census 

figures, school budgets, etc.); 3) oral statements (stories, myths, lyrics and oral 

interviews) and; 4) relics (artwork, monuments, equipment, etc.). (Berg, 2007; Fraenkel 

and Wallen, 2003; Wersma, 2000). However, according to McCullagh (1984) and Howell 

and Prevenier (2001), the credibility of these sources should be criticized, arguing that a 

given source may be forged or corrupted considering that many of them are human 

sources (e.g., a fingerprint or narrative). To avoid this they suggest that the closer a 

source is to the event (which it purports to describe), the more one can trust it to give an 

accurate description of what really happened.  

 

Primary Versus Secondary Sources 

After the researcher has gathered and categorized their data they must distinguish 

whether or not their sources are primary or secondary. This is part of the categorization 

process. It would seem that a primary source is more reliable than a secondary source 

(and is most often preferred by researchers) because it is an original or first-hand account 

of the event or experience. (Wersma, 2000). A primary source can also be prepared by an 

individual who was a participant in or a direct witness to the event being described. 

(Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003).  

Some examples of primary sources are: a court transcript, a written evaluation of 

a curriculum, essays by students, or even a photograph. 
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These differ from secondary sources because they are directly linked to the event. 

Instead a secondary source is an account at least one step removed from the event or 

experience. (Wersma, 2000). It is indirect. Editorials are good examples of this type of 

source because they highlight an after-the-fact response or relationship.  

Other examples of secondary sources are: newspaper accounts of a school board 

meeting, a book describing schools, a parent’s description of a conversation at which they 

were not present, and a history textbook.  

Lastly, though either of these sources can be equally contested (and are both of 

necessity for good research), the source whose account can be confirmed by reference to 

outside authorities in some of its parts should be more trusted. (Garraghan, 1946). 

Assumedly this would place more validity on the primary source and as such, many 

historians choose to use primary rather than secondary sources. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 

2003).   

 

Evaluation of the Sources 

 When a researcher begins the process of evaluating their sources for validity, 

Wersma (2000) states “the collection of [their] sources should not consist of simply 

assembling all available documents that appear to have some relevance to the research 

problem” (p. 225). In other words, there must be careful consideration of the source of 

the source. By adopting a critical attitude (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003, p. 552), the 

historical researcher can never be sure about the authenticity and accuracy of historical 

sources. For instance, a letter may refer to events that did not actually occur or occurred 

at a different time or in a different place. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003). Therefore, the 
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researcher in addition to determining which sources are primary or secondary must 

question and analyze them using external and internal critique. In this sense, validity, not 

to be mistaken for reliability and generalizability, is seen as a strength of qualitative 

research (Creswell, 2003, p. 195) because it continually checks for authenticity 

throughout the research process. For instance, the qualitative researchers uses rich, thick 

description, clarifies his/her biases, presents negative or discrepant information that runs 

counter to the themes, and spends prolonged time in the field. (Creswell, 2003, p. 196). 

(also see Outline of the Six Steps, page 127). 

 

External Criticism 

 External criticism is primarily concerned with the question of veracity or 

genuineness of the source material. (Berg, 2007, p. 271). In other words, it addresses the 

objectivity of sources (e.g., the source of the source - what it is, who made it and where 

did it come from) rather than the subjectivity (e.g., the context - how and why is the 

source relevant).  

Garraghan (1946) divides criticism into six inquiries: 1) date (when it was 

produced; 2) localization (where it was produced; 3) authorship (who produced it); 4) 

analysis (what pre-existing material helped produce it); 5) integrity (in what original form 

was it produced) and; 6) credibility (internal criticism).  

Obviously, the historical researcher should check the authenticity of their data for 

the reason of potential erroneous conclusions and because, according to Berg (2007, p. 

273) “being duped can jeopardize [the researchers’] ability to be taken seriously during 

later research investigations”.  
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Internal Criticism 

 Internal criticism evaluates the meaning, accuracy, and trustworthiness of the 

content of the document. (Berg, 2007; Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003; Wersma, 2000). It is 

different from external criticism in that it shifts the emphasis from the authenticity of the 

source to the content of the material. Wersma (2000) argues, “to some extent, external 

criticism precedes internal criticism in the sequence, since there is little point in dealing 

with the content of the material if its authenticity is doubtful” (p. 226). The actual task 

here is to question exactly what the words mean and/or what the authors of the material 

meant. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003; Shafer, 1974). To do this the historical researcher 

might pose questions, for example, that ask what the author was trying to say, what the 

author’s motives were, and what was the sentiment of the author.  

 The author is an important factor in evaluating the content of a document as well. 

(Howell and Prevenier, 2001; Shafer, 1974; Wersma, 2000). The researcher should be 

concerned here with determining what kind of bias the author has or if the author was 

predisposed to present a bias. For example, “fictitious details may be included by the 

author because of some personal factor…[or] an author who was opposed to an existing 

educational policy might have emphasized different factors than one who was favorable 

toward the same policy at the same time” (Wersma, 2000, p. 226). Wersma (2000) argues 

that these situations, accounting for the author’s style and use of rhetoric, are important 

for internal criticism. Fraenkel and Wallen (2003) and Howell and Prevenier (2001) 

suggest that the researcher check the reporting of the author for consistency in order to 

give indications for the separation of fact and interpretation. Moreover, when analyzing 

documents, internal criticism involves cross-referencing several documents and should be 



 

 

139

done in a chronological method. (Howell and Prevenier, 2001; Wersma, 2000). This 

helps to identify errors and inconsistencies. In short, internal criticism requires the effort 

of searching for accuracy of the content and truthfulness of the author.  

 Both external and internal criticisms are necessary for establishing the credibility 

and usefulness of the source. Below is a figure representing this relationship. (see Figure 

6). 

Figure 6. External and Internal Criticism in the Evaluation of Source Materials  
for Historical Research (from Wersma, 2000, p. 227). 
 

 

 
 

 

Data Synthesis 

 During the analysis phase of historical research, interpretation of the data 

becomes the centerpiece of the study. The researcher sorts through and categorizes the 

data into various topical themes (Berg, 2007) and by using content analysis strategies 

along with a theoretical model the researcher is able to identify patterns within and 

between sources. (Creswell, 2007; Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003; Wersma, 2000). Historical 

research relies heavily on a logical analysis of the information from the documents 

(Wersma, 2000, p. 228) and the researcher’s ability to synthesize it into a meaningful 

narrative of their own. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003).   
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In the final phase, conclusions are formulated, questions are answered, and 

hypotheses are either rejected or supported. (Berg, 2007; Howell and Prevenier, 2001; 

Wersma, 2000). In most cases, this process requires the researcher to return to the 

original literature review and compare commentaries with the researcher’s own 

observations. (Berg, 2007, Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003). Berg (2007) states, “the analysis 

in historical research is deeply grounded in both the data and the background literature of 

the study…exposition involves writing a narrative account of the resulting patterns, 

connections, and insights uncovered during the process of the research” (p. 275).  

According to Berg (2007), the actual task for historical researchers and 

historiographers is “to reconstruct the reasons for past actions” (p. 275). History, when 

viewed as a field of human action and the resulting action as evidence of individual and 

collective reasoning, can be better understood as “mediated through various 

circumstances and impacted by a variety of social, political, economic, ideological, and 

cultural influences” (Berg, 2007, p. 275). Therefore in the data synthesis step of historical 

research, this understanding of history helps researchers locate their subjectivity and may 

actually increase their ability to be as objective as possible in reconstructing the past. 

(Wersma, 2000). Moreover, according to Berg (2007), “objectivity rests on the ability of 

an investigator to articulate what the procedures are so that others can repeat the 

research” (p. 295). 
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Outline of the Process 

 The researcher of this study found the qualitative research work of Creswell 

(2003/2007) the most helpful in developing her process for data synthesis and analysis. 

His suggestions for generic steps in this process are: 

1. Organize and prepare the data for analysis – i.e., arranging the data into 

different types depending on the sources of information. 

2. Read through all the data, obtain a general sense of the information and reflect 

on its overall meaning – i.e., ideas, tone, depth, and credibility of authors. 

3. Begin detailed analysis with a coding process – i.e., organize material into 

“chunks” and label them. 

4. Generate a description of the setting or people as well as categories or themes 

for analysis – i.e., find multiple perspectives with diverse quotations and 

specific evidence. 

5. Advance how the description and themes will be represented in the narrative – 

i.e., construct a chronology of events with detailed discussion of several 

themes.  

6. Interpret or make meaning of the data – i.e., “what were the lessons learned” 

(Lincoln and Guba, 1985 in Creswell, 2003, p. 194), compare the findings 

with information gained from the literature review, suggest that the findings 

confirm past information or diverge from it, suggest new questions, call for 

action agendas or reform. 
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Coding 

The interpretation of qualitative data, in combination with historical and case 

study analysis strategies, can be done in various forms and usually begins with a detailed 

analysis using a coding process. (Creswell, 2003). Coding is the process of organizing the 

material into “chunks” before assigning meaning to the “chunks” (Creswell, 2003, p. 

192). This involves taking text data and labeling those categories with a term, often a 

term based in the actual language of the author. (Creswell, 2003/2007). These codes, 

according to Creswell (2007, p. 153) can represent information that researchers expect to 

find before the study, represent surprising information that researchers did not expect to 

find, and ideally, represents information that is conceptually interesting or unusual.  

Similar to coding, classifying pertains to taking the text apart, looking for 

categories, themes, or dimensions of information. (Creswell, 2007). Most researchers 

who choose this strategy will identify five to seven general themes. (Creswell, 2007). In 

narrative and case study research, an example of a general theme could be “achievement” 

with a subtheme of “grades”. Here also, the researcher looks for stories and detailed 

descriptions of the particular events or cases. As such, historical narrative research 

reveals a chronology of unfolding events and turning points or epiphanies. (Creswell, 

2007, p. 155).  

Creswell (2002/2003/2007) identifies two approaches to narrative analysis. The 

first approach was advanced by Yussen and Ozcan (1997, in Creswell, 2007, p. 158), 

which involves analyzing text data for five elements of plot structure (i.e., characters, 

setting, problem, actions, and resolution). In the second approach, Clandinin and 

Connelly (2000, in Creswell, 2007, p. 158) identify three elements in the data: interaction 
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(personal and social), continuity (past, present, and future), and situation (physical 

places). Creswell (2007, p. 158) argues that in each approach common bases are found, 

and that at the foundation of narrative analysis, is the tendency to story-tell in a 

chronological way and to contextualize participants (including the researcher) in the 

events or experiences. In other words, narrative research employs restorying the 

participants’ stories using structural devices such as plot, setting, activities, climax, and 

denouement. (Clandinin and Connelly, 2000 in Creswell, 2003, p. 191).  

Lastly, Creswell (2007) encourages qualitative researchers to analyze their data 

for material that can yield codes that address topics that readers would expect to find or 

codes that address a larger theoretical perspective in their research. Using Bogdan and 

Biklen’s work (1992, in Creswell, 2003, p. 193) Creswell lists possible types of codes: 1) 

setting and context; 2) perspectives held by subjects; 3) subjects’ ways of thinking about 

people and objects; 4) process codes; 5) activity codes; 6) strategy codes; 7) relationship 

and social structure codes and; 8) preassigned coding schemes.   

 

Direct Interpretation and Patterns 

 Borrowing from case study analysis strategies, the researcher of this study also 

relies in part on direct interpretation of the data. In other words, the researcher looks at a 

single instance and draws meaning from it without looking for multiple instances. 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 163). This is a process that involves pulling the data apart and putting 

them back together in more meaningful ways. The researcher of this study adds that 

maintaining a strong theoretical framework aids in this deconstruction and reconstruction 

of the data. 
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 On the other hand, noticing patterns, usually the outcome of coding and 

classifying helps the researcher to establish possible relationships between themes and 

subthemes. If there is more than one case, Yin (2003, in Creswell, 2007) suggests a cross-

case synthesis using tables to show potential relationships between two categories. For 

instance, a 2 x 2 table or word table can be created to display association between the 

data - but this does not automatically indicate a relationship. Likewise Wersma (2000) 

warns of interpreting an association or correlation between two variables as a cause-and-

effect relationship. In other words, association does not necessarily establish a 

relationship. (Wersma, 2000, p. 229).   

 Once the researcher has coded and classified their data, created a detailed 

description of the information, and then generated another set of themes and subthemes, 

the researcher is finally ready for the interpretation and narrative synthesis.  

First, the researcher returns to the original literature review and compares 

commentaries with their own observations. (Creswell, 1998/2003). By doing this, 

historical research is recognized as being “deeply grounded in both the data and the 

background literature of the study” (Creswell, 2003, p. 275).  

Second, the historical researcher chooses the form to be used in the narrative. 

Creswell (1998) provides these examples of forms: an objective account, fieldwork 

experiences, a chronology, a process model, an extended story, an analysis by cases or 

across cases, or a detailed descriptive portrait. After selecting a form, the researcher then 

follows some general guidelines for narrative structure. According to Creswell (2003, p. 

197), these guidelines suggest: varying the use of long, short, and text-embedded 

quotations, stating the conversation in different languages to reflect cultural sensitivity, 
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using the wording from participants, using the first person “I” or collective “we”, using 

metaphors, and intertwining quotations with the author’s interpretations.  

Third, the researcher tells the story using a descriptive format with detailed views 

of aspects about the case. (Creswell, 2007). In essence, the researcher tells the facts by 

mentioning significant events, highlighting major actors (people) and sites, and by 

describing activities. (Creswell, 1998/2007).  

Finally, throughout this interpretive process the researcher develops naturalistic 

generalizations. This is discussed in the next section. 

 

Naturalistic Generalizations 

 Fraenkel and Wallen (2003) argue that historical researchers are rarely, if ever, 

able to study an entire population of individuals or events. Thus, they are relegated to 

choosing a phenomena of interest determined by the historical sources that remain from 

the past, and these sources are not always representative of all the possible sources that 

did or do exist. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003, p. 554). As a result, most historical 

researchers simply employ logic and common (but critical) sense judgment when 

choosing their sources and predicting their usefulness. (Comtois, 2010). In other words, 

they must generalize to some extent in order for people to learn something from the case 

either for themselves or to apply to a population of cases. (Creswell, 2007, p. 163).  

In doing this, naturalistic generalizations are produced. This means that the 

researcher adds their own personal experiences to their summary of interpretations and 

claims. (Creswell, 2003, p. 133). Through this form of inductive logic and interpretation, 

naturalistic generalizations represent interconnected thoughts or parts linked to a whole; 
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or instead, to a larger system of ideas. (Creswell, 2003, p. 133). In essence, the researcher 

uses logic in a way that acknowledges that few human behaviors are unique, 

idiosyncratic, and spontaneous. (Berg, 2007, p. 296). In this acknowledgement they are 

able to suggest possible associations and likelihoods within and between the data but 

cannot assert causal statements. (Berg, 2007). Doing this effectively in qualitative 

research, including historiography, means that naturalistic generalizations can help to 

further enrich and inform the study rather than diminish its validity. 

  

Advantages and Disadvantages 

 The primary advantage of historical research is that it allows legitimate 

investigation of topics and questions that can be studied in no other way. (Wersma, 2000) 

According to Fraenkel and Wallen (2003), “it is the only research method that can study 

evidence from the past in relation to questions such as [the ‘how’ and ‘what’ of an 

event]” (p. 555). In other words, historical research aids in developing better 

understandings of human culture because it is more interested in comparisons, not 

judgments. (Berg, 2007, p. 267). In addition, historical research can make use of more 

different kinds of evidence than most other methods - which provides an alternative and 

richer source of information on certain topics. (Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003, p. 555).  

 A disadvantage of historical research is that the measures used in other methods 

to control for threats to internal validity are simply not possible in an historical study. 

(Fraenkel and Wallen, 2003; Howell and Prevenier, 2001; Shafer, 1974; Wersma, 2000). 

Researchers cannot guarantee representativeness of the sample, nor can they check the 

reliability and validity of the inferences made from the data. (Howell and Prevenier, 
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2001). In other words, the findings cannot be extended to wider populations with the 

same degree of certainty that quantitative analyses can. This is because the findings of the 

research are not tested to discover whether they are statistically significant or due to 

chance. Historical researchers face difficult challenges since methodological controls are 

unavailable. (Howell and Prevenier, 2001; Shafer, 1974; Wersma, 2000). Because of this, 

Fraenkel and Wallen (2003) assert “[we believe] that historical research is among the 

most difficult of all types of research to conduct” (p. 555).  

Also, since qualitative research depends so much on the researcher’s subjectivity 

and interpretation, the language he or she uses may only be relevant to that particular 

study. (Creswell, 2003). For example, once a researcher defines a term they have 

essentially made it objectively real. However it also means that the scale of measurement 

used in the study (e.g., coding) shapes a very specific understanding of the term and all 

others from that point forward. (Creswell, 1998/2003/2007). If a different instrumentation 

was used in another study, these terms could have very different meanings and usage. 

Basically, the disadvantage here is not being able to generalize (which conversely is not 

always seen as an impediment by qualitative researchers). 

In summary, historical research is the methodical process of reconstructing 

‘something that happened’ and interpreting the meaning of events. (Wersma, 2000). In 

education, historical research can provide a point of view for contemporary issues, 

including information that can be used to avoid mistakes. Relying on a sound theoretical 

lens combined with the perspective supplied by the history of the issue strengthens the 

rationale and goals of the study. Thus, research of educational developments of the past 
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may be useful for predicting parallel or related trends for the future. Policy makers at any 

level can also benefit.  

 

My Study: Data Collection and Methods 

In this section, the researcher provides the outline of her study by stating her 

purpose statement, personal role, and research problem, along with how the data was 

collected and then selected for analysis. Lastly, she provides an overview of the terms 

and concepts (embedded within her theoretical framework) that will be used to critically 

interpret and analyze the data. 

 

Purpose Statement 

Employing the narrative techniques from both historical and qualitative research 

methods combined with case study analyses procedures, this study framed within a 

critical race theoretical lens, aims to tell the story of La Raza Studies from 2007-2010. 

Using newspaper journalism, vis-à-vis articles, editorials and letters to the editor, the 

story is further problematized when bound by these specific parameters (limited dates and 

choice of data).  

The purpose of the researcher is to find patterns, themes, and overarching 

issues/trends that may reflect a deficit orientation toward the Latin@ population, namely 

Latin@ students.  

The goal of the study therefore is to provide a detailed descriptive account of the 

public’s response to La Raza Studies (and Ethnic Studies) beginning in 2007 with Tom 

Horne’s Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson until 2010 when Senate Bill 2281 was 
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passed, effectively making ethnic studies illegal. The events during this time period 

indicate a heightened level of political and social consciousness in the Arizona 

community in regard to immigration patterns, Spanish speakers, and hyper-nationalism. 

Moreover, during the data collection and analysis, themes and patterns did indeed surface 

- signifying a binary, contentious, and angry sentiment among Arizona residents. 

Therefore the researcher, acting as a social justice advocate, believes this historical study 

will contribute to a more sophisticated and humane understanding of the conditions 

facing Latin@ students and their communities. 

The researcher has formulated a historiography based on what she calls an 

historical narrative case study. The design emerged after considering her specific 

purposes and goals (rooted in social action), and thoroughly reviewing various research 

design models and methodologies (with special attention given to the possible 

contributions to the field of educational foundations). In all, the researcher believes this is 

the most appropriate strategy for this study because historical research “systematically 

attempts to recapture the complex nuances, the people, meanings, events, and even ideas 

of the past that have influenced and shaped the present” (Berg, 2007, p. 265).  

The study includes an in-depth literature review investigating the historical plight 

of Latin@ students, explanations of the deficit-thinking model and deficit discourse, 

arguments for culturally responsive teaching (and critical pedagogy), an exploration into 

the ideology and mission of La Raza Studies in addition to an exposition of its specific 

curricular intentions and goals, and finally a descriptive, narrative account of the public 

response to specific events that unfolded from 2007-2010.  
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Furthermore, the researcher believes that newspapers (and the opinion pieces 

within) provide a unique location in understanding how citizens have come to understand 

and form opinions about the Ethnic/Raza Studies program. As opposed to gathering the 

data through planned interviewing, the texts analyzed in this study are written by 

concerned citizens who willingly wrote to the paper, and accept that their views may be 

published and made public. This highlights the very specific ‘voices’ and intentions of 

the writers – perspectives that the researcher feels could not be accessed via traditional 

interviewing and/or surveys. In other words, she argues that the nature of the data 

provides a level of authenticity unmatched in other qualitative studies. 

 

The Researcher’s Role 

Weaved throughout the study is the researcher’s critical frame of reference and 

political bias. Rather than attempting to avoid bias (the conventional scientific 

suggestion), she hopes her unique perspective (or naturalistic generalizations) will 

provide a more holistic and personal story because in fact, historical researchers impart 

comparative contextualized interpretations that many other social scientists and research 

paradigms do not provide. (Berg, 2007).  

Also, the nature of qualitative research lends itself to interpretation and inductive 

logic (or naturalistic generalization). For example, when using a narrative rhetorical 

structure specifically, the data collection process “necessitates the identification of 

personal values, assumptions, and biases at the outset of the study” (Creswell, 2003, p. 

200). In other words, the investigator’s contribution to the research setting can be 

constructive and positive rather than harmful.  
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The researcher’s perceptions in this study of La Raza Studies have been informed 

and shaped by her personal experiences with the Mexican community in Arizona, her 

graduate work at the University of Arizona in Tucson, her involvement in social causes 

and activism, and her friendships with peers, faculty, colleagues and others in Tucson 

(also see chapter one) and overall, her commitment to social justice.  

Some examples of how she came to these perspectives are outlined here. First, in 

2006 she began taking graduate classes addressing Mexican American experiences which 

included learning about the history of the land in the southwest and of Mexico’s historical 

relationship with the United States. She also became familiar with border and 

immigration issues and invested time with a local group that services the desert with 

water stations and trash clean up (e.g., Humane Borders). During the 2007 school year, 

the researcher became a tutor for a Latino student in South Tucson and later became a 

mentor for a group of Central American exchange students visiting the University of 

Arizona in 2008. In her graduate work at the university, she facilitated an advocacy group 

committed to educating the student population about Proposition 203, a bill aimed at 

eliminating bilingual education (an experience highlighted by a visit from Dolores 

Huerta.) And most recently she spent five weeks in central Mexico visiting schools, 

working with teachers and modifying English curriculums. The researcher believes these 

experiences contribute to a wider understanding of the context of La Raza Studies and 

that her role enhances her awareness, knowledge and sensitivity to many of the 

challenges Latin@ students face. This entire process has grounded the theoretical 

framework and researcher’s role for this study. 



 

 

152

She also brings knowledge of educational foundations (history, sociology, and 

philosophy of education), critical pedagogy ideology and curricular development, and a 

social activist agenda. Particular attention has been given to the deficit thinking discourse 

not only because of personal interest, but also because it provides the most suitable 

impetus for a critically informed narrative and descriptive account of La Raza Studies. 

Ideally this method, now with the researcher’s frame of reference highlighted, will 

deepen the reader’s understanding of the research.  

However, where appropriate the researcher has made efforts to ensure objectivity 

because she does not want to run the risk of completely invalidating her research design 

model. In part, this is why she chose to incorporate case study analysis strategies since 

they can provide some aspects of reliability that historical research methods cannot. 

However, the researcher makes no attempt to generalize her conclusions to an outside 

population.   

The researcher commences her study with the perspective that power, hegemony, 

and ideology are at the root of the deficit discourse surrounding Latin@ students and that 

the aggressive and contentious responses to La Raza Studies have been in part, examples 

of how this discourse is used to showcase sentiments that materialize from the social 

practices of discrimination and racism. In other words, by drawing a connection (not a 

relationship) between newspaper journalism and the deficit discourse, the researcher 

explores and questions how citizens use this public democratic space to react to events 

and negotiate social practices. As there exists many places to do this, the researcher for 

that reason makes no claims about a cause and effect relationship between newspaper text 

and deficit discourse.  
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Research Questions  

The unique nature of historical research means that the researcher is dealing with 

events that have already happened. Researchers search for data rather than producing 

data. The variables of the past have occurred so they are not subject to manipulation. 

(Wersma, 2000). Therefore, questions and hypotheses are often formed along with the 

research problem and may never be made explicit. (Wersma, 2000). This is the case for 

this study because it intends to explore the complicated dialectical, often immeasurable 

junctions between hegemony, power, ideology, and spatiality. Within these broad 

concepts (or encoded themes), the researcher then investigated whether a deficit 

discourse could be located based on text patterns and categories of concepts (emergent 

subthemes). The guiding question here was if and  how these subthemes might contribute 

to deficit conceptions of Latin@ students – conceptions that eventually lead to 

subtractive schooling experiences. In addition, the author placed equal emphasis on the 

research gathered as part of the literature review since the study in effect, aims to 

construct an inclusive, historical account.  

Because of these aims, the researcher does not recognize one specific research 

question (or questions) but rather, intends to tell a critical, historical narrative of La Raza 

Studies from the years 2007-2010 based on four major events. Moreover, the researcher 

formulated no hypotheses because the facts of the case are presently contested and could 

not be verified without bias interpretation.  
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The Study Boundaries 

 The first step the researcher took to begin the unfolding of La Raza Studies was to 

provide a detailed description of the program and the ideological model upon which the 

program is built. This included a deep exploration into the program’s curriculum – which 

is outlined in its entirety in chapter four.  

 Second, she located the rest of her data and organized it according to guidelines 

provided by historical research methods. This required extensive reading, re-reading, 

chronological ordering, cross-referencing to the literature review and binding. In this 

process she was able to determine the setting, actors, and events. 

 

The Setting and Context 

 This study was conducted both online and in the state of Arizona, specifically 

Tucson. According to Census 2000 data, Tucson is the 30th largest city in the United 

States and the 28th most diverse (out of 65 cities). (Pima County and Tucson Census Data 

2000 online, retrieved July 9, 2010). Out of the total population of about 850,000 

residents in the Tucson area (or Pima County), almost 250,000 people (or roughly 32 

percent) identify as being Hispanic. Whites make up about 57 percent of the total 

population in Pima County. (Factfinder by US Census Bureau online, retrieved July 9, 

2010).  

 The Tucson Unified School District (TUSD) is the largest school district in the 

county enrolling about 59,000 students each year in its 115 schools for grades K-12. (AZ 

Department of Education online, retrieved July 9, 2010). Of these students, over 50 

percent identify as being Hispanic and about 60 percent of all students are considered 
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economically disadvantaged; and interestingly, despite the high number of Hispanic 

students, over 75 percent of all students claim that English is the spoken language at 

home. (AZ Department of Education online, retrieved July 9, 2010).  

 The Ethnic Studies program which houses La Raza Studies enrolls about 3 

percent of all TUSD students in some or all of the courses they offer. (Hatfield, 2010). 

That is roughly 1,600 students each year.   

 

The Actors 

 The articles, editorials, and letters to the editor work as the actors in this study 

(not the authors of the text). However, the researcher does specify names when necessary 

and useful. But, the actual names of the authors of letters to the editor will not be used. 

Instead, pseudonyms or anonymity will be replaced to protect the authors’ privacy. 

 

The Events 

 Using historical research methodology with case study analysis strategies, the 

focus of this study captures four major events from 2007-2010 that directly affected or do 

affect Ethnic Studies/La Raza Studies. This time period represents “the case” in this 

research design. The dates represent the bounded system of a case study.  

The critical narrative begins with Tom Horne’s Open Letter to the Citizens of 

Tucson in 2007 (see Appendix A), which then provoked the second event, The 

Investigation of Ethnic Studies is Initiated . Once the report was made public, the third 

event Senate Bill 2281 went to the legislator for hearings in 2009. The fourth and final 

event, Jan Brewer Signs Senate Bill 2281 occurred most recently in May 2010. These 
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four events will be outlined, described and interpreted chronologically using articles, 

editorials, and letters to the editor.  

 

Data Collection: The Newspapers 

 The official data collection process took place in May and June 2010 and was 

performed online using basic search engines like Google and Bing.  

The first step the researcher took was identifying from which newspapers to 

gather data. Initially she wanted to include three settings – Phoenix, Tucson, and the 

University of Arizona. The researcher felt these regions would provide a more inclusive 

contextualized exposition of the public’s response to the program and address external 

and internal validity. 

The newspapers that the researcher intended to use are named: The Arizona 

Republic (serving mostly Phoenix residents), The Arizona Daily Star (serving most of 

Southern Arizona including Tucson), and The Arizona Daily Wildcat (serving the 

University of Arizona).  

However, once the researcher methodically gathered the data set, according to her 

search criterion (see Figure 7 below), she determined that it would altogether be too large 

for the scope of this study. Combined (up until the end of June 2010), the total basic 

search resulted in 530 articles, editorials, and letters to the editor (with overlap and 

duplicate sources). Not included in this number are letters to the editor of The Arizona 

Republic because combined with online comments and blogging text, she found a 

potentially inexhaustible data set. Conversely, The Arizona Daily Wildcat only yielded 

three relevant articles and opinion pieces of the total 39 results.  
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At that point, the researcher re-assessed her study’s purpose and decided to 

narrow the search criterion to include just articles, editorials, and letters to the editor from 

The Arizona Daily Star. (see Figure 8 below). These did not include online comments and 

blogging text for the same reasons mentioned above.  

The date parameters varied because each newspaper provides limited years to 

access archives online (some go back as far as 1995). As long as they stretched back to 

1998 (signaling the beginning of the Raza Studies program) to the present, the researcher 

did not have problems with searching based on specific dates. 

 

First Search Criterion: Process and Results  

 The first search was broad and general. It included visiting the three newspapers’ 

websites, accessing their search option, and using the search terms: TUSD Ethnic 

Studies, TUSD Raza Studies, TUSD Tom Horne, and TUSD Mexican American Studies. 

By experimenting with a variety of search terms the researcher found that these four 

terms were the most relevant to the study, provided overlap between articles, and covered 

the spectrum of issues related to Raza Studies. The 530 results included general news 

reporting articles, editorials, letters to the editor, and Associated Press releases. 

 Realizing that over 500 results would be too much to organize and analyze she 

decided on some parameters. This led to the second search.  
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Figure 7. First Search Criterion and Results. 

 

   

Second Search Criterion: Process and Results  

 In this phase, the researcher spent lengthy periods of time reading, scanning, and 

skimming the results. This process allowed her to notice themes, patterns, specific events, 

and which texts simply had no relevance. Then, with a better sense of the possibilities 

and limitations that the data could provide, the researcher decided she would work only 

with The Arizona Daily Star so that the study could become tightly bound with concrete 

limitations. 

She came to this conclusion because The Arizona Daily Wildcat turned out only 

three relevant articles and she felt these were not enough to include in the study. On the 

other hand, The Arizona Republic turned out too many. In addition, many of the general 

news reporting articles were also printed in The Arizona Daily Star. This overlap 

indicated a potential unnecessary step in the research. Therefore, she eliminated two 

newspapers and chose to work only with the 373 results from The Arizona Daily Star (the 

Star hereafter). 
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 Before the researcher actually printed and organized the texts, she revisited the 

Star’s website and, just to be sure searched again using the same terms. Here, she was 

able to determine that a specific event in 2007 (i.e., the publication of Tom Horne’s Open 

Letter to the Citizens of Tucson) was significant enough to mark the beginning of this 

study’s critical narrative. Similarly, because that event contributed to the passage of 

Senate Bill 2281 almost four years later, the researcher chose to end the data collection 

(and narrative) with the 2010 response to this legislation.  

She also realized that the term “TUSD Ethnic Studies” was broad enough to cover 

the same results that the three other terms yielded and so, decided this would serve as the 

only search term for any further data collection. 

In all, the second search criterion became limited by the dates of 2007-2010 with 

the search term “TUSD Ethnic Studies” and still included a search of general news 

reporting articles, editorials, letters to the editor, and Associated Press releases in The 

Arizona Daily Star. This returned a total of 77 results (see Figure 8). 
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Figure 8. Second Search Process and Results. 

 

 

Third Search Criterion: Process and Results 

At this point, the researcher printed the 77 results. She first separated the texts 

based on the year, which then created four sets of data. Within each set, the researcher 

ordered the texts chronologically. She then read each one. 

 Based on her conclusions from reading, the researcher decided to further narrow 

the results by labeling each text as a general news-reporting article (including Associated 

Press releases), editorials (including opinion editorials), or letters to the editor. Finally, in 

order to be consistent with and to address the research problem, the researcher grouped 

together all texts that were opinion-oriented (editorials and letters to the editor). By 

separating journalistic reporting (general news articles) from the opinion pieces the 

researcher could be sure she would analyze only subjective responses to the program not 
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objective reports. (Note: These general news articles still, however contributed to the 

data analysis, narrative, and descriptive account and are vital pieces to the story because 

they, in fact, are the catalysts for the responses - they just will not be critically analyzed 

based on the natural assumption that they are unbiased.)  

Now, with a manageable set of data composed of four subsets, the researcher had 

a discrete selection of data that could be reasonably analyzed (as suggested by Berg, 2007 

and Creswell, 2007). The results of this process are outlined in Figure 9. 

 

Figure 9. Third Search Results. 

 

  

The Data Set for Analyses 

 The final data set that was used to tell the story and that the researcher analyzed 

consisted of 58 opinion-based texts. These include editorials, opinion editorials, and 

letters to the editor. The authors of these texts ranged from being editorial staff of The 

Arizona Daily Star, to regularly contributing columnists, to high school students and 
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directors of the program, to Tom Horne himself, and to regular citizens (some residing 

out-of-state).  

 Some responses were very short and included just a few sentences while others 

were lengthy and could be up to three or more pages. All authors of the texts identified a 

real name – no anonymity was claimed.  

 The responses increased in number around the time of each event, or at least the 

newspaper chose to publish more responses during those times. On the other hand, there 

were periods of time, three or four months when nothing was published - but this does 

not imply opinion pieces or letters to the editor were not being written and reviewed. 

Again, due to the overwhelming number of articles between all newspapers, the 

researcher selected The Arizona Daily Star as the only source from which to collect her 

data. Since it is the largest circulating newspaper in southern Arizona and is the only 

major newspaper that addresses the Tucson community directly, the researcher felt it was 

the most appropriate and relevant source for this study. 

A background search regarding The Arizona Daily Star as a credible source 

provided the researcher with limited information but instead a lengthy code of ethics (to 

view the complete Code of Ethics: 

http://bloximages.chicago2.vip.townnews.com/azstarnet.com/content/tncms/assets/editori

al/0/87/5b5/0875b56c-0471-11df-b757-001cc4c03286.pdf.pdf). Nonetheless, the 

researcher having lived in the Tucson community for over five years, accepts that this 

newspaper is trustworthy and operates according to newspaper and journalistic standards.  
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Data Analysis 

Once the researcher collected all the data from the time periods mentioned above, 

organized it chronologically, read and re-read each piece of text, determined boundaries 

and events, outlined major themes, subthemes, and coded for consistent terms and 

concepts she then began the project of telling the story. This section therefore outlines 

how the interpretive analysis was conducted through the use of a narrative style of 

writing, a chronological approach, inductive logic and direct interpretation and a critical 

theoretical lens. First though, the researcher points out some specific conventions of 

narrative analysis strategies according to Creswell (2003, p. 197). 

1. Varying the use of long, short, and text-embedded quotations. 

2. Scripting  conversation and stating the conversation in different 

languages to reflect cultural sensitivity. 

3. Using the language and rhetoric of participants (the author’s of the 

responses in this study). 

4. Intertwining quotations with (the author’s) interpretations. 

5. Using the first person “I” or collective “we” in the narrative form. 

6. Using metaphors and making relevant connections to everyday life. 

 

Narrative Research Structure 

  The approach to narrative analysis that the researcher took was informed by a 

variety of sources and led her in a number of different directions. She found that the 

narrative assumes many roles in social science research and it appears to be a common 

and reliable approach, strategy, and style across most qualitative studies. It can either be a 
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qualitative methodology on its own, a form of writing style for historical research, an 

analytic process that suggests strategies for interpretation, and it can even serve to rewrite 

a story into chronological sequence. (Berg, 2007; Clandinin and Connelly, 2000; 

Creswell, 1998/2003/2007, Howell and Prevenier, 2001; also see the above list).  

This last meaning of narrative is the one used by the researcher of this study. This 

means that the researcher constructed a second-order narrative about other people’s 

experiences and presented a collective story based within a certain time period (or 

bounded system). (Creswell, 2007, p. 119). She utilized writing strategies from both 

overall rhetorical structures and embedded rhetorical structures. (Creswell, 2007). 

Briefly though, the researcher stresses the importance of rhetorical structure to 

historical research in that without a strong and identifiable form and style of writing, the 

storytelling aspect of the narrative can lose its impact. After reviewing other narrative 

studies, this is still only the opinion of the researcher. Incidentally, she found effective 

writing style and form to be a topic trivialized or underemphasized in research methods 

literature, if even mentioned at all. So, she would like to further explore this in the future.  

 

Overall Rhetorical Structure 

 Clandinin and Connelly (2000) encourage individuals to write narrative studies 

that experiment with form. They suggest that researchers find studies that are similar in 

form to their own preferences in reading and to take advantage of the strategy of back-

and-forth writing.  

Two common overall rhetorical structures can be: one, provide narratives of the 

chronology of a problem or two, adopt the classical approach including an introduction, a 
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literature review, and a methodology. This study utilizes both forms and also provides a 

critical analysis that “looks backward and forward, looks inward and outward, [and] 

situates the experiences within place” (Creswell, 2007, p. 185).  

 Other general characteristics of overall (good) rhetorical structure according to 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000) and Creswell (2007) include: a flexible and evolving 

writing process, a three-dimensional space inquiry model, and a chronology to the stories.  

 

Embedded Rhetorical Structure 

 As long as the overall writing structure of the narrative is flexible and rhetorically 

experimental (Creswell, 2007) the writing style at the more micro level can facilitate an 

even deeper description of events. Some characteristics of embedded rhetorical structure 

in a narrative include the use of: epiphany, themes, key events, plots, metaphors, 

transitions, and a progressive-regressive method (or zooming in and out). (Clandinin and 

Connelly, 2000; Czarniawska, 2004; Denzin, 1989; Lomask, 1986 in Creswell, 2007). 

The researcher believes that she made use of all of these forms at some point throughout 

the study. She particularly likes Denzin’s (1989) emphasis on key events or the epiphany 

because these represent interactional moments and experiences that mark people’s lives. 

(Creswell, 2007, p. 186). For example, the major events outlined in this study not only 

represent a plot that makes chronological sense but based on the data, these events 

touched the social and political fabric of the Tucson community (not to mention the entire 

nation). Embedded rhetorical structure therefore allows the researcher to convey the 

unpredictable social conditions of their study in an effectual, non-sterile way. 
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Chronology 

In historical research, narrative writing generally assumes chronological 

storytelling. (Berg, 2007; Wersma, 2000). To do this the researcher used Creswell’s 

(2007) suggestion of beginning with a plot or three-dimensional space model that helps 

locate themes. (p. 170). Using both suggestions, she was able to determine the four major 

events (see chapter five) and pick out the actors, authors, and setting and piece together a 

story that unfolds in a chronological way. As the study will reveal, doing this was not 

only logical but it provided an interesting perspective of the case. Rather than presenting 

a piecemeal of stories or employing random sampling to reduce the data, the 

chronological strategy (befittingly) spoke directly to the researcher’s theoretical 

framework and critical analysis approach. However, for the most part, the researcher did 

not assume a specific narrative style in chapter four since the information was merely 

descriptive in form. 

 

Themes: Inductive Logic and Direct Interpretation 

The researcher began the data analysis process with the aim of locating a deficit 

discourse embedded in the texts of opinion based newspaper literature. First, this required 

included re-reading each text to determine whether it was in favor or not in favor of the 

Ethnic/Raza Studies program. This process utilized direct interpretation based on three 

core concepts that guide critical theory and critical analyses in the social sciences. She 

found the work of Michael Apple, Michelle Fine, Henry Giroux, and Peter McLaren the 

most helpful in recognizing how these three concepts (or themes) of power, ideology, and 

hegemony helped to critically inform this study.  
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From those terms (which are defined at the end of this chapter), the researcher 

identified subthemes that emerged throughout the texts of the authors. In other words, the 

researcher using inductive logic recognized that the authors, instead of referring directly 

to hegemony for instance, would imply their identity or position through the use of words 

like “pride” or “subversive tactics” or “being American”. In these patterns, the researcher 

was able to code for these implicit sentiments. She then created categories for the 

emerging themes (or subthemes). 

These subthemes are: 1) racial stereotyping; 2) racist attitudes and beliefs (i.e., 

prejudice); 3) reference to history (American and Mexican); 4) ethnocentrism 

(Americanism, xenophobia, and hyper-nationalism) and; 5) the nature of democracy (in 

relation to public education).  

In order to do this effectively and accurately, the researcher used textual analysis 

logic – she examined the text in terms of what is present and what could have been but is 

not present. (Fairclough, 1995, p. 38). The goal was not to analyze the text using 

linguistic microanalysis methods but instead to “look at” the text for 1) representations; 

2) identities and social relations and; 3) cohesion and coherence. (Fairclough, 1995). On 

its own, textual analysis is a good match for narrative and descriptive studies but van Dijk 

cautions that when adopting a textual analysis, “discourse should be analyzed at various 

levels or along several dimensions…[each] of these may be involved directly or 

indirectly in discriminatory interaction or biased discourse against disempowered 

individuals and groups” (2002, p. 146).  

By utilizing the broad concepts that critical theory shares and in conceptualizing 

the subthemes that make power, ideology, and hegemony possible, the researcher 
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believed that this would provide a critical perspective and further illuminate the narrative. 

Now, the researcher turns to her theoretical framework.  

 

Theoretical Lens 

“There is no such thing as a neutral educational process. Education 

either functions as an instrument that is used to facilitate the 

integration of the younger generation into the logic of the present 

system and bring about conformity to it, or it becomes ‘the practice 

of freedom,’ the means by which men and women deal critically 

and creatively with reality and discover how to participate in the 

transformation of their world.” (Richard Shaull in Freire, 1970 

[1998]) 

 At the essence of this work and study is the researcher’s critical theoretical lens. 

“Critical theories want to produce and convey critical knowledge that enables human 

beings to emancipate themselves from forms of domination through self-reflection” 

(Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 7). A critical analysis is “aimed at uncovering injustice, 

inequality, [and] taking sides with the powerless and suppressed” (Wodak, 1989, p. xiv). 

In this way critical studies are aimed at producing social and political consciousness and 

action or what Wodak and Meyer (2009) call enlightenment and emancipation. The 

nature of education today, meaning its institutionalized space and subversive force, 

provides theorists, researchers, and scholars the opportunity to do this critical work. 

This idea was taken up most seriously by Brazilian philosopher Paulo Freire and 

his concepts of critical consciousness and conscientization. Both have similar meanings 



 

 

169

and symbolize a commitment to humanizing the world. (Freire, 1970). Through critical 

dialogue and dialectical struggle, Freire viewed the world in terms of liberation – 

liberation from all things oppressive. A critical mind, or radical thought, according to 

Freire helps the person transform their reality and become an “individual who is not 

afraid to confront, to listen, to see the world unveiled” (Freire, 1970, p. 21). 

Critical theory seeks to create awareness in agents of their own needs and 

interests. Yet, for the critical researcher calling oneself ‘critical’ only implies ethical 

standards. (Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 7). Van Leeuwen (2006) in Wodak and Meyer 

(2009, p. 7) claims “[calling oneself critical implies] an intention to make their position, 

research interests and values explicit and their criteria as transparent as possible without 

feeling the need to apologize for the critical stance of their work.” 

 Two fundamental concepts of critical theory elucidated by Wodak and Meyer 

(2009) and central to the researcher’s purpose are: 1) critical theory should be directed at 

the totality of society in its historical specificity and; 2) critical theory should improve the 

understanding of society by integrating all the major social sciences. (p. 6). 

In addition to the above discussion of critical theory, the researcher adds to it the 

dimension of race. Again, relying on a critical race theoretical framework (as discussed in 

chapter two), the researcher argues that at the heart of the deficit discourse is racial 

discrimination and prejudice. In order to defend this claim using this critical theoretical 

lens, the researcher identified five commonalities about the relationship between race and 

the news media found in the few studies about the representation of race in the press (see 

van Dijk, 1987, pp. 40-45). Though this study is not aimed at analyzing the ideological 

system of newspapers (for further explanation see Ideology below), these commonalities 
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help contextualize the setting, actors, and events in relation to news media and contribute 

to the researcher’s critical narrative. According to van Dijk (1987, p. 44-45): 

1. Ethnic minorities are also minorities in the press – they are less employed and 

less represented. 

2. Many of the dominant topics are directly or more subtly associated with 

problems or threats to the dominant groups’ values, interests, goals, or culture.  

3. Ethnic events are consistently described from a white, majority point of view, 

in which the authorities are given more space and credibility than minority 

spokespersons.  

4. Topics that are relevant for the ordinary daily life of ethnic groups, such as 

work, housing, health, education, political life, and culture, as well as 

discrimination in these areas, are hardly discussed in the press, unless they 

lead to “problems” for society as a whole. 

5. Racism is systematically underreported, reduced to incidents of individual 

discrimination, or attributed to small right-wing parties and located in poor 

city areas.  

To be sure, van Dijk does not imply that the news media explicitly formulate 

racist opinions and “many editors and journalists will maintain that they are against 

racism” (1987, p. 45). Nonetheless van Dijk claims that they have been reluctant to 

discuss their own roles in the reproduction of racism in our society. (1987, p. 45).  

Lastly, even when the media do not express negative opinions themselves, they 

still supply a characterization of the ethnic setting that makes such negative inferences 

not only probable but feasible. For example, the statement “securing the U.S./Mexico 
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border from illegal aliens” implies to citizens that there is something about which to be 

afraid, or a potential dangerous situation is impending. This statement also essentially 

tries to avoid saying Mexican by stating illegal alien – because what is really meant is 

implied instead. As a result, the media both pre-determine prejudice and reinforce bias 

(and possibly deficit) models of thinking as they pertain to ethnic minorities.  

In all, the researcher claimed a critical race theoretical lens in order to uncover the 

story of Raza Studies based on emic-subjectivity and on the assumption that critical race 

theory, in a relativistic paradigm, sees itself  as an approach to scholarship that integrates 

lived experience with racial realism. (Ladson-Billings, 2006, p. vii). The conceptual 

framework for this analysis is illustrated in Figure 10. (see below). 

 

Figure 10. Researcher’s Conceptual Framework. 
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Verification 

 In ensuring internal validity, the following strategies were used: 

1. Data Checking – the researcher checked the source of her data repeatedly 

throughout the data collection process to look for consistency, patterns, repeat 

authors, new and updated responses. This required visiting the newspaper 

website and reading online comments. This allowed the researcher to note 

changes or the need to revise. 

2. Involvement in the Research Problem – as part of her research role and social 

justice orientation, the researcher stayed abreast of current news and reports 

about the Ethnic Studies/Raza Studies program, especially in relation to 

Senate Bill 1070. This meant daily reading and online searching of relevant 

articles, checking the program’s website for updates and changes, and staying 

in touch with people who are involved with the program. 

3. Clarification of Researcher Bias – at the outset of this study researcher bias 

was explicitly articulated throughout the introduction and literature review. 

Yet, it is implicit in every chapter of the study. 

 

The primary strategy utilized in this study to ensure external validity was the 

provision of rich, thick, detailed descriptions and explanations in as many places 

possible. Three techniques to ensure reliability were also employed. One, the researcher 

provided a detailed account of the focus of the study, with extensive attention paid to her 

researcher role and basis for data selection as well as the context from which the data was 

gathered. Second, by employing a combination of historical research methods with case 
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study analysis strategies, reliability and internal validity were strengthened. Finally, data 

collection and analyses were reported and presented in detail so that a clear and accurate 

picture of the goals of this study was apparent. All phases of this multi-year project have 

been subject to scrutiny by colleagues, advisors, graduate committee members, and 

faculty.  

 

Researcher’s Language of Critique 

 This section outlines the ways in which the researcher uses certain terms and 

concepts to support her critical perspective and inform her narrative. These terms are 

power, ideology, and hegemony. When defined within the construct of this study, the 

terms should help the reader further understand the story of Raza Studies with a 

heightened level of political and social awareness – or so the researcher intends.  

These terms, predetermined at the outset provided the basis for the narrative 

analysis’ emergent themes (e.g., stereotypes, racism, xenophobia, etc.). They also work in 

accordance with a critical race and critical discourse theoretical framework (among many 

others not mentioned here).  

The challenge to the researcher throughout was to stay focused on writing a 

narrative, descriptive study while still maintaining a critical approach to the data without 

trudging into Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) territory. Though this would be a 

method to pursue in the future, this study (at the time it was written) is meant to be 

informative, descriptive, and historical.  

In spite of all this, the purpose and rationale of the study fully depended on the 

utilization of deeply critical, esoteric terms and concepts. In other words, without an 
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understanding of power, ideology, and hegemony as social practices the researcher would 

not be able to effectively frame the study or recognize a probable deficit discourse. In 

essence, any investigation into the responses and reactions to the Ethnic/Raza Studies 

programs can help to expose where power, hegemony, and ideology are made explicit. 

And, from a social justice standpoint, this investigation adds yet another dimension to the 

plight of Latin@ students.  

 

Power  

The concept of power is vital to this study because the researcher is interested in 

the way textual discourse may reveal its abuses. Also, she is focused on the way 

discourse (re)produces social domination or the power abuse of one group over others, 

and how dominated groups may discursively resist such abuse. (van Dijk in Wodak and 

Meyer, 2009, p. 9). Richardson (2007) contends that when tackling the issue of textual 

interpretation in relation to social discourse “questions of power are of central interest 

since power and ideologies may have an effect on each of the contextual levels’ of 

production, consumption and understanding of discourse” (p. 29).  

Hence, the researcher is more interested in how individuals and groups gain 

power from their social relation to others and their position in a hierarchal social system. 

Though trite, she argues that power is deeply connected to political status - and is part of 

a larger “systemic phenomenon” (Richardson, 2007, p. 31).  

For example, Tom Horne as the state superintendent for instruction in Arizona 

inherently owns the power to dictate policy and legislation. Everyone underneath this 

power essentially must acquiesce to his decision-making. In this type of systematic 



 

 

175

power, according to Richardson (2007), “the structural biases of the system are not 

sustained simply by a series individually chosen acts, but also, by the socially structured 

and culturally patterned behavior of groups and practices of institutions” (p. 31). So, 

while Horne may be a policy-maker and enforcer, he also exercises his power over others 

“by influencing, shaping, [and] determining [their] attitudes, beliefs and very wants” 

(Richardson, 2007, p. 31).  

Similarly, Michel Foucault (1980) argues that power is exercised with intention, 

but not individual intention. Foucault combines the notions of power and domination in a 

Weberian tradition (functionalism) and suggests that power is a social function that 

operates in the larger social space of surveillance and punishment. In other words, 

“power is central for understanding the dynamics and specifics of control in modern 

societies, but power remains mostly invisible” (Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 10). 

Indeed political power is systemic, systematic, and when combined with personal 

views, morals, and cultural ways, implicitly imposed on those without power. In many 

cases, this combination is dangerous, invites abuse, creates victims, and ultimately results 

in conflict. The impetuous reaction to (and support of) the Ethnic/Raza Studies programs 

exemplifies this complex conflict and highlights that those with power are often 

responsible for the existence of inequalities. (Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 9). Power in 

this sense is about relations of difference and the exercise of social power via language 

can help to challenge inequity. (Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 10).  

A second face of power according to Lukes (1974) assumes that if the person 

without the power “can uncover no grievances, then he must assume there is genuine 

consensus on the prevailing allocation of values” (p. 24). Yet, this ignores that the most 
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effective use of power is to prevent conflict from arising at all. Ideally, particularly in a 

democratic state, power can and should promote the acceptance of social conditions that 

are not always in the interests of broad segments of the population. (Richardson, 2007). 

Lukes (1974) however argues that what instead happens is the person with the power 

exercises power (speciously) over others when he/she affects the others in a manner 

contrary to his/her beliefs. (p. 34). This process or interaction occurs through discourse 

and discursive practices and specifically, in the ability of language to act ideologically.   

 

Ideology  

 The concept that defines how ideas are generated by our social environment and 

formed based on experience is ideology. (Gee, 1990). When first termed in the years 

following the French Revolution, ideology was viewed as a progressive and positive 

axiom for describing a “science of ideas” (McLellan, 1986). But later, once Karl Marx 

defined it in the 19th century, ideology would be understood to reveal that “our ideas and 

beliefs are not the product of ‘experience’ per se, but rather alter according to their 

economic circumstances” (Richardson, 2007, p. 33). In other words, Marx argues that 

ideology develops not only through the process of social interaction but that it is 

contextual – it depends on the given time period and the given social group (which is 

essentially defined by economic conditions). 

Much more could be argued about Marx’s position and how his conception of 

ideology is based  on an “upside-down” version of reality (Gee, 1990, p. 6) but the 

primary point the researcher wants to make is that ideology, historically defined by those 

with power (the ruling class), acts as a mechanism of control (Spring, 2005) and 
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exploitation. This is especially relevant to ethnic minorities who are often already 

economically marginalized. Furthermore Michel Pecheux, a neo-Marxist scholar, 

contends that the ideology of the ruling class is imposed on oneself and that through 

realization (or critical consciousness) an oppressed person can come to know how and 

why their physical and mental bodies are being used as political spaces. (Pecheux, 1994, 

p. 142). Similarly, Freire (1970) states “[thus] the behavior of the oppressed is a 

prescribed behavior, following as it does the guidelines of the oppressor” (p. 29).  

 Henry Giroux for example, in his dialectic approach to ideology reveals how 

“individuals are more than just the reflexes of capital and social texts, in that they 

mediate representations and material practices through their own histories and class” 

(Giroux and McLaren, 1989, p. 189). People therefore inhabit multiple subjectivities that 

produce discourse from experience and social relations – not from an objective or pristine 

ontological reality. (McLaren, 1989, p. 179). For example, the ideological space of the 

press (e.g., newspapers, Fox news, National Public Radio, etc.) is itself a site of class 

struggle because these media “constitute simultaneously and contradictorily the site and 

the ideological conditions of the transformation of the relations of production” (Pecheux, 

1994, p. 142). This view is particularly relevant to the researcher’s earlier discussion 

regarding the neo-liberal assault on educational policy and practices and how those might 

adversely affect perceptions of ethnic minority students and their potential to succeed in 

school. Deficit thinking and a deficit discourse has been the result of these ideological 

intersections and competition; which also, further suggests that Foucault’s understanding 

of ideology as a social practice works “to produce and legitimate a particular regime of 

truth” (McLaren, 1989, p. 177). In this way, power-knowledge regimes of truth (e.g., 
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deficit thinking) “govern social relations not by producing coherent subjects with fixed 

identities but through discursive practices that produce subject positions” (McLaren, 

1989, p. 177).  

Van Dijk (1987) also argues that through the news media most people read or 

hear about the discourses of institutions and that “these news production strategies 

involve ideologically shared values and routines of attention allocation, exclusion, 

institutional access, relevance, summarization…” (p. 41). Van Dijk claims “This holds a 

fortiori  for socially and ideologically prominent topics such as various minority groups 

and ethnic relations” (1987, p. 41). In real terms, this simply means minorities receive 

less news coverage but with more negative reporting. Thus, ideology and ideological 

systems are often concealed (Richardson, 2007, p. 34) yet its expressions are clear. 

Finally, using Marx’s orthodox conception of ideology, coupled with van Dijk’s 

and Fairclough’s post-structural views, the researcher argues that the analysis of texts 

(and media discourse) is an important aspect of ideological critique because these texts 

help “contribute to establishing and maintaining relations of power, domination, and 

exploitation” (Fairclough, 2003 in Wodak and Meyer, 2009, p. 9). Fundamentally 

because the media (including newspapers), “provide the daily discourse input for most 

adult citizens, their role as a prevailing discourse and attitude context for thought and talk 

about ethnic groups is probably unsurpassed by any other institutional or public source of 

information” (van Dijk, 1987, p. 41).  
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Hegemony 

 Hegemony can be described as a condition in which the governed accept or 

acquiesce in authority. (Richardson, 2007, p. 35). The exercise of hegemony is 

domination over subordinate classes and groups. (McLaren, 2003, p. 202). It refers to 

“the maintenance of this domination not by sheer exercise of force but primarily through 

consensual social practices, social forms, and social structures produced in specific sites 

such as the church, the state, the school, the mass media, the political system, and the 

family” (McLaren, 2003, p. 202).  

In effect, when hegemony works it is the same as subordinates consenting to 

unequal class relations. (Richardson, 2007). McLaren (2003) states, “Hegemony is a 

struggle in which the powerful win the consent of those who are oppressed, with the 

oppressed unknowingly participating in their own oppression” (p. 203). It includes a wide 

body of practices and expectations with sets of meanings and values, which together 

constitute a sense of reality for most people. This reality in most cases is absolute and 

rarely, if ever challenged. This happens as a result of manipulation and propaganda and in 

the context of this study, newspapers and media play a tremendous role in perpetuating 

dominant culture and its versions of reality.  

“The dominant class secures hegemony by supplying the symbols, 

representations, and practices of social life in such a way that the basis of social authority 

and the unequal relations of power and privilege remain hidden” (McLaren, 2003, p. 

203). By perpetuating the myth of meritocracy and the American Dream in the media for 

instance, McLaren claims “dominant culture ensures that subordinated groups who fail at 
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school or who don’t make it into the world of the ‘rich and famous’ will view such failure 

in terms of personal inadequacy.” As a result and central to this study’s purpose is 

McLaren’s claim that oppressed students will ultimately blame themselves for school 

failure. Also complicating these social outcomes are the “structuring effects of the 

economy and the class-based division of labor” (McLaren, 2003, p. 203).  

Gramsci’s concept of hegemony is helpful in investigating how newspapers (as a 

public space) transmit power and domination that in turn contribute to discursive 

practices that sustain relations of domination. (Fairclough, 1995, p. 67-68). Gramsci 

argues that the “[normal] exercise of hegemony is characterized by the combination of 

force and consensus [and that in trying to achieve more force than consensus]  force 

should appear to be supported by the agreement of the majority, expressed by the so-

called organs of public opinion – newspapers” (Gramsci in Richardson, 2007, p. 35).  

In this sense, the work of journalists mediates the relationship between ruling 

class ideology and news content and “supports the hegemony by naturalizing, or taking 

for granted, the inequalities of contemporary capitalism” (Richardson, 2007, p. 36). In 

short, newspapers as just one form of media (and social practice), play a vital role in 

maintaining class authority and power within the political system and in disguising 

relations of power and privilege. 

And finally, hegemony is maintained by the ruling class teaching their ideas and 

their values in schools, particularly in their central claim to political legitimacy. 

Education therefore, lies at the core of hegemony. Gramsci argues “[e]very relationship 

of hegemony is necessarily a pedagogic relationship” (1971 in Richardson, 2007, p. 36). 

In the curriculum, dominant educational discourses determine what books will be used, 
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who will teach, and what modes of instruction will be used. As sources of authority, these 

choices represent the construction of knowledge and what counts as truth. And truth, 

according to Foucault, cannot be spoken in the absence of power relations. (Foucault, 

1980, p. 131). Similarly, Michael Apple states “Educational institutions are usually the 

main agencies of transmission of an effective dominant culture, and this is now a major 

economic activity” (1979, p. 6) where knowledge is constructed and processed according 

to the dominant culture and its “ideological hegemony” (ibid., p. 6).  

 

Considering the structure of our current society defined by and embedded with 

power, ideology, and hegemony the researcher argues that it is no wonder Latin@ 

students struggle in mainstream American schools. When combined with the deficit 

discourse, hegemonic educational policies and practices, and the current hyper-American 

rhetoric, it is not an unreasonable (or inaccurate) assertion to state that Latin@ students 

exist in ideological spaces of discrimination, prejudice, and bias. The aim of La Raza 

Studies exposes these spaces and challenges the community to re-imagine them. The 

researcher now turns to that struggle.  
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CHAPTER FOUR: 
 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF THE PROGRAM: LA RAZA STUDIES 
 

  
 This chapter provides an outline of what La Raza Studies is and means, and 

sketches the history of why the program began and what it intends to accomplish. In 

doing so, the author provides the reader with an in-depth description of the curriculum 

with course descriptions and objectives. Lastly, the chapter addresses what the critique 

and skepticism of the program has been and what is in store for the future of La Raza 

Studies. 

 

What is that? 

La Raza Studies is a culturally specific education program in the Tucson Unified 

School District housed within the larger department of Ethnic Studies (which also 

includes African American Studies, Native American Studies, and Pan Asian Studies). La 

Raza Studies is also referred to as Mexican American Studies.  

 Raza, literally, means “race”. According to Cammarota (2009), “ the 

appropriation of this term derives from José Vasconcelo’s definition of Latinos 

representing a ‘Raza Cosmica’ or universal race… [The] idea is that Latinos, as an 

extensive geographical and cultural group, comprise multiple races that represent all of 

humanity” (see also Juárez, 1972). 

 Based on the tenets of critical pedagogy and utilizing culturally responsive 

teaching, La Raza Studies is an inclusive pedagogical attempt to challenge the existing 

goals of modern American education. In praxis, it confronts the multidimensional racial 

reality of our society and claims that schools and teaching can be sites of social justice 
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and transformational resistance. (Delgado, 1999; Solórzano and Yosso, 2001). Using the 

socio-economic legacy left by European conquest of Native and Indigenous peoples, La 

Raza Studies teachers and courses offer students the opportunity to become conscious of 

and critique their own historical and contemporary oppression – as well as offer them 

opportunities to celebrate Mexican American/Latin@ cultural/linguistic/historical 

diversity. Essentially, La Raza Studies is a counter-hegemonic project (Darder, 2008) 

committed to a socially engaged pedagogy, where hierarchy, power, inequality and social 

and political conflict is interrogated. With emancipatory ideals, the Raza vision is a 

Freirian one – it aims for all people to embrace their humanity by dreaming, loving, and 

becoming present in their lives today. (Darder, 2008).  

La Raza Studies is the culmination of research and activism by three scholars 

from TUSD and the University of Arizona, Augustine Romero, Julio Cammarota, and 

Sean Arce. Together, these activists and educators implement and currently oversee the 

program. Along with other teachers and academics from across the nation they 

continually develop new curricula, workshops, and program initiatives. Influenced by the 

work of Paulo Freire (1970/1993/1998), Angela Valenzuela (1999), James Banks (2002), 

Antonia Darder (2005), and Luis Moll (2005), among many others, Romero, Cammarota 

and Arce have developed a comprehensive foundation and rigorous plan of action for the 

Raza Studies program. (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department website, 

2010). The overarching goal of the program is for students to develop lifelong academic 

identity consistent with the construction and maintenance of critical consciousness via a 

culturally responsive educational experience. (Cammarota, 2009; Cammarota and 

Romero, 2006/2009). 
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The vision of La Raza Studies encompasses a, “dedication to the empowerment 

and strengthening of their community of learners [whereby] students will attain an 

understanding and appreciation of historic and contemporary Mexican American 

contributions, and [become] prepared for dynamic, confident leadership in the 21st 

Century” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department website, 2010). 

Succeeding academically is the focus of goals for the program, some of which include, 

“Advocating for and providing culturally relevant curriculum for grades K-12, 

advocating for and providing curriculum that is centered within the pursuit of social 

justice, working towards the invoking of a critical consciousness within each and every 

student, [implementing] Latino Critical Race Pedagogy and authentic caring, and 

promoting and advocating for social and educational transformation” (TUSD Mexican 

American/Raza Studies Department website, 2010). The mission of Raza Studies is as 

follows: 

“It is the mission of the Mexican American/Raza Studies Department to 

create within its community the comprehensive knowledge base, critical 

thinking skills, and critical consciousness necessary for the creation of 

effective leaders in a world that is becoming increasingly complex and 

diverse. Furthermore, it is our intent to promote the understanding and 

appreciation of cultural similarities and differences that exist within our 

communities. Lastly, the department seeks to advance the understanding 

and interests of Raza populations within TUSD, the United States, and the 

world in general.” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department 

website, 2010). 
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In turn, to fulfill this mission, the directors and teachers apply strategies 

that include working with students, parents, community members, and other 

teachers simultaneously. “[In order to] implement a comprehensive approach to 

promote student academic achievement, [the program is] active in the following 

areas: Student Support - Prevention and Intervention, Curriculum Content 

Integration - A Transformative Approach, Professional Development - A Latino 

Critical Race Theoretical Framework [and] Parent/Community Involvement - 

Continuing Education” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department 

website, 2010).  

 

The Emergence and Ideology of La Raza Studies 

The work of La Raza Studies began in 1998 and originally positioned itself 

outright as an academic program for students of color. Cammarota (2009) states, 

“Inspired by the 1960s Chicano activists, the early program designers realized the 

academic needs of Mexican American students in the district required the development 

and implementation of culturally and historically relevant curriculum” (p. 121). Starting 

with a Mexican American history class and a Chicano literature course a couple years 

after, the program now offers, twelve years later, courses at 15 schools that range from 

history to language arts to literature at almost every grade level. One of the main 

academic objectives of Raza Studies is to align its curriculum with Arizona state 

standards but in a way that is consistent with the experiences of Mexican 

American/Latin@ students. The three main resources the program draws from and uses 

with its students are: the Critical Race Theory Reader (Delgado and Stefanic, 2001), The 
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Mexican American Heritage (Jimenez, 1998), and Pedagogy of the Oppressed (Freire, 

1993). (Cammarota, 2009). Because these objectives and resources are in opposition to 

the current American curriculum a discussion regarding the ideological basis of the 

program follows. 

An increasing number of schools nationwide serving the Latin@ population are 

involved in an ideological conflict – keep teaching the same thing in the same way (e.g., 

the mainstream regular curriculum) or restructure the purpose, content, and form of 

education to meet the specific cultural and linguistic needs of Latin@ students. (Banks, 

2004; Nieto, 1999). Under the best of circumstances, a culturally relevant education 

supports a democratic, well-balanced education – presumably the same aim of the 

mainstream educational path. So it seems plausible that the goals and practices of both 

forms of education would be consistent with democracy. However, they are not.  

Today, there exists an opposing hegemonic counterpart in mainstream schooling 

called backlash pedagogy and subtractive schooling. (Gonzalez et al., 2005; Tejeda and 

Gutierrez, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). In these forms of teaching, diversity and difference 

are rejected as resources for learning where, rather than culture and language as sources 

for “funds of knowledge”, cultural and linguistic differences are instead defined as 

problems to be eliminated or remediated. (Gonzalez et al., 2005). Backlash and 

subtractive pedagogies effectively prohibit the use of students’ complete linguistic, 

sociocultural, and academic repertoire. In this way, “backlash pedagogy is an 

institutionalized and structured response to diversity and difference, without 

consideration of the sociohistorical context of racism and classism in this country and its 
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manifestation in educational policies, practices, and outcomes” (Tejeda and Gutierrez, 

2005, p. 266).  

Thus competing discourses over the aims and purposes of schooling highlight the 

particular challenges that Latin@ youth face when they enter the American educational 

pipeline. (Gandara, 2004; Yosso and Solórzano, 2006). In other words, they must 

compete for educational access and visibility inside a neo-colonized discourse that 

permeates all areas of their cultural occupancy. Via institutionalized typologies such as 

insults (e.g., the popular term “illegal alien”), assaults (i.e., “go back from where you 

came from”), invalidations (“anybody can do this job”), and institutional policy (e.g., 

ethnic and now legalized racial profiling) (Olivos, 2006), Latin@ students face incredible 

barriers to academic achievement and school success.  

Conceptualized as an “inner” culture (meaning less in this context) compared to 

the white “outer” culture (meaning more/better), this neo-colonized discourse suggests 

that subtractive and backlash pedagogy is “the product of ideological and institutional 

structures that legitimize and, thus, maintain privilege, access, and control of the 

sociopolitical and economic terrain” (Tejeda and Gutierrez, 2005; Valenzuela, 1999). In 

essence, backlash politics are counterassaults against real or perceived shifts in power. 

Similar to implicit colonization practices, they do not require an intentionally racist 

campaign, but can be a collection of racially neutral initiatives that result in consolidating 

racial inequality. (Tejeda and Gutierrez, 2005). For example, in California’s recent 

bilingual and immigration reform efforts, actual legislation never mentions race or racism 

directly, “but instead proposed these changes as sound and fair-minded public policy… 

[where] rollbacks to civil rights gains were rearticulated as beneficial to the larger 
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populace” and where the textual discourse of equity-oriented reforms were revised to call 

Proposition 227 “English for Children”, Proposition 209 was titled the “Civil Rights 

Initiative”, and Proposition 54 was known as the Racial Privacy Initiative. (Tejeda and 

Gutierrez, 2005, p. 268-269).  

Historically, racialized deficit-oriented discourses like the ones mentioned above 

have used skin color as the “primary screening device for categorizing and marginalizing 

sectors of the population” (Tejeda and Gutierrez, 2005, p. 270). As a form of colonization 

and a tool for oppression, many Latin@ youth fall victim to these practices. Justified on 

the canonicity of the white Eurocentric legacy (despite its insidious history of 

colonization) (see Churchill, 2004), Latin@ culture continues to be relegated to the 

margins of an already highly segregated nation, particularly in schools.  

By refining categories of difference, American culture more easily identifies, 

normalizes, and socializes the so-called deviant population. Returning to those typologies 

mentioned briefly ago, in these we see the ways in which categorizing people serves a co-

optive purpose, yet the contradiction is that while we make those distinctions, we also 

simultaneously negate them. (Tejeda and Gutierrez, 2005). Within this “double blind”, 

language for example, has become the “new” screening device for re-categorizing 

American student populations yet “many new laws also require that schools ignore this 

difference by mandating a one-size-fits-all approach to literacy: English-only” (Tejeda 

and Gutierrez, 2005, p. 270). So while curricular choices and practices such as English-

only teaching are examples of how this conflict, essentially an ideological one, is 

accomplished, the argument for why this exists is centered on the larger hegemonic goals 
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and practices of modern education. Herein lies the ideological foundation and vision for 

the Raza Studies Program.  

Arguing that contemporary public schooling and pedagogy systematically 

transmits an unofficial language, privileges compartmentalized and text-codified 

knowledge, and preserves the continuance of practices involving discipline, obedience, 

and respect for impersonal authority, the American school system effectively seeks to 

train students to become effective worker-citizens. (Bowles and Gintis, 1977; Kliebard, 

1995; Spring, 2006). In doing so, historic aims of fostering nationalism, patriotism, and 

good citizenship have been multiplied by the quest for commodified knowledge (i.e., the 

standardized testing movement) and the cultivation of future consumer citizens. (Spring, 

2005/2006). Arguably, all of these aims whether historic or modern, showcase the 

continued efforts of the dominant group, Whites, to preserve their own culture; however, 

this is done at the expense of similar efforts by ethnic and minority groups’ to make their 

culture just as visible.  

La Raza Studies therefore utilizes this broad conception of modern goals of 

education and reformulates their own educational agenda based in part on the culturally 

specific needs of Latin@ students - but perhaps based more on creating a new backlash to 

current backlash and subtractive schooling. This plan, or action plan, is what Duncan-

Andrade means when he uses the term “the Master Plan for the Master Plan” (2009). In 

other words, minority groups are the most likely to face “social toxins” than the White 

group and are justified in their resistant or deviant behavior. They face social traumas like 

violence, police brutality, unjust misery and death as a result of inadequate public 

resources, are victims of institutional and unlawful raids, face the highest rates of poverty 
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and unemployment (in the face of extreme wealth and those who can “opt out”), and 

lastly, minority groups are the most likely to be victims of educational apartheid. 

(Duncan-Andrade, 2009).  

Working together with Duncan-Andrade and a list of other radical scholars 

(including Peter McLaren, Antonia Darder, Tara Yosso, Daniel Solórzano, and Angela 

Valenzuela), the Raza Studies Department has constructed a counter-narrative to modern 

educational goals and experiences (see below). Therefore, based on the goals of anti-

colonial resistance, self-determination, and collective agency, the ideology of Raza 

Studies centers on using the Mexican American/Latin@ struggle as the tool to 

institutionalize a pedagogy of liberation and transformation. The schools, and more 

specifically the curriculum, can be the sites for this resistance – and it can be done 

democratically.  

In order to fully understand what exactly La Raza Studies is resisting (and 

attempting to reconstruct) the researcher reminds the reader of the conditions hindering 

school success for Latin@s mentioned in chapter two and how those conditions are 

embedded in the larger educational goals of American schooling. In a brief outline here, 

modern schools: 1) emphasize cultural homogenization; 2) foster decontextualized and 

intellectual learning; 3) separate children from caring adults in the community; 4) 

undermine linguistic diversity and; 5) promote the commodification of education. 

(Arenas et al., 2007; Noddings, 2006; Spring 1997/2005/2006/ 2008; Zinn, 2005). 

Though these goals are broad and do not necessarily reflect the specific ones that Raza 

Studies is contending with, they still represent an overarching premise – that in order to 
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succeed in the American education institution, one must conform to the decrees of the 

powerful.   

  

The Model: Critically Compassionate Intellectualism 

The work of the Raza Studies Program is embedded in the model that “critically 

compassionate intellectualism” (CCI hereafter) will lead to academic achievement and 

lifelong success for its students. (Cammarota and Romero 2006/2009). This concept is 

unique to the program and was conceptualized by the directors as a result of the existing 

literature and rhetoric that aims to expose and transform the disadvantageous conditions 

that Latin@ students experience. (Valencia and Black, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). Based 

on the Social Justice Education Project framework, (TUSD Mexican American/Raza 

Studies Department website, 2010), the term “critically compassionate intellectualism” is 

a recipe of ideas and methods that, “combine[s] curriculum (using counter-hegemonic 

content), pedagogy, and student-teacher interaction (authentic caring) as a model for 

increased academic achievement for Latino students” (Cammarota and Romero, 

2006a/2006b; TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department website, 2010; 

Valencia and Black, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). 

At its foundation, CCI challenges deficit-based notions of Latin@s and the 

resulting deficit discourse. It confronts the educational practices of silencing Latin@ 

voices where students are “suppressed by the consistent battery of standardized tests, rote 

learning, and curricular content that has little bearing on their everyday struggles” 

(Cammarota and Romero, 2006, p. 16). This silencing, according to Cammarota and 

Romero (2006) is a dangerous lesson for them to learn and “if they are encouraged to 
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become silent adults… [they] will not have the capacity to effect social change” 

(Cammarota and Romero, 2006a, p. 16). As a result, CCI instead presents an educational 

model that addresses this oppressive silencing through the educational trilogy of critical 

pedagogy, authentic caring, and a social justice centered curriculum. 

 The model for fostering CCI includes components that help “[create] both a 

Latino academic identity and an enhanced level of academic proficiency…The end result 

is an elevated state of Latino academic achievement” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza 

Studies Department website, 2010). In order for teachers to implement this “educational 

trilogy” model (Cammarota and Romero, 2006), the three components a teacher must be 

fluent in are: 1) critical pedagogy whereby students of color are afforded the opportunity 

to become critical agents of social and structural transformation, 2) authentic caring 

whereby student-teacher relationships are promoted and characterized by respect, 

admiration, and love which in turn, helps to better young Latin@s and their communities 

and, 3) a social justice curriculum where teachers can help dispel ideological notions of 

racial inferiority while cultivating the intellectual capacities of students of color. (see 

Figure 11). 

 In summary, to facilitate CCI, Cammarota and Romero (2006/2009) suggest that 

we need to move beyond the superficial lingo of multicultural education and what that 

means for students. For instance, current multicultural approaches often validate the 

difference and diversity of a culture but cease to focus on the often-marginalized 

experiences and sources of oppression in those cultures. At best, they are discussed in a 

classroom via a textbook or a fleeting celebratory event but ultimately teachers fail when 
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they do not offer students a chance to develop solutions to social injustice. (Bigelow, 

2006; Bigelow and Peterson, 1998; Cammarota and Romero, 2006).  

 
 
Figure 11. The Mexican American Studies Model (from  

http://www.tusd1.org/contents/depart/mexicanam/model.asp) 
 

 

 

 

The Raza Studies Program 

 

 The Raza Studies program is based on six areas of concentration: 1) curriculum; 

2) professional development; 3) equity; 4) intercultural competency; 5) associated 
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services and; 6) family and community engagement. Within each area lie “Objectives” 

and “Processes” (grade level and course descriptions) in addition to a socio-political-

historical explanation of the rationale for implementing such a culturally responsive 

pedagogy. Exposure to a Raza Studies program of study can begin in the elementary 

grades (K-grade 5), last through middle school (grades 6-8), and end in high school 

(grades 11 and 12). The researcher found no information about why grades nine and ten 

are not included in the program.  

 In addition, the objectives of the Raza Studies Program aim to incorporate 

academic rigor, opportunities to develop a critical consciousness, and social and 

academic scaffolds to increase student success. In addition, it means to help students 

develop self-determination whereby “students can enter the world independently, 

prepared to control their lives and provide leadership to their world” (TUSD Mexican 

American/Raza Studies Department website, 2010).  

 

Area One: Curriculum 

All Raza courses are aligned to the Arizona State Standards for each grade level 

and the TUSD CORE curriculum. At the high school level, inherent to Raza pedagogical 

practices and content is academic rigor – where most students are subjected to Honors 

level expectations and achievement. Advanced placement credit is also available in some 

courses. However, objective one (O1) and objective two (O2) of Curriculum is applicable 

to all grade levels and will be discussed here. 
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 O1 states: 

 “To develop teaching units and/or courses in all curriculum content 

disciplines, which offer a critical analysis and positive reflection of 

Mexican American/Latino contributions to the construction of the United 

States of America.” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department 

Functions, 2008-2009). 

 O2 states: 

 “To design, implement and further develop comprehensive teaching units 

and/or educational programs that will improve the overall academic 

performance of all students with a particular focus on Mexican 

American/Latino student achievement.” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza 

Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). 

 

Elementary Level 

 La Raza Studies at the elementary level is usually integrated into the general 

curriculum - but taught by a specialized co-teacher (i.e., a Raza Studies Department 

teacher who comes to the classroom weekly) in collaboration with the regular classroom 

teacher. In all, there are nine elementary schools in Tucson that offer the Raza Studies 

option and three qualified co-teachers (two female, one male; two Latin@, one White, 

respectively). These schools are almost all situated in low-income areas with a high 

proportion of Spanish-speaking and Latin@ students. (TUSD, TUSD Stats, 2010). 

Also called Chicano Studies, the curriculum units cover social studies, language 

arts, science, mathematics, and art that focus on the major developments in the unique 
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history of Mexican Americans/Chicanos and Latin@s. Taught within the context of 

American and World History (the “regular” courses), this includes interdisciplinary units 

developed for the middle and high school Social Studies/Chicano Studies and Social 

Sciences/Culture classes where teaching and learning is based upon cultural and 

historical relevancy, the centering of social justice, alignment to Arizona State Standards, 

and academic rigor. Hereafter, these components run throughout all Raza courses and all 

grade levels.  

Elementary students will engage in a course of study that encompasses the pre-

Columbian period through contemporary times via emphasis through a critical thinking, 

literature-based, and writing approach. Embedded in the Chicano Studies lessons is the 

assumption that the contributions and experiences of Mexican 

American/Chicanos/Latin@s in other history courses have been noticeably absent. 

Moreover, due the expected increase in Latin@ student populations, the description and 

rationale provided by the program’s administrators states “the idea that people should not 

be required to give up their ethnic and cultural traditions in order to become part of 

mainstream American society is at the core of Chicano Studies…people have the moral 

and legal right to maintain knowledge and identification of their own race, ethnicity, 

culture, traditions, history and language” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies 

Department Functions, 2008-2009).  

Centered on broad themes and events relative to the Mexican sociocultural 

experience, examples of elementary unit titles include: 

1. Breaking the Mexican Paradigm  

2. Chicano History Through Music 
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3. Frida Kahlo: Una Artista Mexicana 

4. Low Riders: An Intricate Part of Chicano Culture 

5. Mesoamerican Teocallis and Cosmology 

6. Quetzal: The Sacred Bird of the Rainforest 

7. Rigoberta Menchu Tum:  A Mayan Woman Fighting for Social Justice 

 

Middle School Level 

 At the middle school level, students in grades 6-8 who successfully complete a 

one-year-long “Chicano Studies” course will earn 1 credit toward their Social Studies 

core requirement. In this class, students will study the history and culture of Mexican 

Americans and Indigenous people throughout the United States and Mexico. According 

to the curriculum (2008-2009), this class is intended to move students to become 

critically conscious about the society that we live in and the history that has brought this 

society to where it is. In addition to demonstrating respect and opening their hearts and 

minds to new ideas, students critically engaged in the content will be allowed to create a 

sense of pride in who they are as historical, cultural, and academic beings. This course is 

offered at one middle school, in South Tucson, and taught by one male Latino teacher. 

 Students also can enroll in a one-semester “Cultures” course wherein they have 

the potential to earn 0.5 elective credits. This interdisciplinary course is taught through a 

critical exploration of cultures from an Indigenous perspective whereby students are 

engaged in learning and examining ancient Indigenous knowledge and wisdom. 

The class is designed to engage students in inquiry-based learning (generated by the 

students) that seeks to ignite a social justice perspective with an action plan for social 
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change. The “Cultures” course is offered at two middle schools (one on an Indian 

reservation) and taught by two teachers, one male and one female, both Latin@.   

 Weaved within these courses is also a Language Arts and Health curriculum 

strand where students may receive units based upon for example, the diabetes epidemic in 

Native American populations and/or the Mexican American history through rhyme. 

Examples of some Chicano Studies units are: 

1. A Counter Perspective: The Mexican American War 

2. Dolores Huerta: Labor Leader and Activist 

3. Latino Music: Discovering our Voices 

4. Putting the Hue in Human: Black and Brown Historical Connections 

5. Takin’ It to the Courts: Chicana/os’ Fight Against Educational 

Segregation 

6. The Great Depression and It’s Impact on Mexicans and Mexican 

Americans 

 
 

High School Level 

In the 11th and 12th grades, students from five high schools have the option of 

enrolling in six Raza Studies courses that take the place of “regular” History, English, 

and Art requirements. Offered throughout four high schools, in the 11th grade they can 

choose from “Chicano Perspectives” (instead of American History), Chicano Literature 

(instead of Junior English), and Chicano Art I & II (instead of Beginning Art I & II). In 

the 12th grade students can choose from “Ethnic Studies” (instead of American 

Government) and “Chicano Literature” (instead of Senior English). All high school Raza 
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courses provide graduation requirements. Teachers consist of four females (three Latin@ 

and one White) and four males (all Latin@).  

Ethnic Studies, at the 12th grade level, is a college preparatory course that 

examines the structure, philosophy, accomplishments, and workings of the American 

government. Students examine and analyze why the American political system operates 

as it does, how all people can and should contribute to the strength of the U.S. 

government, how to benefit from it, and how it endures. (TUSD Mexican American/Raza 

Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). The course, centered on the lens of 

Chicano/a Critical Race Theory, is part of a research program that in collaboration with 

the University of Arizona’s Mexican American Studies and Research Center is geared 

towards social justice in the Arizona region. Assumedly, the course focuses on the 

paradigms of law, policy, activism, and education. As a project-based course, Ethnic 

Studies has the highest enrollment of all Raza courses and is considered to be the most 

popular because it is student-designed and action-oriented. (Institute for Transformative 

Education Annual Conference, 2008). 

Latino Literature at the 12th grade level is also a college preparatory course. As a 

continuation of 11th grade Literature (again, a college prep course based on folklore, short 

stories, poetry, research, and novels) and in collaboration with the Ethnic Studies course, 

themes of social justice, resistance, and transformation are taught through world literature 

with a concentration on Latin@ and indigenous literature from Central, South and North 

America. “Students will develop the ability to analyze poetry, prose and the media while 

continuing to cultivate their own beliefs and voices through persuasive writing and 

research” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). 
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One result of the effectiveness of this course has been the considerable student activism 

that was generated in response to realizing these courses in the first place. For example, 

in the spring of 2005, a collection of students who were enrolled in Chicano Studies and 

Latino Literature classes petitioned the Tucson High Site Council for the implementation 

and continuation of the Mexican American/Raza Studies curriculum. They were 

successful. According to Raza the curriculum outline (2008-2009) this class, using the 

educational philosophy of Paulo Freire and his concept of conscientization, was able to 

advocate for themselves and were “encouraged to analyze their reality, become aware of 

the constraints on their lives and take action to transform their situation” (TUSD Mexican 

American/Raza Studies Department Functions, “Process Two”).  

In the 11th grade, students have the option of taking “Chicano Perspectives” in 

place of American History. A college preparatory course based on an interdisciplinary 

approach, it presents a course of study that encompasses pre-Columbian history through 

contemporary times but with extra emphasis on the time period following the Treaty of 

Guadalupe Hidalgo (1848). This culturally significant event, according to the directors, 

provides students with a relevant context whereby they can examine the social and 

political contributions of Mexicans to the formation of the United States. In this sense, 

students are able to grasp a historically accurate portrayal of their people, land, traditions, 

and language and use this knowledge to “intellectually process and disseminate 

information”. (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, “Process 

Three”). 

Some examples of units from all high school Raza Studies courses are as follows: 
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1. Poetry, Prisons and Personal Truths (Chicano Perspectives/English – 

11th grade) 

2. From Cortes to Bush: Five Hundred Years of Internalized Oppression 

(Chicano Perspectives/American History – 11th grade) 

3. Resistance through Hip Hop/Poetry (Chicano Literature/English – 12th 

grade) 

4. The Devil’s Highway: Investigating and Re-humanizing Immigration 

in America (Chicano Literature/English – 12th grade) 

5. Deconstructing and Reconstituting the United States’ Founding 

Documents: A Chicano Critical Race Perspective (Ethnic 

Studies/American Government – 12th grade) 

 

Lastly, Chicano Art courses in both grades eleven and twelve emphasize quality, 

concentration, and breadth through personal portfolios that illustrate a commitment to the 

development of critical consciousness. In other words, through the use of experimental 

mediums and techniques, students are encouraged to explore versatility and a broader 

range of possibilities that transcends all components of their lives. In other words, there is 

no separation between art and intellectual rigor – both are viewed as equally vital in the 

Mexican American experience. Writing reflections and peer critique is also essential to 

this conscientization and with that, Raza art students not only come to view the world 

from a creative lens but they are able to embody what already exists in Latin@ culture – a 

deep interconnectedness to art and to the expression of that culture.  
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Also wedged within Area One: Curriculum are objectives three and four (O3 and 

O4). In an effort to be thorough, the researcher briefly outlines them here.  

O3 states:  

“To provide resources and assistance in specific curricular areas such as 

but not limited to: reading, writing, mathematics, social studies, science, 

computers and technology.” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies 

Department Functions, 2008-2009). 

Access to the Raza Studies model and curriculum is available to all teachers 

across TUSD. Raza teachers also provide model instruction for high school, middle 

school, and elementary school teachers who request it as well as for those teachers who 

plan to infuse the Raza Studies CCI Model. 

O4 states: 

“To design, implement and further develop culturally responsive materials 

and instructional techniques that focus on issues of equity within the 

classroom and on campus.” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies 

Department Functions, 2008-2009). 

In addition to the opportunity for teachers to attend the annual Institute for 

Transformative Education, the Raza Studies Department expects teachers to continuously 

develop curriculum throughout the school year that is culturally and historically relevant 

and advocates that teachers stay informed of the most recent curriculum development 

research that is proven effective for Mexican American/Latin@ students. Staying 

informed, according to the curriculum outline (2008-2009) “provides agency for Raza 

Studies teachers to create and maintain pedagogically sound classrooms as well as to 
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make informed pedagogical decisions that will ultimately lead to more equity within 

TUSD classrooms and campuses” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department 

Functions). Teachers, under O4, are also expected to maintain positive, authentic student-

teacher-parent interactions that are based upon respeto (respect) and centered in the 

creation of an academic identity. 

In summary, the Raza Studies curriculum is consistent with the tenets of critical 

pedagogy and seeks to re-imagine the possibilities of learning in the 21st century. The 

core of all Raza courses lies the idea that people should not be required to give up their 

ethnic and cultural traditions in order to become part of mainstream American society. 

Therefore the goal of Raza studies is not to “fill up” students’ minds with static 

information or rigid content knowledge. Students are not bank accounts to use for later 

investment or withdrawals, in the same way Freire is critical of the banking model of 

education. Instead, young people are already full of valuable knowledge and life 

experience and it should be the critical educator’s goal to extrapolate the resources 

inherent to that knowledge and experience and utilize it in an additive, not subtractive 

way. Raza educators intrinsically understand this and view themselves as equal to their 

students. This in turn empowers the pursuit of the knowledge for all and it moves us in 

the direction of reforming schools (and the ways of learning) in a truly foundational, 

grassroots course. In this way, the curriculum of Raza Studies does not represent a “band-

aid” or even a subversive response to inadequate schooling experiences. In reality, as the 

researcher has argued before, the curriculum and instruction is constructed in such a way 

where not only do students get access to some version of “truth” but that in spite of 
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current undemocratic educational practices and pedagogy, real transformational 

pedagogy can be realized. 

 

Area Two: Professional Development 

 The Mexican American/Raza Studies Department offers three avenues for 

educators (including non-employees and the general public) to strengthen their 

commitment to critical pedagogical practices. The one objective for Area Two reads: 

 “To design, implement and further develop equity-based materials and 

instructional techniques to be used district-wide that focus on the academic and social 

needs of Mexican American/Latino students” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies 

Department Functions, 2008-2009). 

 The first avenue for educators is the annual “Institute for Transformative 

Education” sponsored by the Mexican American/Raza Studies Department and the 

University of Arizona’s College of Education. Usually a four-day conference housed at 

the UA, the program consists of world-renowned scholars and academics, local teachers, 

professors, students, and theoretical and practical workshops. It provides participants an 

opportunity to listen and dialogue in the areas of cultural responsiveness, ethnic studies, 

critical multicultural education, critical pedagogy, and critical race theory. For example, 

in 2008 the conference hosted Peter McLaren, Antonia Darder, Sandy Grande, Christine 

Sleeter, and Jeffrey Duncan-Andrade.  

In addition to teachers having the opportunity to work collaboratively and engage 

in non-threatening supportive dialogue, TUSD employees earn thirty hours of salary 

increment credit. 
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The second avenue for educators to develop professionally in the field of Raza 

Studies is through a course named “Raza Studies Redemptive Rememberings”. Held 

throughout the academic year, teachers can earn thirty hours of salary increment credit. In 

the course, K-12 teachers and pre-service teachers interested in the study, development, 

and sharing of curriculum, pedagogy and student-parent interactions participate in open 

dialogue concerning the culturally relevant needs of Mexican American/Latin@ students. 

They are provided opportunities to design lessons consistent with CCI (critically 

compassionate intellectualism) and strategize about ways in which students can achieve 

school graduation and help them transition to post-secondary educational opportunities. 

Most importantly, these courses (offered six times in each academic year) help preserve 

and construct a critical, additive-based discourse that recognizes the specific plight of 

Latin@ students. It allows educators the chance to challenge assumptions, self-reflect, 

and maintain an open heart for their students. 

Finally, the Raza Studies Department responds to any other professional 

development requests, support, and needed resources that it can financially accommodate 

throughout the district. In recent years, for example, many of the Raza staff has tirelessly 

worked with TUSD in defending the program from public criticism, political backlash, 

and state superintendent Tom Horne’s insidious attacks and threats. Acting on behalf and 

with students, Raza educators have sacrificed classroom time, their own professional 

development, and their families in order to combat the media barrage committed to 

stifling the efforts of Ethnic Studies and La Raza Studies. The researcher, as a participant 

observer and in attendance of many of the school board meetings, would be amiss if she 

did not mention that the Raza educators attend in solidarity, every district board meeting, 
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respond to every attack promptly and astutely and spend significant hours away from 

home. For example in 2007 several weeks before the final TUSD school board meeting, 

Tom Horne authored a guest editorial in the Arizona Daily Star and appeared in Bill 

O’Reilly’s FOX News program and Lou Dobbs CNN show. (Cammarota, 2009). In doing 

so, Horne ignited a level of seemingly uncontainable community activism whereby more 

than 300 people attended that final meeting to publicly demonstrate their animosity. 

Amidst threats of violence and protesters, that supporters and opponents of the program 

put themselves at risk (including fifth-grade students) speaks to how palpable the Ethnic 

Studies/Raza Studies situation has become – and how vital it is that professional 

development opportunities are made publicly accessible. 

 

Area Three: Equity 

 In the area of equity, the Mexican American/Raza Studies Department is 

committed to improving access to the total curriculum for all students with a particular 

focus on Mexican American/Latin@ students (O1) and to assist those students in 

obtaining full participation and equity in the educational opportunities offered to all 

students (O2). 

 Clearly, their main focus is providing culturally and historically relevant 

curriculum and this is accessible to most TUSD students. As well, the department 

attempts to work collaboratively with general curriculum teachers to help integrate the 

theoretical framework of critical pedagogy. “The sharing of this curriculum is a way to 

reach out to and build capacity amongst TUSD classroom teachers so that they can in 

turn implement a more equitable Mexican American/Latino representation in the total 
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curriculum that leads to higher academic achievement for Mexican American/Latino 

students” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009).  

 Aside from providing culturally relevant pedagogy, La Raza Studies endorses 

four opportunities to improve the chances of gaining access to equitable schooling 

conditions. They are: 1) the Social Justice Education Project – an opportunity for students 

to become social scientists whereby they research issues and problems related to school, 

laws and government. In return they compile and analyze their data, create solutions, and 

present their findings to schools, administrators, and policy-makers; 2) the Adelante 

Student Leadership Conference - a day-long student conference open to Latin@ college-

bound high school juniors with a grade point average of 3.0 or higher; 3) the Early 

College Bridge Program – a partnership with the University of Arizona that provides in 

and out of class workshops for parents and Raza students regarding college admissions 

processes, financial assistance, scholarship opportunities, deadlines, etc. and; 4) 

Internship Opportunities – where Raza Academic Specialists assist students  in seeking 

professional and institutional development opportunities that might help Raza students 

with the insight and skills necessary if they choose to pursue careers in those fields. For 

example, in 2008 two students served as interns with the USDA in Washington D.C. 

(TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). 

 The third objective (O3) of Area Three: Equity states “to eliminate testing bias 

toward all students with a particular focus on Mexican American/students [sic] in all 

programs within TUSD” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, 

2008-2009). The intent here is to test students first and foremost on content 

comprehensible to the learner and where testing contains no elements that convey a 



 

 

208

cultural bias. This, according to the program’s stated functions, requires “dynamic 

assessment strategies, as opposed to standardized assessment, which will provide a 

differentiated evaluation tool for [teachers] that work toward eliminating testing bias” 

(TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). Teachers 

then are required to identify the seven forms of bias that often characterize curriculum 

and assessment materials: invisibility, stereotyping, imbalance and selectivity, unreality, 

fragmentation and isolation, linguistic bias, and cosmetic bias. (Sadker and Sadker, 2006 

in TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). By 

identifying and deconstructing these types of bias allows Raza teachers to detect and 

evaluate books accordingly and provide assessment that accurately reflects a culturally 

responsive pedagogy.  

 Lastly in Area Three: Equity, objective four (O4) states “to accurately monitor the 

assessment and placement of all students with a particular focus on Mexican 

American/Latino students in regular education programs as well as exceptional education 

programs” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). 

In order to do this, Raza educators work closely with: 1) the Bilingual Gate Program – a 

program that incorporates the language component in a Dual Language Model to enrich 

the educational experience of Mexican American/Latin@ students; 2) GATE Promotora 

Program – an effort to help articulate and communicate to potential students and parents 

what the GATE program is, utilizing home and school visits; 3) Advanced Placement and 

Honors Programs – by monitoring and assessing the numbers and percentages of 

Mexican American/Latin@ students who enroll in AP/Honors programs in order to 

collaborate on action plans toward a more equitable representation of Latin@ students in 
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these courses and; 4) Raza Studies classes – by monitoring and assessing the progress of 

students enrolled in its Raza Studies courses, including quarterly, semester, and end of 

year quantitative examination of attendance rates, grades, GPA’s, AIMS testing, 

graduation rates, and student surveys. In addition, the department conducts a qualitative 

analysis on students in the form of interviews and written student survey responses as a 

way to measure the efficacy of the classes. 

 

Area Four: Intercultural Proficiency 

 As can be expected, the Ethnic Studies Department which houses culturally 

specific programs (like Mexican American/Raza Studies) is committed to developing and 

creating an appreciation of all students – but again, with a specific focus on African 

American, Mexican American, Pan Asian and Native American students (O1). 

Intercultural proficiency requires that administrators and district leadership focus on 

research-based methodologies and practical strategies to implement at their respective 

school sites and departments. “The purpose is to develop cultural proficiency, implement 

culturally responsive curriculum and pedagogy, and increase school to student/parent 

interactions as a way to eliminate the achievement gap as well as to provide safe and 

healthy learning environments for TUSD students” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza 

Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). This commitment is also expected from 

elementary, middle school, and high school teachers and Raza staff. In order to do this, 

the Mexican American/Raza Studies department provides professional development 

sessions. 
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Area Five: Associated Services 

 One of the most vital components of the Raza Studies mission and vision is to 

encourage all students to stay in school and complete at a minimum a high school 

education (O1). This is especially true for Latin@ students. To help students stay 

motivated to be in school and pursue knowledge, Raza educators mentor, tutor and 

provide guidance to students who are not making satisfactory progress. They also work 

closely with families and visit homes to ensure continuity between school and parental 

expectations. As well, the Mexican American/Raza Studies Department sponsors the 

educational and cultural student organization MEChA (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano 

de Aztlan) that has chapters in eight Tucson schools. Though primarily an organization 

focused on higher education, high school MEChA students with the support of Raza 

Studies work to help further their educational journeys while advocating for social 

justice, historical inclusion, and cultural issues relevant to the Latin@ community. Lastly, 

teachers within the Raza Studies Department serve as cooperating teachers for former 

Raza Studies students who are currently working toward their state teaching certification. 

“The purpose of this student teaching arrangement will serve to familiarize student 

teachers in the Raza Studies Model” (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies 

Department Functions, 2008-2009). 

 

Area Six: Family and Community Engagement 

 Since the mission of La Raza Studies is founded on the intent to provide critically 

compassionate intellectualism (CCI), it sees the family and community as central to 

creating the continuity that CCI requires. In order “to design, implement and further 
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develop [these] engagement strategies that support and encourage the active participation 

of all parents and communities with a focus on [Latin@s]” the department organizes and 

hosts the Ce Ollin (One Movement) Parent Encuentros. (TUSD Mexican American/Raza 

Studies Department Functions, 2008-2009). Here Raza students showcase and present 

their academic work, projects, and research with their parents. The intention is to promote 

greater interaction between parents, teachers, and students through meaningful dialogue 

that centers on how all can benefit from student learning and what the Raza Studies 

program has to offer.  

 In addition, the Mexican American/Raza Studies Department engages in annual 

community events and organizations where staff act as liaisons. In the 2008-2009 school 

year, Raza teachers and staff contributed to the Arizona Cesar Chavez Leadership Week, 

the Annual Cesar Chavez March, Chicanos Por La Causa (including Para Los Niños 

Holiday Event and Xinachtli Youth Leadership Conference), the University of Arizona 

Athletic Department’s Hispanic Heritage Month, and the League of United Latin 

American Citizens (LULAC). (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies Department 

Functions, 2008-2009).  

 The Mexican American/Raza Studies Department also meets regularly with an 

advisory board to report progress, events, and status of the department. The board 

consists of 21 members ranging from locally elected government officials, university 

professors, and the vice president of Chicanos Por La Causa.  

 Also to engage families and community and to provide political transparency, 

Raza Studies organizes town hall and educational forums to inform the larger community 

on the functions, rationale, and the importance of the work that Raza Studies conducts.  



 

 

212

 And finally, the department works closely with institutions of higher education 

(namely the University of Arizona, Arizona State University, and Pima Community 

College) to connect and further progress Raza students toward the best higher education 

resources and opportunities available. By taking advantage of the resources offered 

through the University of Arizona’s Hispanic Alumni for example, “students can position 

themselves to gain admission into college, acquire financial resources”, and realize 

overall, that higher education is a possibility. (TUSD Mexican American/Raza Studies 

Department Functions, 2008-2009).  

 

Criticisms and Skeptics 

In the data collection and analysis of this study, the researcher encountered a 

tremendous amount of criticism (and outright abhorrence) of TUSD’s Ethnic Studies, 

Mexican American Studies and La Raza Studies. Though the crux of this study is to 

describe and analyze these textual discourses in the form of a narrative, the researcher in 

this section provides a brief glimpse into the recent hostile rhetoric from data not used in 

the study. In doing so, she further frames the events of La Raza Studies using a critical 

race theoretical lens. 

In the summer months of 2007, June to be specific, La Raza Studies endured 

perhaps its highest level of community and state disapproval. The political climate, 

combined with recent bilingual legislation, the 2006 DREAM Act initiative, and dubious 

immigration and border patrol relations, was so palpable and impending that even the 

researcher, who was out of the state at the time, recalls the ominous feeling. The 

divisiveness was initiated when Tom Horne, State Superintendent of Public Instruction, 
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published “An Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson” on June 11. In it he denounced 

Ethnic Studies and called for its removal from the district on the basis that it promoted 

ethnic chauvinism that “places group affiliation above individual characteristics” (Horne, 

2007). In other words, that schools provide culturally responsive pedagogy means that 

they provide racist, culturally isolationist pedagogy. However, it has been established 

throughout this study that this is not the intent of Raza Studies – that in fact, it provides 

anti-racist instruction and racially conscious curriculum. Yet misunderstood as teaching 

racism and culturally superiority, learning about and discussing the historic oppression of 

ethnic minorities was enough for Horne to make his request for a subpoena of the Raza 

curriculum – and again a year later ‘arguing’ that “racism is claiming any racial identity” 

(TUSD press conference, June 2008). Interestingly, Horne identifies as being Jewish. 

Claiming to have strong connections to his Jewish heritage, he also identifies strongly 

with the idea of individual hard work, but that only through group membership has he 

been able to succeed. (Simpson, 2009).  

And succeed he did. On May 11, 2010, Governor Jan Brewer of Arizona signed 

the Ethnic Studies Bill (HB 2281), which bars public schools from offering courses that 

are designed primarily for students of a particular ethnicity. (Education Week, May 17, 

2010). However, Abel Morado, the principal of Tucson High School said “the measure 

wouldn’t apply to the ethnic studies taught in [TUSD] because they don’t contain the 

elements of the bill…that about 150 students take elective classes that teach English and 

social studies standards through a lens of Mexican American or ‘Raza’ culture” (retrieved 

from Education Week, May 17, 2010). At the time of this study (summer of 2010) it 
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remains to be seen whether this statement will be recognized in the implementation of the 

bill for the 2010-2011 academic year.  

In an article by Stanley Fish posted in the New York Times, Fish argues that the 

authors of HB 2281 “don’t want students to learn about the ethic of treating people 

equally; they want them to believe in it (as you might believe in the resurrection), and 

therefore to believe, as they do, that those who interrogate it [must] be banished from 

public education” (New York Times, Arizona: The Gift that Keeps on Giving, May 17, 

2010). Moreover, Fish contends that the bill is less about access to social justice but 

more, it symbolizes the larger contentious “relationship between questioning the ideology 

of individual rights and the production of racism and hatred”.   

More recently, in Utah, lawmakers are looking at banning an ethnic studies 

program similar to the one in TUSD. The legislators there have been asked to look at 

Arizona’s legislation and to review how the courses might be “questionable” (Richards, 

2010). Committee co-chair Senator Howard Stephenson said that students and parents 

have complained about these requirements in public schools and that having a “full 

course in diversity” (Richards, 2010) is unnecessary, basing their argument on the need 

for color-blindness. 

On the other hand, proponents of La Raza Studies have approached their opinion 

of the program from a variety of angles. These will be examined in the study’s analysis 

but for example, advocates have criticized naysayers of racist bias or caught up in the fear 

of anything “un-American”. They also criticize the backlash as being rooted in 

hegemonic interests and anti-immigration agendas. In other words, the people so opposed 

to Ethnic Studies tend to be from the dominant in-group and in turn, boast the privilege of 
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constructing their own narrative to social events. Philosopher John Dewey would call this 

counter-productive to democracy, or any egalitarian society, because certain citizens, the 

dominant group in this case, are claiming their version of truth is the right one - based 

upon privilege not critical thinking. (Spring, 2008). In response to Horne’s 2007 letter, 

Michael Simpson (2009) writes, “The ingroup has the power to tell a story that benefits 

its own interests and outgroups present a challenge to this…[the] dominant ingroup tries 

to present its own story that protects its own interests as also protecting the general 

interest of all…[the] dominant group does not merely rule over others, but seeks to 

lead…[this] is hegemony” (Simpson, 2009, p.1).  

The noticeable point here, according to the researcher, is that public discourse 

becomes unavoidably satiated with hegemonic innuendo and implicit discriminatory 

attitudes when the dialogue revolves around nationalism and race. Even for proponents of 

the program who attack Horne’s nationalistic usage of the term “ethnic chauvinism” they 

too exhibit their own chauvinistic tendencies in counter-attacks. For instance, an Arizona 

blog writer who is seemingly in favor of the Ethnic Studies program states, “But Horne 

can't allow himself to praise Raza Studies for its successes, because, even more than 

Horne loves AIMS, he hates Latinos… [More] accurately, Horne acts like he hates 

Latinos” (David Safier, from blogforarizona.com, May 28, 2008). Though the researcher 

is hard-pressed not to believe Safier’s sagacious comments, she wonders how this 

rhetoric at all contributes to social transformation and expanding diversity. Perhaps, the 

outcome of the American post-modern commitment to multiculturalize a nation of 

patriots is more a nationalistic suggestion rooted in political and ideological strategizing 
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rather than a genuine democratic endeavor. Maybe, a fear and uncertainty of color-

blindness supersedes egalitarian optimism. 

 

Summary 

In all, La Raza Studies (and the entirety of Ethnic Studies) is aimed at helping 

young people succeed academically. Committed to the tenets of critical pedagogy and 

implementing a cultural responsive curriculum, critically compassionate teachers attempt 

to create learning spaces that will transform lives. This is especially vital for Latin@ 

students who face extreme challenges and linguistic/social/cultural barriers in mainstream 

schooling. Non-conventional methods are employed. Social activism is required. 

Dedication to developing a lifelong commitment to learning is implicit. Whether deemed 

a multicultural, radical, or “un-American” effort, the Mexican American/Raza Studies 

program helps to give students “a greater understanding of their heritage, [where they 

become] empowered by the notion that others expect them to fail. They learn that the best 

way to get back at those who hate them is by succeeding. That's called motivation, and 

motivation is 75% of education. It looks like these teachers are motivating their students 

to pay more attention and to work harder [and] there's no better road to success than that” 

(David Safier, from blogforarizona.com, May 27. 2008).  

However buoyant they seem, Safier’s comments are still wedged within a larger 

dialectical intersection and tangled web of public socio-political discourse. Hence, the 

researcher now attempts to reveal how this discourse came to reveal itself, where it has 

wandered, and what it might expose about the promises and possibilities for equal 

educational opportunity in the United States.  
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CHAPTER FIVE: 

ANALYSIS AND DISCUSSION OF THE EVENTS: 

REACTIONS AND RESPONSES 

 

This chapter outlines and tells the story of the public reaction and response to the 

Ethnic/Raza Studies program from the years 2007-2010.  

Primarily using newspaper articles the researcher constructs an historical narrative 

of the chronology of events beginning from Tom Horne’s publication of “An Open Letter 

to the Citizens of Tucson” (Open Letter hereafter) in June 2007 until the most recent 

event when the Arizona Governor signed House Bill 2281 in May 2010. Within this 

descriptive account, the chronology is further developed and magnified by a critical 

analysis of the data – opinion pieces and letters to the editor written for The Arizona 

Daily Star. Coding for indicators of a deficit discourse (stereotypes, racial stereotypes, 

xenophobia, etc.), a critical reflection and discussion of these texts is considered within 

the larger themes of power, ideology, and hegemony.  

In consideration of this chapter, in addition to the extensive literature review 

(chapter two) and inclusive profile of Raza Studies (chapter four), the researcher believes 

the reader will gain a more empathetic, even if only a more informed, perspective 

regarding the plight of Latin@ students. In some ways, this tone of personal sentiment 

and urgency exposes the researcher’s bias and situates her as a social justice advocate. 

And though this may weaken her data analysis according to the protocols of standard 

research methodology, she feels that in combination with a critical race theoretical lens, 

the subjective and revealing nature of her data justifies this stance.  
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Tom Horne’s “An Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson”: The Story Begins (2007) 

In 2006 TUSD’s Ethnic Studies program experienced its first public scrutiny 

when activist Dolores Huerta gave a controversial speech at Tucson High Magnet School. 

In opposition to conservative politics, Huerta said “Republicans hate Latinos” 

(Scarpinato, 6/13/09). As an expression of their support for her (and drawing attention to 

the program), Raza students staged a school walkout. In turn, State Superintendent of 

Instruction Tom Horne arranged for his deputy superintendent to speak to students “about 

being Hispanic and Republican” (Scarpinato, 6/13/09, italics added). Ultimately though, 

this seemingly isolated event actually signaled the beginning of a visible and vocal 

ideological war between the self-proclaimed liberal Raza Studies program and 

conservative politicking.  

By 2007, La Raza Studies would encounter the largest setback to its vision and 

goals since its inception (in 1998). The event indicated the beginning of an intentional, 

long-term attack waged against the “destructive ethnic chauvinism” that Tom Horne now 

alleged was occurring in Raza Studies classrooms. (Horne, 2007, Open Letter). Focusing 

mainly on La Raza Studies’ philosophy and curricular materials, Horne accused the 

directors of the program, as well as teachers and students, of promoting racial separatism 

and anti-Western attitudes. (Horne, 2007, Open Letter). According to Horne, ethnic 

chauvinism is “teaching people to make their primary personal identity the ethnic group 

they were born into rather than identifying as an individual in terms of character and 

ability” (Sanchez, 11/15/07). Yet, according to Stanley Fish (Arizona: The Gift That 
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Keeps on Giving, 5/17/10) this emphasis is dangerous to our progress stating “[while] the 

idea of treating people as individuals is certainly central to the project of Enlightenment 

liberalism, and functions powerfully in much of the nation’s jurisprudence…an excessive 

focus on the individual results in an unhealthy atomization and tends to loosen the ties 

that bind society together” (retrieved June 16, 2010). Furthermore, Cammarota (2006) 

contends that within this culture of individualism “social disparities are highlighted and 

explained as consequences of individual failure instead of emerging from social 

structures (i.e., ideology, economic systems, and institutional discrimination)” (p. 5). 

Like many Americans, perhaps Horne is fond of  “individualism” because it helps to hide 

social injustice and requires little to no accountability on his behalf for the welfare of 

others.  

Using a platform of “conservative principles” (www.electtomhorne.com, retrieved 

July 3, 2010) guided by a meritocratic, tax-redemptive spirit, Horne has spent most of his 

eight years as state superintendent fixated on reforming schools to be more standardized, 

to follow back-to-basics curricular instruction, and to emphasize the value of individual 

performance over collective responsibility. 

 Pinned a political opportunist by critics and opponents, Horne has also been 

accused of not only harboring racist beliefs himself but of conspiring to construct a 

strategic plan for his eventual and current run for Arizona State Attorney General (to be 

determined in August 2010). This line of attack has come at the expense of Ethnic 

Studies and was made easier by Horne’s long history of criminalizing and opposing 

bilingual education (which he eventually was able to outlaw) and dubious opposition to 

gender studies. Taking into account the anti-immigration sentiment throughout the state 
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coupled with increasing disputes regarding citizenship status and the palpable police and 

border patrol occupation in southern Arizona, it is no wonder Horne needed a 

conservative agenda to garner support from the citizen majority; in other words, the 

traditionally conservative (and majority Republican) Arizonans who have supported his 

anti-immigrant, anti-bilingual educational policies will also presumably help secure him a 

future in the attorney general’s office. To do this Horne chose an avenue that would 

prove his unflagging commitment to perpetuating American “values” and urgency in 

maintaining “safe communities” (www.electttomhorne.com, retrieved July 3, 2010). 

Playing on the long history of the race/class divide in Southern Arizona, Horne 

exacerbates the struggle between Whites and people of color, who in Arizona tend to be 

poor Mexican Americans exploited by colonization and political domination (i.e., 

through campaigns of land seizure and labor exploitation). (Cammarota, 2009). In this 

light, Horne has been able to strengthen his agenda with anti-immigration rhetoric, 

whereby attacking the financially tapped out Tucson Unified School District (TUSD 

hereafter) proved to be the best (and supposedly easiest) conduit for this – where he could 

target a specific curriculum and use to his advantage Spanish-speakers and Mexicans to 

show how just how unsafe the U.S. has become. This kind of scapegoating is an 

oppressive tactic often used by the oppressor to maintain the oppressive order. (Freire, 

1970). In other words, Horne views the subordinated (or the oppressed) as objects, as 

“things” that have no purpose except those their oppressors prescribe for them. (Freire, 

1970, p.42). Essentially, this disciplinary power causes effective and docile bodies and 

makes use of brilliant tactics to do things effectively and efficiently. (Foucault, 1991). 

However, the positive effect of this power does not mean it is a force that can serve 
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positive aims like empowerment or emancipation. In this case, the effect has produced 

the “production of destruction” (Foucault in Gordon, 1980, p. 161) where the psyche of 

the oppressed is rooted in the implicit acceptance of the hierarchal order of domination 

and subordination and where it is so entrenched it may be impossible to deviate from it. 

(Cammarota and Romero, 2006). 

By 2007, the Ethnic Studies program had been officially operating for three years 

and its courses were gaining in popularity. (Sanchez, 11/15/07). In that year, on any given 

day as many as 1,400 TUSD students were attending these specialized classes; while in 

2002, just 70 students were enrolled in these classes at only two schools. (Sanchez, 

11/15/07). (Note: Ethnic Studies followed La Raza Studies to later become the umbrella 

program for all culturally specific curricular programs – e.g., Native American, Pan-

Asian, African American, and Mexican American (Raza) Studies).  

So, on June 11, 2007 Horne published an “Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson” 

(or manifesto) outlining why he believes the Ethnic Studies program should be 

eliminated. (see Appendix A). The document, posted on the Arizona Department of 

Education website, was satiated with misinformation (embarrassing typos 

notwithstanding) and an undeniable tone of white privilege (presumably a camouflage for 

his own fear). The five-page letter, organized into nine sections, claims to “expose” the 

program and “bring [the] facts out into the open” (Horne, 2007, Open Letter). It goes on 

to outline the justification for the elimination of the program through Horne’s personal 

reflections and observations, a critique of the textbooks and activities, special 

investigations by a Phoenix newspaper journalist, and accusations of intimidation of 

TUSD faculty by Ethnic Studies teachers. Horne makes reference to Raza Studies, 
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Mexicans, Latin@s, and Chican@s over eleven times - yet curiously, never mentions 

anything associated with the other Ethnic Studies programs or activities. The letter 

concludes with a call to action on behalf of Tucson citizens claiming that only with their 

action will they save two million tax-payer dollars a year.  

Without ever accusing the Ethnic Studies program outright of promoting racism, 

Horne throughout the letter refers to the semantically-appealing term, ethnic chauvinism, 

to highlight the supposed “totalitarian climate of fear” created by Ethnic Studies where  

“ ‘progressive’ political activists [are] on the hunt [and] the race transgressors are 

multiplying” (Horne, 2007, Open Letter). Essentially accusing the Ethnic Studies 

Department of doing exactly what he really is guilty of, Horne solicits the public with a 

visceral urgency that reveals the need to preserve his power. According to Leonardo 

(2009), this is also an attempt by Horne to preserve group power – where in order for it 

(and him) to remain dominant, whiteness must “seduce allies” (while constructing the 

‘other’) and “[convince] them of the advantages of such an alliance” (Leonardo, 2009, p. 

181).  

Among the many interesting comments and baseless claims, what is significantly 

visible throughout the letter is Horne’s expression of outrage at the supposed lack of 

respect for him and his authority. Again, this is indicative of the success of white 

domination where through the construction of asymmetrical relations (Leonardo, 2009) 

he can thrive on the privileges inherent to systems of domination.  

Deliberately critiquing Horne’s Open Letter through a critical discourse study, 

Michael Simpson (2009) claims that Horne (after a revealing expose of Horne’s 

background) is a product of “unexamined privileges” where his “fishbowl is a safe place 
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for him… [f]rom there he sees threats from the constructed ‘others’ on the outside” 

(Simpson, 2009, p. 7). This act of whiteness is quite simple when according to Leonardo 

(2009) the system is set up to benefit him. To do this Leonardo states “set up a system 

that benefits the group, [then] mystify the system, remove the agents of actions from 

discourse, and when interrogated about it, stifle the discussion with inane comments 

about the ‘reality’ of the charges being made” (2009, p. 88). This begs the question – 

what really were (and are) Horne’s intentions?  

Interestingly, Horne argued that he was more concerned about cultural “values” 

than student academic achievement. In other words, he likes his values more than the 

“others’”. In Brown Tide Rising: Metaphors of Latinos in Contemporary American 

Public Discourse (2002), Otto Santa Ana argues that conservative educational practices 

treat children as a means to an end and are mere commodities produced in educational 

factories. (p. 196). Schools therefore “drum and drill values into children rather than 

cultivate those values” (ibid., p. 196). In this sense, it is particularly problematic that 

conservative Tom Horne likes his values more - because he has the power to enforce 

them. It is also remarkably coincidental that when Horne began his investigation into 

Ethnic Studies (showing no interest in academic achievement or outcomes), Tucson 

schools saw noticeable increases in its Latin@ population (Sanchez, 12/9/07) yet dropout 

rates remained ominously stable (in 2006 TUSD alone lost 42 percent of its Latin@ 

students). (Sanchez and Santa Cruz, 12/9/07). In the Flowing Wells School District, the 

Latin@ population hit 49 percent in 2007 indicating a 19 percent increase over seven 

years – leading any other Tucson school district. (Sanchez and Santa Cruz, 12/9/07). In 

the Sunnyside School District, the second largest in Tucson, 88 percent of its students 
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identify as Latin@. Moreover, in that same year, Raza Studies was able to report on the 

program’s success, claiming that eleventh-graders from four high schools in 2006-2007 

had outscored their peers in reading, writing, and math on the Arizona’s Instrument to 

Measure Standards (known as AIMS). (Sanchez, 11/15/07). (These scores would later be 

contested and effectively dismissed by The Arizona Republic Special Investigator Doug 

MacEachern; see MacEachern, 6/29/09). At that time however, these scores, 

demographic shifts, and high drop out rates all together would seemingly alarm any 

superintendent. Yet Horne did not express concern about any of these numbers and what 

they may or may not mean for academic outcomes. Instead he chose to focus (and still 

does) on the rather idiosyncratic terminology of values and “whether students are 

developing values with which he doesn’t agree” (The Star, 11/19/07, Our View). In fact, 

in regard to the alleged superior AIMS scores, Horne said “the program’s academic 

success may be what draws students to the program, but the program itself may not lead 

to student success” (Sanchez, 11/15/07). As if rebuking this claim directly, Trueba (2002) 

states:  

Both academic success and academic failure are socially constructed 

phenomena [they are relative]. Failure to learn is a consequence of a given 

socio-cultural system [resistance to non-relativity]. The acquisition of 

academic [dominant] knowledge is not necessarily any more difficult than 

the acquisition of the concrete [real] knowledge required for effective 

everyday social interaction. Thus, some researchers believe that resistance 

to learning should be viewed as students’ rejection of cultural values [the 
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dominant systems’] and academic demands placed on them by school 

personnel [authority]. (p. 153).  

 In this passage, the researcher in quotations, added her interpretation of what 

Trueba was really saying. In essence, students learn when they feel connected to the 

knowledge, understand the purpose, and are respected in the process. (Freire, 1993). So 

while Horne entirely misses the point (and pedagogical connection) he says Raza Studies’ 

student success is likely incidental and with strategic intent, ignores the research and 

evidence that proves culturally relevant pedagogy often leads to academic success. 

 

The Event 

Subsequently, on November 6, 2007, Tom Horne officially filed a records request 

with TUSD calling for “all training materials used in Mexican American and African 

American studies, syllabuses [sic], videos, films, teachers’ guides, reading materials, 

audio recordings and other instructional materials” (Sanchez, 11/15/07). When 

questioned about the nature of the request, Horne is quoted as stating that it would not be 

called an investigation; instead its purpose was “maintaining adequate knowledge in the 

state Department of Education of what is occurring in the schools” (Sanchez, 11/15/07). 

However, Horne never contacted the school board indicating his concerns.  

In suspicion, Augustine Romero, Director of Ethnic Studies, questioned Horne’s 

motives stating that in light of his explanations, if Horne’s inquiry wasn’t based on 

academic achievement than “[it] reads as nothing other than a political maneuver” 

(Sanchez, 12/30/07). The TUSD Governing Board President Joel Ireland also skeptical of 

Horne’s intentions contended that the school board has the power (not the state 
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superintendent) to make these decisions and that “[Horne] has no jurisdiction to talk 

about what the district has in its curriculum…[our] job is to align the curriculum with 

state standards…otherwise it’s none of his business” (Sanchez, 12/30/07).   

Nonetheless, ignoring the factors that could indicate the need for more meaningful 

curriculum and programs, which could increase academic achievement and help develop 

culturally competent, critical thinking students, Horne insisted on further investigating 

the values of the program; again, based on his own “deep philosophical beliefs” 

(Sanchez, 12/30/07).  

By the end of December in 2007, Horne “quietly” concluded his inspection of 

Ethnic Studies “without action” (Sanchez, 12/30/07). Despite the despotic intonation of 

his original sentiment in the June Open Letter, he claimed that his aim was to make the 

facts known and inform the community of what was being taught. (Sanchez, 12/30/07). 

And though he never explicitly said he alone wanted to order changes to the curriculum 

he declared instead that it was “up to the people of Tucson” (Sanchez, 12/30/07). In other 

words, his hyper-American pitch implied a call to action of supporters who should and 

would presumably become just as incensed as he. In turn they would do Horne’s 

ideological work for him.  

 

The Response 

 The researcher in this section explores the response to the above event – the 

November 6th, 2007 request for records by Tom Horne as a follow-up to his Open Letter 

in June. In the data collection she found 22 opinion-based pieces written in or to The 

Arizona Daily Star. These dates ranged from November 18th through December 17th 
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2007. Though every response will not be discussed, they are labeled according to 

chronological logic and are represented with the respective number of its placement in 

the chronology. For example, Response One is abbreviated as R1, Response Five is R5, 

and Response Fifteen is R15. After each response has been cited with dates, the 

researcher indicates whether the writer of the response was in favor of the program, not in 

favor, or neutral. She believes this helps to further contextualize the responses, especially 

for those that are emotionally charged and/or intentionally satirical. To be fair, the 

researcher also tried to provide a balanced report of both positive and negative responses. 

 Of these 22 responses, 17 responses were letters to the editor, one was an editorial 

response and four were special/guest opinions. All together, the researcher determined 

that 16 were in favor of the program, four were not in favor, and two were neutral.  

Of all four years investigated in this study, 2007 garnered the most reaction 

(based on what the newspaper published). The researcher contends this is due to the 

aggressive spirit of Tom Horne’s attack and in how visible he made his personal (racial) 

bias – which may also account for the overwhelming amount of responses that were 

written in favor of the program. (However that would change in the following years.)  

In response to Horne’s request for records, the nature of the response ranged from 

concerns about school funding to Horne’s white identity. For example, according to an 

opinion piece by Ernesto Portillo Jr. (an Arizona Daily Star reporter), “Tom Horne 

doesn’t like the idea that Chicano, Latino, American Indian, and black students have the 

educational opportunity to study the history of race and race relations in our country” 

(R1, 11/18/07, in favor). Reacting to Horne’s chauvinistic accusation that schools and 

curriculum should “transcend [students] parochial background”, Portillo argues that the 
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Ethnic Studies program serves any school purpose but that one, stating: “It’s U.S. 

education that is parochial…American students historically have graduated knowing little 

to nothing about the world they live in, especially when it comes to the many ethnic 

communities established before and since 1776” (ibid., 11/18/07). Van Dijk (1989) 

claims that people make strategic inferences from these kinds of experiences. In turn, 

“they build mental models of ethnic situations and generalize these to general negative 

attitude schemata or prejudices that embody the basic opinions about relevant minority 

groups” (van Dijk, 1989, p. 202). However, everyday personal experiences include 

stories heard from others, and “many White citizens do not have such experiences.” 

(ibid., p. 203). Since they are often privy to elite discourses where hegemony and power 

reside, sharing among the in-group informs ethnic prejudices and ideologies. Therefore, 

we assume that those with power and authority have a very specific role in the 

distribution and acceptance of ethnic ideologies. (van Dijk, 1989, p. 203). Of course, how 

these discourses circulate and reproduce is often tangled in ethnocentrism, xenophobia, 

and perceived threats to power. The Raza Studies program specifically address these 

implicit acts and attempts to create a counter-hegemonic discourse. Hence, Ethnic Studies 

and Raza Studies classes, according to R5, not only teach an accurate picture of 

American history but they also include those events and people that have historically 

been marginalized and left out of the story. For example, to make this point salient, it’s 

worth citing R5 entirely:  

The ethnic studies classes I took in college taught me a world of 

knowledge about my own culture and the cultures of others. What role, for 

example, did the thousands of Mexicans who instantly became American 
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citizens in 1848 play in the Civil War? The question never occurred to the 

teachers in my predominantly Latino high school. Yet many of the best-

known heroes of the Civil War got their first combat experience during the 

U.S.-Mexican War, and although Mexican-Americans served bravely on 

both sides of the U.S. Civil War, I only learned about the Battle of 

Valverde and the Battle of Glorieta Pass thanks to the research completed 

by scholars in Mexican-American studies. The history and literature 

uncovered by scholars in every ethnic studies area develops a more 

complete picture of our nation's rich cultural heritage. It's a shame that our 

state superintendent of public instruction cannot appreciate that. (11/19/07, 

in favor, italics added). 

Response Three disagrees on the basis of parental responsibility in teaching their 

children “cultural history” (meaning unclear) – in other words:  

Whatever need there is for cultural history, it can be included in core 

classes like history or sociology. There is no legitimate need to separate 

certain students based on ethnicity. Ethnic studies is not only a waste of 

scarce resources, it is divisive, and should be eliminated as a separate 

entity. When the state is facing serious revenue shortfalls, this program 

offers savings. (R3, 11/19/07, not in favor). 

Again, this reader offers proof of the power of the dominant ideology – that 

somehow the “other” must stay the “other” and that a particular knowledge imposed by 

the dominant culture (assumedly white culture) is somehow more valuable and more 

consistent with republicanism, Protestantism, and capitalism. (Kaestle, 1982). To threaten 
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this is un-American. Sadly, for Latin@ students this means getting mainstreamed in 

schools in ways that still preserve their “roles on the lowest tiers of U.S. society” (Santa 

Ana, 2002) and that move them “quickly into the socialization of the [dominant group] 

without providing them critical perspective on who they are [or emphasizing] the 

morality tales about the exemplary character of this country” (ibid., p. 196). On the other 

hand, according to R17, “Teaching students the culture and history of any group of 

people fosters understanding and is therefore likely to eliminate a predisposed racist 

attitude towards that group… [k]nowledge of other people’s ways of life are a necessity 

in today’s world” (12/3/07, in favor).  

In a show of what the researcher contends was one of the most hideous 

representations of how white hegemony attempts to silence ethnic minorities comes from 

the writer of R9, a retired soldier. Supporting what seems to be a conservative 

educational agenda and essentialist epistemology, R9 reads: 

Core subjects such as reading and writing the English language are 

critical, as is the mastering of mathematics. The letter writer says our kids 

should be prepared to "successfully engage the global economy." I submit 

that the world economy will not be controlled by the ethnicities he refers 

to. If we want our kids to engage in world affairs, be realistic and offer 

courses in Chinese and Arab history, culture and language. Other ethnic 

studies, although enlightening, should be elective. (11/26/07, not in favor, 

italics added).  

 This response addresses how the racist discourse not just permeates the minds of 

older Americans (ignorant or not) but also provides the tools to silence minorities by 
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treating them and their intellectual capacities as insignificant. (Cammarota and Romero, 

2006, p. 2). The racist discourse is also embedded in the power of educational institutions 

“to actively silence the contributions of subordinate groups” (ibid., p. 2). Santa Ana 

(2002) provides an example of this when quoting conservative social critic Linda Chavez: 

“I know the efforts to teach U.S. ethnic history are well-meaning… but I don’t think [that 

is] the role of the public school…[t]he role of the public school is to teach American 

history” (p. 196). As if personally insulted by this (and R9), R10 so concertedly states:  

Tom Horne is not fit to run our state's schools. Why would anyone, 

especially an educator, object to a curriculum that includes the diverse 

history of those whose efforts helped shape this great nation? Why is it 

better for students to learn our history from only a single perspective? As a 

woman, I would have appreciated an elective women's studies program, 

whose successful role models would have only encouraged me to pursue 

my highest dreams. This is what these studies do for students, and it is 

shortsighted and wrong for the head of our schools to be stuck in a white 

male perspective. (11/26/07, in favor). 

Echoing these sentiments, R11 states “[Horne] is more concerned about his 

ideology and supposed ‘values’ than students’ actual learning” (11/26/07, in favor). In 

like manner, R12 sardonically states “As a white male, I must applaud Horne for keeping 

the great white hope alive. Let's keep teaching material that is increasingly irrelevant to 

our increasing number of minority students” (11/27/07, in favor). Not as mocking, writer 

of R14 thanks The Star for “bringing much-needed public attention to the continuing 

archaic and damaging pedagogical perspectives of [Tom Horne]” and further states that 
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Tom Horne’s “not-so-veiled attempt to ‘ethnically cleanse’ the public-education 

programs of Arizona schools is all too consistent with earlier efforts to eliminate 

bilingual education, mono-cultural vetting of Arizona State Social Studies Curriculum 

Standards, deprecating pronouncements on the viability of Native American cultures, and 

the dismissal of local and state Hispanic education advocates as catering to special 

interests” (R14, 11/27/07, in favor). In this sense, Horne’s attempt to cleanse the schools 

of ethnic solidarity is an example of the hegemonic tendency to reproduce well-

entrenched stereotypes, which according to critical scholars results in a modus operandi 

of oppressive schooling practices. (Giroux, 1983; McLaren, 1997). When such powerful 

institutions utilize and come to depend on these stereotypes to inform policy- and 

curriculum-making they not legitimize them but they become nearly impossible to 

overcome - even when evidence exists that contradict those stereotypes. (Kunda, 1999; 

Snyder in Rothenberg, 1995). Similarly, stereotype threat puts minority youth at a further 

disadvantage because even if schooling conditions facilitate academic achievement, the 

fear of being identified as or labeled “intellectually inferior” impedes potential success. 

(Steele and Aronson, 1995). In other words, “these forms [of discrimination] saturate the 

students’ social contexts and seep into their conceptualizations of their own educational 

potential” (Cammarota, 2006, p. 3).  

About Horne’s meddling, The Star’s editors published a piece one day after it was 

released that Horne would conduct a records search. They contend that Horne is misusing 

his power to interfere in local school district business saying he “appears to be trying to 

micromanage what is happening in a local school district, which operates under its own 

elected governing board... [and] he is not entitled to use the power of his office to try to 
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shape particular classes with which he disagrees” (R2, 11/19/07, in favor). Response Four 

argues that Horne simply does not have the authority to tell a community what 

curriculum to use (which is the responsibility of the local school board) and that 

“TUSD’s response to Horne’s request for documentation and records on ethnic studies 

courses should be ‘mind your own business’” (R4, 11/19/07, in favor). But, Response 

Fifteen reads “Tom Horne is right on course…[h]e has recognized the need for 

improvement… [because] results strongly indicate that TUSD students need to spend 

their class time on learning the basics” (R15, 12/1/07, not in favor). Nonetheless, calling 

Horne’s request for records a “witch-hunt” writer of R16 expresses this:  

The idea of the government investigating programs because what is being 

taught might go against the views and values of Horne is frightening. It 

brings to mind the start of the McCarthy period of the '50s, when the 

government held investigations into groups and citizens whose loyalty was 

challenged because they offered an alternative view of our society. Is this 

where we are headed again? Should I expect a knock at my door and a 

summons to the Horne Un-American Activities Committee? Let's not let 

history repeat itself. Let's stop this witch-hunt now. Let's hope TUSD, 

unions and all our elected officials speak out now. Let's remember our 

history. (12/1/07, in favor). 

 Tom Horne disagrees. He said he had a right, as any citizen does, to request 

information about the Ethnic Studies Department. (R18, 12/5/07, not in favor). Because 

of its alleged breeding of destructive ethnic chauvinism, Horne was simply concerned 

about the defiance of authority displayed by Raza students at a school speech given by 
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his deputy superintendent Margaret Garcia Dugan and when a teacher complained about 

being called the “white man’s agent” by the Raza Studies Director. (ibid., 12/5/07). 

Response Twenty addresses Horne’s concern by reminding readers to think in terms of 

the true nature of democratic education:  

I applaud the students for walking out on a speech made by Margaret 

Dugan. At least they cared enough to exercise their rights in a free society. 

To characterize their behavior as rude and defiant toward the speaker's 

authority is a short-sighted and narrow point of view. Her presentation 

might have had a different outcome if she had come to listen to the 

students instead of to lecture them. (R20, 12/12/07, in favor). 

Nonetheless, the researcher wonders why Horne can’t take his own advice when 

he declares “let’s cut the racial-identity politics” and perhaps instead focus on redirecting 

his own narrow- and short-mindedness. But to be fair, the researcher agrees with Portillo 

(R1, 11/18/07; R21, 12/14/07, in favor) that Horne, as an elected official, owns the “bully 

pulpit to advance his agenda and oppose what he dislikes in public education”, yet he 

should make his proclamation only after being perfectly certain his “opposition is based 

on more than anecdotal information.” For instance, he could see for himself - and accept 

the long-standing (and still current) invitation to a Raza Studies classroom. 

 

 

The Elimination of Ethnic Studies is Initiated (2008) 

 By April of 2008, recourse for implementing any kind of culturally specific 

education in Arizona (or support for it) became the topic of statewide political debate. 
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Beginning with the Appropriations Committee’s passage of an amendment to a routine 

homeland security bill on April 16th, Senate Bill 1108 would bar teaching practices that 

overtly encourage dissent from American values and the teachings of Western 

civilization, including democracy, capitalism, pluralism and religious toleration. (Fischer, 

4/17/08).  

Senate Bill 1108 would also prohibit students at the state’s public universities and 

community colleges from organizing groups based on race (e.g., groups such as MEChA, 

the Black Business Students Association, Native Americans United, etc.). According to 

The Arizona Republic, Representative John Kavanagh, (R-Scottsdale), a supporter of the 

measure called these campus organizations, "'self-defeating' and 'self-destructive' for 

students" (Benson, 4/17/08). Yet, these student groups are like any other school club or 

fraternity. They bring students together so they can achieve academic success and offer a 

place to meet, make friends and support one another - their goal is to help students 

succeed. For example, the members of the University of Arizona's MEChA chapter visit 

high schools to encourage students to attend college. They hold events and fundraisers to 

spread the message that education is the key to success. Moreover, these organizations 

exist to combat the racist and thus hegemonic conditions that minority students have been 

oppressed with historically. Director of Ethnic Studies, Augustine Romero states, 

“Anglos often don’t see racism…[w]e have to be able to be honest. If we have cancer, 

should we not name the cancer and overcome it? If oppression and subordination are our 

cancers, should we not name them?” (Bodfield, 5/28/08). Yet, white privilege often 

precludes whites from recognizing this “cancer”- indeed the responses analyzed in this 

study suggest that this is true.  
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Senate Bill 1108 is also related to the 2006 Dream Act, which would allow 

undocumented students a six-year-long conditional path to citizenship that requires 

completion of a college degree or two years of military service. Problematic in its own 

right (pioneered by Senator Orin Hatch [R-UT] and Senator Richard Durbin [D-IL]) the 

bipartisan Dream Act legislation claims that “approximately 65,000 youth do not get the 

opportunity to test their dreams and live their American story.” (www.dreamact.info, 

retrieved July 5, 2010). “While these youth have lived in the United States for most of 

their lives and want nothing more than to be recognized for what they are, Americans, 

they are [instead] smeared with an inherited title, an illegal immigrant” 

(www.dreamact.info, retrieved July 5, 2010). Seemingly a positive advancement for 

many Latin@ students across the nation, the bill (which four years later has still not 

passed the legislator) is ideologically flawed. The argument for why it is can not be 

addressed entirely in this study but essentially, the stipulations of the bill use a rhetoric of 

the “illegal” as “other” (for example see mention of “good moral character” in Appendix 

B), is associated with the Homeland Security Bill and still only proffers limited 

opportunities for undocumented immigrants (e.g., military service and out-of-state tuition 

in return for citizenship). Championed as being better than nothing, the bill, according to 

the researcher’s experience proves to be a divisive issue among Latin@ activists/scholars 

who generally dislike the Dream Act compared to politicians and the general public who 

support it.  

 Senate Bill 1108 however is vague and according to news reports, appears aimed 

at the Raza Studies program and MEChA (Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlan). 

(Fischer, 4/17/08). Representative Russell Pearce (R-Mesa) first proposed the bill 
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claiming that taxpayers are funding “hate speech paid for by tax dollars” where the 

teachings in these programs “amount to sedition” – suggesting that the current border 

between the United States and Mexico should disappear, with Mexico and Hispanics 

taking over the American Southwest. (Fischer, 4/17/08). On the other hand, House 

Minority Leader Phil Lopes (D-Tucson) said decisions of curriculum should be at the 

discretion of local school boards. Similarly Representative David Schapira (D-Tempe) 

questioned what it means to “overtly encourage dissent” from the values of American 

democracy and Western civilization. (Fischer, 4/18/08). Locally, TUSD officials 

continued to support and advocate for the Ethnic Studies Department even amidst a 

dreary budget. Far from any agreements, this debate continued through May until things 

heated up in June when Arizona education “czar” Tom Horne (Sanchez, 12/30/07) rode 

into town for a news conference.  

 

The Event 

 Riding on the tails of SB 1108 and triggered by increasing fears about the effects 

of “illegal immigration”, Tom Horne orchestrated a press conference at the TUSD main 

office on the morning of June 12, 2008. Continuing to ignore the increasing academic 

achievement of Latin@ students who enroll in Raza Studies courses and his December 

2007 concession that “he had no power to change what is taught in Tucson schools” 

(Sanchez, 6/12/08), Horne argued that the Ethnic Studies Department should be closed. 

According to reporter George Sanchez (6/12/08), “the event [attended by about 100 

people] descended into a back-and-forth of screams and accusations between citizens of 

varying political beliefs” Though most of the people who turned out for the press 
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conference were there to support TUSD some people, according to Sanchez (6/13/08) 

misused the opportunity to propagate anti-Mexican sentiment and demand stricter border-

control measures. Apparently culturally relevant curriculum has been mistaken for illegal 

immigration - where protesters were recorded as telling students “to go back to Mexico” 

(Sanchez, 6/13/08).  

Again, Horne’s defense at the conference was based on culture bias and value 

partiality more than research, test scores, or decreasing dropout rates. Accusing him of 

playing personal politics, one TUSD Governing Board member said, “Tom Horne is 

using his office as the state superintendent of public instruction, using taxpayer dollars, to 

promote his own political agenda…I see it as nothing more than a campaign stunt”; 

refuting that charge, Horne claimed, “Attacking my motives will not intimidate me” 

(Sanchez, 6/12/08). Despite his argument that TUSD officials were proponents of identity 

politics who lack justification for their arguments, Horne conspicuously provided no 

further merit to his own “value” judgments of the Raza Studies program. Romero was 

noted as saying that all of Horne’s rhetoric and political propaganda is spun on lies and 

that to the disadvantage of Raza students, his accusations also “undermine their academic 

achievement and personal improvement. (Sanchez, 6/12/08). Curiously, to this day, 

Horne has yet to attend any Raza classes, despite being invited. Moreover, students had 

expressed concern about the growing opposition between the conservative and liberal 

platforms stating, “watching adults who have never been to their classes” was 

disconcerting. (Sanchez, 6/13/08).  

In reaction to this, Romero stated that “a person can take two views on this – first, 

blame the students and say their ethnic heritage in some way is deficient [or] second, 
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acknowledge that the educational system perpetuates white privilege and is stacked 

against minorities” (Bodfield, 5/25/08). Furthermore, Romero claims that many of the 

Raza students (and minorities in general) are not at-risk. He said, “The system created 

risk for them” (Bodfield, 5/25/08). Exasperated, a former Raza Studies teacher who left 

his position after alleged accusations of being a conservative racist, argues that Romero 

and his program promote a victim mentality and that the curriculum creates a hostile 

environment where students have been pushed by teachers to have a revolution against 

upper-class white America. (Bodfield, 5/25/08). In response, Romero contended that this 

teacher was angry and didn’t know how to transform that “anger into something positive” 

(Bodfield, 5/25/08).  

Part of this event was a prior press conference put together by TUSD at the last 

minute. Gathering a half hour before Horne’s appearance about 200 hundred people 

attended the event along with various elected officials which according to news reports 

was “orderly and concise and focused on defending the program” (Sanchez, 6/12/08). 

TUSD officials cited “community support for the programs and non-quantifiable virtues, 

such as self-empowerment, intercultural dialogue and exposure to others’ experiences, 

that [teachers] impart to students” (Sanchez, 6/13/08). Horne’s conference in contrast, 

according to students, seemed nothing more than a media event where protestor’s 

frustration is vindicated when Horne continually criticizes “a program he admittedly 

understands only through secondhand remarks” (Sanchez, 6/13/08).  
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The Response 

 The researcher in this section explores the response to the above event – Tom 

Horne’s press conference at the TUSD main office on the morning of June 12, 2008. In 

the data collection she found 18 opinion-based pieces written in or to The Arizona Daily 

Star. These dates ranged from April 18th through August 10th 2008.  

 Of these 18 responses, 15 responses were letters to the editor, two were editorial 

responses and one was a special/guest opinion. All together, the researcher determined 

that six were in favor of the program, eleven were not in favor, and one was neutral.  

 In response to the initial official inquiry into MEChA and Ethnic Studies (which 

eventually became SB 1108) and whether it was teaching anti-Western values and overtly 

encouraging dissent from American values including democracy, capitalism, pluralism 

and religious toleration (Fischer, 4/17/08), The Star published an editorial in April 2008 

arguing that Tom Horne was using his legislative cronies to align his own political 

agenda with anti-immigrant legislation as well. Claiming that MEChA is “not a 

secessionist movement” and its goal is “to help Hispanic students succeed in the United 

States”, the editors write: “criticisms of MEChA were nothing more than fear-mongering 

tactics meant to foment anti-immigrant sentiment… [where] the myth is perpetuated by 

right-wing anti-immigrant-rights groups like American Border Patrol and their 

websites…Raza Studies have also been unfairly criticized [by] lawmakers like Pearce 

[who] ignore that Raza Studies and MEChA help many Hispanic students excel” (R1, 

4/18/08, in favor).  

In studies regarding the construction of stereotypes, van Dijk has found that the 

cultivation of perceptions of ‘others’ is moderated by personal experiences with the 
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‘other’. (1998). This might be helpful in understanding just how effective Horne has been 

in pairing anti-immigration sentiment with opponents of Ethnic/Raza Studies and in 

making the argument that Arizonans, being in such close proximity to Mexicans and 

immigrants, should be troubled about these circumstances. In other words, this 

compelling theory assumes that the more contact people have with the out-group the less 

likely negative stereotypes are to be created. For example:  

it would be expected that [people] with less closeness in their real world 

contact with Latinos might be particularly vulnerable to media messages 

regarding race and ethnicity…[r]esearch on intergroup contact supports 

this contention [that under certain conditions] contact can reduce the bias 

and prejudice that people have toward other groups…[w]hen contact is 

favorable, these interactions may allow for the discovery of similarities, 

and thus allow people to witness individual characteristics that do not 

conform to the stereotype; thereby lessening the tendency to unfavorably 

stereotype. (Mastro et al., 2007, p. 353). 

However, this theory defies the circumstances in Arizona and essentially gives 

credence to Horne’s (and other politicians) salacious arguments that there is an ethnic 

crisis in the state - and that something (apparently anything) must be done to stop the rise 

of the brown tide. (Santa Ana, 2002).  

 Likening Raza Studies teachers to hate-mongers and even Reverend Jeremiah 

Wright, Response Two states: “The best way to get people to collaborate is to identify an 

enemy and charge that ‘they’ threaten ‘us’… [s]uch group mindedness is a major cause of 

strife and suffering in the world today…[so], many of us would like to ‘define the group’ 
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as broadly as possible” (R2, 5/29/08, not in favor). This writer clearly mistakes ethnic 

solidarity for a threat to his own privilege and supposed superiority by attacking the same 

group mindedness (or white hegemony) that indisputably formed this nation – one he is 

likely to vehemently defend based on unyielding patriotism and commitment to 

American values. (But evidently, that’s different.) As if reacting to R2 directly, writer of 

R4 argues that the basis of the Raza program is altogether justified in light of exactly 

what R2 criticizes. Cleverly constructed, R4 reads: 

Why would someone not want ethnic studies taught? Is there something to 

hide? What could that be? A sordid history of genocidal, rapacious, 

thieving, enslaving practices legitimized by greed and self-righteousness? 

No, that couldn't be it. After all, look how far we've come. Does such 

teaching breed iconoclasts, free thinkers, revolutionaries, the very things 

for which our so-called Founding Fathers are so venerated? No, it must be 

its inherent reverse racism. To teach minorities their own history exposes 

them to: the under lying premise of their status as underprivileged as 

opposed to undeserving; the unspoken caste system, which holds them in 

its grip of lower expectations and raised educational/economic barriers. To 

expose that truth is to denigrate the beneficiaries of the system that has 

been so carefully constructed to maintain their supremacy. (5/29/08, in 

favor). 

 Writer of R5, ostensibly unaware of the white lens the curriculum of American 

history is constructed from states: “Teaching kids that they are perpetual victims of a 

racist system is hurtful to everybody involved… [s]chools should not teach white, latino 
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[sic] or black history, they should teach American history, the good, the bad and the 

ugly…[i]n the words of Chief Justice John Roberts, ‘The way to stop discrimination on 

the basis of race is to stop discriminating on the basis of race’” (R5, 6/1//08, not in favor). 

The researcher questions this writer’s false set of “facts” – if textbooks have been 

historically written by white males retelling a particular version of American history to 

highlight our victories rather than our failings, what part of that is not racist or 

discriminatory? Response 13 claims a similar sentiment: “The more you wear your 

ethnicity on your sleeve, the more difficult it is to defeat racial bias” (6/18/08, not in 

favor). Exactly the researcher’s point. However, in the very next sentence, this writer 

contradicts himself. By revealing that he hasn’t made any authentic attempt at 

understanding the program (or at noting its success) he states: “If you place any child in a 

setting in which concerned adults encourage good grades, the child will feel a part of a 

group and perform to the expectations of the group” (R13, 6/18/08). Even more, in 

supporting a Eurocentric or neo-colonialist perspective (Moll and Ruiz, 2002; Santa Ana, 

2002; Stoler, 2002), R16 states: “Our pathetic school system should get back to teaching 

marketable skills and drop anti-American courses thinly disguised as ‘ethnic 

studies’…[l]et’s get back to the basics and teach American history and geography…[i]t’ 

embarrassing that high school students don’t know that we fought Germany in World 

War II and can’t find China on a map” (R16, 6/19/08, not in favor). Suffice to say, this 

writer and the others mentioned above simply have not read the Ethnic Studies curricula. 

These comments are simply baseless and nothing on paper or anecdotally supports these 

accusations. These narrow lenses are indicative of reactions to what Freire calls 

accusations of being identified as the oppressor. (1970). By reappropriating their 
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lens/perspective to make it seem like they’re not responsible for injustice, they in turn 

entitle themselves to an objective opinion/position.  Likewise R7 reads: “Ethnic studies 

need to be mainstreamed so that dialogue is between everyone, not just within a given 

group…[h]aving dialogue with ‘your group’ only perpetuates your preconceived notions, 

which is the foundation of racism” (6/1/08, neutral). Valencia and Black (2002) would 

argue that “these responses serve as reminders that statements made about racism or 

ethnic groups – in which the remarks are shaped by deficit thinking, ahistoricism, 

ignorance of scholarly literature, and bigotry – have no value in promoting further 

understanding of the [racial deficit discourse] between White and minority groups” (p. 

91). Furthermore, Valencia and Black command that these statements “also should 

remind us that we need to be vigilant in responding to unfounded comments about 

Mexican Americans and other people of color” (2002, p. 91-92). 

 Tom Horne has been quoted with saying that a person’s race or ethnic background 

is “not something as Americans we should consider important” (R9, 6/14/08) yet 

continues to personally attack the Raza Studies program more than any other in the 

department. Romero can’t see the logic - stating that he doesn’t understand why some see 

the Raza program as threatening. (R9, 6/14/08). Similarly, in an editorial published the 

day after the protests at TUSD headquarters, the editors claim race and ethnicity are 

important and that “it is ridiculous to pretend that these characteristics play no part in a 

person’s life, how they’re treated by others or in our community…[t]alking about reality 

isn’t ‘radical’ [and] not talking about these truths is shameful” (R9, 6/14/08, in favor). 

Raza Studies and Ethnic Studies therefore provide a democratic space to do this. Yet in 

response to an Arizona Republic journalist (Doug MacEachern) who had spent two years 
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(at that point) reporting on, offending supporters, and providing false information, 

Romero and Arce finally reacted publicly. In a lengthy letter published August 10th, the 

directors argue that “[w]hat is surprising is the cruelty of tone and the dishonesty within 

the words…let’s get it right: the light should shine on [Mexican American/Raza Studies] 

and ethnic studies because of the positive academic and sociological impact our program 

has had upon our students” (R18, 8/10/08, in favor). They go on to further highlight the 

nature of the program as an “anti-racist project” using a humanistic, “justice-based 

praxis” – both of which support critical socio-cultural identities that are “more American” 

than any of their adversaries’. (ibid., 8/10/08, in favor). (Sadly, these facts didn’t stop 

MacEachern – instead this specific letter catapulted him into a two-year offensive for all 

his points of condemnation and contention.) While calling Ethnic Studies a demagoguery 

and Augustine Romero intolerant, writer of R8 claims the whole issue is “political 

pedophilia” (6/1/08, not in favor) where teachers appeal to students by proselytizing them 

with a fanatical, irrefutable worldview, based on Paulo Freire’s conception of the 

oppressed and the oppressor. Writer of R11 argues that we need to put away loyalty and 

devotion to any nation or ethnic group except ‘Americans’ while at the same time 

demanding to know ‘where have all the Americans gone’ when he discovered there were 

such people as hyphenated Mexican-Americans in Tucson post-World War II. (6/18/08, 

not in favor). In view of this ignorance, R15 written by a professor who recently 

published a study about Tom Horne’s insidious involvement in HB 2281, writes: “The 

ignorance of the people concerning American Indian nations (for example) in their own 

state and in the world is beyond belief… [i]gnorance of history and other cultures and the 
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blind acceptance of manifest destiny and ethnocentrism: Too bad for Arizona” (6/18/08, 

in favor).  

R12 in support of the Ethnic Studies program begins with “I am sick and tired of 

this debate” (6/18/08, in favor). The writer, who is a self-professed conservative Anglo 

teacher in Tucson, argues that the classes he observed were impressive, have merit, and 

are a success and further argues that the reason so many people are in conflict with it is 

simply because “society [does not want] to realize that Martin Luther King’s dream has 

yet to become a reality. If anyone does not believe me, they should surf the net looking 

for commentary related to Barack Obama” (6/18/08, in favor).  

 

 

Senate Bill 1069 Goes to the Legislature (2009) 

 After two years of aiming to eliminate the Ethnic Studies Department, particularly 

La Raza Studies, Tom Horne was finally able to introduce a formal bill to the Arizona 

State Legislature. If passed, the bill born from SB 1108 and sponsored by Senator 

Jonathon Paton (R-Tucson) would make it illegal for TUSD to provide ethnic-based 

programs in four of its high schools. If sustained the district would risk losing ten percent 

of its state funding each month. But if discontinued, the money would be returned. 

(Scarpinato, 6/12/09). However, American Indian programs would not be affected since 

funding for these students is federally regulated.  

 In a news release in June 2009, Horne argued that “I have tried for two years, 

using publicity and persuasion, to attempt to convince the Tucson Unified School District 

to put a stop to this dysfunctional program. They have refused. The next step is 



 

 

247

legislation” (Scarpinato, 6/12/09). In these two years, Horne’s basis for the elimination 

rested on the American ideal of equality and that students should appreciate each other as 

individuals rather than based on race. (Scarpinato, 6/16/09). Hence, the bill would 

specifically articulate that schools cannot group or teach students based on their ethnic 

background.  

 During this same time, Romero contended that despite what Horne’s values 

indicated about his political agenda, the program ultimately helps students to be critical 

of their reality and that teachers are there to help them look at the issues through 

whatever critical lens they choose. (Scarpinato, 6/13/09). He states “the district is merely 

encouraging students to take charge of their education” not push a particular racial 

agenda. (Scarpinato, 6/13/09). Incidentally, Romero revealed that plans to expand the 

program into math, algebra, and calculus were underway even if when they teach from an 

ethnic perspective “[the curriculum is] automatically considered tainted” (Scarpinato, 

6/13/09).  

 

The Event 

 On June 15, 2009, Arizona SB 1069 was introduced and “OK’d” in the Senate 

Judiciary Committee, a committee chaired by Senator Jonathon Paton who said that 

Horne asked him to push the bill and “thought it was a good discussion” (Scarpinato, 

6/13/09). The bill states specifically “[that] schools cannot group or teach students based 

on their ethnic background” (ibid., 6/13/09). Horne stated after, “…[we] should not be 

teaching them that they are oppressed [or] that America is a fundamentally racist country; 

instead we should be teaching these students that this is the land of opportunity” 
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(Scarpinato, 6/16/09). Characteristic of the insidious nature of racism, Bonilla-Silva 

(2006) argues that “ ‘common sense’ represents the interests of the ‘ruling ideology’ and 

excludes ‘alternative frames, ideas and stories based on the experiences of subordinated 

races’” (p. 10). Horne embodies this lens through his “storytelling structure”, one where 

“negative assertions are made with euphemisms, implications, and vague allusions” 

(Simpson, 2009, p. 10) to the preservation of American posterity. In turn this silences any 

discussion regarding race. Yet according to one student’s reaction, “race is a factor…no 

one will listen to us in normal history class” (ibid., 6/16/09, italics added). In her 

testimony to the committee, this student discussed how the Raza classes helped her learn 

about oppression and the difference between ‘oppressors’ and the ‘oppressed’, stressing 

that the program “doesn’t sugarcoat anything” (ibid., 6/16/09). If educational 

transformation is to happen, Freire would contend that first getting at the truth is 

imperative to the struggle toward liberation. (1970/1993).  

 Conversely, Paton, who voted for the bill, said he sees the curriculum as political 

and that if they (Raza Studies) want to train their students to have certain political beliefs 

to “do that on [their] own time” (ibid., 6/16/09). While Senator Russell Pearce (R-Mesa) 

called the program “garbage that absolutely should not be tolerated”, Senator Ken 

Cheuvront (D-Phoenix) on the other hand, said the bill was so broad that “it could even 

make teaching Western Civilization illegal” (ibid., 6/16/09). In this confusion, one may 

see how the struggle is more about the control of the schools rather than the content of 

schooling. This is not a coincidence says Carnoy (in Giroux and McLaren, 1989). 

“Subordinate groups are much less concerned with the content of dominant-group 

ideology than they are with its exclusivity, that is, its control over access to knowledge… 
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[t]o subordinate groups, exclusivity appears as the main barrier to political power, and 

hence to a voice in the way dominant culture develops” (p. 21).  

 In the end, in order to become law, the bill still needed an OK from both 

chambers of the Arizona Legislature and Governor Jan Brewer. 

 

The Response 

The researcher in this section explores the response to the above event – the 

Senate Judiciary Committee’s approval of SB 1069 on June 15, 2009. In the data 

collection she found 12 opinion-based pieces written in or to The Arizona Daily Star. 

These dates ranged from May 29th through November 10th 2009.  

 Of these 12 responses, nine responses were letters to the editor, two were editorial 

responses and one was a special/guest opinion. All together, the researcher determined 

that six were in favor of the program, five were not in favor, and one was neutral.  

 In terms of funding allocation for the Ethnic Studies program, the writer of R1 is 

concerned about her tax dollars being spent on “malignant multiculturalism”, equating 

American liberal education with lack of academic rigor and U.S. global competitiveness. 

Sarcastically she states:  

It’s comforting to know my children in TUSD will have the competitive 

edge necessary to succeed both here and abroad now that they have four 

new directors for ethnic studies to enlighten them. It’s more proof that the 

fall of Western Civilization is progressing, brought low by a lack of 

academic rigor and malignant multiculturalism, costing us far more than 

an imbalanced school budget. (R1, 5/29/09, not in favor). 
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Similarly, R4 implies that in light of the TUSD budget deficit, monies for Ethnic 

Studies should be redirected to “other” programs such as The Urban League, Pan Asian 

Alliance, and the Tucson Hispanic Coalition where “students could benefit from the 

outstanding support these programs offer” (6/19/09, not in favor). By clearly minimizing 

(or ignoring) the positive impact of Ethnic Studies on student achievement and academic 

identity this writer’s likely predisposition in rendering minorities to “other” spaces is 

exposed. Like Horne, she relies on a deficit orientation and uses subtle forms of racial 

stereotyping (or not so subtle since her recommendations are based on literally moving to 

another space). In doing this she, like many of the other writers in this study, exposes how 

her own whiteness is so uncontested that it is “like the tick of a familiar clock, part of the 

easily tuned-out background noise” (Solórzano and Yosso, 2001, p. 6). In like manner, R2 

written as an editorial argues that Tom Horne has “selectively [characterized] the program 

and [ignored] the benefits to student” (6/16/09, in favor). Furthermore, the editors contend 

that Horne, using his own personal opinions and value judgments, has overstepped the 

notion of local control of school districts and has essentially extorted TUSD through illicit 

legislation: “Horne and Paton are free to disagree with decisions made by school districts 

and governing boards…[t]hat does not justify the attempt to co-opt the Legislature in a 

drive to substitute personal opinions about a specific academic program for decisions made 

by TUSD and the Tucson community” (R2). If Horne did have an authentic understanding 

of the program or account for student success’, writer of R3 argues that “[Horne] would be 

encouraging similar programs throughout the state instead of trying to eliminate a program 

that has proved its worth…[yet] sadly, the man who is the state’s schools chief fails to 

understand the basic principles of successful education” (6/18/09, in favor). This sentiment 
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is similar to Michael Simpson’s recent critical discourse study analyzing Horne’s 

involvement in Raza Studies (2010). He agrees that Horne has constructed Ethnic/Raza 

Studies as the “other” and through a commitment to white hegemony, in-group self-

preservation, and deficit conceptions of Latin@ culture – specifically Mexican culture, 

Horne epitomizes the neo-colonial agenda.  

On the other hand, an editorial from The Arizona Republic (published in The 

Star, 6/22/10) attacks the Raza Studies program specifically and declares ideological 

warfare:  

We share the frustration of Horne and others who recoil at a program 

promoting race-based victimology, designed to turn students bitter and 

hostile toward their own country… [but] what progressive means at TUSD 

[is] advancing the most radical, neo-Marxist notions of anti-free market 

revolution to be found in any education-theory textbooks. It means hiring 

raza-studies ‘educators’ whose primary qualification is that they hold 

extreme leftist political views. (R6, not in favor).  

The fear this writer exhibits corresponds with how stereotypes and deficit 

thinking have promulgated U.S. rhetoric in “epic proportions”, according to Valencia and 

Black (2002). In other words, “to attribute the persistent and pervasive achievement gap 

between Mexican American students and their White peers to a value orientation of 

Mexican American indifference to the importance of education is baseless, irresponsible, 

and racist” (p. 92, italics added).  

            Not going unnoticed, this ideological divisiveness and myth that Latin@s don’t 

care about education, is addressed by R8. Claiming to be a TUSD volunteer, this writer 
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apparently exasperated, states “I am amazed at the hatred and ignorance shown [in these 

comments]” and argues that “racism is alive and well in Tucson” and that teachers who 

do work against hegemony should help students “to counter stereotypes, build self-

esteem and hopefully learn to be non-judgmental toward others, whatever their 

ethnicity” (6/28/09, in favor). Regarding the educators’ effectiveness in Raza Studies 

classrooms, the writer of a special guest opinion piece writes:  

The staff and curriculum of our Mexican-American/Raza Studies 

Department work in a loving, respectful way to repair the damage caused 

by years of internalized oppression and to replace a lack of self- and/or 

cultural identity with a sense of pride and confidence. (R7, 6/23/09, in 

favor). 

 Response Five echoes similar sentiments about the “caliber of the teacher’s 

instruction” that she observed in a Raza Studies classroom noting “Why squash 

excellent instruction? This teacher should be replicated, not removed” (R5, 6/21/09, in 

favor).  

 Yet, in a rather disturbing revelation of American virtue and white superiority 

reminiscent of certain cable television news journalists (Bill O’Reilly and Glenn Beck 

for example), the writer of R9 describes a sardonic, xenophobic interpretation of 

American history while back-handedly slamming the culturally specific lens of the Raza 

Studies curriculum. Though the researcher determined this response was neutral 

(because of its strategic choice of words), she feels that once read in its entirety the 

reader can make his or her own conclusions. R9 reads: 
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I don't understand why Tom Horne and the Legislature are getting 

themselves in such a twist over ethnic studies. We've always had ethnic 

studies in Arizona. I remember from elementary school on we learned 

how white people settled and expanded America, displacing the 

inconvenient indigenous savages. We learned how, after Mexicans killed 

John Wayne and the rest of our boys at the Alamo, white Americans 

absorbed more than half of Mexico into the United States through the 

Mexican-American War. We learned how white people went on to create 

the greatest nation and greatest economic system on earth, despite 

fighting a civil war among themselves over the issue of states' rights. 

(6/28/2009, neutral). 

According to Wodak and Meyer (2009) this display of white group dominance 

can only be implemented when “white group members actually engage in such 

derogating discourse as an instance of discrimination… [r]acism and sexism are thus not 

merely abstract systems of social inequality and dominance, but actually ‘reach’ down in 

the forms of everyday life, namely through the beliefs, actions and discourses of group 

members” (p. 82). As a letter to the editor, R9 represents a way this is practiced – 

Richardson (2007) contends that in media publications racial hyperbole attracts readers 

and is highly selective. Though The Star has been commended for balanced and fair 

reporting of the events in this study, it still reports on various “out-groups” (or racial and 

ethnic minorities) in a way that has, as Richardson calls, “sinister dimensions” (2007, p. 

65). For example, many of titles to the responses (created by the newspaper writers) 
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rarely use the term “white” in describing an event but when an opportunity to name a 

Mexican “a Mexican”, they seemingly did not hesitate.  

 Like the writer of R9, the older assumedly white writer of R11 professed 

puzzlement and confusion over the need for culturally specific education. He states:  

Isn't it odd that when I went to school here in the '50s we had no English 

language learner or ethnic-studies classes, and we turned out OK. We had 

a lot of Spanish-speaking students, but it was all done in English and no 

one complained. Why is today so different? (7/1/09, not in favor). 

 As if his age and nostalgia would convince the community of how wrong Ethnic 

Studies is, this writer symbolizes what Margaret Mead forecasted about the widening gap 

between younger and older generations in contemporary America (Cammarota, 2009) 

where “racial tensions in American society have prevented evolution [from a post-

figurative toward a pre-figurative world] while fostering the older generation’s 

apprehension and ‘fear’ of the young” (Males in Cammarota, 2009, p. 120).  

 In November, the final reaction to this event in 2009 was published in The Star. 

It speaks directly to a racial deficit discourse in that the writer never clearly states whom 

she is referring to – yet, contextually, the implication is palpable: “If parents are so 

concerned with their children learning a specific ethnic take on history, then let them 

teach it at home while they're sitting next to their children at the family dinner table with 

the history book open. Oh yeah, no one does that anymore” (R12, 11/10/09, not in favor). 

Reminded of Representative Linda Lopez’ proposals regarding teaching about Pearl 

Harbor, the September 11th 2001 terrorist attacks, or the Holocaust, the researcher herself 
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was floored by the utter ignorance this writer renders in order to make her point, thus, 

exposing its weakness.  

 In light of the above responses, R10 in turn attacks the Republican agenda – 

presumably arguing against white power, the writer states:  

I'm always amazed how Republicans rail against government interference 

unless it fits their narrow, backward agenda. State superintendent Tom 

Horne calls TUSD's Raza Studies program "destructive ethnic 

chauvinism." I would say that better describes the superintendent and 

Legislature (primarily white males). They are quick to criticize our 

schools' shortcomings but then try to squelch a unique program that has 

inspired passion for the education process for many at-risk students. 

(6/28/09, in favor).  

 The ideology of Horne and his proponents is reminiscent of the colonist ideology 

whereby “colonizer attributes are regarded as superior and superior attributes of those in 

power are recycled in institutions, thus requiring immigrants (and ethnic minorities) to 

conform to the practices and identities of the majority” (Brown and Souto-Manning, 

2008, p. 26). 

  

Jan Brewer Signs House Bill 2281 (2010) 

 In the third week of February 2010, Horne and Paton’s proposed legislation for 

the Ethnic Studies elimination passed the House Education Committee – which would 

“prohibit school districts from offering classes that either promote the overthrow of the 

U.S. government or resentment toward a race or class of people” (Huicochea, 2/21/10). 
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With the help of Representative Steve Montenegro (R-Litchfield Park), Horne’s agenda 

still based on “destructive ethnic chauvinism, was further magnified by a more aggressive 

rhetoric imbued with terms like “radicalism” and “race warfare” (ibid., 2/21/10). 

Montenegro stated, “It [Ethnic Studies] promotes an atmosphere or a mentality of us 

versus them and in my opinion, I think it’s wrong” (ibid., 2/21/10, italics added). In 

response, Sean Arce, director of Mexican American/Raza Studies, argued “It’s anything 

but anti-American or promoting hatred….what we do is build bridges of understanding” 

(ibid., 2/21/10).  

 At this point, TUSD still maintained its support for the department and claimed it 

would have no problem complying with the legislation because according to TUSD legal 

counsel Rob Ross, “current school policy prohibits the same things [yet] the language of 

what is prohibited is pretty difficult to argue with… the test will be in the enforcement” 

(ibid., 2/21/10). In April, TUSD officials contended that nothing in the program was in 

violation of the legislation, if it were to become law. (Fischer, 4/29/10). Senator Linda 

Lopez (D-Tucson) stated that the legislation “is little more than a thinly disguised effort 

to squash [an academically successful] program [and] that this level of legislative 

intervention into how subjects can be taught is academically a bad idea” (ibid., 4/29/10). 

To make her point, Lopez proposed schools stop teaching about the events of Pearl 

Harbor because teachers might inadvertently promote hatred of the Japanese; in another 

example, she claimed that the “700 incidents targeting Arab-Americans in the nine weeks 

after [September 11, 2001]  prove that teaching about the event promotes resentment 

toward a class of people” (ibid., 4/29/10). In condescension, Russell Pearce (R-Mesa) 

rebuked Lopez’ examples stating she was confusing the issue and “history is one thing 
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[but] misinformation, hateful speech, sedition is not appropriate with my tax dollars” 

(ibid., 4/29/10, italics added). Though both proposals were ultimately rejected Lopez said 

she was just trying to make a point, perhaps pointing out that white exceptionalism pre-

empts common sense and logic.  

 In early May, House Bill 2281 was formally named and sent to Republican 

Governor Jan Brewer. Gaining nationwide attention (Zehr, 5/17/10) the bill officially 

forbids teaching based on ethnic separatism where courses cannot be designed to: 1) 

promote the overthrow of the U.S. government; 2) appeal to students of a particular 

ethnic group; 3) advocate ethnic solidarity instead of the treatment of students as 

individuals and; 4) promote resentment toward a race or class of people. (Huicochea, 

5/4/10). However TUSD claimed it had no intentions to do anything differently while 

Sean Arce said the bill would not directly affect the Mexican American/Raza Studies 

program because “we don’t do those things” and that the courses are an inclusive 

approach to education and open to all students. (ibid., 5/4/10).  

 

The Event 

 On May 11, 2010 Governor Jan Brewer, without comment, signed HB 2281 

making it illegal for ethnic studies courses to continue in the state of Arizona. It will take 

effect at the end of this year (2010). The law, however, must be confirmed by the state 

Board of Education or the state school superintendent (i.e., Tom Horne). And although 

Horne is stepping down to run for attorney general, his likely replacement Margaret 

Garcia Dugan (his deputy superintendent) will uphold his wishes and withhold the 10 

percent funding to TUSD if it is found in violation of HB 2281. 
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 To begin this process, one day after Brewer signed the bill into law, Horne went 

to Tucson on May 12th claiming he now wanted to learn more about TUSD’s ethnic 

studies courses. However instead of a private meeting between the district and himself, 

he held a brief news conference inside the state’s Department of Education office where 

he was met with over 200 protesters. Consequently, earlier in the day, 300 students from 

TUSD schools (mainly Tucson High Magnet and Wakefield Middle Schools) marched 

out of class to district headquarters to protest Horne’s “[shutting] down of Ethnic 

Studies” where students linked arms and formed a human chain to prevent Horne from 

entering the building. (Huicochea, 5/12/10). In turn, TUSD canceled the original meeting 

because it claimed Horned was “politicizing” the event to his advantage. (ibid., 5/12/10). 

Officials sent him instead to the state office on Congress Street in downtown Tucson. In 

other words, rather than “holding a meaningful dialogue” (ibid., 5/12/10) Horne turned it 

into a political event (presumably one where he could gloat over his legislative success). 

Rebutting this accusation, Horne contended his only intention was to learn more about 

other ethnic studies programs because he already “knew enough” about Mexican 

American/Raza Studies. (ibid., 5/13/10, italics added). He added he would “go after” 

TUSD when the legislation takes effect on December 31st because in his years of 

collected testimony and evidence, he declares that the department will be in violation of 

two of the four components of the law. (ibid., 5/13/10).  

 When asked about the timing of the bill which was preceded by controversial 

Senate Bill 1070 (passed April 23, 2010), Horne stated “it is unfortunate” but that it is not 

part of the anti-immigration atmosphere because “we’re trying to get the schools to treat 

the students as individuals and not on the basis of whatever race they are born into” 
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(Zehr, 5/17/10). Abel Morado, Tucson High principal, said he “wouldn’t characterize the 

classes as designed primarily for pupils of a particular ethnic group because any students 

are welcome to take them” and therefore the new law would not apply to his school. 

(ibid., 5/17/10).  

 Finally, in continued support of the Ethnic Studies Department, the TUSD 

Governing Board adopted a resolution on May 25th to deny that it promotes any of the 

prohibited items listed in HB 2281. Approved in a 4-1 vote, the resolution states “cultural 

diversity and multiple historical perspectives that recognize and honor the historical 

contributions inherent within all cultures can be assets for teaching and learning” 

(Huicochea, 5/26/10). The dissenting voice came from board member Mark Stegeman 

who contested that while the resolution is good for continued credibility he was still 

concerned about the conclusion, which stated that TUSD was in full compliance with the 

law. (Huicochea, 5/25/10). Stegeman argues that an outside audit is needed because “the 

law is subjective and gives the state so much discretion… [and that he] would rather be 

doing [the audit now] than trying to come back and respond to someone else’s finding” 

(ibid., 5/26/10). Another board member, Bruce Burke agreed that a review is necessary 

prior to the law taking effect adding that “he has seen great results from students who 

have gone through the program” (ibid., 5/26/10). Nonetheless, Horne said he had enough 

evidence to prove that the courses violate the law despite admitting he never visited an 

ethnic studies class in his eight years as Arizona State Superintendent of Instruction. 
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The Response 

The researcher in this section explores the response to the above event – the 

passage of HB 2281 on May 11th 2010 and the resulting protests in the Tucson on May 

12th. In the data collection she found six opinion-based pieces written in or to The 

Arizona Daily Star. These dates ranged from May 13th through May 20th 2010.  

 Of these six responses, three responses were letters to the editor, one was an 

editorial response and two were special/guest opinions. All together, the researcher 

determined that two were in favor of the program, none were not in favor, and four were 

neutral.  

 Comments from those in favor of the program reveal a backlash against the 

Republican agenda and/or party and Horne’s lack of authentic interest in the program he 

so methodically and ideologically attacked. In R3 (5/18/10, in favor), the writer claims “if 

we are truly concerned with ‘resentment toward a race or class of people’ perhaps we 

should examine our state’s Republican party.”  

Other responses attacked Horne for never visiting the Ethnic Studies classes citing 

“there has never been a response or collaborative efforts from him, or his office, 

regarding course content” (R4, 5/19/10, in favor). In an editorial piece from The Star 

(5/14/10), the editors write: 

Let’s get this straight: Tom Horne has for years sought to burnish his bona 

fides as a conservative by maligning TUSD’s ethnic-studies program. He’s 

railed against it, campaigned against it and even wrote hyperbolic 

legislation aimed at ending it. And now he’s decided to come to Tucson to 

find out what it being taught in these classes…[m]ake note of the time 
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element…[i]f Horne were serious about the educational implications of his 

actions against [Ethnic Studies], he would have made this trip years ago… 

[b]ut Horne, a Republican running for attorney general, didn’t. (R2, 

neutral) 

 Response five echoes similar skepticism. This writer argues that because it 

appears the Ethnic Studies program will not be found in violation of the new law, the 

classes will be dropped and that it is “disappointing that [Horne] has devoted so much 

time and effort to this relatively minor issue” rather than the other “egregious problems in 

Arizona’s public school system” (R5, 5/20/10, neutral). This writer goes on to cite that 

Arizona ranks 50th in expenditures per pupil and pupil/teacher ratios.  

In reaction to the student and community protests, one writer (R1, neutral) alleged 

that “maybe they made Tom Horne’s point” by writing so-called race hate on cars – for 

example, outside the TUSD administration building cars were tagged with “Tom Horne = 

KKK” and students were heard calling Horne and Brewer “stupid asses” and chanting 

“Tom Horne, we wish you were never born” along with another chant rhyming Brewer 

with “sewer” (5/13/10). Response six addressed similar sentiment when writing about his 

concern over the worth of Ethnic Studies saying that the assimilation efforts he witnessed 

in Bisbee schools had been effective: “I noticed that seven of the top 11 honor students 

were Hispanic [yet] none of them were bilingual… [when I asked the principal about 

this] he replied that ‘all of these kids have fully assimilated’ and ‘they don’t think in 

those terms anymore’” (R6, 5/20/10, neutral). Sadly, this comment on behalf of an 

educator reveals that the deficit discourse transcends all spaces of education where the 

history of Americanization, as an uncontested act, is deeply embedded in our national 
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rhetoric. The writer ends his response by implying that the U.S. is a melting pot (e.g., 

concluding with “e pluribus unum”) and suggests that the Ethnic Studies program might 

benefit from his observations. 

In response to Horne’s continued remarks regarding “destructive ethnic 

chauvinism” one writer contends that it works both ways stating “[one] teacher focuses 

an entire year on books written predominantly by white males, the same novels I was 

taught 25 years ago… Tucson High Magnet School, the center of the controversy, is a 

school where more than 60 percent of the student body is Hispanic. As the educational 

leader of the state, why is Horne not protesting this ‘ethnic chauvinism’?” (R4, 5/19/10, 

in favor). Furthermore, this writer argues the intent of [HB 2281] is “to divide and 

disempower students and groups who have been systematically disenfranchised by our 

curricular choices… the logic is puzzling…it would seem that anti-white sentiments 

might be well justified based on [minority] historical treatment” (R4, 5/19/10, in favor). 

In James Banks’ conception of Americanization practices, he has found that “[minorities’ 

construction of the criterion for becoming American was a consequence of racism, 

discrimination, and exclusion that they experienced in their schools and communities” 

and as a result U.S. schools need to help our nation reconceptualize citizenship to respond 

to “deepening diversity” in ways that “recognize the right and need for students to 

maintain commitments to their cultural communities, to a transnational community, and 

to the nation-state in which they are legal citizens” (Banks, 2008, p. 134). 
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Summary 

With a critical race theoretical lens and narrative writing style, this chapter 

outlined and told the story of the public reaction and response to the Ethnic/Raza Studies 

program from the years 2007-2010.  

Primarily using newspaper articles the researcher constructed an historical 

narrative of the chronology of events beginning from Tom Horne’s publication of “An 

Open Letter to the Citizens of Tucson” in June 2007 until the most recent event when the 

Arizona Governor signed House Bill 2281 in May 2010. Within this descriptive account, 

the chronology was further developed and magnified by a critical analysis of the data – a 

selection of the 58 opinion pieces and letters to the editor written for The Arizona Daily 

Star. Coding for indicators of a deficit discourse (stereotypes, racial stereotypes, hyper-

nationalism, etc.), a critical reflection and discussion of these texts was considered within 

the larger themes of power, ideology, and hegemony.  

Interpretation of the results reveals that one-dimensional perspectives and 

opinions persevere in mainstream American culture and education. Racialized politics, a 

deficit discourse, and myths surrounding ethnic minorities tell the story of how divided 

our nation has become despite fifty years of post-Civil Rights legislation and sentiment. 

Clearly what we do and say in our everyday social practices are inconsistent with the 

proclamation of progress that our nation so proudly believes is true. The events 

surrounding the Ethnic and Raza Studies programs are evidence of this divide where 

visceral anger and mythical racial and ethnic stereotypes avert our potential to simply be 

human. Now combined with the larger national discourse regarding immigration rights, 

citizenship status, and what it means to be an American, this ideological war has evolved 
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into perhaps a race war - with no reconciliation in sight. The responses and reactions to 

the Ethnic/Raza Studies program provide a window into this battlefield and reveal that 

while there are liberal-minded citizens who base their claims on humanism, there too, are 

many more narrow-minded individuals (as they like to be called) that manage to survive 

on the destructive ethos of  “Don’t tread on me”.  
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CHAPTER SIX: 
 

SUMMARY AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

 
 

Research Purpose 

This study explored the complicated dialectical, often immeasurable junctions 

between race, power, ideology, and hegemony through a critical, narrative text analysis 

of opinion-based newspaper pieces.  In addition, the researcher placed equal emphasis on 

the information gathered as part of the literature review since the study in effect, aimed to 

construct an inclusive, historical account. The purpose of this study intended to call 

attention to the educational plight of Latin@ youth and to tell the story of La Raza 

Studies from the years 2007-2010 with a critical theoretical lens. Because of this, she did 

not recognize a specific research question. 

Within this research design, the researcher first explored historically how deficit 

thinking surrounding Latin@ youth has existed amidst these intersections (mentioned 

above). She focused specifically on how the practices of critical pedagogy within the 

Raza Studies program have been constructed as a response to the deficit discourse – a 

discourse that unveils racism, exposes hegemony and ultimately champions subtractive 

schooling experiences for Latin@s. Furthermore, the study described how Raza Studies 

has been ideologically constructed as a counter-narrative to hegemonic educational 

policies and American assimilation practices. In turn, the researcher attempted to justify 

the praxis of critical pedagogy as an act of social justice and moved the reader to consider 

how transformative educational experiences may help promote social mobility for 

Latin@s in American society and culture.  
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In the second part of the analysis and discussion, the researcher chronologically 

analyzed editorials, letters to the editor and articles for the ways in which a racialized 

discourse regarding the program is revealed via public responses in newspaper texts.  

 
 

Theoretical Framework 

In order to appropriately address her research purpose, the researcher was quick to 

identify her bias concerning the nature of this research. Despite the protocol fixed in 

educational research (for example, the researcher remaining impartial), this particular 

study employed a critical race theoretical (CRT) lens whereby the researcher was allowed 

to reject traditional educational claims that espouse objectivity, meritocracy, color-

blindness, race neutrality, and equal opportunity. (Solórzano and Delgado Bernal, 2001; 

Solórzano and Yosso, 2001). Solórzano and Yosso (2001) and other critical theorists 

argue that “these traditional claims act as a camouflage for the self-interest, power, and 

privilege of dominant groups in US society” (p. 473). This insight is imperative if the 

readers wish to be open to the ways this study can be used.  

Similarly, this study is a political piece of research and would not be authentic if 

the researcher was compelled to remain objective. In utilizing CRT in this study, she was 

able to remain committed to social justice by offering a liberatory and transformative 

exploration (found buried in the critique) into racial and ethnic minority oppression. 

(Matsuda, 1991). In the development of this study, the researcher functioned within two 

explicit positions: as an educational researcher and as a social justice advocate. In these 

spaces the researcher intentionally chose highly politicized and complicated events and 

concepts that in order to make sense out of, require a critical theoretical lens. Therefore, a 
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CRT framework and methodology provided the best avenue to do this. This approach 

“recognizes that multiple layers of oppression and discrimination are met with multiple 

forms of resistance and that as a defining characteristic of transformational resistance 

[lies] a strong commitment to social justice” (Solórzano and Delgado Bernal, 2001, p. 

314). 

Throughout the process, the researcher was continually challenged to study her 

own praxis and occupancy of two distinct and opposing spaces, particularly in terms of 

white privilege. As a humanist committed to social justice and as an unintentional 

perpetrator of white hegemony, she often struggles with her identity and purpose. Gary 

Howard names this the transformationist white identity – a place of humility and active 

engagement in one’s own continuing growth and reformation. (2000). Echoing this 

emotion, Michael Apple has stated that understanding this type of work (1994), “[raises] 

intensely personal questions about ourselves [the researcher] – as raced, gendered, and 

classed actors – and where we fit into the relations of power, of domination and 

subordination, in our societies” (Apple in Gitlin, 1994, p. x). For example, the researcher 

believes she has acquired a paradoxical identity, one that allows her to acknowledge her 

inevitable privilege and racism while at the same time actively working to dismantle the 

white legacy of dominance. (Howard, 2000, p. 2). 

Therefore, as an outsider representing the in-group she is so critical of, exploring 

and documenting the story of La Raza Studies presented an obvious challenge in fully 

understanding the dialectical intersection of race, power, hegemony and ideology 

between the Latin@ community and the dominant culture.  
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Methodology 

Admittedly part of what makes historical research an attractive methodology is 

the freedom to interpret the information from a theoretical lens consistent with the 

researcher’s goals and specific agenda. There is also the freedom to be expressive in 

writing style. In this view, the methodology is not easily discernible from the theoretical 

framework.  

Furthermore, the researcher assumes social scientists, like herself, find more 

meaning in relativity and subjectivity rather than absolutism. For instance, qualitative 

research as a whole, in narrative form, provides refuge from the more austere perimeters 

of quantitative methods. This is not to mean the researcher weakens the value of the 

quantitative research and indeed respects the work of her peers invested in those methods, 

including mixed methods. Nor does she wish to further interrogate the long, ongoing 

(often ideological) debate between qualitative and quantitative research methods.  

Yet for her research interests, and based on the political nature of education, she 

feels the contributions of historical research speak directly to educational reform and 

transformation because they highlight the imperative to learn from our past. For this 

researcher who teeters with the value of conventional research protocol, not research 

itself, this option provides her with the opportunity to experiment with unorthodox and 

unconventional ways of doing social science and allows her to be connected to and 

invested in the study, rather than being detached. This particular study provided this path.  

If “experimenting” with research methods was not a possibility she wonders 

where she would find herself in the field of educational research at all. She cannot 

imagine doing any kind of socio-historical political work as an objective observer 
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attempting to quantify that which is, in her view, immeasurable – concepts like ideology, 

racism, and sexism to name a few. In fact any attempt to do this seems counterproductive 

to a social justice, action-oriented agenda. This will never be the goal of any study for 

this researcher. Hence, according to the researcher, the methodology of this study proved 

worthwhile and adequate for what she wanted to accomplish.  

 
 

 
Findings 

 
In the researcher’s attempts to support her research purpose, rationale, theoretical 

framework, and methodology, she found an enormous corpus of educational literature, 

research, and anecdotal evidence regarding not just La Raza Studies but also the 

educational plight of Latin@ students. Combined with these sources, there are also many 

scholarly works and theoretical explanations documenting and explaining how the fields 

of anthropology, sociology, philosophy, political science, psychology, linguistics, and 

history contribute to the educational circumstances of Latin@ students. This variety was 

actually a frustration for her – at some points, the literature and possible avenues seemed 

endless. So, organizing, consolidating, and making sense from this information was the 

most difficult task. However she feels that through direct interpretation and inductive 

logic guided by the themes of power, hegemony, and ideology, helped her to create the 

critical analysis and narrative she intended. Though the findings in her analysis support 

what is already widely recognized the researcher believes continued work with this multi-

disciplinary lens and methodological approach will widen the existing body of literature 

and lend another small contribution to the story of Latin@ youth in American public 

schools. The study’s findings are discussed below. 
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First, Freire was right - the implementation of liberatory education requires 

political power and since the oppressed have none (Freire, 1970), they must find ways to 

exist within the divisive deficit discourse that scars this nation daily. Through 

perseverance, Ethnic Studies/Raza Studies proves this can happen and that it can be done 

with mindfulness, tact, and subversion. The fact that TUSD, after twelve years, continues 

to support the department proves also that a secondary source of power is sometimes 

required to fight (and win) an ideological battle.  

Second, the so-called browning of America scares people – mostly white 

Americans. The reason for this according to the researcher is that Latin@s represent a 

threat to the US way of life – for example, the overwhelming reference to “our great 

nation”, “founding fathers” and superiority of the English language permeated many of 

the responses which opposed Raza Studies. In fact, many whites responded by racializing 

Latin@s and their culture and language and attempted to demean its importance. (Cobas 

and Feagan, 2008). In doing so, they constructed the ‘other’ (or out-group), which helps 

to further stratify racial divisions and validates the dominance of the in-group. This is 

especially true for older American generations who have difficulty reconciling with a 

new generation defined by liberal multiculturalism. (Cammarota, 2009).  

Third, the current racial deficit discourse is politically partisan. Liberals, evoking 

humanism, tend to favor the program; conservatives, professing national loyalty, tend to 

oppose the program. This is further complicated by neo-liberalism, specifically neo-

liberal capitalism and the political economy of ethnic minorities. In other words, cultural 

discourse “as an activity in which people actually produce the conditions of their own 

agency through dialogue, community participation, resistance, and political struggle is 
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being replaced by a ‘climate of cultural and linguistic privatization’” (Giroux and Giroux, 

2004). For example, Giroux et al. claim that neoliberalism with its focus on profit, 

narrows the legitimacy of the public sphere by redressing social concerns through 

privatization, deregulation, consumption, and safety. (ibid., p. 222). Tom Horne’s 

conservative, Reagan-like agenda speaks to this understanding and illuminates the 

evolution of schooling from being a locally regulated public space to now a site exploited 

by racial paranoia and ideological warfare. As a result, young people especially 

minorities become “casualties in an ongoing war against justice, freedom, citizenship, 

and democracy” (Giroux et al., 2004).  

Fourth, newspaper sources act as mechanisms of ideological control and 

management while at the same time reveal nuanced racism. (Spring, 1992). The 

researcher found that the use of newspaper opinion pieces and letters to the editor are 

legitimate spaces to locate subtractive discourses that besiege Latin@ youth. These 

spaces also play a powerful role in exposing a pervasive racial binary (which helps to 

inform the deficit discourse).  

Finally, in examining the history and plight of Latin@ educational experiences 

(including current conditions) the researcher found that this unmitigated struggle is 

embedded in the larger context of everyday Latin@ culture. (Solórzano and Yosso, 2001; 

Trueba 2002; Valencia, 2002; Valencia and Black, 2002; Valenzuela, 1999). In other 

words, this resistance is part of a journey, a metaphorical river where we are all carried 

through many confusing currents and treacherous rapids, but which eventually can lead to 

a place of transformation, authentic caring and love. (Freire, 1973; Howard, 2000). In this 

transformation a counter story can emerge and has. As such, this counter story can 
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become part of the ongoing nationwide struggle to pose democratic alternatives to 

undemocratic education systems that operate to further marginalize communities of color. 

(Stovall, 2006). The researcher argues that critical pedagogy as enacted through the Raza 

Studies Program, is a legitimate and effective avenue for students and teachers alike who 

are committed to this transformation. The continued survival of the program in spite of 

racist legislation proves this possibility. 

 

Implications 

We are a nation divided by a racial discourse. In fact, we are on the race 

“autobahn” with media as the lead “racer”. As if the anonymity of the internet wasn’t 

enough, where some of the cruelest expressions of race exist, Americans have to digest 

the spectacle of racial and ideological paranoia rampant in partisan-based news outlets. 

Self-serving cable television networks, journalistic celebrities like Anderson Cooper and 

Bill O’Reilly, and bias newsprint deliver and remind us daily of increasing American 

incivility. A trend rooted in the apparent regression of Civil Rights, the news media 

actively reconstructs our realities, mostly on the basis of corporate interests, news values, 

institutional routines, professional ideologies, and news schema. (van Dijk, 1989, p. 203). 

“These factors favor preferential access of powerful persons, stories about power elites, 

special focus on negative, conflictual or dramatic events, and generally a White, Western 

male, and middle class perspective on news events.” (ibid., p. 203). Vital to this study, is 

that most readers tend to adopt this definition of news events and news discourse. This 

includes opinion-based pieces written by editors, special reporters, and the citizens. 



 

 

273

The racial deficit discourse is not going away anytime soon. It is not going away 

because we simply care about race – just look at the recent events with Shirley Sherrod 

where this highly educated black woman, whose father was lynched, was subjected to an 

intentional manufacturing of lies about her ideological space – where instantly, her 

humanity and worth was diminished to a mere explanation of her skin color.  

Complicated by anti-immigration sentiment and the partisan nature of politics that 

uses the emotional appeal of race to advance agendas and attract the voting citizenry, we 

have become a nation hypersensitive to skin color. Although racism is not ahistorical, its 

social practices are made easier by the exploitation and denigration of our black president 

who must seemingly carry and represent the struggle of every American minority.  

In the United States, racist and ethnic hyperbole permeate our everyday practices. 

Sensationalist propaganda invades our minds at the hands of media capitalists. In the 21st 

century, only fifty years after the supposed success of the civil rights movement as a 

testament to American civility and progress, as a monument to our human superiority, the 

US is more than ever divided. Fooled by superficial acts of tolerance prescribed by liberal 

multicultural expectations and selective memories of history, we secretly (and quietly for 

the most part) harbor neocolonialist sentiments where we are unable to disconnect 

ourselves from the past – in so many ways. (Deloria, 1999; Churchill, 2004; Moll and 

Ruiz, 2002).  

However we do have spaces to talk about it. Newspapers can reveal and tell a 

story about the time we live in, but just as education is always a political act, newspapers 

can never be fully objective either. Talking about race requires talking about whiteness – 

and all its inherited power, hegemony, privilege, and ideology. However, this is not made 
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easier by the conflict between neo-liberal capitalists and human rights agendas where 

whiteness, or the act of being white is still the uncontested baseline. (Davila, 2003).  

The implications of this study may reveal that we need to reconfigure our racial 

discourse and pay special attention to the ways our students are underserved as a result of 

this relentless battle. Alternative and neo- pedagogies can facilitate this reconfiguration. 

In them we might also find new ways to fight on the neo-colonialist and neo-imperialist 

battlegrounds of capitalistic exploitation. The researcher is convinced that TUSD’s 

Ethnic and Raza Studies attempts to do this and in what the data reveals in this study, 

they are justified in doing so. 

Finally, it is the researcher’s belief that scholarly literature and studies can and 

may contribute to the goals of critical pedagogy where educational research “can be 

reconceptualized so that it can more powerfully act on some of the most persistent and 

important problems of our schools, namely those surrounding issues of race, class and 

gender” (Gitlin, 1994, p. ix). When research can offer alternative stories to voices of the 

oppressed and present participants as active social agents, a counter discourse can 

develop. According to Valencia and Black (2002), “In the production of scholarship 

dealing with Mexican Americans, we often have to deconstruct inaccurate and unsound 

writings before we can construct new works. Without acknowledging this reality, it is 

difficult to continue the ongoing proactive scholarship…regarding the importance of the 

institution of education” (p. 99).  
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Further Study 

The researcher recognizes a list of limitations and possibilities that arose from this 

study. She will first mention the limitations and the other ways she could have rounded 

out this study.  

First, she could have employed the emerging Latino Critical Race Theory, also 

called LatCrit. However, she felt more familiar and comfortable with CRT because it 

recognizes more the intersectionality of race with class, gender, and social injustice. 

Second, in the literature review, the researcher focused on nationwide statistics of the 

Latin@ plight to inform her study rather than education statistics specific to just Arizona 

and Tucson schools. Though there was mention of the local demographics and outcomes 

of Latin@ students, she felt a broad overview was more consistent with an understanding 

of and connections to the concepts of power, hegemony and ideology.   

Third, in exploring the racist deficit discourse using historical research methods, 

the researcher could have constructed a deep account of the legal struggle for Latin@ 

equal educational access by including court cases, civil rights legislation, language rights 

issues, and a narrative of the historical resistance and activism that the Latin@ 

community has demonstrated, especially in the last 90 years. Highlighting the 

contributions of the Chican@ Civil Rights Movement, LULAC (League of United Latin 

American Citizens), and the Council for Raza Studies would have also strengthened the 

story and prediction that racism has not been alleviated in the US. Including these events 

could have contributed to a more optimistic tone by the researcher and would have 

further legitimized her critical lens. Fourth and similarly, the study could have made 
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cross comparisons with the African American struggle/plight since much of the literature, 

rhetoric, and racist sentiment are similar in nature.  

Lastly, after completing this study, the researcher feels that she could have 

focused on online comments, blogs, and social networking posts rather than just 

newspaper opinion pieces. Because of the internet’s anonymity and protection from 

recourse, people have been able to push the limits of social norms and acceptable 

behavior – trying not to account for these comments/responses (not to mention avoiding 

them in the data collection) was a difficult task for the researcher because they reveal an 

unyielding commitment to demonize the out-group, or ethnic minority. Thus, she thinks 

herein lie the goldmine for locating true displays of racism and where in contemporary 

times, the racial deficit discourse might now truly originate. Analyzing these spaces, 

using the same methodology, is her suggestion for further study. 

 

 

Conclusions 

It should be no secret that the education of Latin@s in the United States is 

receiving increased attention and causing angst for lack of a better word, among 

institutions, educators, policymakers, parents, and of course, students. At the root of this 

anxiety and the basis for many of the existing arguments is simply fear that these students 

will or will not succeed. (Banks, 1993; Cammarota, 2006; Cammarota and Romero, 

2006; Ginwright and Cammarota, 2002; Spring, 2005). This is complicated by the 

dialectical intersection of historical contexts, language and human rights, economic 

policies, nationalism, and cultural preservation. If not simply for what their migrant 
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patterns into the U.S. mean for American tax-funded education but also for their potential 

influence to change (and challenge) the existing foundation of schooling, it is crucial that 

school systems begin to recognize Latin@ youth as a powerful and self-determined 

population so that we might begin to discern the impact that underachieving Latin@ 

students have (and will have) on their communities. Because of their growing presence 

and perseverance, and despite increasing acts of discrimination, Latin@ students (and 

communities) represent a specific and serious threat to the existing ideological structures 

of schooling and to the traditional institutional policies and practices that perpetuate those 

ideologies. In other words, things might have to change. Tom Horne, republican politics, 

and conservative Arizonans fear this. 

As a consequence of this perceived threat, the growing population of Latin@ 

students is severely suffering from discriminatory educational practices that hinder 

academic achievement and curtail positive schooling experiences. At the same time, these 

students are caught in a complicated cycle of perpetuating self-fulfilling prophecies about 

their own cultural and social identities – indeed, an inherent irony when considered from 

a social justice perspective. Due to their perceived cultural inferiority and deficiency, 

Latin@ youth are facing unprecedented risks and challenges. For example, social policy 

initiatives such as the No Child Left Behind Act, the no-win situation of racialized high 

stakes testing, the lack of funding for bilingual education, the deliberate criminalization 

of minorities (e.g., HB 2281 and SB 1070), and the continued growth of the prison 

system, young Latin@s face insidious (and seemingly unyielding) social controls that 

dangerously prevent them from succeeding in this democratic nation. (Spring, 2005). 
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These apparatus’ of deculturalization and assimilation (as forms of ideological 

management) ultimately contribute to Latin@ academic failure. 

For these reasons, the researcher attempted to expose how ideology, hegemony, 

and power are interwoven with racism and deficit discourse modes of thinking and offers, 

as a partial solution, that culturally relevant pedagogy (as practiced through the 

Ethnic/Raza Studies programs) can alter these failing experiences for Latin@s by guiding 

them through a process of transformational resistance where in forming self-

determination they also construct academic identities. 

In conclusion, the researcher argues then that there is no apology, even amidst the 

social and political milieu of anti-Latin@ rhetoric, for teachers to not feel committed to 

changing their ways of knowing about their Latin@ students. It is vital that teachers do 

so, not just for the visibility that Latin@s deserve, but also because Latin@s demand a 

culturally relevant schooling experience justified by a long history of marginalization and 

curriculum invisibility. (Cammarota, 2006; Cammarota and Romero, 2006; McIntosh, 

1990; Trueba, 2002; Valencia, 2002). Therefore, questions about appropriate or effective 

educational practices are necessarily embedded in larger questions concerning national 

identity (e.g., levels of nationalism, patriotism, assimilation) and the responsibility of the 

U.S. government to educate Latin@ youth. The Ethnic Studies Department and La Raza 

Studies program expose this challenge. And since all the accountability cannot rest 

entirely on the government, the visionaries of these programs turn to critical pedagogy, 

where they are able to find the tools and mechanisms for which they can continue to fight 

oppression and historical subordination and offer in turn, a transformational, critical 

conscious path for students to succeed in the totality of their life.  
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APPENDIX A 
 

AN OPEN LETTER TO THE CITIZENS 
OF TUCSON BY TOM HORNE 

 
 

State of Arizona 
Department of Education 

 
Tom Horne 
Superintendent of 
Public Instruction 
 
June 11, 2007 

 
 
 

I.          The TUSD Ethnic Studies Program Should be Terminated.  
 
The citizens of Tucson, of all mainstream political ideologies, would call for the  
elimination of the Tucson Unified School District’s ethnic studies program if they knew 
what was happening there.  I believe this is true of citizens of all mainstream political 
ideologies.  The purpose of this letter is to bring these facts out into the open.  The 
decision of whether or not to eliminate this program will rest with the citizens of Tucson 
through their elected school board.  
 

II.  Philosophy.  
 

 First, let’s spend a minute on underlying philosophy.  I believe people are  
individuals, not exemplars of racial groups.   What is important about people is what they 
know, what they can do, their ability to appreciate beauty, their character, and not what 
race into which they are born.   They are entitled to be treated that way.  It is 
fundamentally wrong to divide students up according to their racial group, and teach 
them separately. In the summer of 1963, having recently graduated from high school, I 
participated in the civil rights march on Washington, in which Martin Luther King stated 
that he wanted his children to be judged by the content of their character rather than the 
color of their skin.  That has been a fundamental principal for me my entire life, and 
Ethnic Studies teaches the opposite.  
 

III.  Personal Observations.  
 

I personally observed this at the Tucson Magnet School.  My Deputy, Margaret  
Garcia Dugan, who is Latina and Republican, came to refute the allegation made earlier 
to the student body, that “Republicans hate Latinos”.  Her speech was non-partisan and 
professional, urging students to think for themselves, and avoid stereotypes. Yet, a small 
group of La Raza Studies students treated her rudely, and when the principal asked them 



 

 

280

to sit down and listen, they defiantly walked out.  By contrast, teenage Republicans 
listened politely when Delores Huerta told the entire student body that “Republicans hate 
Latinos.” In hundreds of visits to schools, I’ve never seen students act rudely and in 
defiance of authority, except in this one unhappy case.  I believe the students did not 
learn this rudeness at home, but from their Raza teachers.  The students are being ill 
served.  Success as adults requires the ability to deal with disagreements in a civil 
manner.  Also, they are creating a hostile atmosphere in the school for the other students, 
who were not born into their “race”. Hector Ayala was born in Mexico, and is an 
excellent English teacher at Cholla High School in TUSD.  He reports that the Director of 
Raza Studies accused him of being the “white man’s agent,” and that when this director 
was a teacher, he taught a separatist political agenda, and his students told Hector that 
they were taught in Raza Studies to “not fall for the white man’s traps.”  
 

IV.  Textbooks.  
 

 As I will describe, the evidence is overwhelming that ethnic studies in the Tucson  
Unified School District teaches a kind of destructive ethnic chauvinism that the citizens 
of Tucson should no longer tolerate. The very name “Raza” is translated as “the race.”  
On the TUSD website, it says the basic text for this program is “the pedagogy of 
oppression.”  Most of these students’ parents and grandparents came to this country, 
legally, because this is the land of opportunity.  They trust the public schools with their 
children.  Those students should be taught that this is the land of opportunity, and that if 
they work hard they can achieve their goals.  They should not be taught that they are 
oppressed. One of the textbooks is Occupied America (5th ed.).  One of the leaders it 
talks about is described as follows:  “José Angel Gutiérrez was one of the leaders, and he 
expressed the frustrations of the MAYO generation.  His contribution was indispensable; 
it influenced Chicanos throughout the country.” One of Gutiérrez’s speeches is described 
as follows: “We are fed up. We are going to move to do away with the injustices to the 
Chicano and if the ‘gringo’ doesn’t get out of our way, we will stampede over him.” 
Gutiérrez attacked the gringo establishment angrily at a press conference and called upon 
Chicanos to ‘kill the gringo,’ which meant to end white control over Mexicans. The 
textbook’s translation of what Gutiérrez meant contradicts his clear language.  In 
describing the atmosphere in Texas where Gutiérrez spoke, the textbook states:  “Texans 
had never come to grips with the fact that Mexicans had won at the Alamo.”  (P. 323.)  It 
is certainly strange to find a textbook in an American public school taking the Mexican 
side of the battle at the Alamo.  
  
Another textbook is The Mexican American Heritage (2nd ed.).  One of the  
chapters is “The Loss of Aztlan.”  Aztlan refers to the states taken from Mexico in 1848: 
Arizona, California, New Mexico and Colorado.  This chapter states:  “Apparently the 
U.S. is having as little success in keeping the Mexicans out of Aztlan as Mexico had 
when they tried to keep the North Americans out of Texas in 1830.”  (P. 107.)  In other 
words, books paid for by American taxpayers used in American public schools are 
gloating over the difficulty we are having in controlling the border.  This page goes on to 
state: “…the Latinos are now realizing that the power to control Aztlan may once again 
be in their hands.”  
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V. M.E.Ch.A.  

 
The extracurricular activity at TUSD related to ethnic studies is called M.E.Ch.A.   
When I was at Tucson high school, the librarian was wearing a M.E.Ch.A. tee shirt.  If 
you Google M.E.Ch.A., you will find its goals and constitution.  In the introductory 
paragraph, M.E.Ch.A. states:  We are Chicanos and Chicanas of Aztlán reclaiming the 
land of out [sic] birth (Chicano and Chicana Nation); 2) Aztlán belongs to indigenous 
people, who are sovereign and not subject to a foreign culture…  
  
In section 2 of the M.E.Ch.A. Constitution it states: Aztlán belongs to those who plant the 
seeds, water the fields, and gather the crops and not to the foreign Europeans. We do not 
recognize capricious frontiers on the bronze continent.  
  

VI.  Teaching the Wrong Things About Literature.  
 

 When I began speaking out publicly against ethnic studies, one of the ethnic  
studies teachers had his students write me letters.  One of these letters states: “All that the 
English classes teach is mainly about some dead white people.”  I believe schools should 
teach the students to judge literature by its content and not by the race or gender of the 
author.  
  

VII.  MacEachern Investigative Reports.   
 

 After my confrontation with TUSD over ethnic studies had begun, Doug  
MacEachern, a columnist for the Arizona Republic, ran a series of investigative reports 
on ethnic studies.  This is the kind of thing that the Star and the Citizen should do, but 
thus far only the Republic has done.  One of his sources was a former TUSD teacher 
named John Ward, who despite his name, is Hispanic.  Ward reports: But the whole 
inference and tone was anger.  (They taught students) that the United States was and still 
is a fundamentally racist country to those of Mexican-American kids. Individuals in this 
(Ethnic Studies) department are vehemently anti- Western culture.  They are vehemently 
opposed to the United States and its power.  They are telling students they are victims 
and that they should be angry and rise up.  
 
By the time I left that class, I saw a change (in the students), he said.  An  
angry tone.  They taught them not to trust their teachers, not to trust the  
system.  They taught them the system wasn’t worth trusting.  
  
Because Ward no longer worked at TUSD, he was willing to be quoted.  Many  
current TUSD employees have talked to me about the horrors of what they have  
witnessed in the Ethnic Studies Program, and the almost totalitarian climate of fear at 
TUSD which keeps them from being quoted.  Here is what MacEachern found:  
  
 
In the past several weeks, messages have filtered out from teachers and  
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other TUSD employees (some directed to Horne; others who have  
contacted me, following two previous columns on this subject) about what an officially 
recognized resentment-based program does to a high school. In a word, it creates fear. 
Teachers and counselors are being called before their school principals and even the 
district school board and accused of being racists.  And with a cadre of self-
acknowledged ‘progressive’ political activists in the ethnic-studies department on the 
hunt, the race transgressors are multiplying.  
  
The director of the TUSD Ethnic Studies Department, who keeps a portrait of Ché  
Guevara on the wall of his classroom, spoke to MacEachern:  “Our teachers are left- 
leaning. They are progressives.  They’re going to have things (in their courses) that 
conservatives are not going to like, he told me.”  
  

VIII.  TUSD’s Intimidation of Its Employees.  
 

 Ward eventually wrote his own column.  He describes how the TUSD  
administration intimidated him by removing him from his class, and calling him a 
“racist,” even though he himself is Hispanic.  This tactic, he writes: …is fundamentally 
anti-intellectual because it immediately stops debate by threatening to destroy the 
reputation of those who would provide counter arguments. Unfortunately, I am not the 
only one to have been intimidated by the Raza studies department in this way.  
  

IX.  The Time for Action Is Now.  
 

TUSD can intimidate its employees.  But it cannot intimidate you, the citizens.   
You are in a comfortable position.  You can speak out.  If the TUSD board eliminates 
ethnic studies, it will save $2 million a year of your money, the cost of ethnic studies 
administrators and consultants alone. That is your money. The school board represents 
you.  I can use my pulpit to bring out the facts, but only you can bring about change.  
  
            Sincerely,  
      
   
           Tom Horne  
TH:gj 
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APPENDIX B 
 

DREAM ACT SUMMARY 
 

From the National Immigration Law Center | WWW.NILC.ORG, retrieved July 5, 2010 
Updated March 2009 

 
The DREAM Act is bipartisan legislation that addresses the tragedy of young people who  
grew up in the United States and have graduated from our high schools, but whose future is 
circumscribed by our current immigration laws. Under current law, these young people generally derive 
their immigration status solely from their parents, and if their parents are undocumented or in 
immigration limbo, most have no mechanism to obtain legal residency, even if they have lived most of 
their lives here in the U.S. The DREAM Act would provide such a mechanism for those who are able to 
meet certain conditions. The latest version of the DREAM Act, also known as the Development, Relief, 
and Education for AlienMinors Act (S. 729), was introduced on March 26, 2009, by Dick Durbin (D-IL) 
and Richard Lugar (R-IN) in the Senate. In the House of Representatives, the bill is called the American 
Dream Act (H.R. 1751), and it was introduced that same day by Howard Berman (D- CA), Lincoln 
Diaz-Balart (R-FL), and Lucille Roybal-Allard (D-CA). The DREAM Act would enact two major 
changes in current law:  
 

•  Permit certain immigrant students who have grown up in the U.S. to apply for 
temporary legal status and to eventually obtain permanent status and become 
eligible for U.S. citizenship if they go to college or serve in the U.S. military; and  

•  Eliminate a federal provision that penalizes states that provide in-state tuition 
without regard to immigration status.  

 
If enacted, the DREAM Act would have a life-changing impact on the students who qualify, 
dramatically increasing their average future earnings—and consequently the amount of taxes they would 
pay—while significantly reducing criminal justice and social services costs to taxpayers.  
 

 
KEY FEATURES OF THE DREAM ACT OF 2009 

 
1. Path to legal residency: Who would qualify?  

 
Under the DREAM Act, most students with good moral character who came to the 
U.S. at age 15 or younger at least five years before the date of the bill’s enactment 
would qualify for conditional permanent resident status upon acceptance to 
college, graduation from a U.S. high school, or being awarded a GED in the U.S. 
Students would not qualify for this relief if they had committed crimes, were a 
security risk, or were inadmissible or removable on certain other grounds. The 
Senate bill contains an additional requirement that the student be under age 35.  

 
2. Conditional permanent resident status.  
 

Conditional permanent resident status would be similar to lawful permanent 
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resident status, except that it would be awarded for a limited duration—six years 
under normal circumstances—  
instead of indefinitely.  

  
Students with conditional permanent resident status would be able to work, drive, 
go to school, and otherwise participate normally in day-to-day activities on the 
same terms as other Americans, except that generally they would not be able to 
travel abroad for lengthy periods and they would not be eligible for Pell Grants or 
certain other federal financial aid grants. They would, however, be eligible for 
federal work study and student loans, and states would not be restricted from 
providing their own financial aid to these students. Time spent by young people in 
conditional permanent resident status would count towards the residency 
requirements for naturalization.  

 
3. Requirements to lift the condition and obtain regular lawful permanent resident status.  
 

At the end of the conditional period, unrestricted lawful permanent resident status 
would be granted if, during the conditional period, the immigrant has maintained 
good moral character, avoided lengthy trips abroad, and met at least one of the 
following criteria:  
 
· Graduated from a two-year college or certain vocational colleges, or studied for at 
least two years toward a B.A. or higher degree, or  
· Served in the U.S. armed forces for at least two years. The six-year time period 
for meeting these requirements would be extendable upon a showing of good 
cause, and the U.S. Department of Homeland Security would be empowered to 
waive the requirements altogether if compelling reasons, such as disability, prevent 
their completion and if removal of the student would result in exceptional and 
extremely unusual hardship to the student or to the student’s spouse, parent or 
child.  
 

4. In-state tuition: Restore state option  
 

The DREAM Act would also repeal section 505 of the Illegal Immigration Reform 
and Immigrant Responsibility Act of 1996 (IIRIRA), which currently discourages 
states from providing in-state tuition or other higher education benefits without 
regard to immigration status. Under section 505, states that provide a higher 
education benefit based on residency to undocumented immigrants must provide the 
same benefit to U.S. citizens in the same circumstances, regardless of their state of 
residence. Since section 505 became law, ten states have enacted laws permitting 
anyone, including undocumented immigrants, who attended and graduated from 
high school in the state to pay the in-state rate at public colleges and universities. 
The ten states are Texas, California, Utah,  
Washington, New York, Oklahoma, Illinois, Kansas, New Mexico, and Nebraska. 
These states all pay the section 505 penalty by providing the same in-state discount 
rate to current residents of other states who previously went to high school and 
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graduated in the state. The DREAM Act would repeal this penalty. This would not 
require states to provide in-state tuition to undocumented immigrants, but rather 
would restore this decision to the states without encumbrance.  
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