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ABSTRACT 

The ways that young people learn to engage in democratic and other mechanisms 

for community involvement is a product of how they are socialized into the institutions 

they inhabit and how they incorporate this socialization into their ongoing construction of 

identity. In order to become active and agentive members of their society, young people 

must learn to view themselves as able to productively engage in social practices and 

social change. Conventional schools are structured in ways that limit opportunities for 

marginalized students to develop agentive and active social identities. This study suggests 

that students may construct more agentive identities if they have opportunities to frame 

their life circumstances and actions in political and historical terms.  

This project has studied how high school students may construct expanded subject 

positions as a result of participating in a culturally relevant and explicitly political youth 

development program. The Project for Conscious Education and Activism (PCEA) 

incorporates critical and culturally relevant pedagogy with participatory action research. 

Embedded in a required senior year social studies course, the PCEA provides students a 

chance to perceive their roles as sociohistorical actors. This two-year ethnographic case 

study examined shifts in students’ academic identities and social agency. Increasing 

identification with school subject matter fostered intellectual empowerment that often 

extends beyond the context of school to effect broader social identities. Findings detail 

the ways that participants can come to see their actions as socially and historically 

grounded, eventually coming to think of themselves as social actors. 

Conventional typologies of civic engagement tend to leave out ways that youth of 
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color and those from poor communities resist and address debilitative social 

disinvestment. But neither do young people tend to think of their actions as constituting 

social or civic action. Many shifts in subjectivity were apparent as PCEA participants 

began to frame their actions as intentional intervention in social injustice, becoming 

“civic” attempts to improve conditions in their communities. As young people learn to 

see their actions in relation to political and institutional patterns, they may both expand 

their social agency and increasingly frame their actions as contributing to social justice.  
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INTRODUCTION: 
“FOOD FOR YOU TO EAT, WATER FOR YOU TO DRINK” 

 
They just miseducate you. And then you go out there and you think that you are someone 

and you're really not. So you're just a zombie out there in society, lost, and susceptible to 

all kinds of dysfunctionalities . . . until someone presents food for you to eat, water for 

you to drink, that affirms your humanity, that gets you to think about the world and who 

you are and where you fit.  

Mr. Emilio Guererra, PCEA program teacher 

 

The desert of the Southwestern United States is a place full of contradictions. For 

many people living south of the political border that arbitrarily cuts through this 

landscape, the southern states represent opportunity—a vision of financial stability 

among people marginalized by global economics. Arrival in the border cities in 

California, Arizona, New Mexico and Texas can offer a flood of opportunities. But the 

climate of desert itself is a formidable challenge. Hundreds of people each year lose their 

lives attempting to cross it, and many must turn back or are exploited by their 

vulnerability and ultimately end up with little to show for their efforts. Even as the 

transition to the United States represents opportunity, the actual process of traversing it 

requires knowledge and strength. Immigrants must negotiate multiple layers of 

obstacles—political, environmental, and social hurdles they must avoid or navigate 

through.   
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The complexity of growing up Latina/o1 in the Southwestern states presents 

parallel challenges. Succeeding in American schools is viewed as the key to accessing 

social, professional, and financial opportunity. But the process of being a student of color 

in public schools is full of barriers to achievement. Institutional practices, social 

expectations, interpersonal relationships, and the historical and political context of the 

borderlands situate Latino/a students in a no man’s land where they learn that being 

Mexican often carries negative connotations and consequences, but are not permitted to 

identify themselves as full-fledged Americans. Even Latino/a students born and raised in 

the United States experience similar challenges, straddling their need for meaningful 

ethnic and cultural affiliation with the racial discrimination leveled at people of color in 

the United States. People of later generations often experience the disadvantages of racial 

minoritization without the fortifying benefits of strong ethnic affiliation (Cleary & 

Peacock, 1998; Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991).  

Negotiating what it means to be a young Latina/o person in the United States is a 

challenge many young people struggle with. Latina/o students are more likely to grow up 

without the socioeconomic privileges that increase the likelihood of school success, 

including attending high-quality schools, having access to culturally relevant pedagogy 

and curriculum, and living in communities that provide access to social resources that 

facilitate achievement and social opportunity (Noguera & Akom, 2000b). Each of these 

factors reduces the likelihood that young Latina/os will have strong prospects for 

                                                 
1 I am using the term Latina/o to refer to people of Mexican, Central American, or South American descent 
regardless of where they were born. While it is generally most important to consider how individuals 
identify themselves, I am here more concerned with external perceptions of race or ethnicity (however 
inaccurate) since these are what bear most strongly on discriminatory practices. 
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pursuing stable careers to support their families and communities, and that they will be 

able to participate fully in “civic” 2 activities. Furthermore, the very social conditions that 

undermine financial and educational success also undermine peoples’ ability to address 

these destructive conditions.  

This study is driven by concern for ways that this cycle of social and political 

marginalization might be supplanted with projects that invest in cultivating social agency 

and civic identity in marginalized youth. While much research has documented the 

“problem of low civic participation” among young people in the United States, much of 

this research neglects the complexity of how young people of color might participate in 

and take constructive social action in their communities (Akom, 2006; Ginwright & 

James, 2002). This study seeks to elucidate how marginalized youth in this country can 

come to think of themselves as important and powerful members of society, and what 

resources can help support them in this in process.  

The ways that young people learn to be engaged in democratic and other 

mechanisms of community involvement is a product of how they are socialized in the 

institutions they inhabit, and how they incorporate this socialization into their ongoing 

construction of identity. In order to become active and agentive members of their society 

and communities, young people need to learn to view themselves as able to productively 

engage in social practices and social change. Conventional schools are structured in ways 

that limit the opportunity for many students to develop agentive and active social 

                                                 
2 I use the term “civic” to mean action taken to participate in and improve one’s community; this expands 
beyond traditional definitions of civic that rely on conventional means of political participation to include 
cultural activities, social activism, and resistance to injustice. 
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identities. Apple (2003) describes this process in terms of the “subject positions” people 

are invited or allowed to take in relation to the institutional practices they participate in or 

are subject to. This, as well as other similar work, provides a model for understanding 

how institutional practices position students’ emerging subjectivities—how broad 

political, economic, and social dynamics shape individuals’ construction of identity.  

Yet also crucial to youth identity construction are the day-to-day social 

interactions they experience in their schools and communities. This study focuses on the 

way such microlevel interactions can add a layer to this process, augmenting, acquiescing 

to, or countering the positionality that institutional practices offer to students. Holland, 

Lachiotte, Skinner, and Cain (1998) describe positionality as referring to  

The fact that personal activity (the identified action of a person) always occurs 

from a particular place in a social field of ordered and interrelated points of 

positions of possible activity . . . A person engaged in social life, a person 

involved in an activity or practice, is presumed to have a perspective . . . Persons 

look at the world from the positions into which they are persistently cast [in 

relation to] broad social divisions such as gender, race, class, ethnicity, and sexual 

orientation. (Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998b, p. 44) 

In the case of PCEA students, most are persistently cast as students who will not go on to 

college, who are not and will not become assets to their community; this “casting” occurs 

through both institutional practices and small, every-day interactions.  

Yet it is also these micro-level processes that can help young people frame their 

own lives and experiences in ways that facilitate empowered social identities and agency. 
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These are what PCEA teacher Emilio Guererra describes as “food for you to eat, water 

for you to drink”—the intellectual and philosophical tools young people need to navigate 

the perilous path of growing up Latina/o in the United States borderlands. This can 

include factual information about history, politics, and economics. It can also include 

philosophical perspectives on ethnicity, race, and reconciliation. In Mr. Guererra’s 

classes, critical social analysis serves as a frame for all of these topics. In all cases, these 

tools provide students an opportunity to understand the social and political contexts of 

their people, the circumstances and history of their families, and their own future. These 

resources serve to sustain youth as they attempt to envision themselves as historical 

actors, cultural actors, and political actors. It is when young people begin to think of their 

actions as politically-grounded and politically-relevant that they begin to construct such 

social agency.  

My study in two high schools centered on the question of how youth development 

programs can help to increase civic identity and social activism among marginalized 

youth. Civic involvement is the backbone of a just society. All too often, however, the 

people who are most active in politics and other civic endeavors are those who have 

reaped the most benefits from existing political and institutional systems. Those people 

who continue to be marginalized are also least likely to be involved in conventional civic 

endeavors, and least likely to carry the political leverage to bring about significant 

systemic changes (Noguera, 2003, 2004; Winter, 2003). So while civic involvement is 

crucial to maintaining any degree of democratic participation, recreating “civic” to entail 

redistribution of social power is necessary to ensure all members of society have 
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opportunities for self-fulfillment and self-determination. This calls for broader civic 

activism on the part of those people historically and consistently marginalized in United 

States political processes.  

But how we can help foster socially agentive identities among marginalized youth 

is not a process we understand very well (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright, 

Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005). There is a need to increase and improve our strategies for 

offering youth substantive and asset-based environments in which to expand their civic 

literacy and begin to think of themselves as social actors.  

This qualitative project was designed to document the degree to which the study 

of critical theories and participation in action research can foster critical and agentive 

social identities among participants. This two-year ethnographic case study investigated 

how the PCEA can instigate expansion of youths’ social agency and identities. Through 

participant observation, review of students’ research curriculum and assignments, and 

interviews, this project examined how the process of conducting critical social inquiry 

affects youths’ notions themselves as social, historical, and civic actors. Specifically, I 

investigated the following research topics: 

1. What opportunities the PCEA provided students for exploring and thinking 

critically about the context in which they live; 

2. How students construct meaning about themselves as sociopolitical subjects; and  

3. How students’ constructions of historical, political, cultural and social realities 

inform shifts toward stronger or more agentive intellectual or social identities. 
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I have worked with the PCEA for more than two and a half years, and during two school 

years taught high school classes in collaboration with the classroom teacher. I have 

gathered data in classrooms, administrative and board meetings, worked with the 

program’s summer interns, and interviewed program directors, teachers, students and 

graduates.  

 

The Project for Conscious Education and Activism 

The Project for Conscious Education and Activism (PCEA) is an in-school youth 

development program that supplements the conventional high school senior year social 

studies curriculum with the study of critical theory, critical race theory, political critique 

and participatory action research. This is a collaborative educational program between 

Montaño School District’s Department of Multicultural Studies and the nearby 

university, and is co-directed by associate professor Raphael Calderón3 and Multicultural 

Studies director Carlos Aguilar. The PCEA program is offered through the Multicultural 

Studies department, and comprises one of its courses, American Government for seniors. 

During the years of this study, academic years 2006-07 and 2007-08, the PCEA offered 

classes in three high schools, Salazar, Tierra, and Castaño, with approximately 140 

participants. Students who enroll in the Multicultural Studies sections of American 

Government class participate in the PCEA’s curriculum, learning research methods and 

creating and executing their own research projects. The regular classroom teachers are 

still responsible for the required American Government curriculum; they infuse this 

                                                 
3 All proper names are pseudonyms, including people, schools, and related programs.  
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curriculum with political theory, critical pedagogy, social critique, and critical 

ethnographic research methods. This entails class discussion and readings that explicitly 

challenge standard curricula including critical race theory, critical theory, and non-

textbook history such as Howard Zinn’s Declarations of Independence. Dr. Calderón, 

program graduates, and university graduate students collaborate with the classroom 

teacher to teach the participatory action research—research wherein students themselves 

design and implement research on their schooling (Torre & Fine, 2006). The students 

engage in participant observation, taking field notes, conducting interviews, photo 

documentary, and writing and administering surveys.  One of the two program teachers 

also incorporates some indigenous theory into the curriculum, and that was the teacher I 

happened to be working with, Mr. Emilio Guererra.  

The purpose of the PCEA is to counter the demoralizing experience many 

Latina/o students experience in school (Aguilar, interview, 2007; Calderón, interview, 

2008). This curriculum attempts to serve as a counterpoint to the rest of education; it is 

intentionally designed to confront and begin to compensate for the alienation students of 

color often experience in school. The main goals include providing students opportunities 

to: 1) Experience academic success; and 2) Develop critical consciousness4. Each of 

these goals reverberates throughout the PCEA classes, integrated into curricular choices 

as well as the models for interpersonal relationships established by the staff.  

                                                 
4 In the context of the PCEA class, critical consciousness is tightly linked with critical literacy, and relates 
to students learning to recognize the institutional factors contributing to social dynamics, including their 
own educational opportunity.  
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The PCEA classes are designed to increase academic success as well as personal 

and social empowerment. The hope is to transform the residue of alienation to increased 

academic identities, social critique, and social action for change. Through curriculum, 

pedagogy and investments in respect for students and their families, this program is 

distinguished by an extremely asset-based and agency-building approach to youth 

development (Cammarota, 2007; Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005; Ginwright & 

James, 2002). For their participatory action research (PAR) projects, participants identify 

important issues in their community, then engage in a long-term process of research and 

social action. This act of defining and selecting problems or critical issues in the 

community for the purpose of taking and enabling social action on them changes the 

social role these youth have. This is where critical thinking has an impact not only on 

how youth see their community, but also on how they see their place in it. Therefore, this 

is an ideal site for studying how programs can successfully foster increased social and 

civic agency among disenfranchised youth. The PCEA’s assumptions that adolescents are 

capable of and committed to social change to improve their communities permeates all 

aspects of curriculum and pedagogy, resulting in dramatic impact on participants 

themselves.  

The teachers develop genuinely caring relationships with students, demonstrate 

confidence in students’ abilities to excel, challenge them intellectually, and explicitly 

recognize students’ broader responsibilities as family members, caregivers, and wage 

earners. The program also makes consistent effort to demonstrate respect for and involve 

parents and families of enrolled students. My colleague Augustine Romero’s dissertation 
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(2008) documents many of the academic impacts, including increased scores on 

standardized tests and graduation rates. Students who take the PCEA classes are much 

more likely to pass the state standardized test required for graduation. They also are more 

likely to still be in school at the end of their senior year in order to graduate.  

The course’s focus on fostering critical consciousness is apparent throughout the 

pedagogy and curriculum. These are intentionally designed to provide students with 

counternarratives about history and government from what they generally learn in school. 

A substantial component of the pedagogy and research process intends to facilitate 

critical literacy among participants. In addition, the instructors explicitly encourage 

students to read and think critically about what kinds of information they are presented 

with, and whose interests are being met by those points of view. In this way, the program 

teaches students to consider interpersonal, social, economic, and political dynamics they 

have previously not taken note of. This is a form of critical thinking that may have broad 

and enduring influence on how young people view both their communities and its 

inhabitants.  

So the PCEA attempts to teach critical literacy and critical consciousness by 

engaging the students in critical pedagogy, critical theory, and culminating in an action 

research project. The subject matter focuses on institutional racism, and how this affects 

students in Montaño public schools. The curriculum centers around the myth of 

meritocracy, because students can so easily recognize this myth in their own schooling. 

As program co-founder and co-director Dr. Raphael Calderón describes, “It is supposed 

to actually transform the student, so they end up having a whole new perception of 
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themselves and the world they live in . . . To us, that is the most important aspect of this 

praxis-based education.” The focus around race and ethnicity was not intended to be the 

main topic of the class, but is effective as engaging students in study of their education, 

according to Calderón, because it is so easy for students to observe.  

The main purpose is to engage students who are generally alienated from school. 

Rather than basing the class on “book knowledge” that students most often say they 

“can’t relate to” (Luciana, interview, 2007), PCEA classes begin with students’ own idea 

of themselves. They write “I am” poems and the themes they generate become central to 

the rest of the year’s work, including their action research projects. The major goal of the 

program is to provide students with opportunities to share their own ideas, thoughts, and 

interpretations. Their teacher tells them “you have been silenced, and I am here to help 

you develop your voice.”  

One source of this silencing is of course that students believe the idea of 

meritocracy—that they are the source and locus of all their own failures. Instead, the 

class studies institutional racism and how it creates disadvantage for students of color, as 

well as other marginalized groups. The curriculum includes Paolo Freire, Howard Zinn, 

and Ronald Takaki.  Discussions focus on race5 and racial privilege, including the 

difference between race and ethnicity. Students learn about economics and class, and how 

                                                 
5 Regarding the terms “race” and “racial”: It is my perspective that race does not exist physiologically, but 
it does exist socially. While I would like to embrace recent research in the fields of anthropology and 
archeology disproving the biological reality of race, the students of color in the PCEA experience 
discrimination based on other peoples’ perceptions of their race. I also experience Mr. Guererra’s conflict 
about race, which he discussed in class with students; he hesitated to talk about someone based on their 
race “because race is a made-up idea”; yet students experience racial discrimination, so it is, to some 
degree, a reality in their lives. My use of the terms “race” and “racial” are used with awareness of this 
tension.  
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these factors intersect with race and culture; gender privilege is also an important topic, 

as well as what it means to be a member of your community. Rather than simply learning 

facts from a book, the class addresses significant social issues, and asks students to 

formulate their own opinions on them. This offers students a context where they succeed 

academically, which in many cases teaches students that they are capable of academic 

success in ways many of them did not previously believe or experience. It is relevant to 

their lives, so they are interested in the discussion, tightly linked to this increased 

academic identity.  

For program designers, participatory action research (PAR) is a logical strategy 

for enacting a critical pedagogy with high school seniors. It allows students to engage in 

research on topics that they generate—dynamics they identify as important in their lives. 

The process of studying institutional racism in the context of American public schools 

allows them to connect broad social patterns to their own lives, seeing and also feeling 

how policy and institutional practices play out in the lives of actual people. Through the 

process of participant observation, students can distance themselves from the social 

practices around them—in school, in classrooms, in their communities—and develop a 

critical analysis of what they see (Calderón, interview, 2008). This is a major shift for 

many students, who have previously assumed that what they see is simply the natural 

way that things are. Instead, they come to identify the patterns across social contexts, and 

to see the institutional factors—including institutional racism—that contribute to them. 

For many students, this combination of critical pedagogy and critical research in their 
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own communities marks their first opportunity to critically examine the social setting 

around them.  

In addition, program co-directors are constantly cognizant of the social factors 

shaping students’ lives. They are particularly concerned about patterns in high schools on 

Montaño’s south side, which reflect national patterns of low rates of high school 

graduation and even lower rates of students college attendance in predominantly Latino/a 

communities. They also saw what impacts these academic challenges have in 

communities in Montaño and beyond, and they cite alienation from school as a major 

factor in Latina/os’ challenges in ameliorating these conditions (Aguilar, interview, 

2007). They wanted to give students a chance to engage substantially in school; their 

strategy is to create classes that are relevant to their lives and offered the chance to 

experience academic success and relationships of genuine care that they believed would 

bring about increased achievement. They created a program design that draws heavily on 

Freireian critical pedagogy, as well as critical race theory and political critique 

(Cammarota, 2007, 2008; see, for example, Freire, 1973; Freire, 2000; Freire & Macedo, 

1987; Romero, 2008; Smith-Maddox & Solorzano, 2002; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 

2001). But they integrate this with critical research and critical literacy, with the hope of 

instilling in students the institutional imagination (Lankshear & Knobel, 1997) that is 

crucial for students to come to think of themselves as change agents (Aguilar, interview, 

2007; Calderón, interview, 2008).  
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The “Problem” of Civic Engagement 

The importance of civic engagement is resurfacing as a focus of social energy and 

concern. Scholars and researchers have, in the past decade, reinvigorated conversation 

about the rates, value, and impact of civic participation, especially among youth (people 

age 15-22) (Butts, 1988; Chesney & Feinstein, 1997; Flanagan et al., 1999; Ginwright & 

James, 2002; Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003; Marciano, 1997; Milner, 2001; 

Putnam, 2000; Yates & Youniss, 1999; Youniss et al., 2002). While many researchers 

have decried rates of civic participation as being low, their definitions of civic 

participation tend to be narrow and conventional (Butts, 1988; Kiernan, 1990; Milner, 

2001; Strike, 1991). Milner (2001) exemplifies the Conventional approach to civic 

involvement, which considers civic participation mainly in terms of voting, participation 

in election campaigns, locating countries on a map, identifying key political officials, and 

familiarity with political processes for both domestic and international entities. Youniss, 

Yates, and colleagues (Yates & Youniss, 1996, 1999; Youniss et al., 2002; Youniss, 

McLellan, & Yates, 1997; Youniss & Yates, 1997) are somewhat more expansive, but 

still tend to consider civic roles as functioning within existing institutions and political 

processes. They represent an Asset-based approach to youth civic engagement, which 

assumes that young people have important contributions to make in their communities 

(Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & Soukamneuth, 2006). These are certainly all important skills 

for members of any society. But if definitions of civic engagement remain confined to 

participation in existing political institutions and processes, we will fail to recognize 

many of the vital ways that residents of the United States work to make their society 
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more just. Furthermore, we will fail to teach young people the skills necessary to make 

lasting changes to the structural and institutional injustices they identify in their 

communities.  

This danger is exacerbated by the reality that many Americans are either 

disenfranchised from conventional methods of civic participation (Flanagan & Faison, 

2001; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007; Marciano, 1997; Winter, 2003), or find those 

methods to yield scant results in ameliorating problematic social, economic, health, 

educational, and political conditions in their communities (Ginwright & Cammarota, 

2003). Members of non-dominant groups include people who are poor, geographically or 

economically isolated, immigrants, racially marginalized people, and members of non-

mainstream linguistic, ethnic, and cultural groups. For those people, participation 

according to traditional civic models may be either impossible or a waste of time 

(Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003; Winter, 2003). Yet groups from disenfranchised 

communities actively seek ways to improve conditions in their communities, often 

through unconventional—yet still civic—means. Urban youth in particular demonstrate 

agency in redefining what it means to be socially and politically active by engaging in 

activities that carry meaning for them (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2006), though scholars 

may not recognize this as “civic engagement.”  

For example, high school students in Los Angeles have organized InnerCity 

Struggle6, a group that seeks to address the huge percentage of high school freshman who 

never graduate by demanding additional guidance counselors, college preparation classes, 

                                                 
6 See www.SchoolsNotJails.com (InnerCityStruggle)  
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and a new high school to serve the neighborhood (InnerCityStruggle). This strategy 

rejects official explanations of students dropping-out, which attribute low graduation 

rates primarily to characteristics of the students and their families. Instead, InnerCity 

Struggle meets with schools boards, administrators, and the press to recast the problem as 

resulting from characteristics of the school, not deficits of the students.  

In Chicago, Puerto Rican youth are using art and culture as a source of social and 

civic identity-building (Flores-Gonzalez, Rodríguez, & Rodríguez-Muñiz, 2006). The 

Café Batey Urbano hosts open microphone performances for traditional and hip-hop 

music, teaches computer courses, and mobilizes youth to become involved in political 

issues. Puerto Rican, African and Latin American traditions of music and storytelling 

serve as the foundation for increasing youths’ awareness of cultural, community, and 

global justice. Youth from the Café have canvassed the surrounding neighborhoods door-

to-door to discuss community issues, especially gentrification and its impact on Puerto 

Rican youth. By reconceptualizing our definition of constructive civic engagement to 

include cultural work, community capacity-building, and critique of social policies, we 

might develop a more accurate portrait of what effective civic participation and 

community activism look like, and how it might be cultivated among urban youth in 

particular.  

Cammarota (2008) describes this process as one of “cultural organizing.” He 

argues that “combining the praxis elements within cultural therapy and cultural 

production engenders a third mode of ethnographic praxis” which he calls “cultural 

organizing” (Cammarota, 2008, p. 45). He is referring to the “cultural therapy” that 
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George and Louise Spindler engaged in with teachers in an effort to facilitate their 

elucidation of their own cultural practices assumptions (Spindler & Spindler, 1994). The 

term “therapy” unfortunately implies today some sort of intervention in a problematic 

circumstance. That is not the intended connotation, however. Instead, the process of 

cultural therapy offers people the chance to view critically their own cultural practices, 

generally through comparing them to and contrasting them with practices in other cultural 

settings. When people view how preschool teaching occurs in a different culture, for 

example, they can perceive particular aspects of their own practices as a preschool 

teacher they would not previously have had a critical perspective on. Also important is 

that participants in this process can view critically elements of their cultural milieu that 

they might not have previously recognized. This can include underlying cultural 

assumptions regarding what behaviors are valued and who is deemed to be an important 

member of the community.  

In relation to youth development, Cammarota is describing how young people 

might gain this critical perspective through the process of engaging in ethnographic 

research on settings in their own lives. He describes that:  

The formalization of critical insights through ethnographic observation and 

documentation facilitates the organizing of stakeholders and constituents for 

taking direct action to transform practice, policies, and conditions in school sites. 

A more formal praxis pedagogy helps social actors like students organize 

themselves for the explicit purpose of changing their social milieu. When they 

attempt to change their lived reality, they learn to see that reality and themselves 
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differently. (Cammarota, 2008, p. 48) 

This approach blends critical study with allowing young people a drastic increase in their 

social authority—they become social scientists entrusted with the valued task of 

conducting identifying important issues, conducting research on them, and formulating 

solutions. This combination of recognizing the subjectivity and malleability of historical 

reality with increasing social authority can instigate substantive shifts in social agency 

and efficacy.  

The import of broader conceptualizations of civic engagement is compounded by 

changing demographics among United States residents. Ethnically, linguistically, racially, 

and culturally marginalized people, including immigrants and bi- or multi-cultural 

people, are more likely to be politically and socially disenfranchised than their white and 

middle-class counterparts (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2003). As more and more residents 

of the United States fit this description of marginalization and thus disenfranchisement, 

current dynamics of civic engagement could lead to the consolidation of political power 

among fewer and fewer elites. But these changes also offer potential areas for the 

recreation of what social activism and community agency might look like. Moll (2002) 

argues that: 

These shifting demographics provide fertile soil for the exercise of power, 

especially what Eric Wolf (2001:384-385) refers to as "structural power": the 

power not only to control the settings in which people may express their 

potentialities and interact with others, but also to organize and orchestrate the 

settings themselves and control the nature and direction of actions. (p. 126) 
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Conventional views of civic engagement are inadequate for the new and developing 

composition of our changing society, especially in urban areas and among 

disenfranchised youth. If we allow our understanding of civic participation to include all 

those ways that youth act to strengthen and improve their communities, we are more 

likely to gain a more accurate view of how these young people develop social and 

political agency, and how research and youth development programs can support them in 

their efforts for social change. 

 

Fostering Social and Civic Activism Among Youth 

There are many youth development programs that foster writing, artistic, research, 

and documentary skills. But evaluation of these programs tends to focus on either 

academic impact, or the personal development of participants; there is little research on 

the ways that urban youth adopt a role of social critique and develop critical social 

agency (Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003). Some youth development programs are 

committed to increasing substantive involvement of disenfranchised youth in policies that 

affect their lives. But they suffer from a lack of information about how their programs 

might effectively impact civic identity and agency. This study aims to gain a nuanced 

perspective on how development of intellectual empowerment and critical consciousness 

contribute to increased civic and social agency.  

Local, state, and federal educational administrators have indicated a need to 

increase the civic participation of American youth. There is little research on the ways 

that youth adopt a role of social critique, and develop critical social agency. The way that 
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youth form social and civic identities is a crucial question in understanding how they 

grow up to be productive adult members of society. But conventional understanding of 

“civic” engagement is not always adequate for understanding how youth from ethnically, 

economically, or geographically marginalized backgrounds see their social roles. 

While many research projects document the ways that young people are not 

engaged in civic activity, the definition of “civic” often relies on conventional ideas of 

political and community involvement (M. Cahill, 1997; Checkoway & Richards-

Schuster, 2006; Eccles & Gootman, 2002; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2006; Ginwright, 

Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005; Heath & McLaughlin, 1993; Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006; Marciano, 1997; Milner, 2001; Noguera & Cannella, 2006; Youniss 

et al., 2002). While conventional youth development programs may successfully offer 

participants the chance to develop the certain social assets regardless of their topic of 

focus, such programs ultimately do not cultivate in youth the tendency to question or 

change the systems that effected their disenfranchisement in the first place (Ginwright & 

Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005).  

This narrow conception of civic involvement may be especially problematic for 

youth from culturally or linguistically minoritized groups and for low-income youth. For 

these youth, traditional civic involvement may remain disconnected from or irrelevant to 

the important aspects of their lives. Indeed, participation in the systems that create and 

maintain their ongoing disenfranchisement tends to appear unattractive. What counts as 

“worthwhile” or “valuable” civic engagement may be drastically different between 

middle-class suburbs and low-income urban communities. 
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In contrast, youth development programs that focus on civic activism can 

“facilitate collective action among marginalized youth” (Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006, p. 23). According to community action researchers and consultants 

Heather Lewis-Charp, Hanh Cao Yu, and Sengsouvanh Soukamneuth (2006), the key 

difference is that effective youth programs “address the cultural, social, and political 

contexts that support or impede young people’s healthy development” (p. 21), which are 

often shaped by unjust social and political systems. They have found that programs that 

focus on civic activism can, through “supporting political skills and knowledge,” also 

“support young people’s capacity to engage directly with power brokers, decision 

makers, and institutions in their communities” (p. 22), increasing civic efficacy. 

This has led many youth development researchers and practitioners to believe that 

the best youth development programs are those that explicitly focus on fostering civic 

literacy, agency, and political activism among disenfranchised youth (Duncan-Andrade, 

2006; Flores-Gonzalez, Rodríguez, & Rodríguez-Muñiz, 2006; Ginwright & Cammarota, 

2002; , 2006; Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003; Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006; Morrell, 2004; , 2006; O’Donoghue, 2006). They maintain that the 

most effective youth development strategies entail not only social networks that will help 

young people develop socially-oriented skills and identities, but also will help them 

understand and resist the social and political systems—of education, of economic 

disinvestment in urban communities—that construct and support their social 

disadvantage. And programs that specifically focus on political critique and activism are 

uniquely able to foster both constructive personal and social experiences, and also the 
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critical thinking and social critique that will encourage youth to address these injustices. 

Further, many researchers who describe themselves as youth advocates and youth allies 

are critiquing depoliticized programs that teach youth to participate in and support the 

status quo; instead, they argue that, with adequate social resources, youth are capable of 

bringing about social change to improve the equity and justice of social institutions 

(Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; , 2006; HoSang, 2006; Kwon, 2006). 

 

Solving the “Problem of Youth”: Deficit Perspectives and Locating Failure 

Debates abound about the best way to solve the “problems” of urban youth, but 

few people contest that there are problems. Adolescents are generally considered to have 

many deficiencies, and even pathologies. Urban youth in particular are viewed critically, 

especially when they are people of color; since they grow up surrounded by social and 

economic problems, they are associated with “problems” and viewed as contributing to 

them, rather than being subject to persistent patterns of marginalization.  

Such assumptions of deficiencies and pathologies have long undergirded the 

programs made available to urban youth (Briggs, 2002; Taylor, 1993a; Valencia, 1997). 

Deficit-based assumptions about the roles youth play in the social, economic, and 

political conditions in their communities shape not only how youth programs are run, but 

also shape the programs’ possible impact (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2003). If initiatives 

aimed at changing behavior or conditions in urban neighborhoods begin under distorted 

or myopic premises about the loci of social problems—where disadvantage is created—

their results will be tainted by these assumptions. Most importantly, where programs 
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locate social problems will dictate, to a great degree, its strategies and potential impact on 

participants (Smith, 1992). If a program is created under the assumption that African 

American adolescents carry problematic behavior and need to be “fixed,” the roles that 

the program will afford to them will reflect this assumption and therefore limit 

possibilities for drawing on young peoples’ assets and building their social agency. The 

subjectivities that urban youth are allowed or invited to assume in the context of these 

programs dictates the potential impact on young peoples’ lives.  

For this reason, a clear understanding of what roles young people might be 

permitted or encouraged to take or create for themselves is necessary for an accurate 

picture of how youth development programs might effectively cultivate various aspects 

of youth identity (Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003). The way in which institutions 

and programs are structured permit or encourage participants to assume particular roles 

(Apple, 2003). These roles can have an impact on how young people construct lasting 

social roles, both in the program or institution and relative to other institutions and the 

community as a whole (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004). This in turn contributes to 

the type of enduring social identities youth adopt.  

This study has examined the shifts in subject positions demonstrated by 

participants in the PCEA, particularly their social identities and agency. Because the 

PCEA begins with the assumption that young people have the potential to envision and 

accomplish constructive social change—that they are assets to society, not deficiencies—

the pedagogy offers participants agentive roles in constructing knowledge and meaning 

about their schools and communities. It is this intent of the program that distinguishes it 
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from more conventional youth development and makes it ideal for studying young 

peoples’ construction of agentive social and potentially “civic” identities.  

 

Potential Contributions 

Earlier studies of this program demonstrate that the PCEA can have an impact on 

various aspects of participants’ academic and social identities (Cammarota, 2007; 

Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Romero et al., 2008). Romero (2008) has found that, for 

many PCEA participants, the program leads to increased academic identities and 

engagement with school. Participants also report that their experience in the PCEA led 

them to adopt a critical literacy in viewing the world around them (Romero, 2008). But 

the focus of Romero’s work was on documenting the elements of the PCEA that 

impacted students most, and on their academic outcomes, not their constructions of social 

identities and agency in the broader community. In addition, the program has changed 

since Romero’s study; his study focused on the first year of the program, when it enrolled 

only sixteen students and had a much higher teacher-to-student ratio of around one adult 

per five students at any given time. Currently, each PCEA class enrolls 20-35 students, 

with one or possibly two teachers. Because of the program’s success, it has expanded, 

and also necessarily transformed in that process. This study extends Romero’s work to 

consider more specifically how young people’s experience with the PCEA’s pedagogy 

and curriculum can leverage increased intellectual empowerment toward expanded social 

identities and agency.  
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Other youth development programs have attempted to address these issues, but 

have just begun to consider specifically how programs can most effectively increase 

agency among marginalized youth (Kirshner, 2006; Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006; O’Donoghue, 2006; Strobel, Osberg, & McLaughlin, 2006). One 

trend has been to engage youth in research, and action research in particular (Duncan-

Andrade, 2006; Torre & Fine, 2006). While all of these projects hope to instill in young 

people the skills and inclination for civic activism, this study will seek to help educators 

and youth development practitioners to understand contexts and factors that lead to young 

people expanding their social identities and efficacy.  

My research helps to deepen our understanding of what “civic” engagement can 

look like for youth of color. I have found that conventional conceptions of both “civic” 

(e.g. civic identity, civic literacy, civic engagement) limit our possibilities for 

understanding how youth of color can navigate the transition to productive adulthood. In 

response, I have built on recent literature that cites political critique, demands for 

institutional accountability, informal social commitments, and activism as “civic” in their 

efforts to bring about constructive change in communities (Ginwright & James, 2002). 

This allows me to delineate the ways that programs can conceptualize and recognize 

various forms of social agency, including responsibility to the well being of family and 

community, cultural activities, and “personal” attempts at addressing social injustice. In 

addition, conventional typologies of civic engagement tend to leave out the ways that 

youth of color and those from poor urban communities resist and work to change 

debilitative social policies of economic and educational disinvestment—consistent with 



39 

 

the deficit perspective that informs most public policy.  

Activities of protest and activism are often cast as deviant rather than patriotic or 

upstanding. I have intentionally designed my research to allow for emic conceptions of 

what it means for youth to act on their principles of helping their community and 

improving society. By studying young peoples’ social identities—how they think of 

themselves as social actors with the potential to effect positive change—as the basis of 

“civic” engagement, I have sought to include other manifestations of social commitment 

to justice. In this context, critical literacy serves as civic literacy, so that critique and 

formulation of solutions to social inequity demonstrate a young person’s development 

into active and productive citizenship. Equally important, however, is the way that youth, 

particularly in the PCEA, articulate how they can act on what they have learned about 

social justice by “being a good person” across social contexts; my study has illustrated 

how such a curriculum can instigate students’ shift of abstract values from theory to a 

commitment to action embedded in the “enduring self” (Spindler & Spindler, 1994).  

But if conventional notions of civic are often too narrow to recognize young 

peoples’ efforts at social change, neither do young people tend to think of their actions as 

falling in the realm of social or civic action. As young people come to understand their 

own actions as an intentional intervention in social injustice they see around them, their 

actions become “civic” attempts at improving the conditions in their communities. This 

study has documented how PCEA program participants engage with the curriculum and 

how it affects their conceptions of their own social agency and civic literacy. While this 

project will not seek to provide a formula for achieving similar goals elsewhere, these 
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data will enhance an understanding of how youth development pedagogy can bring about 

expanded social identities among youth. This study seeks to help educators and youth 

development practitioners to understand contexts and factors that lead to young people 

expanding their subject positions beyond the boundaries of what public institutions 

sanction and allow. In addition, this study will offer detailed information to practitioners 

in other youth development programs who are interested in fostering social agency and 

civic identity among participants. Furthermore, this study’s multifaceted data collection 

provides researchers in the field of youth development both nuanced and holistic 

understandings of what an explicitly political curriculum and pedagogy of respect can 

afford to marginalized youth.  

 

Outline of Dissertation Chapters 

In Chapter 2, I describe the literature most important in conceptualizing how 

young people engage in collaborative and ongoing processes of identity construction in 

social, historical, and institutional contexts. This includes a description of the ways that 

dominant perceptions of people of color and poor communities shape institutional 

practices and, as a result, the opportunities for identity construction people experience in 

those institutional settings. When schools enact policies that are based on these 

hegemonic principles, the effect for marginalized students is problematic and severe. 

Alienation from school and subsequent low levels of achievement place young people of 

color at ongoing disadvantage. Strategies for mitigating these dynamics include fostering 

critical literacy and social and civic activism among students from all backgrounds.  
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Chapter Three details my methodology. Drawing on critical ethnographic 

frameworks as well as critical youth development, this methodology was intended to 

privilege students’ own interpretations of their schooling while equipping them with tools 

to engage in critical social analysis. Throughout this two-year qualitative study, I 

balanced my role as a researcher with my responsibilities as a teacher and my privilege to 

become a mentor and friend to many PCEA students. These roles were sometimes at odds 

with one another, and I discuss in Chapter Three how those tensions affected this study.  

The following two chapters, Four and Five, describe the PCEA in more detail, 

including its social and institutional context, as well as the pedagogy and structure of the 

class. Chapter Four provides relevant demographic, institutional, and economic data, as 

well as description of students’ experiences in their classes other than the PCEA. For 

most students, this entails experiences of humiliation and alienation, and I describe how 

these experiences bear long-term effects on students. This chapter also discusses how the 

PCEA is designed to help counter those experiences for students. The curriculum and 

pedagogy of the program are intended to not only offer an alternative space in school, but 

to provide students with social and intellectual tools to surmount their institutional 

marginalization. Chapter Five describes how the program works to accomplish those 

goals; this includes descriptions of the critical pedagogy enacted in the PCEA, as well as 

how students engage in participatory action research (PAR). This chapter begins to 

outline some of the clearest shifts in subjectivities that program participants demonstrate.  

In Chapter Six, I provide more details about some of the shifts in subject positions 

that PCEA participants exhibit. I begin with a discussion of significant patterns students 
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demonstrates. Many students begin a process of humanization of self and others, as well 

as ethnic reconciliation as a result of teachers’ attention to non-academic aspects of their 

identities. Next, I describe some of the unique aspects of Mr. Guererra’s classes and how 

they can lay a foundation for further expansions of subjectivity. Mr. Guererra 

demonstrates respect for students through affirmation of their cultural perspectives and 

experiences. His incorporation of indigenous studies and culturally relevant pedagogy 

allows students to successfully affiliate with both school and their ethnic heritage in 

meaningful ways.  

This chapter also outlines major patterns in students’ shifts in subjectivities. 

Among PCEA participants who begin with conflicted or marginal ethnic identities, 

cultural aspects of the PCEA provide them with a framework for constructing a 

“Mexican” identity that many previously lacked. For students who began the program 

with distinct conflicts about their own ethnic identity, they generally demonstrate shifts 

toward reconciliation of their ethnic and racial subjectivities. Those students who begin 

with stronger ethnic identities usually follow a pattern of increasingly locating this ethnic 

identity in a social and political context. For students who already have a strong sense of 

themselves as Mexican, the most important effects of the PCEA are on their confidence 

in their own intellectual abilities and “voice,” which carries powerful opportunities for 

increasing civic identity.  

Chapter Seven explores the conditions in Mr. Guererra’s class that foster 

academic and intellectual empowerment. I describe how studying a culturally relevant 

curriculum in PCEA classes changes how students see themselves as students, learners, 
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and teachers. As students come to see themselves in their schooling—experiencing 

schooling that they “can relate to”—they show marked increases in their confidence and 

academic identities. Because of the environment of cultural and intellectual respect 

students experience, they demonstrate increased intrinsic motivation. This intrinsic 

motivation may be linked to intellectual empowerment, as stronger academic engagement 

can lead to students becoming increasingly confident in their own judgment on 

significant social issues in their school, community, and society. In addition, participants 

study the political and historical context of their own schooling, further locating 

themselves in institutional and social contexts. The participatory action research (PAR) 

projects that students enact contribute to this, providing them the chance to augment 

stronger intellectual autonomy by applying it to important social concerns. This is linked 

to program participants exhibiting greater intellectual empowerment, which marks a new 

subject position for most PCEA students.  

In Chapter Eight, I discuss how this shift toward politically and historically 

contextualized subjectivities is linked to increasing social agency. Students in the PCEA 

demonstrate varying types of social agency. In all cases, however, they are beginning to 

view their own lives and actions as 1) occurring in a social and political context that 

affects everyone involved; and 2) potentially bearing significant social and historical 

effects in that context. As students begin to see the circumstances around them not as 

innate but as the results of peoples’ actions, so they may come to see themselves as 

having an important role to play in shaping future circumstances. The PCEA class 

engages students in studies of historical actors as well as the current political decisions 
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that influence their own life experiences; this changes how students understand how they 

can affect the world around them. This carries significant implications for students 

expanding social agency, as well as their identification of themselves as sociohistorical 

actors.  

Finally, the conclusion in Chapter Nine describes the implications for both theory 

and practice we may derive from this study. I describe the theoretical implications of this 

study as informing a theory of critical selective acculturation. This theory builds on the 

notion of selective acculturation (Trueba, 1988), wherein marginalized students: 1) 

develop strategies for accommodating those elements of school and institutional practices 

necessary for academic success; and 2) also maintain those crucial aspects of their ethnic 

and racial identity that help them mitigate the effects of broad social discrimination—the 

“food for you to eat, water for you to drink” that Mr. Guererra describes. Findings 

demonstrate that, for many PCEA participants, the process of selective acculturation may 

become an explicit and intentional one involving critical analysis of institutionalized 

racism and its effects on their lives—critical selective acculturation. This shift is marked 

by two patterns: first, students strengthen their ethnic affiliation in ways that are 

conducive to achievement in mainstream American society; and second, they become 

aware of the myriad ways this affiliation is degraded and undermined, effectively 

reducing their opportunities. Ultimately, this can equip students to not only counter the 

demoralization that endangers their agentive social identities, but to conceive of 

themselves as capable of constructive social change.  
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Creating the circumstances that support these process among students of color is a 

complicated one. In my discussion of how educators, youth development practitioners, 

and policy makers might draw on this study, I make two major points. First is that there is 

injustice built into our social practices and the educational system in our country, and it is 

unreasonable and unrealistic to expect students and teachers in individual classrooms to 

be able to compensate for their detrimental affects on students. Systemic change is 

needed to provide all students with equitable opportunities, and piecemeal or 

programmatic changes can distract us from the fundamental hegemony that creates 

disadvantage for so many young people. Until schools become accountable to all of the 

students and communities they serve, these patterns will continue.  

However, there are urgent issues to be addressed for the sake of the magnitude of 

students alienated away from academic achievement every year. The second major 

implication for practice is the need for schooling that students “can relate to.” This can 

take the form of culturally relevant teaching, including pedagogy and curriculum. Indeed, 

pedagogy and curriculum may never be separate, but their link may be even more 

important for students of color as they embark on a process of increasing both academic 

literacies and academic affiliation and identities.  

 

Conclusion 

This study has investigated how the process of learning research methodology 

affects youths’ notion of possibilities for social action, and how they transition in their 

own adoption of these practices. Identity construction is a complex process, and theories 
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abound regarding the factors that shape it (Apple, 1996; Davidson, 1996). 

Anthropologists of education have long considered the ways that people participate in 

ongoing and collaborative construction of meaning, relationships, and identities in the 

social context (Foley, 1991; Gilmore, 1985, 2003; Holland & Levinson, 1996; Lave & 

Wenger, 1991; McCarty, Wallace, Lynch, & Benally, 1991; Mead, 1970; Ogbu, 1992; 

Spindler, 2002; Spindler & Spindler, 1987; Varenne & McDermott, 1998). Institutional 

forces certainly shape how young people come to think of themselves. And much work 

on individual (Willis, 1981) and collective (Ginwright and Cammarota, 2008) social 

agency demonstrate the degree to which youth are not simply passive objects of 

socialization but active participants in constructing meaning about and enacting social 

identity. But structuring programs that can foster strengthened social identities and 

agency among marginalized youth requires engaging young people in study and 

relationships they feel are relevant to their own lives.  

In the context of this pedagogy that blends critical and explicitly political 

perspectives with participatory action research, students experience the opportunity to 

expand their notions of social justice and social action. There is evidence to suggest that 

as young people experience efficacy or agency in one area of their lives, they also 

experience a change in how they see their larger role in society (Weis & Fine, 2001). By 

considering how this program promotes certain social literacies and social roles among 

participants, we may understand its potential for impacting broader social agency and 

activism.  
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PCEA students’ shifts in subject positions were notable in their increasing belief 

in their own ability. Most PCEA have not given up on the benefits of schooling; more 

likely, they have given up on the process of schooling as having a place for them or for 

being a context that will support them in success (Valencia & Black, 2002; Valenzuela, 

1999).  Once they saw their own schooling with a critical eye, they began to see ways 

that they might succeed in school. These patterns demonstrate that, while different PCEA 

students may engage more or less with different aspects of the class (e.g. political critique 

or culturally relevant curriculum), they consistently demonstrate increased 

contextualization of their lives in the historical and political context. It is this increasing 

ability to see themselves as social and historical actors that facilitates increases in social 

agency and civic identity. 

I do not mean to imply that this model is a solution to the many obstacles students 

of color experience in their efforts to fulfill aspirations of academic achievement. There 

are a multitude of factors affecting students’ school success (Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 

2006; Portes, Fernandez-Kelly, & Haller, 2008; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1995; 

Valencia & Black, 2002; Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994). It is not my intention to hold 

students responsible for compensating for these economic, political, and institutional 

factors. But in the face of these factors, increasing critical literacy and social agency is 

one tool for increasing social accountability to all members of our society.  

This is evidenced by the many PCEA students who are effectively envisioning 

how they can continue to act on principles of social justice outside the context of the 

PCEA. They have identified pertinent community problems and taken responsibility for 
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addressing them. Even when this social agency centers around personal and interpersonal 

things students can do, they demonstrate connections between broad patterns in political 

and social dynamics and their own actions. These are the opportunities young people 

need to construct the social agency and civic activism needed to change these patterns for 

future generations. 
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CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Three major bodies of literature are most important to understanding how 

adolescents construct stronger social identities, those examining: identity construction; 

social investments in education and youth development; and social/civic engagement. 

Each of these is important to understanding how educational programs might foster more 

agentive social action. Yet too often this scholarship neglects to account for the ways that 

institutional characteristics shape how young people participate in schools and other 

programs and institutions, and the repercussions for their future social and civic agency. 

Fundamental to this discussion, therefore, is an explicit consideration of how institutional 

structures influence the process of identity construction. I will begin with a discussion of 

how mainstream social institutions affect how young people come to think of themselves, 

then move more specifically to identity construction and social and civic engagements.    

Institutional Practices Structuring Individual Subjectivities 

The way that young people form social and civic identities is a crucial question in 

understanding how they grow up to be productive and fulfilled members of their 

communities. In order to become active and agentive members of their society, young 

people have to view themselves as having the ability to productively engage in civic 

activities (Apple, 2003; Flanagan et al., 1999). They also have to learn to navigate social 

contexts where their actions can have an impact on the surrounding environment. The 

ways that young people learn to engage in democratic and other social mechanisms for 

community involvement is a product of how they are socialized in the institutions they 
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inhabit, and how they incorporate this socialization into their ongoing construction of 

identity (Bhimji, 2004; Daiute, 2000; Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997). As a result, 

institutional practices shape how young people grow up to understand their own potential 

social efficacy. The orientation of these institutional practices toward marginalized 

people—being either deficit- or asset-based—has a profound affect on how these 

practices will affect young people.  

Cultural Deficit Theory 

The perspectives that cast people in urban neighborhoods, most of whom are poor 

and/or ethnic minorities, as deficient and pathological are based in the cultural deficit 

model of understanding social difference (Valencia, 1997). The cultural deficit model 

arose during the 1960’s to replace genetic deficiency models of low educational 

achievement among non-white school children (Erickson, 1993). Closely related to 

“culture of poverty” research, the cultural deficit literature is “concerned with explaining 

why it seems that low-income minority groups have not acquired American middle-class 

attitudes, values, and behaviors” (Kirk & Goon, 1975, p. 600), which were considered the 

standard of desirable and acceptable socialization. 

Culture of poverty theory contends that poor—and especially ethnic minority—

families and communities provide inadequate socialization into American society. Based 

in particular on Oscar Lewis’s work in the 1960’s, it maintains these communities 

reproduce antisocial practices and behaviors through intellectual, moral, and cultural 

deprivation, as well as lack of male role models, exposure to crime, and an undisciplined 

home life (Briggs, 2002). Further, this socialization affects participation in the larger 
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national culture (Rodman, 1977), such as educational achievement, civic engagement,  

and employment. The concept of the culture of poverty effectively separated the 

“problems” in urban communities from the institutions in which those social 

phenomenon occurred; schools are not responsible for lack of educational achievement, 

employers were not racist for not hiring people of color, and political systems were not 

discriminatory in spite of lower levels of conventional civic participation among poor 

urban citizens (Briggs, 2002). Instead, the culture of ethnic minorities is at fault for not 

preparing people to participate fully in socially acceptable ways.  

Cultural deficit theory bodes poorly for children who are “disadvantaged” by their 

upbringing. Parents pass along the “habits and pathology of being poor to their children” 

(Briggs, 2002, p. 78). In addition, the culture of urban neighborhoods does not offer a 

cognitively stimulating environment, resulting in children growing up “culturally 

depraved” or “socially disadvantaged” (Erickson, 1993). This model has been embraced 

in the educational context (in various forms and with various labels) because it “enabled 

professional educators, frustrated by their difficulties working with minority children, to 

place the responsibility for school failure outside the school” (Erickson, 1993, p. 28). The 

result of this perspective on variations in social behavior is to hold marginalized people 

accountable for what anthropologists describe as sociolinguistic and cultural differences 

(Foley, 1991). Because of their lack of political, social, and economic power, 

disenfranchised urban communities are cast as being deficient, rather than being 

understood as strategically negotiating debilitating social dynamics. Furthermore, public 

discourse on poor urban neighborhoods and their residents often attends only to negative 
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events, emblemizing them as behavioral patterns. Public discourse generally ignores 

constructive social action, minimizing its significance and casting it as exceptional rather 

than representative of people of color. As a result, the ways that people of color and 

residents of poor urban communities demonstrate commitment to improving their 

neighborhoods, caring for their peers, and investing in social change are rarely 

recognized by broader society.  

In the administration of social programs, this perspective assumes that poor and 

ethnic minority people have deficiencies that need to be fixed, rather than recognizing the 

role institutions play in creating and maintaining social disadvantage (Smith, 2002). As a 

result, the subjectivities that schools in urban areas most often allow for youth of color 

fall into one of two categories: 1) assimilation to mainstream white youth models of 

behavior (Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005); and 2) pathological at-risk youth 

who need intervention programs to save them from a life of crime and violence that their 

culture has instilled in them (Cuban, 1989; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright & 

James, 2002; HoSang, 2006; Males, 2006). People of color in poor urban neighborhoods 

continually demonstrate both strategic negotiation of social and institutional 

circumstances, as well as proactive social action to improve conditions in their 

communities. Research demonstrates that effective programs to address inequitable 

opportunities in urban communities (rather than changing peoples’ presumed 

deficiencies) entail genuine and substantive collaboration with people in those 

communities (Aguilar-San Juan, 2006; Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002; Kwon, 2008; 

McCarty, 2005). 
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Crucial to this approach is that members of urban communities offer assets that 

contribute to the amelioration of such problems (M. Cahill, 1997). This does not mean 

that urban residents should be held primarily responsible for changing conditions in their 

communities; broad public policy changes are necessary to address decades of social 

disinvestment and to bring about substantive improvements in social, economic, and 

political conditions (Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005). But that process must 

occur through programs that recognize the existing and potential assets offered by urban 

communities, with youth playing a vital role. The key is for young people to have the 

opportunity to develop leadership and appropriate power over constructive change. How 

schools enact cultural deficit models bears directly on students’ future abilities to 

accomplish such work.  

 

Inequitable Resource Distribution 

In practice, cultural deficit models result in inequitable educational resources for 

poor and ethnic minority children. Urban public schools are renown for the deficient 

academic and social opportunities they provide for their students. In spite of a pretense of 

meritocracy, research demonstrates again and again that discrepancies in allocation of 

resources directly limits the opportunity poor children and children of color have for 

success in school and beyond (Bhimji, 2004; Children's Defense Fund, 2003; Noguera, 

2001; Noguera & Akom, 2000a; , 2000b; Orfield, 2004; Torre & Fine, 2006; Education 

Trust, 2003). Contrary to the myth that all children have the same opportunity for 

educational and professional success, the Education Trust has found that “differences in 
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achievement and attainment between groups of students often have roots in differences in 

the availability of educational resources” (Education Trust, 2003, p. 12).  

In addition, better educational resources are generally available to students of 

higher socioeconomic status (Anyon, 1994; Fine & Burns, 2003). Fine, Bloom, and 

Chajet (2003) found that, in American public schools, a student’s class predicts the 

quality of schooling she or he will receive. This is most apparent in the drastic 

discrepancies between public school funding in poor and working-class neighborhoods 

versus middle- and upper-class communities; there are also notable differences between 

schools serving mostly children of color versus schools serving mostly white children. 

The Education Trust (2003) has found that 

Nationally, districts with the highest child poverty rates have $966.40 fewer 

state and local dollars to spend per student compared with the lowest-poverty 

districts. That translates into a total $24,160.07 for a typical classroom of 25 

students. Districts with the highest minority enrollments have $902.23 fewer 

state and local dollars to spend per student compared with the lowest-minority 

districts. That translates into a total $22,555.85 for a typical classroom of 25 

students. (p. 13) 

These funding disparities result in inequitable resources: salaries for qualified teachers7, 

appropriate school and class sizes, updated curricula, books, computers, science and art 

                                                 
7 The term “qualified teachers” is problematic; recent national policies have sought to disregard certain 
qualifications, such as experience, in exchange for other types, such as passing tests. My use of this term is 
in no way advocating for that use of this term, which deprofessionalizes experienced, competent, and 
committed teachers. Rather, I use the term “qualified” or “prepared” to describe teachers who have the 
educational background, cultural understanding, and compassion to teach students from any background. In 
addition, while I may not agree with the standards used to determine “qualification,” the concentration of 



55 

 

supplies, and even basic school conditions such as functioning heat, air conditioning, 

drinking fountains, adequate desks and chairs, toilette paper, soap, and vermin-free 

buildings (Fine, Bloom, & Chajet, 2003; Orfield, 1994). In Los Angeles, where schools 

are woe-fully under funded compared to districts in wealthier suburbs, many urban 

schools are so over-crowded that they have no cafeteria, auditorium, or computer lab. A 

lack of space causes scheduling problems, leaving some students unable to graduate on 

time because they cannot take the required courses to earn a diploma (Bhimji, 2004).  

In addition to financial disparity, urban schools in low-income neighborhoods fare 

worse on other crucial measure of opportunity. For example, the Education Trust has 

found that “secondary classrooms in the Nation’s high poverty schools are nearly 80% 

more likely to be taught by under-qualified teachers, than secondary classrooms in the 

Nation’s low poverty schools” (Education Trust, 2003, p. 12). In addition, while most 

students are able to recover from one year of poor quality instruction, few can ever 

recover from three years of inadequate instruction (Fine, Bloom, & Chajet, 2003). Given 

the paucity of prepared teachers in high poverty schools, it is no wonder students lag 

increasingly behind year after year.  

While the myth of meritocracy places the blame for the “achievement gap” with 

students, and sometimes their parents, communities, and teachers, such inequitable 

funding makes the term “opportunity gap” (Torre & Fine, 2006) much more accurate. 

Rather than tolerating the illusion (or perhaps delusion) that such disparate funding can 

result in equal opportunity, policy makers consistently disregard evidence that a web of 

                                                 
“under-qualified” teachers in schools serving high proportions of students of color and poor students 
reveals institutional and social priorities.  
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factors affect student performance; “to begin to understand achievement gaps among 

their students, states and districts should look at the distribution of qualified teachers 

[and] challenging curricula as well as funds” (Education Trust, 2003, p. 12). These 

disparities amount to such variation in opportunity for learning that individual students 

can hardly be judged for failing to meet the same standards of achievement. 

Given the degree to which a child’s SES8 determines the quality of education they 

will have access to, and the extent to which the quality of that education will determine 

their future professional and economic prospects, the consequences of poor quality 

schools are grave. Fine, Bloom, and Chajet (2003) argue that  

systematic policies of inequitable urban school financing, misdistribution of 

quality teachers, and lack of access to rigorous curriculum ensure that the 

privileged remain privileged, while poor and working class students lag 

behind, all too predictably ‘failing’ tests that seal their fates. (para. 3) 

In light of the economic climate of the nation, where having only a high school diploma 

means an individual will face a lifetime of service or manual labor, the blow of such 

educational injustice resounds. In both cases, wages are low, and chances rare to secure 

health insurance or other benefits. Such youth are destined for ongoing economic 

struggles.  

But even these disparities in opportunity and subsequent academic achievement 

do not offer a holistic view of how disparities in funding and other social resources put 

low income and urban children at a continued disadvantage. In addition to the dismal 

                                                 
8 Socio-economic status: a combination of economic and social privilege and opportunity. 
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education that urban schools provide—and the lack of feasible professional prospects as a 

result—children who spend their formative years in under-funded schools frequently 

experience restricted opportunities for intellectual and personal development. These 

truncated educational resources also affect students’ emergent identities: how they come 

to see themselves as intellectually capable, and as members of their society.  

 

Institutional Hegemony and Identity Construction 

Children learn much more than academic content knowledge during their time 

spent in school. Other than the immediate family, schools serve as the main socializing 

mechanism for most students. Schools are the place where children learn how to interact 

with people—adults and peers—and to participate as active (or apathetic) members of 

their community and society. Flanagan and colleagues (1999) argue that 

Schools are like mini polities where children can explore what it means to be a 

member of a community beyond their families, where they learn they are the 

equal of other citizens [or not] . . . Schools are settings where children develop 

ideas about the rights and obligations of citizenship. (Flanagan et al., 1999) 

This process of socialization has direct consequences for how children grow up to think 

of themselves as active members of their communities—their self concept and social 

identities. 

Many scholars argue that, rather than investing in the capacity of young people to 

become social actors capable of improving their communities, the structure and practices 

of many urban schools undermine students’ socialization into valued subjectivities 
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(Anyon, 1994; McLaren & Gutierrez, 1994; Oakes, 1985; Valenzuela, 1999; Weis & 

Fine, 2001). Their research demonstrates that impoverished and negligent schools can 

actually impede youth’s ability to navigate entry into productive and fulfilling adulthood, 

serving to reinforce and exacerbate the social challenges students face. Standard 

educational practices and structures—which are so common and unquestioned as to seem 

natural—are actually often counterproductive to the responsibility schools bear to 

socialize all children into productive and fulfilling adulthood. Youth end up alienated 

from the institutions alleged to serve them (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004; Ginwright 

& Cammarota, 2006; HoSang, 2006; Males, 2006), which may ultimately influence their 

stance toward social institutions and practices more broadly.  

Identity and Subject Positions 

To consider the ways that young people develop various aspects of identity, it is 

helpful to consider the various roles youth adopt in relation to the institutions and social 

practices that affect their lives. Apple’s (2003) discussion of the relationship between the 

state and identity centers around “how bureaucratic and administrative needs and 

demands structure the participation of various kinds of people in the this process” (p. 12).  

He asserts that “the state also provide roles for people to play. In more technical terms, 

we can say that they establish ‘subject positions’ that embody identities for people” (p. 

12). A subject position places a person in a particular stance, which could include being a 

member of a collective group like a labor union, or of an individual consumer. These 

subject positions dictate particular actions in relation to public and private institutions. A 

law that treats workers as members of a collectivity offers different protections than a law 
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that treats each worker as an individual regardless of the common experiences of other 

workers. A school that enlists students’ help in raising money for library books offers and 

allows them a different subject position than a school that enlists their help selecting new 

books for the library.  

This understanding of the various roles that are or are not available to people in 

relation to the state is applicable to positionality in other contexts as well. Gee (1997) 

discusses participation in discourse communities as a site of negotiation of subject 

positions and identity. He describes a “Discourse” as “‘a way of being together in the 

world’ for humans, their way of thinking and feeling” (Gee, 1997, p. xv). The nature of 

one’s participation in discourse communities defines social roles and positions, thus 

determining aspects of the individual’s identity in that community: who one is and thus 

how she can be, act, interact, and be understood. Gutierrez (2004) argues that “language 

practices and the status of one’s language in those practices play a central and dynamic 

role in the construction of social languages (discourses) and identities” (p. 294). These 

aspects of identity include the civic identities and social agency people might adopt. As 

institutions and discourses exert influence over individuals’ subject positions, they also 

delineate the types of agency and civic roles those people can choose to assume.  

 

School Practices and Identity Construction 

The ways that schools socialize students include allowing them particular subject 

positions—of being active contributors to their educational process, or of being passive 
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receivers of information and discipline9. These subject positions have lasting effects on 

how children grow to think of themselves—of their social roles and identity 

construction—in their community and society. If vast segments of children in this 

country are educated in impoverished atmospheres, and thereby socialized into truncated 

notions of their potential social value, the impact will be detrimental for the country as a 

whole. And a great deal of research indicates that spending many years attending 

impoverished schools does affect how students think of themselves: as being valued in 

their society, as having important ideas to contribute, as being worthy—or not—of the 

social investment of good education (Fine, Roberts, Torre, & Bloom, 2004). Through 

time spent in schools, children also learn how to participate in social institutions—how to 

be in relation to other people and systems, and what social roles they might choose to 

adopt.  

Several seminal studies have considered the ways that curricular practices impact 

not only the content knowledge students learn, but also the social roles they learn to 

assume—as well as how these become facets of their identities. Students in certain 

environments have vastly richer opportunities to learn than others, as measured by 

teacher behavior, time spent on content material, depth and quality of instruction, and 

future educational and professional value of learning material (Anyon, 1994; Mehan, 

Hubbard, Lintz, & Villanueva, 1994; Oakes, 1985). This social and instructional climate 

                                                 
9 This does not mean that students are actually passive receivers of information; people re-construct, 
appropriate, and resist the roles offered to them. But I am most interested here in how institutions structure 
and allow participation, and how students respond to these practices will be considered elsewhere.  
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have a profound impact on how they think of themselves as students and as members of 

their community (Varenne & McDermott, 1998).  

Jean Anyon’s (1985, 1994) study of the hidden curriculum of schooling is 

foundational to our understanding of how classroom practices contribute to socializing 

students into certain social roles. Anyon argues that social class is determined by a 

person’s “relationships to the system of ownership, to other people (at work and in 

society) and to the content and process of one’s own productive activity” (Anyon, 1994, 

p. 68). Anyon describes these relationships as the “social class” children are socialized 

into, but her definition of social class overlaps with the above descriptions of subject 

positions that students adopt. Anyon argues that “a person’s social class is defined here 

by the way that person relates to the process in society by which goods, services, and 

culture are produced” (p. 68); underlying her discussion is concern with how students see 

themselves in relation to knowledge, material objects, and other people—the social roles 

students assume as a result of inculcation with certain institutional practices. The natures 

of these relationships—social class—are formed, to a great extent, by the socialization 

process children experience at school. 

 

Socialization into Restrictive Social Roles 

Conventional schools (including most public schools) are structured in ways that 

limit the opportunity for many students to develop agentive and active civic identities 

(Daiute, 2000; Mitra, 2004; Noguera & Cannella, 2006; Orenstein, 1994). This sabotage 

of child development and transition into constructive adulthood has far-reaching 
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implications for both individual students, and for the nation as a whole. For example, 

Fazila Bhimji’s (2004) discussion of the rhetoric surrounding the adoption of Proposition 

21 in California describes the subject positions youth are invited or allowed to take in 

relation to the legislation, and within the affected institutions. The Juvenile Crime 

Initiative: 

among other things . . . requires teenagers as young as 14 to be tried as adults 

for crimes such as murder or serious sex offenses, gives prosecutors expanded 

powers to try juveniles as adults for a range of less serious crimes, and 

sentences anyone 16 or older convicted in adult court to adult prison. (p. 39) 

The bill does address concerns about the most destructive behavior; yet given the vastly 

disproportionate rates of conviction and severity of sentencing among youth of color, it is 

myopic to view this legislation outside the context of mainstream characterizations of 

youth of color. The intent of the proposition is to shift “unreformable” youth, those who 

commit very violent crimes, to the adult system, leaving the juvenile system strengthened 

to deal with “typical teenagers who make mistakes” (p. 40). Bhimji argues that the 

legislation, whose proponents included state corrections administrators and then-governor 

Pete Wilson, construct young people’s identities “in binary terms: ‘good kids’ who may 

make mistakes and ‘bad kid’ (sic.) who are inherently deficient” (Bhimji, 2004, p. 40). 

These are the two possible subject positions a young person may have in the context of 

the correctional system.  

The repercussions of these narrow options for youth are clear in the conflations 

made by the bill’s supporters. Gang members are placed in the same category as rapists 
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and murderers, so there is no space in framework for youth who concluded that joining a 

gang was a necessary protection of their safety, but are not committing violent crimes. 

The complexity of choices for these youth are simplified, allowing the arbitrary 

distinction between who is deserving of rehabilitative services and who “cannot be 

reached” because they “just don’t want to be saved” (Californians to End Gang Violence, 

qtd. in Bhimji, 2004, p. 40). Given that, in California, youth of color are “2.5 times more 

likely than white kids to be tried as adults and 8.3 times more likely to be incarcerated by 

adult court” (p. 40), the impacts of these characterizations have disproportionate direct 

and debilitating effects on communities of color. The institutions here allow youth to 

assume one of two possible subject positions, and youth of color are much less likely to 

be able to fall in with the “good kids” who just made a mistake, with severe 

repercussions. Thus the limiting subject positions institutions have allowed these youth 

have concrete—and sometimes devastating—impact on youths’ lives.  

Anyon’s (1994) study examined the pedagogical practices in schools serving 

students from different social classes—working, middle, professional, and elite—and 

describes the process through which “differing curricular, pedagogical, and pupil 

evaluation practices emphasize different cognitive and behavioral skills in each social 

setting” (p. 68). These differing practices amount to a completely different education for 

students in each school, offering access to dramatically different opportunities. These 

practices influence how children learn to relate to “physical and symbolic capital, to 

authority, and to the process of work” (Anyon, 1994, p. 90). These experiences shape 

what students come to envision as their social possibilities.  
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In Jeannie Oakes’ (1985) study on the effects of tracking, she found that, based on 

the social and pedagogical structures in schools, “how students feel about themselves and 

their school experience is likely to direct how they conduct themselves in schools and 

their adult lives” (p. 137). When students are placed into academic categories (honors vs. 

remedial) this description does not remain confined to describing their skills in a 

particular subject area; rather, “individual students in these groups come to be defined by 

others—both adults and their peers—in terms of these group types” (Oakes, 1985, p. 3). 

Thus, “a student in a high-achieving group is seen as a high-achieving person, bright, 

smart, quick, and in the eyes of man, good. And those in the low-achieving groups come 

to be called slow, below average” or worse (p. 3). Hence, in the context of the school as a 

socializing context for children, test scores and other such limited measures of academic 

achievement or ability come to dictate much more than reading group assignment. In fact, 

simple assessment tools come to influence how students are perceived as people, and how 

they come to perceive their social worth. This may also affect how students see their own 

potential for achievement. Oakes found students in lower tracks to have “lower 

aspirations and more often to have their plans for the future frustrated” (Oakes, 1985, p. 

8), including their educational plans. This illuminates how sorting within schools has 

sweeping impact on how students come to conceptualize their own academic, 

professional and social capacity—the roles they will play in their community. Even in 

schools where no formal tracking exists, difference in access to quality of curricula has 

implications for the educational and professional opportunities students will have access 
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to in the future (Anyon, 1994; Oakes, 1985), as well as how they come to think of 

themselves in the meantime.  

The power of tracking and other, less formal—though still extremely effective—

sorting practices is apparent in the changes that occur in students when the tracking 

process is reversed. Mehan, Hubbard, and Villanueva’s (1994) study of students from 

disenfranchised communities who participated in an “untracking” program illuminates 

the impact of such categorizations. Students who were untracked ultimately “express a 

belief in their own efficacy and a belief in the power of schooling to improve their lives 

and the lives of others. They translate belief into action by participating actively in 

school” (Mehan, Hubbard, & Villanueva, 1994, p. 97). Therefore, whether formally 

tracked or not, the academic categories students find themselves in dictate their access to 

academic resources, even as it affects their own perception of how much they deserve 

them.  

These studies differ greatly, but all three demonstrate the effect of sorting on 

students’ self-concepts. This sorting delivers them into classrooms that will offer them 

vastly different opportunities for learning of both content knowledge and their own 

potential. Sorting does not reflect existing differences among students; it creates them 

(Varenne & McDermott, 1998). In this way, programmatic and curricular decisions in 

schools bear directly on how students think of themselves, and what they are eventually 

able to accomplish in school and beyond. In all of these cases sorting is enacted with little 

recognition of qualities and interests of individual students, and with little concern for the 

tremendously divergent paths in life that will be available to students based on arbitrary 
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decisions, test scores, or random luck. This sorting is not confined to the school context, 

but is tied to issues of social power and political leverage in communities—community 

social capital.  

 

Community Capacity-Building and Social Capital 

For those people troubled by the unceasing inequity apparent in disparate school 

funding and community support of public education, it has become apparent also that 

increased accountability is necessary for substantive change. While most policies of 

educational reform focus on increasing teacher and student accountability to school 

administrators and state and federal education agencies, schools in poor neighborhoods 

are still under funded through their efforts to improve, which apparently does not bother 

decision makers. While ideally, policy makers would hold themselves accountable to 

adequately serving their constituents regardless of other factors, this is not generally the 

case. Therefore, residents of many marginalized communities organize themselves in an 

attempt to facilitate to development of the “skills, networks, and interest in becoming 

more civically engaged” (Winter, 2003, p. 12). Noguera (2004) outlines how recent 

efforts to “develop social capital and civic capacity” mark efforts to “mitigate the effects 

of poverty and enhance the ability of poor parents to exert influence over the schools that 

serve them” (p. 2149). The assumption of these programs is that by increasing 
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community social capital, members of disenfranchised communities will augment their 

ability to demand that local schools provide adequate education10 (Noguera, 2003). 

The power to leverage political influence is a result of a web of social networks, 

educational qualifications, institutional connections, and economic resources. These 

resources, which allow parents to exert influence over and demand accountability from 

their schools and policy makers, fall under the umbrella of resources known as social 

capital. Social capital is  

the aggregate of the actual or potential resources which are linked to 

possession of a durable network of more or less institutionalized 

relationships of mutual acquaintance or recognition—or in other words, 

membership in a group—which provides each of its members with the 

backing of the collectivity-owned capital, a ‘credential’ which entitles 

them to credit, in the various senses of the word. (Bourdieu, 1986, p. 248-

249) 

In practice, social capital refers to the social networks, affiliations, and knowledge and 

skill resources people have at their disposal, which in turn increase access to information, 

services, and navigation of social systems in securing resources for their families11 

                                                 
10 Some “community capacity building” programs are rather prescriptive, and amount to simply telling low-
income people more things they need to change about themselves in order to succeed; this is certainly not 
the type of capacity building program I would advocate for. It is possible to create a capacity building 
program that is based in the self-identified needs of disenfranchised communities, making more social 
resources available for their use and appropriation, and making social assumptions—those that provide 
access to improved services—explicit. When the rules of the game are hidden, certain people come in with 
a disadvantage at the door; when the rules are made explicit to everyone, then people have an improved 
chance to make an informed decision about their actions.  
11 There are other, less conventional forms of capital shared among people in various communities, hence, 
it, too, could be described as “social.” This is especially true in those communities that experience cultural 
and linguistic minoritization, and economic and geographical marginalization. For more complete 
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(Mehan, Hubbard, Lintz, & Villanueva, 1994; Noguera, 2001; , 2004). Winter (2003) 

argues that “when we are in a community with many social ties and networks, we can get 

information more easily, participate in commerce with less fear of dishonesty and fraud, 

and become better democratic citizens through our own civic engagement” (p. 3). These 

assets allow individuals and groups to wield social and political power, which may be 

used to secure material goods, social services, and institutional attention to one’s own 

interests.  

Social capital allows people access to public institutions that are charged with 

providing them services. Effective maneuvering in such systems is critical for 

communities—especially low-income communities—to make sure their needs are 

addressed by bureaucratic systems (Noguera, 2004). Social capital may manifest in 

effective social and political organization, or access to financial and legal information. 

Noguera (2004) argues that “the more connected one is to groups or individuals that have 

access to resources, the greater the possibility that one can obtain concrete material and 

social benefits” (p. 2155). He cites social capital as being a major factor in a 

community’s ability to demand equitable resources for its schools. Social networks are 

especially critical for poor parents, who tend to “have less time to attend meetings related 

to school governance, fewer personal resources to contribute to schools financially, and 

fewer options to exercise if they are dissatisfied with the treatment they or their children 

                                                 
discussions of how informal networks may provide social resources, see, for example, Gonzalez, (1995; , 
2005b), Moll, Gonzalez, Amanti, & Neff (1992), and Velez-Ibanez and Greenberg (1992). Since the 
purpose of this discussion is an understanding of the social capital that facilitates influence over public 
schools and other institutions, I confine this discussion to conventional social capital. But I do not intend to 
disregard the import and efficacy of other social resources that are not generally recognized as having 
mainstream social value.  
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receive” (p. 2159-2160). Social tools can enable parents to gauge what type of education 

their children should be receiving, provide access to information about how to effectively 

interact with school personnel for their children’s best interests, and may put parents in 

contact with others who have experience negotiating school structures. Without these 

tools, even parents who are unhappy with their children’s progress or opportunities may 

have difficulty addressing the problems, both in terms of classroom circumstances with 

the teacher, and in terms of institutional practices and resource allocation.  

Winter (2003) describes varying degrees of political participation in terms of 

social capital. He has found that people with greater “participatory resources” are more 

involved in political activities. These resources include, “not surprisingly,” time and 

money. Holding other factors constant, “those with higher incomes participate more than 

those with lower incomes . . . a finding that holds both for financial donations and for 

other sorts of participation that are less directly tied to finances” (Winter, 2003, p. 9). 

People with more free time also are more likely to spend it engaged in political activities 

than those with little spare time. In addition, other resources also affect levels of political 

participation, including “civic skills, such as literacy and verbal skill, [and] organizational 

and leadership ability” (p. 9). Hence, those people who begin with more participatory 

resources—here associated with social capital—have an easier time engaging in political 

activists, thus increasing the chances that their interests will be addressed.  

Valenzuela (1999) argues that the concept of social capital is “especially 

appropriate” for “highlighting the effects of breakdowns or enhancements in the flow of 

school-related information and support” that students and their parents have access to in 
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schools (p. 27). She defines social capital in terms of its “function in group or network 

structures”—how networks increase students and families’ access to information and 

support that increases their opportunities for academic advancement. Such networks are 

vital in communities where parents may not have navigated the educational system 

themselves. In these cases, “exchange relationships . . . constitute social capital when 

they enable the attainment of goals that cannot be attained individually” (p. 27).  Winter 

found that the effects of social capital on the opportunities for children are so strong that 

he describes it as “a crucial resource for positive social,  emotional, and intellectual 

development, which youth (and adults) can put to use throughout life” (Winter, 2003, p. 

2). 

In addition, social capital is a key tool for communities seeking to improve 

conditions in their communities whether they are focusing on education, health care, or 

employment and economic investment. Ginwright and Cammarota (2006) argue that 

community social capital is predicated on the idea of self-determination for community 

residents to bring about community change. In light of the punitive and discriminatory 

nature of public policy imposed on disenfranchised communities, struggles for self-

determination are acute. Increasing social capital is a vital step for people seeking to 

increase their community’s power to exert control over “their” social resources.  

 

Civic Literacy 

Civic literacy is one form of social capital, which serves as a tool for increased 

public accountability. Civic literacy is commonly understood as a set of knowledge and 
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skills required for citizens’ full participation in their country’s political processes 

(Chesney & Feinstein, 1997; Milner, 2001). For example, Milner (2001) defines civic 

literacy as “the knowledge to be effective citizens” (p. 3). Chesney and Feinstein (1997) 

describe it as the “skills necessary for functioning as a citizen in a modern democratic 

society” (p. 2). Clearly, this can mean very different things based on one’s understanding 

of “effective” or “functional” citizenship. For the purposes of this discussion, I will rely 

on progressive models of civic participation (Lankshear & Knobel, 1997; Marciano, 

1997), which are undergirded by two main principles. First is that civic participation is 

not confined to traditional modes of civic action, such as voting, working for an election 

campaign, or petitioning a city council. Rather than conceptualizing civic action only as 

conventional and explicitly political action, I view civic participation as social action that 

is “conducive to pursuing the common good” (Lankshear & Knobel, 1997, p. 107) as 

defined by the community in question. This may vary across communities, but might be 

based on, for example, ethnic traditions, linguistic revitalization, or public art. Second, 

progressive models of civic engagement extend our focus from participating in existing 

institutions and systems, to intentional action to change them to reflect one’s values and 

community priorities (Marciano, 1997). 

Winter (2003) describes the strong link between social capital and civic 

engagement, arguing that civic literacy is a key form of social capital. He maintains that a 

lack of social capital and civic power are cyclical; economic disenfranchisement and 

scarce social capital lead to a lack of opportunities to develop social capital, and hence to 

wield social or political influence when necessary; “those individuals who are 
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disadvantaged economically—including disadvantaged youth—are the very people who 

are likely to have . . . little access to broad, useful social networks” (Winter, 2003, p. 12). 

These networks often provide access to civic literacy—those skills and knowledges that 

facilitate effective participation in civic life, and enable cultivation of political influence. 

This means that communities who begin with scant learning opportunities end up with 

adults who have had fewer chances to develop civic literacy, and therefore to demand 

improvements for their children. For youth from low-income communities, whose 

educational access is already inadequate, “the shortage of social capital simply 

compounds the challenges they face as they move through life, ” a phenomenon which 

“reinforces the importance of developing programs that can counteract these cycles” 

(Winter, 2003, p. 12).  

 

Schools’ Undermining of Individual and Community Social Capital 

In addition to impeding the development of individual agency, schools can also 

undermine the social resources—the networks and social capital—that students may 

initially have. Many scholars argue that, rather than investing in the capacity of young 

people to become social actors capable of improving their communities, the structure and 

practices of many urban schools create and reproduce educational and social 

disadvantage (McDermott & Varenne, 1995; McLaren & Gutierrez, 1994; Weis & Fine, 

2001). For some students, this takes the form of marginalizing or discouraging the social 

and cultural resources students have available to them.  
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Valenzuela’s (1999) study of the subtractive elements of American public 

schooling for immigrant students as well as second- and third- generation immigrants 

provides a crucial example of the impact of practices and structures on students of 

Mexican heritage. She found that schooling can undermine students’ opportunities for 

academic advancement in two key ways. First, by imposing structural academic 

constraints, including (though not limited to) “an invisible system of tracking,” practices 

at Seguín High School (Valenzuela’s pseudonym) impedes some students’ advancement 

into the highest rungs of the curriculum. Second, the school administration in 

Valenzuela’s study fosters an anti-Mexican environment in the school, inhibiting 

maintenance of intergenerational social networks. Valenzuela argues that these practices 

amount to “a powerful, state-sanctioned instrument of cultural de-identification, or de-

Mexicanization” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 161). As a result of the curriculum, teacher 

attitudes, and administrative and language policies in the school, being or acting 

Mexican, including speaking Spanish, is fraught with tension; many students ultimately 

attempt to minimize their association with Mexican people and social characteristics. 

This particularly inhibits later generations from interacting with first-generation 

immigrants, whose networks function as academic social capital.  

Valenzuela found that a “pro-school ethos” is critical to student achievement, and 

is facilitated by affiliation with academically oriented peers and access to resources such 

as homework help, computers, and study groups. She observed that “academic 

competence thus functions as a human capital variable that, when marshaled in the 

context of the peer groups, becomes a social capital variable” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 28). 
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This is most apparent among first generation students. Mexican heritage students of later 

generations display few of these affiliations, which Valenzuela argues marks the “social 

de-capitalization” of Mexican immigrants through subsequent generations. She found that 

because a pro-school ethos is associated with Mexican-ness—a negative trait in the 

school context—students from later generations may elect to distance themselves from 

these social networks.   

Therefore, the very social networks that might provide academic support are 

scorned by those students who might most benefit from them. Valenzuela argues that “a 

key consequence of these subtractive elements of schooling is the erosion of students’ 

social capital” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 20) evident among U.S. born youth—second and 

third generation students. As the process of schooling devalues students’ culture, it also 

impedes their opportunities for academic success. 

But even those students who begin school with the support of school-oriented 

social networks cannot always overcome the structural constraints that limit their 

educational opportunity (Valenzuela, 1999). The system of implicit tracking—which 

ensures that English Language Learners can never progress to honors classes—

predetermine which students will experience rich academic opportunities. Even first 

generation students whose commitment to education is sufficiently supported by social 

networks will face difficulty attaining requirements for competitive higher education. 

Valenzuela (1999) found that “strategizing for the next assignment or exam does not 

guarantee that the exclusionary aspects of schooling will either cease or magically come 

to light” (p. 28-29). The institutional policies and practices that subtract resources from 
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students also ensure that only the incoming elite will have the chance to reach high 

academic goals.  She concludes that “from an ideological standpoint, a pro-school ethos 

among socially-capitaled youth is no match against an invisible system of tracking that 

excludes its vast majority” (p. 28).  

Valenzuela’s (1999) findings reflect broader patterns in the U.S. educational 

system. She outlines how exclusion can be both unofficial, yet also systematized. Such 

practices don’t question the logic of arranging school curricula so that those students 

entering school categorized as English Language Learners will never being able to enroll 

in any honors classes, for example. Yet they abound in schools across the country. They 

succeed in alienating students from their schools and from the prospect of meeting their 

educational goals. 

 

Institutional Alienation and Social Identity 

Fine, Burns, Payne and Torre’s (2004) study of California students in under-

funded public schools further enriches our understanding of how school environments 

affect much more than academic achievement. Their study considered the effects of 

“impoverished” school atmospheres on students, detailing the degree to which the 

relative allocation of school resources in poor urban schools affects students’ perception 

of their social value. This perception of social value in turn shapes young peoples’ 

development of social and civic identities. Under-funded schools as polities socialize 

students into dysfunctional models of society, truncating their development of social 

efficacy. Ultimately, many students learn that any civic commitments are worthless; there 
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are no avenues for them to constructively shape the nature of their education or the 

“society”  of their school. The conditions in school present to poor and working-class 

youth of color “evidence of their social disposability and evidence of public betrayal” in 

failing to provide an educational preparation for fulfilling adulthood (p. 2194). The 

researchers summarize their finding by describing how youth experience the conditions 

in their schools: “these young men and women are being asked to learn in contexts of 

humiliation, betrayal, and disrespect” (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004, p. 2194). 

Students’ resulting lack of social agency is evidenced by their “raw sense of social 

disposability, and . . . sense of helplessness to change these conditions” (p. 2206).  

Fine and her colleagues describe that schools are “intimate places where youths 

construct identities, build a sense of self, read how society views them, develop the 

capacity to sustain relations and forge the skills to initiate change” (Fine, Burns, Payne, 

& Torre, 2004, p. 2198). As a context for identity formation, this may be constructive or 

counterproductive; youth either “grow, or they shrink” (p. 2198) depending on the nature 

of their experiences. Noteworthy factors are not confined to the technical curriculum or 

pedagogy in the classroom; many other factors affect how students understand their task 

of learning and membership in the community of school. The authors found that the 

condition and structure of buildings, maintenance of facilities, access to administration, 

teacher expectations, staff turnover, availability of counselors, and safety all affect not 

just learning, but how students understand themselves in relation to others in their 

community. These conditions constitute a message to students, from which “children and 

youth develop a sense of self” (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004, p. 2198).  These are 
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all facets of “what the culture says about the child, his/her family and community,” which 

come to be “internalized, in part, by that child” (p. 2198). When children are surrounded 

by decrepit buildings, security guards and armed police, lack of functioning or sanitary 

facilities, it bears on how they understand their value in society.   

In many urban schools, students attend over-crowded classrooms where many 

have to sit on the floor. They share books that they cannot take home. They are expected 

to learn to enjoy reading when there is no library, understand science without lab 

equipment, and are blamed for being lazy when they fail to do so. While younger 

children do not always understand the social and political decisions that lead to such 

conditions in their schools, many students figure it out by high school (Fine, Burns, 

Payne, & Torre, 2004). They become aware that some schools have functioning toilettes 

and toilette paper all the time, but not theirs. They learn that students in other 

neighborhoods have computer facilities, the same teachers all year long, and a choice of 

books they can take home. High school students figure out that there is a system that 

decides that other students are entitled to better, but minimal resources are good enough 

for them. Youth “read” the messages from their society that they are not valued enough to 

deserve the investment of sound educational resources, a chief lesson as they discern 

“their perceived worth in the social hierarchy” (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004, p. 

2194). Students recognize that schools are simply another social institution that 

represents the interests of those already privileged, rather than being committed to their 

achievement. As they understand this disinvestment in them, so they construct their self-
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concept and social identity. These aspects of identity include the civic identities and 

social agency people might adopt.  

Children who come from low-income communities and children of color are more 

likely to be exposed to this “education of betrayal,” and to experience the accompanying 

alienation from public institutions (Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Noguera, 2001; Orfield & 

Wald, 2000; Valencia, 1997). Urban schools in low-income communities and 

communities with high proportions of immigrant students and students of color are much 

more likely to subject students to the “environmental stressors” which are “recognized by 

psychologists and planners as most threatening to instruction and sense of self” (Fine, 

Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004, p. 2207). In addition, the impact over 13 years of schooling 

is cumulative, so that  

the longer students stay in schools with structural problems, high levels of 

unqualified teachers, inappropriate pedagogy, teacher turnover, and 

inadequate instructional material, the wider the academic gaps between White 

children and children of color or wealthy children and poor children, and the 

more alienated they become. (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004, p. 2200) 

The implications of this alienation resonate across American society. Youth in poor 

communities across the country compare their education to that of their wealthy peers, 

and become aware that they receive less than other students. They also learn that this 

discrepancy leaves them unprepared for future employment and unable to compete for 

selective education and jobs. As awareness of educational inequity increases, so does the 

degree of resentment. This pedagogy of alienation is illustrative; it describes how 
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students of impoverished schools end up feeling towards schools and, consequently, 

toward public institutions in general.  

In addition, the degree to which social institutions invest in youth development 

directly influences the capacity disenfranchised people have to demand and generate 

more equitable resources (Noguera & Cannella, 2006). Students want accountability 

among public officials and school administrators, but are defeated in their attempts to be 

heard. Fine, Burns, Payne and Torre (2004) describe several instances when students 

attempted to draw attention to their educational needs—attempted to follow institutional 

paths to address their grievances—only to have their calls disregarded and belittled. They 

describe the process through which administrators and public officials send messages of 

indifference to students, and the students understand clearly—their permitted roles in the 

system will remain confined to passive receivers of secondhand goods. This socialization 

amounts to an education “away from . . . ‘obligations of citizenship’” of holding 

institutions accountable, of effective monitoring, intervention, and of playing a role in 

remedies for educational inequity. Instead, students experience an education “toward 

civic alienation” (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004, p. 2212). 

Given the limited subject positions schools allow for students, these youth often 

learn not to participate in their local and state institutions. As a result of these conditions, 

and the humiliation they bring, youth exhibit a “systematic recoiling from, and refusal to 

engage as citizens in the state and nation” (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004, p. 2213). 

In spite of demonstrating they feel acute responsibility for and commitment to improving 

conditions in their neighborhoods, youth in these marginalized communities often 
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disengage from the polity of their schools. Rather than participate in the pedagogy of 

betrayal, youth may reject the subject positions offered them, preferring alienation to 

participating in their own humiliation.  

In addition to the injustice leveled against these young people, a loss of faith in 

institutions has implications for prospects for civic participation. The witnessing of class 

after class of dedicated students frustrated in their attempts to succeed results in a loss of 

faith in the premise of democratic rights for all. Because our lives are so dependant on 

and intertwined with institutions, if we are to improve our lives, people have to change 

institutions to make them work better (Lankshear & Knobel, 1997, p. 104). Yet it is these 

same communities where ongoing political disenfranchisement undermines their means 

to demand systemic changes. While these communities should not have to battle a system 

of selective accountability, history has demonstrated that only by increasing their political 

leverage—their community social capital—will policy makers improve unjust practices. 

If schools effectively socialize swaths of the population away from constructive 

relationships with institutions, our society will lose out on a generation of potential 

activists who are needed for social growth.  

 

Supporting Social and Civic Identities 

In the context of social engagement, the concept of an individual’s agency is 

considered in terms of a civic identity (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997). Most 

relevant to this discussion is that literature which focuses on how youth develop such an 

identity, as well as how they develop social and political agency. The construction of a 
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civic identity is crucial, according to Youniss, Yates, and McLellan (1997), for 

understanding how youth grow into adults with a “sense of agency and social 

responsibility in sustaining the community's well-being” (p. 620). They describe the 

process of constructing a civic identity as entailing “the establishment of individual and 

collective senses of social agency, responsibility for society, and political-moral 

awareness” (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997, p. 620). A critical aspect of this process 

is the opportunity for youth to see themselves as having an active role in shaping the 

conditions in their communities. In this process, 

Instead of viewing themselves as too young to have power, youth observe that 

their actions have effects both in helping individuals . . . and in comprehending 

the forces that pertain to poverty and its consequences (Youniss, McLellan, & 

Yates, 1997, p. 626)  

as well as other crucial social issues. 

For students from economically, ethnically, or culturally disenfranchised 

backgrounds, this is often a new role of asserting their view and values in the public 

sphere (Winter, 2003). Understanding how this aspect of youth’s identities form is crucial 

to nurturing such active subjectivities among them. Youniss et al. (2002) assume a 

developmental approach to the construction of a civic identity, rather than considering 

only the structural conditions for engaging in civic activity. They seek to identify the 

conditions under which young people can develop the skills and inclinations toward 

constructive social action. Certain activities foster development of civic identities, 

including those which “[introduce] youth to the basic roles and processes (i.e., 
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organizational practices) required for adult civic engagement” and “[help] youth 

incorporate civic involvement into their identity during an opportune moment in its 

formative stages” (Youniss et al., 2002, p. 620). The development of a civic identity 

enables youth to engage in active civic participation, which entails “working to modify, 

build, and maintain institutions that are conducive to pursuing the common good” 

(Lankshear & Knobel, 1997, p. 107).  

But in addition to judging, analyzing, and critiquing what exists, citizens must 

view themselves as having agency in the process of influencing those institutions 

responsible for serving their communities. This social agency is not always 

straightforward. Young people must have the opportunity to recognize that social 

structures and institutions are not inevitable or natural, but the effect of human decisions 

and action, in which they may also play a role. Youniss, Yates, & McLellan (1997) 

describe the process of development of a civic identity as beginning with an 

understanding of society “as a construction of human actors with political and moral 

goals” rather than a fixed, innate object determined by “impersonal forces” (p. 620). 

Though they do not use the term “critical literacy,” this precondition to civic identity they 

describe is embodied by the notion of “reading the world” (Freire & Macedo, 1987; 

Morrell, 2003; Muspratt, Luke, & Freebody, 1997).   

Civic identity entails recognition—and perhaps a decision—that one has some 

responsibility for the surrounding social conditions, the ability to affect them, and the 

compulsion to act on that responsibility. Adopting a stance of civic activism requires that 

people view the world as changeable, and view themselves as change agents. The 
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formation of a civic identity is crucial, according to Youniss, Yates, & McLellan (1997), 

for understanding how youth grow into adults with a “sense of agency and social 

responsibility in sustaining the community's well-being” (p. 620).  

A crucial part of constructing such civic identity is constructive social affiliation. 

Youniss and Yates (1997) argue that “adolescents cannot survive as free-standing 

entities, but need to identify with transcendent ideas that provide the self with enduring 

sources of meaning” (p. 3). Such “transcendent ideas”—be they based on ethnicity, 

sexual orientation, church groups, neighborhood gangs, or political commitments such as 

environmental activism—can serve as an anchor for youth seeking meaningful social 

affiliation. Youth development can offer access to these transcendent ideas, and many 

youth are particularly engaged by those topics that are based on their own experiences. 

When youth have experienced hardship—economic disinvestment, impoverished schools, 

lack of access to health care, environmental racism—they are more likely to become 

committed to a project focusing on these topics. It is easier for youth to read the 

conditions that play out in their communities and have a direct impact on conditions in 

their schools and communities. 

Politically-focused youth development programs can nurture such “collective 

forms of identity, by helping young people come to understand their connections to 

others who share their race, gender, sexual orientation, social class, and so on” (Lewis-

Charp, Cao Yu, & Soukamneuth, 2006, p. 23). In all cases, the social affiliation provides 

youth with the raw materials of identity construction. Lewis Charp et al. (2006) have 

found that one key to positive identity support is “the opportunity to critique mainstream 
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institutions and values” (p. 23). But as youth move from social critique to social action 

they need models of activism to scaffold their transition. This involves introducing youth 

to “the basic roles and processes (i.e., organizational practices) required for adult civic 

engagement” (Youniss et al., 2002, p. 620). Youth development programs accomplish 

this most effectively when youth participate in actual civic projects, experiencing 

increasing responsibility for social change in their communities. Politically oriented 

youth development programs “make social change tangible through systematic work on 

issues that youth find meaningful and relevant to their lives” (Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006, p. 23). Perhaps most importantly, this gives youth the chance to 

develop and recognize their own social efficacy.  

As youth identify the transcendent ideas that are relevant and meaningful to them, 

they form social commitments that can lead to action in the broader political sphere.  

Winter (2003) has found that:  

Only by engaging in society—and working to make it better—can youth come 

to terms with who they are, what they believe, and how they relate to others 

and to society as a whole.  Thus . . . social identity development is one of the 

crucial underpinnings for successful youth development in all domains. (p. 11) 

This process helps social identity become civic identity—the contextualization of one’s 

self as embedded in political systems.  
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Cultural Production: Agentive Resistance to Structural Constraints 

In spite of the degree to which institutional practices may constrain young 

peoples’ identities, they do not determine them. The concept of “cultural production” 

describes the interplay between structural constraints on individuals’ construction of 

agentive subjectivities and each individual’s power to reduce the influence of those 

constraints. Early critical descriptions of public schooling in the United States and other 

Westernized countries began with examinations of how school contribute to “social 

reproduction”: the maintenance and recreation of class-based social inequalities (Bowles 

& Gintis, 2002; Giroux, 1983; Holland & Levinson, 1996; Willis, 1981). Bourdieu’s 

work (1986) on cultural reproduction and cultural capital expanded analysis to account 

for not only strict economic resources, but also for the way that particular “cultural” 

practices carry social value and power, and may be converted into material capital and 

advantage.  

This work was crucial for demonstrating the myth of the fabled meritocratic 

nature of American schools—and society. It also helped to elucidate the degree to which 

institutional practices are not neutral but biased toward privileging certain people, a 

crucial step away from theories of genetic inferiority and response to cultural deficit 

theories. But it also neglected to address two issues of crucial importance for this study: 

1) the effects of both racism and cultural deficit theory on economic and thus broader 

social distribution of resources and opportunity; and 2) the degree to which individual 

people have and exert agency in the face of seemingly prescriptive institutional dynamics 
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(Davidson, 1996; Foley, 1991; Holland & Levinson, 1996; Skinner, Pach, & Holland, 

1998).  

The notions of social and cultural reproduction were problematized, however, by 

studies focusing on not only reproduction, but individuals’ engagement in the production 

of cultural meaning and their own subjectivities—cultural production, most commonly 

identified in Willis’s seminal Learning to Labor (1981). This study of working class 

white males in England describes the ways that, in spite of real institutional constraints, 

people participate in, resist, and mutually construct their subject positions. As Willis 

describes, “social agents are not passive bearers of ideology, but active appropriators who 

reproduce existing structures only through struggle, contestation and partial penetrations 

of those structures” (Willis, 1981, p. 175). Other work in this area expanded, representing 

what Holland and Levinson (1996) describe as efforts to understand “how ‘reproduction’ 

could be both contested and accelerated through actions by the same people, in the same 

educational institution” in an ongoing process of cultural production “which could occur 

independently of, but enter into complex relations with, processes of the social and 

cultural reproduction of class structures” (p. 9). While structural patterns do compel 

certain subject positions, “institutions like schools do not completely determine the 

subjectivities of students” (Cammarota, 2008, p. 47). Rather, people exert agency through 

resisting, adapting, and appropriating the subject positions offered to them. 
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Critical Education and Youth Development: Possibilities for Transformation 

If children reared in an atmosphere of lovelessness and oppression,  

children whose potency has been frustrated, do not manage during their youth to take the 

path of authentic rebellion, they will either drift into total indifference, alienated from 

reality by the authority and the myths the latter have used to ‘shape’ them; or they may 

engage in forms of destructive action.  (Freire, 1970, 2000, p. 155) 

One way to address these deficits in the educational system, as well as a dearth of 

access to conventional social capital12 in disenfranchised communities, is through 

educational and youth development programs that engage in critical and humanizing 

processes for young people (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2006; Gutierrez, 2005; Irby, 

Pittman, & Tolman, 2003; Kirshner, 2006; Morrell, 2004; O’Donoghue, 2006; Sherrod, 

2006; Young, 2001; Youniss et al., 2002). By facilitating increased social investment in 

young people, youth development programs can help compensate for the community 

capacity and social capital that schools and other social institutions fail to foster. Most of 

the models of this type of investment in young people occur outside of school settings; 

some schools do successfully provide such holistic opportunities for students, but they 

are seldom available to students of color or poor students (Klug & Whitfield, 2003; 

Ladson-Billings, 1995a).  

                                                 
12 I use to term “conventional social capital” to refer to the social capital that allows people access to 
formal, mainstream social institutions, such as public schools. I am aware of the many social resources—
cultural, linguistic, social, spiritual—that may allow otherwise disenfranchised individuals access to other 
institutions and traditions. I use the term “social capital” aware of both the value of marginalized forms of 
capital, and also the degree to which conventional social capital, however deficient and problematic in 
some ways, is necessary to gain access to mainstream institutions, including public schools.   
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Ginwright, Cammarota, and Noguera (2005) have found that “for youth in 

communities, social capital is closely linked to connections with community-based 

organizations, intergenerational partnerships, and participation in broad networks of 

informational exchange about political issues, ideas, and events” (p. 33). Good youth 

development programs, whether located in or out of school, can increase community 

social capital, leading to more effective civic activism (Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006; , 2006; O’Donoghue, 2006; Strobel, Osberg, & McLaughlin, 2006; 

Winter, 2003; Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997). In turn, increasing social capital and 

thus civic agency can help youth and their communities increase their ability to hold their 

public institutions accountable. 

 

Youth Development: Investing Social Resources in Young People 

Youth development programs are out-of-school or supplemental programs 

intended to offer young people (generally age 15-21) expanded social experiences, 

information, and skill-building opportunities, often in conjunction with community 

service, political action, leadership workshops, or community-building activities. They 

may entail mentoring, school-to-work transition programs, parenting skills, 

intergenerational collaboration, community gardens or park projects, or community arts 

and recreation activities (Eccles & Gootman, 2002). Programs generally focus on 

providing “opportunities to address issues of ethnic identity, sexual identity, and 

intergroup relationships; opportunities for community involvement and service; and 

opportunities to interact with caring adults and a diversity of peers who hold positive 
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social norms and have high life goals and expectations” for youth participants (Eccles & 

Gootman, 2002, p. 8). In all cases, the goal is to provide youth with the social, emotional, 

cognitive, physical development necessary for positive progression toward constructive 

and fulfilling adulthood.  

This is clearly a complicated process. Eccles and Gootman’s study with the 

National Research Council and National Institutes of Health’s Committee on 

Community-Level Programs for Youth (2002) identifies a myriad of personal and social 

assets that “increase the healthy development and well-being of adolescents and facilitate 

a successful transition from childhood, through adolescence, and into adulthood” (p. 6). 

These include, among others, and in no particular order13: 

• Confidence in one’s personal efficacy 

• Sense of personal autonomy/responsibility for self 

• Rational habits of mind—critical thinking and reasoning skills 

• Mastery motivation and positive achievement motivation 

• Coherent and positive personal and social identity 

• Pro-social and culturally sensitive values 

• Connectedness—good relationships and trust with parents, peers, and other adults 

                                                 
13 By inclusion of this list, I do not mean to suggest that these “assets” are necessary or good in and of 
themselves, or that they encompass what it means to be a contributing member of society. Several of the 
items on Eccles and Gootman’s list are assets mainly in Western academic perspective. For example, many 
people might list “commitment to well-being of family and community” as first on the list of important 
youth qualities. But many additional items, like this example, tend to come about through the experiences 
listed here, though they may take different forms in different cultural contexts. However, this list includes 
skills that are recognized and rewarded in schools and professional institutions; therefore, I am including 
this research as helpful in understanding the skills youth need to negotiate mainstream institutions.  



90 

 

• Sense of social place/integration—being connected and valued by larger social 

networks 

• Attachment to pro-social institutions, such as school, religious or spiritual 

organizations, youth programs. 

Cultivation of these assets comes about through certain types of relationships and 

experiences. Eccles and Gootman (2002) identify twenty-seven factors that foster these 

assets and lead to positive youth development. These range from physical and 

psychological safety to participation in governance and rule-making; from opportunities 

to experience supportive adult relationships, to opportunities to make a contribution to 

one's community and to develop a sense of mattering and of personal efficacy. They 

include emotional and moral support, a sense of belonging and being valued, the chance 

to develop confidence in one’s personal efficacy and to make a contribution to one’s 

community. Also important is that youth are able to develop a sense of mattering, and 

that they experience strong links between families, schools and the broader community 

(Eccles & Gootman, 2002). They make the point that young people do not need each of 

twenty-seven factors met; youth with a solid foundation in some factors can, according to 

this study, offset an absence of others. Thus, youth development programs can focus on a 

particular area, and still have an impact on participants’ broader development.  

 

Public Schools’ Undermining of Social Capital 

It should be noted that few of these factors are part of the socialization process 

documented by Oakes, Anyon, Fine et al., and Valenzuela, as discussed above. Lowered 
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self-esteem, decrepit facilities, social disinvestment, and alienation from public 

institutions stand in stark contrast to these important factors. The opportunities are small 

for students in such schools to gain access to these social resources, which can translate 

into social capital (Bourdieu, 1986; Noguera, 2004). This marks a significant source of 

disadvantage created and maintained by public school practices and structures. In his 

review of literature on “Social Capital, Civic Engagement and Positive Youth 

Development Outcomes,” Nicholas Winter (2003) echoes research discussed above, in 

arguing that  

the institutions with which an individual is involved are vitally important to 

understanding that individual’s involvement with public life. These 

institutions are the place where people learn the skills that foster participation 

and position them to be recruited into an activity. In addition, institutional 

involvements are an important mechanism for the creation and reinforcement 

of psychological identity. (p. 11) 

Whereas schools foster negative association toward public institutions for many youth, 

youth development programs may be positioned to compensate, and can serve as key 

sites for increasing the social capital of youth. Youth development programs can cultivate 

those skills and subject positions that promote a transition to fulfilling adulthood and 

civic agency.  

Winter (2003) found that participation in a youth development program can add 

“to an individual’s stock of social capital—by building their civic skills and helping them 

to develop well-articulated, broadly-based social networks and the skills to use them” (p. 
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20). He has found that these resources serve as a foundation for navigating increased 

roles in the future, including civic activism. Here, the possibilities for youth development 

programs are far-reaching; not only can they expand opportunities for marginalized youth 

to develop intellectual, emotional, and social skills to support their growth, it can also 

provide a context for expansion of social capital. This may, in turn, foster increased 

critical literacy, and an increased ability to demand accountability from their social and 

political institutions. 

 

The Civic Potential of Critical Learning 

Youth development practitioners have long recognized the possibilities for civic 

participation among youth. A broad base of research illustrates that youth can contribute 

to public life through involvement in community-based programs (Aguilar-San Juan, 

2006; Checkoway & Richards-Schuster, 2006; HoSang, 2006; Irby, Pittman, & Tolman, 

2003; Kirshner, 2006; Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003; Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006; Sherrod, 2006; Strobel, Osberg, & McLaughlin, 2006; Youniss et 

al., 2002). But what “civic participation” might entail is often limited to prescribed roles 

in existing systems (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 

2005), such as volunteering for political campaigns, work in a soup kitchen, or 

participation in organizations such as Boy or Girl Scouts. Such programs tend to dictate 

limited subject positions, and hence what civic engagement and social action might look 

like. In many cases, youth have specified roles for participation, rather than opportunities 

to change existing social and political systems.  
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While youth development programs may successfully offer participants the 

chance to develop the assets Eccles and Gootman detail regardless of their topic of focus, 

such programs ultimately do not cultivate in youth the tendency to question or change the 

systems that effected their disenfranchisement in the first place (Ginwright & 

Cammarota, 2002; Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005). This narrow conception of 

civic involvement may be especially problematic for youth from culturally or 

linguistically minoritized groups and for low-income youth. For these youth, traditional 

civic involvement may remain disconnected from or irrelevant to the important aspects of 

their lives. Indeed, participation in the systems that create and maintain their ongoing 

disenfranchisement tends to appear unattractive. What counts as “worthwhile” or 

“valuable” civic engagement may be drastically different between middle-class suburbs 

and low-income urban communities. 

This has led many youth development researchers and practitioners to believe that 

the best youth development programs are those that explicitly focus on fostering critical 

literacy, agency, and political activism among disenfranchised youth (Duncan-Andrade, 

2006; Flores-Gonzalez, Rodríguez, & Rodríguez-Muñiz, 2006; Ginwright & Cammarota, 

2002; , 2006; Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003; Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006; Morrell, 2004; , 2006; O’Donoghue, 2006). They maintain that the 

most effective youth development strategies entail not only social networks that will help 

young people develop socially-oriented skills and identities, but also will help them 

understand and resist the social and political systems—of education, of economic 

disinvestment in urban communities—that construct and support their social 
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disadvantage. And programs that specifically focus on civic activism are uniquely able to 

foster both constructive personal and social experiences, and also the critical thinking and 

social critique that will encourage youth to address these injustices. Further, many 

researchers who describe themselves as youth advocates and youth allies are critiquing 

depoliticized programs that teach youth to participate in and support the status quo; 

instead, they argue that, with adequate social resources, youth are capable of bringing 

about social change to improve the equity and justice of social institutions (Ginwright & 

Cammarota, 2002; , 2006; HoSang, 2006; Kwon, 2006).  

O’Donoghue (2006), for example, argues that progressive community-based 

youth organizations (CBYOs) hold the potential to serve as “alternative sites for civic 

development . . . contexts within which urban youth can transform themselves into 

powerful public actors and effect change on the very social, political, and economic 

contexts that contribute to their marginalization” (p. 230). Her work emphasize how 

public schools in low-income communities specifically do not foster social agency 

among students; rather, she has found that urban schools place “an emphasis on 

hierarchical control and order, limited conceptions of citizenship, and ‘high-stakes’ 

accountability policies” which “often fail to provide empowering civic learning” (p. 229). 

This contradicts the assets Eccles and Gootman found to be crucial, and is consistent with 

patterns found by Valenzuela, Fine et al., Oakes, and Anyon.  

In contrast, youth development programs that focus on civic activism can 

“facilitate collective action among marginalized youth” (Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & 

Soukamneuth, 2006, p. 23). According to community action researchers and consultants 
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Heather Lewis-Charp, Hanh Cao Yu, and Sengsouvanh Soukamneuth (2006), the key 

difference is that effective youth programs “address the cultural, social, and political 

contexts that support or impede young people’s healthy development” (p. 21), which are 

often shaped by unjust social and political systems. They have found that programs that 

focus on civic activism can, through “supporting political skills and knowledge,” also 

“support young people’s capacity to engage directly with power brokers, decision- 

makers, and institutions in their communities” (p. 22), increasing civic efficacy.  

 

Critical Literacy 

The first step in this process of fostering civic agency is often awareness of the 

widespread and political nature of unjust practices in the first place. Even as they are 

frustrated with their own opportunities, many youth still retain a meritocratic attitude 

toward themselves and others. It is only through a  “politicized analysis of the inequitable 

contexts and policies that shape young people’s day-to-day lives (schools, healthcare, 

public services, etc.)” that civic activism groups can successfully “promote the conditions 

for healthy youth development” (Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & Soukamneuth, 2006, p. 22). 

These programs “have the potential to transform the capacity of families and 

communities to provide for young people” (Lewis-Charp, Cao Yu, & Soukamneuth, 

2006, p. 22). One conception of that analysis is critical literacy.  

The concept of critical literacy grows from literacy scholarship, but extends the 

notion of reading and writing beyond decoding or inscribing written texts (Freire & 

Macedo, 1987; Gee, 1997; Hull, 1993; Morrell, 2002). Freire describes a crucial step as 
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coming to “see the world not as a static reality, but as a reality in progress,” and to see 

society as “the object of transforming action by men and women” (Freire, 1970, 2000, p. 

86). Instead of seeing the world as natural and fixed, the critically literate are able to see 

that reality is the effect of choices and actions taken by people, and that social conditions 

can indeed be affected by those willing to take action. Morrell and Duncan-Andrade 

(2004) argue that teaching youth to “read the world” enables them to “name [their] 

environment . . . to begin to understand the political nature of the limits and possibilities 

of life within larger society” (p. 249). This allows one’s understanding of society to move 

beyond the superficial explanations for what is real and what is possible, to see the world 

as socially constructed—and as subjective and vulnerable to change.  

All institutional practices (including pedagogies) are imbricated in ideology, “a 

set of tacit assumptions about what is real, what is good, what is possible, and how power 

ought to be distributed” (Berlin, 1988, p. 23). These assumptions are often so implicit to 

the ideology as to remain invisible. Through the study of critical literacy, this ideology—

as well as who benefits and who does not—are addressed explicitly.  

Institutions, including public schools, adopt practices that function to maintain the 

need for the institution in the first place (Grabill, 2001), which requires upholding “myths 

indispensable to the preservation of the status quo” (Freire, 1970, 2000, p. 139). These 

include 

the myth that the oppressive order is a “free society”; the myth that all persons are 

free to work where they wish; the myth that anyone who is industrious can 

become an entrepreneur; the myth of the universal right of education; the myth of 
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the equality of all individuals; the myth that the dominant elites promote the 

advancement of the people. (Freire, 1970, 2000, p. 139-140). 

In the context of school, myths take the form of equitable opportunity and meritocracy.  

As a result of these myths, school practices tend to appear “natural”—as if the 

current conditions in public schools are inherent to public schooling, rather than 

reflecting certain ideological priorities. Because they see no alternatives, students may 

accept the myth that schools’ structures and practices are simply the way that a school 

must function, rather than being the result of policy decisions about education and school 

funding. Those whose visions of possibility remain restricted by these myths accept that 

current conditions reflect the only way the world can be and that people have no power to 

exert influence over the world around them. This constraint can be overcome, through 

critical literacy, when young people come to recognize that reality of a product of the 

actions of individual people functioning within social contexts “rather than . . . a distant, 

preformed object” (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997, p. 620). A critical perspective 

allows individuals to “read” this system, and how they are defined by it. 

Rather, critical literacy entails an understanding of social, and perhaps political 

and economic, contexts of social artifacts; as Morrell (2002) argues, “the critically literate 

can understand the socially constructed meaning embedded in texts as well as the 

political and economic contexts in which texts are embedded” (p. 72). In this way, the 

object of reading is not only a written artifact, but also the hegemonic dynamics that 

define the roles of text14 producer, audience, and the text’s possible impact. Freire (2000) 

                                                 
14 I use the term “text” to refer to visual, audio, and symbolic texts, as well as written words on paper.  
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describes this analysis of social and political conditions in which texts are embedded as 

an act of “reading the world,” a description that is fundamental to the notion of critical 

literacy. Agentive youth civic engagement requires the ability to analyze not only the 

technical meaning of reading, writing, and other social interaction, but also the 

underlying social practices that constitute the social significance of texts and textual 

practices. Hull (1993) asserts that “a central notion of critical literacy is that [students] 

need to learn to assess those texts . . . in an attempt to understand the relations of power 

and domination that underlie and inform and create them, and ultimately act to change 

them” (p. 390).  

This requires youth to engage in critical literacy practices that differ greatly from 

what is generally supported in schools. Rather than the known-answer questions that 

Brice Heath (1982) describes as the simplest level of academic thinking, pedagogy for 

critical literacy encourages youth to synthesize ideas and information. While Brice Heath 

recognizes such synthesis is often part of the highest levels of school achievement, it is 

often neither expected of nor taught to low-income and ethnic minority youth (Anyon, 

1994). Hence, many marginalized students need substantial discussion and intellectual 

scaffolding to adjust to this way of thinking.  

These are precisely the activities in which the Project for Conscious Education 

and Activism (PCEA) attempts to engage participants. Because their critical literacy 

allows them to view injustices not as natural, but as vulnerable to change, they have an 

object for their civic action. When youth are allowed a role in analyzing, critiquing, and 
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working to change aspect of society they view as unjust, they recognize their agency in 

shaping the world. 

 

Civic Illiteracy 

This type of learning rarely happens in public schools, and is even less likely in 

schools with high concentrations of low-income students and students of color 

(O’Donoghue, 2006). Apple and Weis (1983) study the intersection between curricula, 

the intellectual habits students learn, and the broader subject positions they learn to adopt. 

Though they wrote more than twenty years ago, current policies requiring accountability 

based on standardized testing make their words remarkably relevant today (see also 

Diamond & Spillane, 2004; Gunzenhauser, 2003; Imber, 2003; Jones & Ongtooguk, 

2002; Orfield & Wald, 2000; Valenzuela, 2000);  

the major curricular, teaching, and testing programs in use are nearly all 

strikingly behavioral and reductive in orientation.  Yet, by attempting to 

reduce all curricular knowledge to atomistic behaviors . . . many school 

practices also reduce the cultural sphere (the sphere of democratic discourse 

and shared understanding) to the application of technical rules and procedures. 

In essence, questions of “why” are transformed into questions of “how to.” 

The result of this, combined with the fact that serious conflict is usually absent 

from the curriculum itself, is that instrumental ideologies replace ethical and 

political awareness and debate.  (Apple & Weis, 1983, p. 6, emphasis added) 
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In those impoverished schools, where students have few opportunities for learning 

substantive subject matter at all, students have scarce chances to develop critical literacy. 

This contributes to their civic disenfranchisement. Without academic resources dedicated 

to their critical literacy and civic empowerment, many youth grow up frustrated in their 

visions of opportunities for successful adulthood.  

Marciano (1997) argues that current civic illiteracy among youth results from 

effort on the part of the “dominant elite” to maintain control and keep people from 

disenfranchised social groups passive and unprepared to challenge the systems that affect 

their lives. In his discussion of social studies education in particular, he asserts that  

We do not educate students to criticize and challenge the nation’s policies . . . 

Despite the many claims that civic literacy is crucial to education and 

democracy, patriotic and militaristic propaganda have dominated history 

lessons in our schools. Such miseducation leaves students unable to make 

reasoned judgments, preparing them to give unthinking support. (Marciano, 

1997, p. 2) 

This lack of critical literacy effectively undermines “the critical and liberating potential 

of education” (p. 2). This is compounded by the alienation and distrust toward public 

institutions that many urban schools foster. Rather than cultivating such efficacy, many 

schools undermine students’ development of social capital and deprive them of the 

chance to attain critical literacy. For these young people, progressive education—in or 

out of school—is a major strategy for disrupting this cycle of disenfranchisement.   
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Critical Education and Social Agency 

The dehumanizing nature of typical public education for students of color is not 

the only model of schooling. It is possible to create schooling youth development 

programs that facilitate construction of social agency and progressive civic identities 

(Chesney & Feinstein, 1997; Duncan-Andrade, 2006; Flanagan & Faison, 2001; 

Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002). Such programs frequently include analysis and critique of 

existing social circumstances uniquely positioning them to compensate for what schools 

do not offer marginalized students. Instead of the docility and alienation that 

marginalized young people generally experience in school, progressive programs may 

offer: 

Opportunities to address issues of ethnic identity, sexual identity, and intergroup 

relationships; opportunities for community involvement and service; and 

opportunities to interact with caring adults and a diversity of peers who hold 

positive social norms and have high life goals and expectations. (Eccles & 

Gootman, 2002, p. 8) 

This occurs in programs that demonstrate to students that two major assumptions are 

made about marginalized young people: 1) that they are considered important and 

capable members of the group community; and 2) that they are recognized as 

sociohistorical subjects navigating institutional and social marginalization. These 

messages to students are crucial. Carspecken (2002) argues that people produce the self 

not just through material goods, but “through social relations and the desire for 

recognition” (p. 64). Reminding us that “identities are constructed and maintained . . . 
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interactively and thus culturally” (Carspecken, 2002, p. 65), this ethnographic focus on 

the mutual construction of identity point to the import of students’ conscious or 

unconscious perception that they are central and valued participants in the school or other 

learning community. The climate of the program, then, and students’ understanding of 

their roles in it affects how students come to think of themselves as capable learners.  

For youth to develop into authoritative social actors, they have to think of 

themselves as potent agents of forward-moving change. This marks a shift from critical 

literacy—understanding the socially constructed nature of our world—to social activism. 

This frequently signals a transformation in how they think of their potential social roles 

and is vital for developing civic and social agency. Kris Gutierrez (2005) describes how it 

is possible to help youth envision and enact new possibilities for themselves through 

orientation to an imagined but possible future. As youth come to recognize that the world 

is composed of historical actors, and that their communities are shaped by such historical 

acts, they can come to see themselves as potential social actors as well. Gutierrez’s 

program focused specifically on enhancing academic possibilities for youth whose 

parents did not attend college, but the mechanism of expanding youths’ conceptions of 

their social agency parallels that in activist youth development and education. Through 

this process of re-envisioning who they are and might become academically and beyond, 

she argues they can see themselves as— and thus become—conscious social actors 

(Gutierrez, 2005). In both cases, the essential element is for youth to come to view 

themselves as capable and vital actors in history and social change.  
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Politically oriented youth development programs may foster these shifts, 

ultimately cultivating increased social agency and civic efficacy. Youth development 

programs can play a major role in fostering several components in this process. 

O’Donoghue (2006) describes “public efficacy” as “the extent to which young people see 

themselves as capable of affecting or influencing both the [youth organization] and the 

broader community” (p. 232). This term describes the process through which individuals 

come to conclude that   

Their actions have effects . . . in helping individuals . . . Instead of thinking of 

society as determined by impersonal forces, youth recognize that their agency 

gives them responsibility for the way society is and for the well-being of its 

members. (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997, p. 626) 

O’Donoghue (2006) has found that youth in community-based youth organizations 

focusing on civic activism “articulated a strong sense of agency and power, feeling that 

their voices mattered and that they could make an impact on their communities” (p. 232). 

Instead of viewing themselves as too young to have power, youth discover they can 

effectively direct their actions toward improving conditions in their communities. This 

can have a major impact on how youth see their social roles and construct a social 

agency. 
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Participatory Action Research 

And in what boat did we paddle to such arrogance? (Little Thunder, 2004, p. 26) 

One particularly promising trend in critical education is to involve people in 

research on the institutions and social processes that affect them. Increasing attention has 

been paid to the value of research collaboration among members of disenfranchised 

groups, including youth, people of color, and those who are economically and 

geographically marginalized (Brayboy & Deyhle, 2000; Gonzalez, 2005a; Kemmis & Di 

Chiro, 1987; Lee, 1990; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; McIntyre, 2003; Romero et al., 

2008). Drawing on the tradition of action research and other socially conscious 

methodologies, participatory action research (PAR) attempts to engage people in 

developing and conducting research as social action. But in addition to the research value 

of PAR, this approach to community-based research can also function as a pedagogy for 

community capacity building. The investment of resources and tools of social analysis 

that such collaborative critical inquiry includes can have dramatic impact on members of 

disenfranchised communities; this is what the Project for Conscious Education and 

Activism attempts to accomplish through involving all participants in PAR projects. Such 

collaborative and applied research can both reveal social phenomenon that keep some 

people at a disadvantage, and foster increased ability for those same communities to 

affect the policies that disadvantage them.  
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This section will review the literature on PAR as both a research methodology 

and a pedagogy for critical community capacity building15. I will first discuss the 

historical and ongoing impact of the western research tradition on its objects of study. 

Next, I will consider the ways that PAR can elicit more just research practices, as well as 

concomitant effects on construction of knowledge and meaning. Finally, I will discuss 

how involvement in participatory projects can affect individuals and their social efficacy. 

This leads to an understanding of how PAR can serve as a pedagogy for community 

capacity building, fostering increased ability for disenfranchised communities to effect 

social activism.  

PAR is an approach to research that involves those people or communities being 

studied in the processes of research design, data gathering, and interpretation (Duncan-

Andrade, 2006; Fine et al., 2003; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000; Morrell, 2004; Torre & 

Fine, 2006; , "UCLA Institute for Democracy, Education, and Access", 2005; Weis & 

Fine, 2004). While traditional research methods generally entail researchers going into 

contexts they are not a part of to study “other” people, PAR places the members of a 

community or context alongside the researcher to conduct inquiry into their own settings. 

Instead of being objects of study, members of the group or phenomenon under inquiry are 

involved as “coparticipants” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). These methods are based on 

the belief that “valid knowledge is produced only in collaboration and in action” (Torre & 

Fine, 2006, p. 271). Through creation of projects that include “shared ownership of 

                                                 
15  This term is used by practitioners with vastly different intentions; here I use it to describe community-
based programs with a politically progressive stance, which seek to promote social activism and civic 
empowerment, including activist youth development. 



106 

 

research projects, community-based analysis of social problems, and an orientation 

toward community action” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000, p. 568), participatory research 

projects enable not only increased theoretical understanding, but also concrete 

improvement of conditions in disenfranchised communities.  

Participatory action research is part of a movement of socially conscious research 

methods (Denzin, 1997; Fine & Barreras, 2001; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Tuhiwai 

Smith, 1999). These include action research, critical research, collaborative and 

community-based work, emancipatory research, and other work that seeks “to make a 

positive difference in the lives of people” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 127; see also 

Delgado-Gaitan, 1993) as they themselves would evaluate and describe it. Tuhiwai Smith 

argues that “community research relies upon and validates . . . that the community itself 

makes its own definitions . . . generating local solutions to local problems” (p. 127). For 

many communities, PAR can be a vital tool for self-determination (Ginwright, 

Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005). PAR is one way to address challenges in both ethics of 

research methodology, and in program design for community capacity building.  

This is a move away from traditional research—and conventional community 

development programs—which tend to rely on external judgments to define problems 

and decide on solutions (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Smith, 1987). Social science 

research has a tradition of employing elitist and disrespectful methods, which have been 

wielded for racist purposes (Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Scheurich, 2002). The result 

has been exploitative practices, detrimental mischaracterizations of people, and 

essentialization of groups, all of which have supported biased social policy (Tuhiwai 
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Smith, 1999). In their extended discussion of PAR, Kemmis and McTaggart argue that 

“orthodox social research, despite its claim to value neutrality, normally serves the 

ideological function of justifying the position and interests of the wealthy and powerful” 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000, p. 568). PAR is one step toward ensuring research is more 

ethically conducted, and that it might render information that is more accurate and 

effective in informing socially just policy (Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Ismail & 

Cazden, 2005; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). These methods renounce the long-held 

belief that academically trained researchers are the only people capable of insightful 

social analysis. Instead, a critical aspect of this is research design that “recognizes that 

those ‘studied’ harbor critical social knowledge and must be repositioned as subjects and 

as architects of research” (Torre & Fine, 2006, p. 271). 

In addition to a more respectful and just approach to research design, PAR can 

also serve as effective program design for community capacity building (Duncan-

Andrade, 2006; Morrell, 2004). This is possible because of the impact that engaging in 

collaborative inquiry can have on individuals. Designing and conducting research and 

evaluation into one’s own life allow people to see facts of the social order they have not 

previously distinguished (Gonzalez, 2005a). Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba (1991) describe 

this process as one of empowerment. Participants in many PAR projects have recognized 

significant shifts in their own thinking and identity construction (C. Cahill, Rios-Moore, 

& Threatts, 2008; Cannella, 2008; McIntyre, 2003; Tuck et al., 2008). They have cited 

increased desire and ability to engage in social activism (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007). 

This warrants recognition of PAR as not only a means of effective community research, 
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but also a tool for investing in increased social agency and efficacy among members of 

disenfranchised communities.   

PAR, then, can be a political force to counter problematic tendencies in both 

social science research and social policy. Both of these “problems” are based on the same 

underlying assumption of positivism and empiricism in scientific research: what is real 

can be observed, even by an outsider with no emic understanding; and it can be evaluated 

as true. This occurs when educated, privileged people, self-righteous in the ability of their 

tools to reveal truth, presume their systems of classification are adequate to explain all 

instances of human experience (Scheurich, 2002). These are instances when people with 

social power observe “others” either with the intent to learn about them (traditionally so 

they may be catalogued or contained), or with the intent to create programs that will 

change them. Both cases rely on repressive treatment of one group over another.  

 

Participatory Models, Holistic Perspectives 

Participatory research processes can help address these common downfalls in 

research design to bring about more holistic understandings of people, social problems, 

and effective community-based solutions (Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005; 

Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002). Smith (2002) argues this is one of the strengths of 

ethnography, and I argue, other forms of qualitative research: to “provide a framework 

for allowing significant problems to arise from the context, to name them and then to 

locate them in their social context” (Smith, 2002, p. 177), rather than allowing 
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“problems” to be considered atomistically, and thus positioned in, or ascribed to, those 

people most disenfranchised from the system of naming.  

Gregory (1998) has argued that the nature of the socially constructed 

characterizations attributed to people and groups have a direct impact on the amount of 

power they end up having over their own representation of identity, as well as political 

processes and resources. More participatory processes are crucial for the creation of 

spaces that allow “alternative interpretations of identities, interests, and needs” (Gregory, 

1998, p. 124) of all members of a community. Gregory’s (1998) work in a New York 

area housing development outlined the way that outsiders constructed the problems of the 

residents of Lefrak City—dangerous teenagers—as well as the best solution—more 

police. In contrast, the residents of the community identified the problem in the 

community as being a lack of after-school recreational activities for youth, and the need 

for more community programs. Residents also helped to recharacterize the public 

perception of aimless thugs loitering in the few public spaces by introducing the young 

men of the community in a context of civic engagement16. These models of self-

determination of community identity, community problems, and actual solutions are 

crucial tools for effective social change.  

Often, the most important actions are those that contradict and “undermine key 

ideological themes” (Gregory, 1998, p. 124) that have fueled a deviant or deficit-based 

public perception. For example, Torre and Fine (2006) initially recruited youth to 

                                                 
16 While no person should be obligated to prove their innocuousness when relaxing after work, the model of 
community participation Gregory documents highlights the power of community action to disrupt public 
perception.   
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participate in a study of the “achievement gap.” But the youth researchers immediately 

objected to that name—and its implicit characterization of youth themselves as the ones 

who do the failing. As one youth said, “when you call it an achievement gap, that means 

it’s our fault. The real problem is an opportunity gap; let’s place the responsibility where 

it belongs—in society and in the schools” (Torre and Fine, 2006, p. 273). Since the youth 

recognized the importance of a name, the project was changed to the Opportunity Gap 

Project.  

This exemplifies the crucial change in perspective that participatory models offer; 

subaltern perspectives can change the entire orientation toward an issue (Gilmore & 

Smith, 2005). Such a shift can confront the imposition of labels and policies from 

external sources. This effectively “challenges some fundamental presuppositions about 

the nature of research as a social practice, including (for example) presuppositions about 

the nature of social life and about who can be a researcher” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 

2000, p. 572).  Participatory research models actively privilege “those who have not had 

a voice in the past” which is one means of consciously legitimating “new information that 

is grounded on a different ontological reality” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002, p. 282).  

 

Subaltern Perspectives in Research 

Participatory research is important not only for ethical methodology. Additional 

perspectives in research design and analysis can change the entire orientation of the 

project, resulting in a fuller understanding of topics studied. Since the research process is 

one of making meaning, the subjectivities of the researcher bear tremendous impact on 
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what phenomenon will be noticed, attended to, and what “information” will end up being 

gained. Even what is considered part of the research process varies. For example, many 

western researchers view the cultural protocols of various ethnic groups as being barriers 

to gaining access to knowledge, but necessary inconveniences for the purpose of carrying 

out their work without causing offense (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). In contrast, work based on 

indigenous or other socially conscious methods are much better equipped to “approach 

cultural protocols, values, and behaviors as an integral part of methodology” (Tuhiwai 

Smith, 1999, p. 15). These differing approaches to research have a considerable impact 

on what will be documented, and how findings will be used. 

The Funds of Knowledge work (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005b) exemplifies 

research that seeks to shift dynamics of knowledge creation and the power of naming. 

Gonzalez, Moll, and Amanti (2005a) subscribe to the view that the goal of research is to 

understand how others make sense of their lives. Hence, they articulate the purposeful 

decision that all the participants in the projects—university researchers, teacher 

researchers, parents, students—were all there to learn from one another in collaboration 

and dialogue (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005a). They accomplish this task through two 

significant aspects of research design: who is conducting research, and who serves as a 

source of knowledge and meaning-making. In these projects, teachers become researchers 

with the power to decide what is relevant and applicable in their classrooms. In turn, they 

are studying the lives of their students, who are most often from families without 

advanced educational credentials. Yet the research dynamic privileges the knowledge and 

experiences of these families as the most important information to be gained.  
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In addition, the dialogue between teachers and parents was especially significant. 

Gonzalez (2005) describes the ways that “engendering dialogues of historical 

consciousness has a profound effect on interlocutors” (p. 43). By shifting the power to 

study and learn to all participants in a project, the opportunity to create knowledge 

became a collective tool of inquiry, rather than a tool used by some to wield power over 

others. This design has significant social implications, given the cycle of 

disenfranchisement that both inform and are supported by exclusionary research 

practices. Gonzalez (2005a) argues that  

The border between knowledge and power . . . can be crossed only . . . when lived 

experiences become validated as a source of knowledge, and when the process of 

how knowledge is constructed and translated between groups located within 

nonsymmetrical relations of power is questioned. (p. 42)  

As a result of a deliberate disruption in power dynamics of a researcher, participatory 

research practices are a crucial aspect of this work. 

 

Critical Research as Pedagogy for Empowerment 

In addition to benefits of PAR methods for research, the process of community-

based inquiry can have a significant impact on participants as well (Cannella, 2008; 

Gonzalez, 2005a; Morrell, 2004; Romero, 2008; Romero et al., 2008). The process of 

conducting research into one’s own life often changes the way people think about their 

lives, and about their own social roles. There are many reasons for this, and of course the 

process varies for all people. But there are several aspects of collaborative critical inquiry 
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that participants often cite as triggering a change in their perspectives (Duncan-Andrade, 

2006). These include the opportunity to intentionally study their lives from a new vantage 

point, and to collaboratively engage in critical literacy. As a result, critical research “can 

be pedagogical in theory and practice” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002, p. 284). As such, 

PAR can serve as a tool for community capacity building by investing social resources in 

disenfranchised communities17, and bringing about increased social efficacy. 

Action research draws on traditions of critical research, a perspective based on the 

assumption that social resources are not equitably accessible, and that research should 

play a role not only on documenting this injustice, but in supporting social change 

(Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000). One goal of such research is to refute the social 

perception of that current social conditions are innate or natural states (Freire, 1998). 

Drawing on Freireian notions of critical consciousness (Freire, 1970, 2000), PAR projects 

attempt to create the opportunity to “interrogate and denaturalize the conditions of . . .  

oppression” (Torre & Fine, 2006, p. 271). Rather than seeing the circumstances around 

them as inevitable, “people can come to understand their social and educational practices 

as located in particular material, social, and historical circumstances that produced (and 

reproduce) them—and in which it may be possible to transform them”18 (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 2000, p. 596). Participatory action projects aim to foster this critical 

                                                 
17 This notion of social investment brings up the question of whether it is the process of PAR itself that is 
so important, or simply any concentrated investment of social resources that brings about change, in the 
context of impoverished conditions and social and economic disinvestment in many urban areas. Given the 
degree of institutional disinvestment in urban communities, we may never know. 
18 I do not mean to imply that people have not borne insightful analysis of their circumstances before 
researchers came along to document it. But an intentional process of inquiry allows people to attach 
common terms to phenomenon they may have previously noted, and to place it in a broader social and 
political perspective. I will discuss this more fully below; see section on Spindler. 
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consciousness in all participants, laying the foundation for emerging social activism. This 

critical literacy will allow students to see themselves as change agents—capable of 

creating change, and with the authority to decide what those changes should be.  

In the case of the PCEA, students study the ideal, if unfortunate, example of their 

own public schooling. The critical study of one’s own social and institutional positioning 

carries opportunities for particularly powerful shifts in analysis and thus subjectivities. 

Given the role schools play in socialization, they necessarily serve as social agencies for 

legitimation of certain social principles. Apple and Weis (1983) maintain that schools are 

“are part of a complex structure through which social groups are given legitimacy and 

though which social and cultural ideologies are built, recreated, and maintained” (p. 5).  

In order to maintain the authority of this system, “schools tend to describe both their own 

internal workings and society’s as a whole as meritocratic and as inexorably moving 

toward widespread social and economic justice” (Apple & Weis, 1983, p. 5), in spite of 

tremendous evidence to the contrary.  This helps to accomplish the task of “making our 

socioeconomic system seem natural and just” (Apple & Weis, 1983, p. 6). The practices 

in schools, as well as social discourses about schools, support this myth.  

Spindler (2002) describes this process as the “collusions of illusions,” which 

constantly affects how people see—and understand or interpret—their surroundings. This 

term describes the phenomenon of people interpreting what they see based more on their 

preconceived understanding of a situation (schools reward students who are smart and 

work hard), than the full scope of evidence before them (children of color consistently 

having access to inferior educational resources). As institutional practices and public 
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perception are aligned along the same ideological assumptions, these illusions are 

supported by symbiotic layers of misinformation. This dynamic obscures the true nature 

of social phenomenon, which critical study seeks to illuminate. Through explicit study, 

people may come to recognize these illusions, even in their own lives.  

Spindler (2002) describes “cultural therapy” as a process of bringing these 

cultural illusions to the consciousness of those people who are otherwise too embedded in 

their environment to recognize such social dynamics, as well as how they are affected by 

them. This is one area where participatory research is especially fertile; as a result of 

intentional focus on de-familiarizing their environments—and of becoming familiar with 

others—participants may come to recognize both illusions and their impact. This process 

of cultural therapy can help illuminate how peoples’ opportunities and decisions are 

constrained by social conditions. For parents in the Funds of Knowledge (Gonzalez, 

2005a) work, for example, the experience of discussing their own narratives and family 

histories brought about “a heightened historical consciousness” (p. 42). Parents were 

invited to tell their stories and their family histories. Researchers found that “the 

articulation of the trajectory that brought parents to be where they are now engendered an 

awareness of the historical character of their experiences” (Gonzalez, 2005a, p. 42). It is 

this dynamic that allows research to serve as “a tool for social action” which, in turn, 

“can enable [people] to transform the limitations of their circumstances” (Gonzalez, 

2005a, p. 42), engendering social efficacy. This describes how PCEA students become 

able to locate their lives in historical and political contexts.  
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Community Empowerment and Social Efficacy 

Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba (1991) describe this process of connecting personal to 

social as one of empowerment. They describe empowerment as being “constituted by a 

series of social, and psychological events” which “links psychological processes 

(internalization of knowledge through critical thinking) with the social reality in which 

the individual functions” (p. 138). This is particularly important in regard to research, and 

the question of who controls the granting of access to objects of research. Through 

authoritative roles in research design, execution, and analysis, participants can attain “the 

important realization that the individual can control his or her own destiny by controlling 

access to knowledge. This knowledge starts with the self, and the place of the individual 

in a given society” (Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba, 1991, p. 138-139). This itself can bring 

about—and arguably constitute—“political consequences.” 

Guajardo and Guajardo (2002) have also documented how critical research 

methods have fostered such shifts. In their working-class Mexican-American community 

in Texas, community-based research projects begin with the assumption that “critical 

ethnography is not just about giving people a voice . . . [but] about giving people skills, 

allowing people to create their knowledge, and in the process sharing and co-creating the 

power” (Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002, p. 284). The research itself is a tool for people to 

initiate their own empowerment. Their findings exemplify Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba’s 

assertion (1991) that critical research methods geared toward community action can 

become “a means to build mutual knowledge for the purpose of engaging communities in 

their empowerment” (p. 163). Youth in particular have benefited from the community 
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research collaborative Guajardo and Guajardo (2002) describe. They have found that 

youth engaged in critical research “are learning and applying their skills as they become 

learners, teachers, and active participants in the development of their local community” 

(p. 297). Once offered the opportunity to participate in research that is relevant to their 

lives, “they have become change agents as they engage in challenging the traditional 

practices and outdated public policies” (p. 297) that shape their communities.  

Many PAR projects have engaged youth from low-income urban areas in inquiry 

into issues that bear directly on their life opportunities (Duncan-Andrade, 2006; Flores-

Gonzalez, Rodríguez, & Rodríguez-Muñiz, 2006; Morrell, 2006; Torre & Fine, 2006). 

Unsurprisingly, conducting research on school systems is immediately significant to 

youth, who often recognize injustice in their daily lives but lack the chance to name and 

contextualize their experiences in broader patterns of educational inequity. Ernest Morrell 

has argued that “engaging youth as critical researchers” of their own educational system 

allows them to build “efficacy . . . [and gained] confidence and tools needed to advocate 

for educational justice” (Morrell, 2006, p. 118). His is a good example of the impact that 

becoming researchers can have on youth, particularly when the topic is one of direct 

relevance to their lives; by the time the project ended, participants “had become powerful 

researchers and advocates for social change. Even though their research revealed gross 

inequities in access to learning resources, the group left the process with a sense of 

urgency to work for social change” (Morrell, 2006, p. 123).  

 

Institutional Imagination 
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One particularly interesting perspective on critical literacy is the notion of 

institutional imagination (Lankshear & Knobel, 1997). Because public institutions appear 

to be natural, critical literacy is necessary to envision other possibilities for how 

institutions could function. Further, the lives of individual people are so intricately 

embedded in the institutions around them, they have to develop a “critical imagination” 

for conceptualizing alternative subject positions—more critical and agentive—that they 

can adopt in relation to these institutions: institutional imagination (Lankshear & Knobel, 

1997). Such institutional imagination is one potential and desired impact of critical 

literacy (Lankshear & Knobel, 1997). Given the PCEA’s focus on teaching students to 

engage critical consciousness, this idea of institutional imagination is relevant and useful 

because of its description of the confluence between critical consciousness and critical 

literacy.  

This is especially crucial because of the way that, as discussed earlier, 

institutional structures and practices create and allow certain roles (Apple, 2003). 

Students are allowed certain avenues for participation in and resistance against those 

institutions, which hold strong and long-lasting repercussions for their identity 

construction. Since schools affect not only what students are allowed to do, but also how 

they come to think about themselves, critical literacy can have an impact not only on how 

students view their school or other institution, but also how they come to see themselves. 

When students are able to “ perceive critically the way they exist in the world” (Freire, 

1970, 2000, p. 83), they may engage in liberating acts of cognition, as opposed to 

receiving and accepting the dominant explanations. 
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Challenges of Participatory Action Projects 

There are challenges to this work. Researchers who attempt to engage 

disenfranchised people in inquiry bear a great deal of responsibility for its impact on 

participants. Smith (2002) describes this as a struggle to find  

appropriate ways to give voice to narratives of resistance and resilience . . .  

not just . . . ways to surface these voices but to do so in formats and through 

vehicles where they cannot be ignored, where they are not filtered through 

researchers’ dominant cultures or their theories, and where they promote 

movements of solidarity. (p. 180) 

Torre and Fine (2006) have also emphasized the need for researchers working with 

youth—youth whose research processes have been deeply honest and sometimes 

painful—to ensure they do not place youth researchers in contexts ostensibly to share 

their findings, but where their commitments will in fact be discredited or disrespected. 

Torre and Fine’s research team ended up changing their research design so they could 

ensure that youth researchers were not continually sharing their information in contexts 

where they were likely to be disrespected or disregarded (Torre & Fine, 2006).  

Duncan-Andrade’s (2006) accounts of a PAR project with high school students in 

Los Angeles illuminates a slightly different danger in critical research. The students were 

researching educational conditions in area public schools, and the projects leaders 

recognized that youth researchers could easily become “disheartened” by the new 

perspective offered by socio-critical texts they were reading. Youth became aware of vast 
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patterns of inequity, as well as the policies that support unjust practices. Instead of 

becoming discouraged, however, the PAR framework allowed “students to respond as 

agents of social change” through their research methodology and the creation of 

narratives and counternarratives (Duncan-Andrade, 2006, p. 153). Smith concluded that 

for such work to be effective, “the authors themselves” in this case youth researchers, 

“achieve positions of authority” (Smith, 2002, p. 180). Hopefully, increased civic agency 

in broader community contexts will also offer more chances for disenfranchised people to 

attain positions of greater social authority and power.  

 

Conclusion: PAR as Pedagogy for Social Agency 

There are three major ideas I have discussed that are crucial to understanding 

youths’ constructions of social agency and civic identity. First is the concept of subject 

positions; the institutions we interact with most allow certain roles—ways of being and 

acting. These amount to the subject positions we may adopt, which impact facets of 

identity construction. Second, public schools are often hegemonic, allowing students 

limited subject positions and retarding the development of active, engaged, critical 

citizens. Finally, through critical literacy, youth may come to recognize this hegemony, 

as well as its impact on their academic and professional opportunities as well as their 

self-concepts. As a result, they may succeed in envisioning other possibilities for 

themselves and the world around them. This amounts to constructing new, agentive 

aspects of their social identities and may contribute to civic agency and activism.  
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Youth development programs can play a major role in accomplishing the “crucial 

self-society linkage in identity construction” (Youniss & Yates, 1997, p. 3), which many 

youth from low-income urban communities have little chance for in their public schools. 

It is this linkage—the process of seeing their lives in the broader social, political, and 

economic context, that can trigger increased social identity and civic agency. These 

programs can serve as crucial steps to help increase social activism among young people 

seeking institutional justice. As social disinvestment in urban communities, low-income 

areas, and communities of color deepens, these venues for development of social efficacy 

become essential. As young people fortify their social capital, they will become 

increasingly able to leverage influence in social and political spheres. In this way, 

investment in youth development may bring about meaningful social change in 

disenfranchised communities across the country.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 
 
In this chapter, I describe the way I make use of critical ethnographic methods 

(Fine, 2006; Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002; Morrell, 2004; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002) in 

order to document how participants in the Project for Conscious Education and Activism 

(PCEA) construct expanded academic and social agency. I designed this study to 

privilege the ways that PCEA students understand and frame various elements of their 

schooling, and how these frames affect how students construct social identities. While 

this study documented students’ engagement in participatory action research (PAR) 

projects, this was not a participatory study. Rather, I designed this project to serve as a 

critical ethnographic study, the purpose of which is to benefit those people generally 

marginalized in mainstream institutions (Carspecken, 2002; Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002; 

Scheurich, 2002; Smith, 2002; Spindler, 2002; Spindler & Spindler, 1987).  

Rather than seeking a supposed objectiveness, critical research methodologies 

begin with an acknowledgement of systemic marginalization of multiple groups in 

American society, including people of color, low-income people, and youth19 (Foley, 

2002, 2002 ; McCarty, Borgoiakova, Gilmore, Lomawaima, & Romero, 2005). This 

study draws on and intends to contribute to “critical educational studies” which, 

according to Holland and Levinson (1996), “build upon, but do not limit themselves to an 

understanding of schools as one of the major sites of struggle for classes disadvantaged 

by advanced capitalism” (p. 3). It is crucial to note that their reference to “classes” is not 

confined to economic class, but can also be helpful in examining the systems and effects 

                                                 
19 There are certainly other groups of people systemically marginalized in our society; the groups listed are 
those most relevant for this study.  
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of marginalization of racially, culturally, linguistically, geographically, or otherwise 

minoritized people.  

 

Critical Research Methodology 

Research is not simply a system for learning about things. Research itself is 

imbricated in a system of knowledge creation and legitimation (Lomawaima & McCarty, 

2002; Scheurich, 2002). Epistemologically, Western traditions esteem “scientific 

research” as a—or perhaps the—legitimate source of knowledge. Because of the social 

power of naming, the role of research is to create social knowledge, to create truth. In this 

process of naming is the inherent power to create. Naming is a not a neutral activity 

(Scheurich, 2002). Instead, the act of “naming” a people, a phenomenon, a reality, are all 

means of creating and characterizing them. To name something is to define it, and to 

define something is to wield power over public perception of what is, and what is 

important (as well as who is important, or who is lazy, unintelligent, or fatalistic). The 

process of conducting research is one of “the production of knowledge” including “new 

knowledge and transformed ‘old’ knowledge, ideas about the nature of knowledge and 

the validity of specific forms of knowledge” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 59). Instruments 

and practices of research are ultimately tools for legitimation of social knowledge of 

dominant narratives about history, people, and truth.  

Critical research methodology works to address the historically hegemonic nature 

of research (Scheurich, 2002). Academic research has a long and embarrassing history of 

ethnocentric, positivistic, and self-serving research practices (Lomawaima & McCarty, 
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2002). These systems grow from what Stephen Gould (1996) describes as “some of the 

oldest issues and errors of our philosophical traditions” (p. 27) including reductionism, 

reification, dichotomization, and hierarchy. His discussion is based on the research 

regarding biological determinism specifically, but his arguments speak to the arrogance 

of western research traditions in general. His argument addresses “the myth that science 

itself is an objective enterprise,” which has fueled the self-righteous application of 

western evaluation to the rest of the world. These have resulted in racist and imperialistic 

practices. Scheurich (2002) argues that since  

We do not live in an apolitical world . . . social science research in general has a 

social function, a conservative social function with an apolitical white face, to 

help create and legitimate a certain kind of inequitable social construction of what 

we then come to think of as “reality.” (p. 51) 

In addition, peoples’ subjectivities—who we are constructed and construct ourselves to 

be—do not, as Scheurich describes “stand outside of ontology, outside of the social 

construction of reality” (p. 52).  

Rather, he argues, the perspective that people “walk through history” with self-

contained identities rather than recognizing the ways that peoples’ subjectivities are 

mutually constructed in sociohistorical contexts, “is one aspect of white racism” 

(Scheurich, 2002, 52) and has supported hegemonic methodologies. As a result, 

methodological decisions can never be neutral; what we choose to describe and what we 

leave out are all parts of an ideological choice. Research that does not “attend to the 

nature of our own subjectivity, and the roles it plays in the reproduction of an inequitable 
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status” positions the research and participants as supporting the maintenance of the status 

quo (Scheurich, 2002).  

Social scientists have long gleaned information from whatever communities they 

deemed to be of interest, and enjoyed professional and institutional advantage as a result. 

In many cases, research has been explicitly racist and exploitative, and used to justify 

atrocities towards other people (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). But even in cases where 

researchers attempted to be objective and to provide information that could be of broader 

social benefit, the self-identified interests of those being studied have most often been 

disregarded or discredited (Gilmore & Smith, 2005; Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 

2005; Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000; Smith, 2002). Critical methodologies “emerged more 

or less deliberately as forms of resistance to conventional research practices that were 

perceived by particular kinds of participants as acts of colonization”20 (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 2000, p. 572). 

Fine and Barreras (2001) argue that “social science researchers have a public 

responsibility to disrupt the sense of inevitability” and to “challenge dominant 

frameworks” (para. 3). Critical research accepts this goal explicitly, as part of the 

tradition of critical research which “aims to comprehend how a situation has come about 

as a result of human choices . . . and to consider how things might be reconstructed so 

that they could be different in the future” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000, p. 584). And 

many researchers consider their work to be intentional responses to the history of 

                                                 
20 This does not mean that all people who call their work participatory research or collaborative action 
research are necessarily able to execute their work in ways that would meet the criteria for anti-colonial. 
But I offer this point as a context for the formation of social science research methodologies, not 
necessarily advocating for particular work. 
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research and politics. Tuhiwai Smith conceptualizes her indigenous research agenda as a 

relative of postcolonial and anti-colonial literary traditions of “writing back” or “talking 

back” (Tuhiwai Smith, 1999, p. 7). These all entail construction of counternarratives—

narratives that rewrite or respond to dominant narratives of history or truth (Peters & 

Lankshear, 1996). This work focuses on including the experiences, knowledges, and 

stories of those who have been portrayed inaccurately, incompletely, or not at all. 

Furthermore, only some people are deemed credible to conduct research—to 

actually create knowledge. In all social sciences, “research is . . . regarded as being the 

domain of experts who have advanced educational qualifications and have access to 

highly specialized language and skills” (Tuhiwai Smith, 199, p. 125). Those people who 

are not qualified are those most likely to be studied—foreign populations, indigenous 

people, poor people, ethnically minoritized people. Those who wield power to conduct 

research have the ability to create power for themselves through naming and defining—

most often of other people. Social conceptions of people and of truth are based, to a great 

degree, on research past and present (HoSang, 2006; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). This 

constitutes a wielding of power over those being studied. In naming and defining other 

people—and often their qualities and their problems—researchers may contribute to 

mischaracterizations of individuals and the groups they are presumed to represent. This 

power is problematic because it is susceptible to social dynamics of racism, 

ethnocentrism, and self-righteousness. Research that remains disconnected from subjects 

inevitably leads to misrepresentation and mischaracterization of those people who do not 

begin with the power to conduct research and thus create socially-recognized knowledge 
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about themselves. This cycle of mischaracterization and disenfranchisement, which is 

both based on and used to justify continued exclusion, resulting in unjust research and 

unjust social policy.  

This has a direct influence on public policy because of the way that those people 

who create knowledge—knowledge about others through the documentation of their 

culture—also define what and who—constitute a problem (Fine & Barreras, 2001; Smith, 

2002). David Smith (2002) has argued that the question of where problems are identified 

and located is one of the significant obstacles to research’s ability to constructively 

illuminate social dynamics for the purpose of social change. He argues that “a well-noted 

practice in educational research of all types” has been to “locate the problem in those 

who are powerless to resist . . . [in] the disenfranchised victims themselves” (Smith, 

2002, p. 178). This has historically meant that students and their families and 

communities have been the locus of deficiencies; however, the current climate of hostility 

toward teachers, and their increasing deprofessionalization, means that teachers 

(especially those in overcrowded, under-funded urban schools) are now viewed as an 

additional site of dysfunction in American schools.  

 

Focus on School and Classroom Practices 

In contrast to many studies of broader institutional patterns, this study focuses on 

how particular classroom practices can have an affect on students’ identity construction. 

While the institutional and social patterns surrounding the students are certainly relevant 

to how young people come to think of themselves and enact their identities, I am 
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convinced that individual classrooms and teachers can have a profound impact on this 

process. As a result, I have incorporated Davidson’s (1996) approach to considering how 

school- and classroom-level practices may shape students’ identities. Davidson argues 

that students are strongly affected by the “disciplinary technologies and speech acts” that 

they experience on a daily basis (Davidson, 1996, p. 5). In expanding her analysis beyond 

socioeconomic class and the racialized nature of American society, Davidson calls 

attention to how students experience the social practices enacted in their schools and 

classrooms; these can vary widely and influence how students interpret and thus navigate 

larger social patterns such as race and class. She argues that “presentations of self . . . are 

linked not only to minority status and perceptions of labor market opportunities” but also 

to the ways students experience social interactions with staff and peers in their schools 

(Davidson, 1996, p. 5).  

These micro-level interactions in the school setting comprise the bulk of students’ 

explicitly perceived messages about their academic and social positioning. While 

significant social events occur outside of school, and the racialized and class-based nature 

of American society pervade institutional and micro-settings, I have attempted to 

recognize the degree to which individual people can affect and counter these patterns. 

Davidson (1996) argues that, “Because schools participate in negotiating the meaning 

students attach to identity, the ways in which teachers and schools handle power and 

convey ethically and racially relevant meanings become relevant to the conceptualization 

of students’ behaviors” (p. 5). In the case of the PCEA, individual teachers successfully 

develop significant relationships with their students, which often provide students a 
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foundation for reconciling the broader social patterns that disadvantage them. This study 

attempts to elucidate how such processes of reconciliation and expanding subjective 

positions can be fostered at school, classroom, and programmatic levels.  

 

Critical Ethnographic Case Study of the PCEA 

This study has sought to derail itself from the social momentum toward deficit-

based or essentialized conceptions of students, teachers, and the practices of public 

schools. Instead, I designed this project to reflect socially conscious and critical research 

methods (Denzin, 1997; Fine & Barreras, 2001; Lomawaima & McCarty, 2002; Torre & 

Fine, 2006; Tuhiwai Smith, 1999). The major framework underlying this work is the 

assumption that: 1) young people of color will construct elements of their social identity 

in ways that are meaningful to them; and that 2) while this process varies for each 

individual, opportunities for exploration of cultural, intellectual, social, political, and 

historical aspects of identity will support such expansions of subjectivities.  

Based on these assumptions, I developed a methodology that focused on students’ 

perceptions of their schooling, as well as how the practices in the PCEA program fueled 

shifts in students’ ways of framing their social identities. Specifically, this project 

focused on documenting: 

A. What opportunities the PCEA provided students for exploring and thinking 

critically about the context in which they live; 

B. How students construct meaning about these concepts; and  

C. How students’ constructions of historical, political, cultural and social realities 

inform shifts toward stronger or more agentive academic or social identities. 
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Several elements of data collection addressed each of these questions, as illustrated in 

Table 3.1, below. In each case, primary sources of data were analyzed in concert with 

secondary sources of data for that topic, allowing for a multi-layered understanding of 

each of these topics.  

 
TABLE 3.1 DATA COLLECTION 

 Primary method of data 
collection 

Secondary data 
perspective 

Opportunities PCEA 
offers for critical 
exploration and analysis 

 Field notes in PCEA 
classes;  

 Interviews with PCEA 
teacher and program 
designers/directors 

 Interviews with students 
and graduates 

How students construct 
meaning about PCEA 
topics 

 Field notes in PCEA 
classes;  

 Interviews with students 
and graduates;  

 Students’ research 
documents including 
field notes, research 
reports, and class 
assignments; 

 Interviews with PCEA 
teacher and program 
designers/directors 

Shifts in participants’ 
subject positions 

 Interviews with students 
and graduates; 

 Students’ field notes 

 Field notes in PCEA 
classes 

 
In taking this approach, I sought to first identify the major ideas and skills that the 

program intends to impart to students. Second, I considered the ways students were 

constructing knowledge around these areas and appropriating the curriculum as 

evidenced by class discussion, their class assignments, and interview data. Finally, I 

analyzed artifacts relating to students conceptualizations of their social agency. By 

studying these three aspects of the program, I documented several ways that this 
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particular youth development program offered students opportunities to shift various 

academic and social subjectivities.  

 

Culturally Relevant Teaching in Montaño 

The PCEA is one course in the programs offered by the city school districts’ 

Department of Multicultural Studies. The purpose of this department is 1) to provide 

resources to teachers seeking to incorporate multicultural content into their classes; and 

2) to advocate for students of color in the district, providing teaching and administrative 

support that will help them overcome the disadvantages they experience in school 

(Aguilar, personal conversation, 2007). The Department provides: pedagogical and 

content-based resources for teachers; supplemental programs for students; and offers 

separate classes in many of the district’s middle and high schools in ethnically centered 

literature and social studies. In sum, the Department aims to mitigate debilitative social 

factors by providing marginalized students with culturally relevant teaching (Ladson-

Billings, 1995b). While the PCEA is distinct within the Department of Multicultural 

Studies because of its explicitly political nature and the participatory research component 

of the class, it shares in common a focus on culturally relevant teaching.  

Culturally relevant pedagogy is attained when educators create an environment 

wherein teacher-student interactions and mutual teacher and student expectations “not 

only [address] student achievement but also [help] students to accept and affirm their 

cultural identity while developing critical perspectives that challenge inequities that 

schools (and other institutions) perpetuate” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 469). This means 
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that teachers’ maintain high academic expectations of their students, make students aware 

of these high expectations, and cultivate respectful and culturally responsive 

interpersonal relationships that support high achievement. For students of color, these 

relationships are especially important. Effective teachers of students of color do not 

necessarily attempt to accommodate all styles of interaction that their students may 

experience in their homes and communities (Ladson-Billings, 1995b). Rather, Ladson-

Billings (1995b) has found that “culturally relevant teaching is distinguishable by three 

broad propositions or conceptions regarding self and other, social relations, and 

knowledge” (p. 483). While teachers certainly act on these propositions differently, they 

reveal a common ideological underpinning, and may effectively meet Ladson-Billings’ 

three criteria: “an ability to develop students academically, a willingness to nurture and 

support cultural competence, and the development of a sociopolitical or critical 

consciousness” (p. 483).  I argue that these three conceptions serve as the foundations for 

the relationships such effective teachers are able to build with their students.  

Each of these three components of culturally relevant teaching is apparent in the 

PCEA, where they manifest in explicit discussion of students’ racial and ethnic identities, 

and acknowledgement of how those identities position students for academic and social 

opportunity or disadvantage. The content matter of PCEA classes is also distinct for its 

systematic inclusion of “student culture in the classroom as authorized or official 

knowledge” (Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 483). Implicit in the course pedagogy and 

curriculum are asset-based—rather than deficit-based—assumptions about students’ 

intellectual abilities, teachers’ responsibilities, respectful ways of interacting in and out of 
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the classroom, and what are worthwhile topics of study and means of constructing 

knowledge—conceptions about the “self and other, social relations, and knowledge” 

(Ladson-Billings, 1995b, p. 483). I will describe the PCEA pedagogy and curriculum in 

more detail in the last section of this chapter. What is most important here, however, is 

that both rest upon fundamental assumptions that all students are capable of academic 

achievement and are best supported in that effort by acknowledgement of the multiple 

aspects of their identities—racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic—that serve to marginalize 

them in public schools.  

 

Site Selection 

There are three major characteristics of PCEA that warrant consideration for 

possible changes in the subject positions of participants: 1) the focus on thinking 

critically about aspects of local community; 2) the culturally relevant pedagogy and 

curriculum students engage in; and 3) the opportunity to conduct social science research. 

As discussed in Chapter Four, the PCEA provides a very different educational experience 

than students experience elsewhere in their schooling. While the PCEA meets under the 

auspices of a class in school, it is, in practice, different from the other classes students 

take. Teachers are selected specifically because of their attitude toward students (Aguilar, 

personal communication, July 2007). During preliminary observations of Mr. Guererra’s 

classroom, the pedagogy and curriculum both diverged markedly from what students 

repeatedly describe as their experience in school. 

The goals of the PCEA include: 
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• To provide a context in public schools for Latina/o students to experience 

pedagogy and curriculum that is respectful of their humanity and affirming of 

their race, ethnicity and language; 

• To increase opportunities for MUSD students to learn about the history and 

activism of Latina/o and Indigenous people; 

• To increase the likelihood that Latino/a students in MUSD will graduate from 

high school and attend college; 

• To engage students in a pedagogy of care and dignity, in contrast to their common 

educational experiences of alienation. (Aguilar, personal communication) 

The program serves, for many students, as a “third space” (Gutierrez, 2005), where they 

can inhabit their cultural selves unapologetically in the school setting. This type of 

alternative space has proven to foster increasing social and academic empowerment 

among marginalized students (Bhimji, 2007; Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Romero, 

2008; Romero et al., 2008). 

 

Institutional Setting and the PCEA 

Many youth development programs take place outside of schools and thus have 

more flexibility in certain areas. Since this program is embedded in a school curriculum, 

it is subject to many institutional practices, in spite of its commitment to serving as a 

haven away from typical classes. Many of these factors also affected this study. For 

example, PCEA administrators would ideally enroll 16-18 students per section. Because 

the course is part of social studies program however, each class instead has 32-37 
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students. As this large class size limits the teachers’ ability to forge stronger relationships 

with each student, so it will hamper my ability to both get to know students more 

personally and evaluate all students’ experiences with the class.  

In addition, while the program teacher is committed to the PCEA, so too is he 

required to teach the students the standard American Government curriculum in addition. 

When time constraints come to bear, he is obliged to ensure his students learn the 

standard curriculum for which they will be responsible on high-stakes standardized 

tests21. As a result, there are days when the PCEA is scheduled to meet that will end up 

being canceled so that the class can cover required material. Thus, no matter how 

carefully program administrators plan the PCEA program, activities will inevitably get 

pushed back, we will have to rush through some materials, and some topics will not get 

covered in as much depth as would be ideal. As instructors, we are  always faced with the 

choice of covering more material while sacrificing depth of understanding for all 

students, or forfeiting some topics in favor of careful discussion, working with more 

students individually, and verifying that the entire class has an understanding of the 

material. Because of Mr. Guererra’s obligation to prioritize the standard curriculum over 

the PCEA aspects of the class, however, these aspects are in more danger of superficial or 

partial address.  

Population 

The population for this study included any student enrolled in the PCEA sections 

of American Government at Salazar and Tierra High Schools that I was involved with 

                                                 
21 High school students in this state must pass a standardized test in order to graduate from high school.  
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who chose to participate in the project. I presented information about the study to each 

new group of students, explaining the research and consent procedures. Each student had 

the option of participating or not, and I gathered data from only those students who chose 

to participate in the study. Aware of potential perception of coercion, I was careful to 

reiterate to students that participation in this project is voluntary, and that subjects are 

under no obligation to participate. I also requested that Mr. Guererra remind students of 

this both when I was and was not present. I was aware of students’ possible 

misperception that their decision to participate or not would have an impact on full 

participation in PCEA or class activities, or in their grades for the course; the adults in the 

class worked to reinforce to students that issues were all completely separate. During the 

course of the study, forty-three program participants and graduates enrolled in the study. 

Of those 43 students, sixteen became “focal” students22 (Marshall & Rossman, 2005), 

who I interviewed formally and informally (See Table 3.2 below). I developed familiar 

relationships with nearly all of these focal students, and spent time casually with them 

outside of regular classroom activities.  

 

                                                 
22 My study of focal students entailed me to concentrate on several students in each class, considering their 
engagement in the program and processes of increasing agency in more detail and nuance.  
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TABLE 3.2 FOCAL PARTICIPANTS  

School Student Gender Age* Ethnicity 
Immigration 
Generation 

Initial 
Academic 
Orientation 

Initial 
Social/Ethnic 
Identity 

Salazar 
Rodrigo 
Vargas Male 17 

Mexican 
American First† Weak Marginal 

Salazar 
Hector 
Carillo Male 18 Mexican First Weak Stable  

Tierra 
Diego de la 
Garza Male 18 

Mexican 
American Second† Medium Conflicted 

Salazar 
Alejandro 
Seguin Male 18 

Mexican 
American Second Medium Marginal 

Tierra 
Joaquin 
Acosta Male 17 

Mexican 
American Third Medium  Marginal  

Salazar 
David 
Vaca Male 18 Mexican Second Solid Stable  

Salazar 
Javier 
Banegas Male 18 Mexican Second† Solid Stable  

Salazar 
Angelica 
Bernal Female 18 Mexican First Weak Stable  

Salazar 
Alicia 
Rogers Female 18 White n/a Medium White 

Salazar 
Cristina 
Hawkins Female 18 

Mexican 
American Third Medium Conflicted 

Salazar 
Luciana 
Santiago Female 17 

Mexican 
American Third† Medium Conflicted 

Tierra 
Yvonne 
Orozco Female 18 

Mexican 
American Second Strong 

Marginal/ 
Stable  

Salazar 
Elena 
Alvarez Female 18 Mexican First Strong Stable  

Salazar 
Isabel 
Sepulveda Female 17 Mexican First Strong Stable  

Salazar 
Natalia 
Trevino Female 17 Mexican First Strong Stable  

Tierra 
Veronica 
Ordoñez Female 18 Mexican  First Strong Stable  

* indicates age at the end of the PCEA program, the time of high school completion;  
† these students have refrained from answering questions about their or their families’ immigration 
generation explicitly; the given information is gleaned from several sources, but may not be precise.  
 

The most important factors in considering how students engage in and 

demonstrate shifts in subjectivities are their Initial Academic Orientation, and their Initial 



138 

 

Social/Ethnic Identity. In the above table (Table 3.2), these elements of identity are 

defined below. For Initial Academic Orientation:  

 Weak indicates that a student does not engage in school work or view school as a 

means toward reaching their goals;  

 Medium indicates that a student performs at a minimum level of achievement, but 

does not view themselves as capable of high academic or intellectual attainment;  

 Solid means that a student views school as instrumental toward meeting their 

goals and demonstrates confidence in their ability meet their academic goals; 

present among male participants, who seldom demonstrate “strong” 

characteristics, below; and  

 Strong indicates that, in addition to demonstrating “solid” characteristics (above), 

students’ broader social identities are linked to their academic identity; present 

among female participants, for whom academic achievement is more socially 

acceptable as an element of identity.  

Categories for Initial Social and Ethnic Identity are as follows23:  

 Conflicted indicates that students exhibited or reported tension, anxiety, or 

conflict regarding their Mexican-ness or ethnic, racial, or culturally identity; may 

indicate they do not know whether or not to describe themselves as Mexican; 

generally resulting from a paucity of strong connections to Mexican (or other) 

culture, a lack of Spanish fluency;  

                                                 
23 I focus here on “Mexican” as the main ethnic and cultural identification because that is the heritage of all 
these students except Alicia, the one focal student who is White. I do not intent to disregard the relevance 
of other Latino ethnicities, but am focusing on Mexican ethnicities because it is the most relevant in this 
context.  
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 Marginal is used to describe students who identify as being of Mexican ethnicity, 

but who may not have access to strong familial or social networks that provides 

meaningful ways of enacting this Mexican aspect of identity; and  

 Stable Mexican occurs among students who definitively identify themselves as 

Mexican, and for whom this Mexican-ness is a stable and central part of their 

social identity; consistently participate in social practices that enact and reinforce 

this Mexican-ness; does not suggest a lack of social conflict or discrimination, but 

simply that students do not question this aspect of their identity.  

These categories are the most important for understanding how the opportunities the 

PCEA provides participants may have an effect on students.  

 

Data Collection 

I collected data during four phases of research over 17 months. The major 

elements of data gathering are: participant observation of PCEA classes; contact with 

focal students; staff interviews; document review; graduate interviews; and pre-and post 

surveys. In addition, I attended formal and informal PCEA gatherings, which might 

include potluck dinners, evening Encuentro presentations for parents, students’ 

presentations, and PCEA-wide presentations. The table below outlines which methods 

will be used during each phase of the project.  
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Role(s) of the Researcher and Participant Observation 

I engaged in participant observation of PCEA classes beginning in the spring of 

2007 and continuing through the end of the 2007-08 school year. I worked with the 

classroom teacher, Mr. Guererra, as well as PCEA co-director Raphael Calderón, to teach 

the research methods portions of the program. I assumed a role of an “assistant teacher” 

in the class, serving as an authority on the research projects students conducted, 

participating in class discussions, and working with small groups on their research  

TABLE 3.3 DATA COLLECTION  

 Spring 2007 Summer 2007 Fall 2007 Spring 2008 
Participant 
observation 

Multiple visits 
weekly, Salazar 
& Tierra Highs 

Summer 
interns, 8 
hrs/week 

Multiple visits 
weekly, Salazar 
High 

Visits 4-8 
classes per 
month, Salazar 
High 

Participant 
Interviews 

Informal 
discussion 

8 graduates Informal 
discussion 

8 interviews 

Staff interviews  Aguilar Calderón, 
Guererra 

 

Document 
review 

Preliminary Preliminary Preliminary Concentrated 

Graduate 
Follow-up 

 Ongoing PCEA 
intern project 

Ongoing 
informal 

Ongoing 
informal 

 
project. I was a regular fixture in class, attending several days a week, chatting with 

students, and participating in after-school PCEA events. During the course of this study, I 

was a Ph.D. candidate in the department of Language, Reading, and Culture, having 

completed all coursework and comprehensive exams in Anthropology of Education and  

Participatory Action Research. I have worked with youth development programs in the 

past, including one project in particular that was similar in nature to my participation in 

the PCEA. Both cases entail my work as a mentor and instructor along with data 
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collection. I was aware of the tensions potentially arising from the multiple roles I had in 

the classroom. 

As an adult in a school setting, I was automatically in a position of authority. I 

was aware of this power inherent to being an adult, and concerned about its potential 

impact on students’ honesty with me in discussing the program. I took several measures 

to mitigate this tension. I asked that the students call me by my first name, though this 

was highly unusual in the school. I reminded students that I had nothing to do with their 

grades in the class; I was concerned about their learning, but would never be evaluating 

them. I also refrained from addressing behavioral issues in the class, leaving admonitions 

about side conversations and discipline to Mr. Guererra. I would remind groups of 

students or the class as a whole to stay on track with their work, but did not single out 

individual students for behavioral issues except when absolutely necessary. Seeking less 

authority in class occasionally created tensions. On the three instances when Mr. 

Guererra was not present in the class and I was responsible for substituting, I was in the 

formal role of teacher and had to call on more traditional adult authority.  

In general, however, I was able to position myself as knowledgeable about the 

subject matter and helpful to students without assuming a disciplinary or evaluative role. 

I also participated in group discussions off of the class topics, sometimes during class 

time. At the end of the spring semester, all the students are anxious to be done with the 

school year, and it is hard to concentrate on their work. I would chat with small groups 

about their prom and graduation plans, or about their families. When all the research 

groups were working for whole class periods on their projects, some groups that were 
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well prepared often held discussions on tangential topics—attending college, their 

summer travel—and I would join them. I showed several students features on the 

borrowed laptops they were using, and we would take silly pictures using the Photobooth 

program.  

During the 2007 spring semester, I attended PCEA classes at Salazar High School 

and one at Tierra High School. The PCEA/research methodology portion of the classes 

occurred for one class period lasting one hour and forty minute period each week. I 

attended this day’s classes and generally one other each week. I took field notes on the 

class discussion, focusing on the pedagogy used in classes by both Mr. Guererra and 

Calderón, as well as students’ contributions to class discussion. These observations 

provided a foundational understanding of the program structures and processes.  

During the summer of 2007 the PCEA hired twelve program graduates as interns 

and continue their research to create a video documentary. I spent 6-10 hours per week 

for six weeks with these interns, helping them with their research. I attended PCEA 

curriculum planning meetings as possible; attendees included program directors, 

administrators, teachers, and program interns and program graduates from earlier years 

now serving as program coordinators. During the 2007-08 school year, I continued 

participant observation at Salazar High, and also visited classes at Castaño High during 

this time for comparison between Mr. Guererra and the other PCEA teacher, Mr. 

Jimenez. I periodically attended classes at Tierra High as well. My participant 

observation continued through the end of the 2007-08 school year.  
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A Teacher who Also Does Research 

The role that I was most concerned with was my own role as a teacher—one who 

was responsible for the students’ learning. This responsibility confronted my role as a 

researcher on occasion. At times, the responsibility to provide students with learning 

opportunities conflicted with my task of documenting what students were doing or 

saying. For example, when I interviewed students and they expressed concern or conflict 

about a particular event, I often felt compelled to discuss it with them, pointing out 

certain ideas to help them reconcile or understand it. While my purpose in an interview 

was to hear their thoughts on the topic, I could not let pass an opportunity to help them 

think more deeply about the topic—then continue acting as a teacher. I could not leave 

that role behind for the purpose of the interview, because that would be a lost opportunity 

to guide or challenge their thinking.  

I also felt compelled to provide positive reinforcement to students, which was 

connected to my role as an authority in the class, but potentially problematic in my work 

at documentation. At times, this included explicitly complimenting students on their 

research successes when they brought up topics that they felt nervous or unsure about. As 

an adult in the school setting, I had the ability to offer an evaluation that would be 

recognized as bearing some social power, no matter how much I tried to minimize that. 

When faced with a student who was questioning their own abilities or performance, I 

could not neglect to encourage them or compliment them, when I felt it was a chance to 

strengthen their confidence and self-esteem. In the context of this class, attending to 
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students’ self-esteem was an important part of the pedagogy, and thus became my 

responsibility as a PCEA teacher, even in the course of an interview.  

For example, when I interviewed Cristina, I asked her how she felt about her 

research project. She said that she learned a lot from doing the project, but was nervous 

about presenting their work in front of the administration. As we continued to talk, I was 

compelled to reassure her about her group’s presentation and also the potential impact the 

project could have on people at the presentation, in terms of learning about self-

segregation24: 

CC: Were you happy with the way that it turned out? 

Cristina: Yeah, it was / / / I was so nervous to do it in front of the / / / 

administrators, but . . .  

CC: But you guys did a really good job. 

Cristina: Yeah. 

CC: And you know that was one of the whole points of the project—when you 

report your research, they can be effected the same way you were.  

Because I was in the role of being a teacher, and at times evaluated students’ work, I 

could not let this conversation pass without commenting on that.  

Classroom discussions also presented a tension between my role as a teacher and 

my responsibility to accurately document what was happening in class. On some days, it 

was difficult to take accurate notes on the conversation while also listening with the 

                                                 
24 Transcriptions of interviews and oral discussions: An omission in the spoken text is represented by 
ellipses: . . . ; a pause or hesitation on the part of the speaker is represented by back-slashes: / / / ; an 
omission in a section of the interview is represented by a series of asterisks: * * *.   
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intent of participating in the conversation. I was responsible, along with Mr. Guererra, for 

making sure that students were exposed to certain important ideas. I was a participant in 

the PCEA, not just as a discussant but also as a teacher. An example of this was on Nov. 

19, 2007, when the class had a discussion about gender. Mr. Guererra engaged the 

students in a complex discussion of objectification and male privilege. I knew that as an 

adult woman in the class, I had the chance to talk about my experiences and the 

experiences of women in American society in a way that many female students would not 

feel comfortable doing. This was important for both male and female students to hear, 

and I know from subsequent discussion with students that my statements during that class 

had an impact on how students think about the objectification of women. But my notes on 

that class discussion suffered as a result of my focus on participating in the conversation, 

rather than simply documenting it.  

Later that month, on Nov. 27, 2007, I again am obliged to neglect documentation 

for the chance to teach students some concepts about intellectual ability. Mr. Guererra 

has been encouraging them to work hard in school regardless of what others tell them 

about their inherent ability. He tells them that people succeed when they work hard, not 

because they are just smart. Aware that many of these students have strong notions that 

some people are just not cut out for school, I join the conversation, telling the class:  

What you achieve as a student is not because of you being smart or not so smart, 

it is about who you want to be as a student. The idea that some people are born 

smart and some people are dumber is garbage. That the idea that some people are 
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A students and some are B students is not true. Every one of you is capable. 

(Guererra, fieldnotes, 2007) 

Given that all the students know I was a graduate student in education, I was in a position 

to reinforce Mr. Guererra’s information from another perspective.  

 

Interviews 

I interviewed sixteen program participants or graduates over the 2006-07 and 

2007-08 school years in semi-structured interviews (Marshall & Rossman, 2005). All of 

these interviews were recorded. In addition, I maintained contact with several graduates 

of the program after the class was over, and engaged in informal discussions with them 

about the PCEA’s affect on them, and about their thoughts on social engagement and 

action after the project. In all interviews, my intent was to allow the interviewee to frame 

and structure responses, leaving room for their characterizations and interpretations to 

become apparent (Delgado-Gaitan, 1993; Smith, 1987). I specifically attended to 

engaging students in reflection and analysis of their experiences, and regularly offered a 

“reflection back” to them of what they had just said, to provide them the opportunity to 

complicate or refute their original statement or my perceptions. The multiple sources of 

data, including field notes, students’ assignments, and interviews with both students and 

program staff, allowed me to contextualize and triangulate perceptions and experiences 

discussed during interviews. 

I began each interview by explaining the purpose of the interview: reminding 

students that the purpose of the study was to understand how the PCEA is helpful or not 
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for students, and how it is or is not doing a good job at its goals. I told them that there 

were no correct answers, that they didn’t have to talk about anything they didn’t want to 

talk about, and that the interview was confidential and had nothing to do with any other 

class activities or grades. I began with a list of general questions for students (see 

Appendix A), though most interviews diverged from the topic as I asked students for 

clarification, examples, or to elaborate on an idea. The general progression of topics 

followed this pattern: 

1. General thoughts about PCEA class; 

2. How PCEA class is similar to or different from other classes; 

3. Issues that student is most concerned about in community or school; 

4. Whether and how taking PCEA class has changed how students view 

issues in their community;  

5. Students’ plans after school and more general life goals;  

6. Opinion on whether PCEA class is different when I am present, as a 

woman, as a White person, and as an additional teacher in the class;  

7. Suggestions for changing the PCEA to make it better. 

In all cases, my priority was to ensure participants had the chance to discuss their 

perception in terms that reflected their categorizations and perspective (Marshall & 

Rossman, 2005, p. 108).  
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Surveys and Document Review 

I created a survey for incoming PCEA students and revised an existing exit 

survey. The surveys were administered by school district Department of Multicultural 

Studies staff and were available for review by both Multicultural Studies staff and 

myself. The revised exit survey was administered for the first time at the end of the 2006-

07 school year. The survey for incoming students was given beginning in the fall of 2007. 

The survey questions were based on project goals, my research questions, issues that 

arose during Phase 1, and the PCEA’s existing exit survey. Program co-director Carlos 

Aguilar had created and used an exit survey over the last several years of the PCEA. I 

revised this exit survey and created a corresponding entrance survey that Aguilar 

indicated he intended to continue to use. In revising and creating the surveys, I included 

or revised questions from the existing survey to allow PCEA administrators to maintain 

longitudinal data. The additional survey questions were designed to gauge student 

conceptions of their own potential community involvement, social roles, and experience 

in school. Post-program survey questions sought to gauge how these have changed over 

the course of the school year, as well as how the PCEA course has offered students a 

different learning experience than other classes.  

In creating the survey, I reviewed several existing surveys (Cohen, 2006; Morrell, 

2006). When wording questions, I elected to adopt a more informal register and, in some 

cases, that may lead to questions that are open to wider interpretation. While this may 

lead to less reliability of the instrument, I have determined that an informal register is 

more important than precise reliability in the survey. Because program staff administer 
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this survey, it is of great importance that the instrument does not appear anything like a 

test or assessment. I detailed with the PCEA staff who administered the survey to 

emphasize that it was not an assessment and responses have no impact on grades. But 

given the frequency and weight of it in high school, my priority was to create a survey 

that was worded very differently from any sort of assessment. Thus, some questions may 

garner responses that bear greater variability because of interpretation of intent rather 

than variability in respondent attitude. This survey was not a primary source of data for 

this study, but did help to illuminate some broader patterns among PCEA students. 

Because not all PCEA students were technically enrolled in this study, I will not present 

findings from it here; however, I did examine surveys for study participants, which 

provided an additional facet of data.  

PCEA teachers and staff allowed me access to students’ research-related 

classroom assignments. This mainly was comprised of students’ field notes, documents 

they were required to turn in. When students handed in their field notes, I collected them 

and tallied them so that Mr. Guererra could account for them in students’ grades. Next, 

they were photocopied; original copies were returned to students for use in their research 

projects and copies were transcribed for PCEA directors’ documentation. The 

transcriptions were made available to me, and I reviewed and coded fieldnotes of students 

participating in the study.  
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Ethical Considerations Regarding Immigration 

As will be discussed more in Chapter Four, the issue of immigration status was 

problematic in the PCEA classrooms. Because of a climate of fear of deportation among 

people who were either undocumented or had family members who were undocumented, 

many students were rightfully cautious of discussing immigration at all; this made it 

difficult to respectfully determine students’ precise immigration generation. As teachers, 

we made our beliefs about immigration explicit to the class; this was a crucial element of 

class discussion, and an important demonstration of our respect for students and their 

families. All the same, I exercised a great deal of caution in asking any questions about 

immigration generation because of the implications for immigration status.  

I generally refrained from asking students their immigration generation 

specifically, except with students I had gotten to know very well. The survey we gave to 

students did include the questions of whether the student had been born in the United 

States, as well as whether their parents had been born here. Some students wrote “n/a” 

rather than answer the question, ostensibly because they did not want to incriminate 

themselves or their families. A couple of students indicated that both they and their 

parents were born here, yet other characteristics of the student raised a question about the 

likelihood of that. Some students answered “no” for themselves, but left the question 

about their parents blank, which is consistent with other instances of students not wanting 

to speak for others, particularly on a topic with such dire consequences. 

In sum, there are some students whose exact immigration generation I do not 

know for sure. Given the political and social circumstances surrounding these young 
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people during the course of the study, I elected not to pressure them on this issue. 

However, I do not think this weakens the conclusions of the study because immigration 

generation is not a significant factor in any of the data. The most salient factors in certain 

patterns were not immigration generation, but other characteristics, such as initial 

strength of ethnic identity and academic engagement (see Table 3.2 and subsequent 

explanation, page 136); this can be linked to immigration generation, and is related to 

patterns among first versus second generation immigrants (see, for example, Valenzuela, 

1999). However, it is these characteristics that are most important in this analysis, not the 

immigration generation itself. This was confirmed by the statistical analysis of the 

surveys.  

 

Data Analysis 

Preliminary data analysis occurred at each stage of research. I identified initial 

themes during the earlier phases of data collection, and discussed these with program 

administrators for immediate feedback; this feedback helped direct later research and 

guide transformation of research questions. I used the qualitative data analysis program 

HyperResearch to assist in data management and analysis. This program allowed for 

direct and extensive coding of audio files and text artifacts. This allowed me to code 

students’ texts, such as field notes, as well as my own field notes from class discussion. 

All texts were either transcribed to computer documents or contained in digital audio 

files. I coded my own field notes and other applicable documents twice: once to code 

student statements and participation, and second to code the program pedagogy, staff, and 
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curriculum. I coded approximately 150 pages of my own field notes, and 170 student 

documents, including their field notes and research presentations. I also coded interviews 

with sixteen students, as well as those with Mr. Guererra, Dr. Aguilar, and Dr. Calderón. 

During analysis, I employed two sets of codes, one for program and staff, and one for 

students. Student data was coded for fifty-five codes; program data had forty-five codes 

(see Appendix B).  

 

TABLE 3.4 CODED DOCUMENTS 

  Coded for Students Coded for Program & 
Staff 

C.C. field notes 150 pages 150 pages 
Student field notes 170 documents 30 documents 
Interviews 16 interviews 19 interviews 

 
In addition to my own coding of project data, I also consulted with PCEA staff, 

students, and graduates about initial findings and ongoing themes. This most often 

occurred with staff during informal conversations after class, though Mr. Guererra and 

Calderón and I did occasionally meet for planned discussions. As the school year 

progressed, I also engaged focal students in discussions about the class outside of class 

time. I generally asked them what they thought about the class activities, usually shared 

some of my own perceptions, and asked them their thoughts on the topic. These 

conversations ultimately shaped later data collection.  

For example, during the 2006-07 school year, I noticed several students at Salazar 

who appeared unengaged in the discussion during basically every class meeting. This 

group of four or five students would often talk softly among themselves, send text 
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messages on their cell phones, do homework for other classes, or rest their head on the 

desk appearing to sleep. Unfortunately, none of these students had volunteered to 

participate in the study, so I could not interview them to learn about their perspectives on 

the class. So, during interviews with participants’ students at the end of the year, I asked 

for their peers’ help in understanding the actions of these students and their seeming 

disengagement with the class material. I asked whether they did they not like the class. 

The responses I was offered were thoughtful; students often answered that they could 

only speak for themselves, and did not want to speak for others. But many also offered 

their interpretation, which was often based on knowledge of these students in other 

settings—casual conversations in the cafeteria or after school. I most often heard that 

these students did not actively dislike anything about the PCEA class, but simply “don’t 

care about school.” This disengagement was consistent across all settings in school, and 

attributable to these students’ preoccupation with “other” things, such as family issues, 

friends, and social life.  

I also asked Mr. Guererra about students who consistently appeared unengaged in 

the class discussion. I asked whether they were engaged in the class in other ways not 

apparent to me, such as handing in non-research related homework that demonstrated 

engagement with the class topics. In addition, as the year progressed and PCEA class 

became primarily occupied with working in their small research groups, I also noted 

these students’ roles in their research groups. They usually sat on the periphery of the 

group, and demonstrated varying levels of interest in the group’s work. But the main 

work of the groups was often dominated by three or four decision-makers, who recruited 
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and directed other group members’ participation. Mr. Guererra’s analysis of these group 

dynamics combined with my own observations and other students’ perspectives to inform 

my general conclusions about these students. While understanding these students’ 

perspectives was not a primary concern in this project, I also felt it was important to 

consider those students who don’t engage in the class and why. I concluded that it 

resulted from two major factors: 1) students’ initial “academic orientation”—their 

perception of school and belief that aspects of schooling might be valuable or meaningful 

to them—had a strong affect on their engagement with the PCEA curriculum; and 2) the 

large class size of the PCEA and the relatively high student-to-teacher ratio inhibit even 

this program from compensating for these other factors in students lives and instigating 

increased involvement in the class. However, these conclusions would not have been 

possible without the perspectives of program participants and staff.  

 I did this for several reasons. I am convinced that it is both ethical and 

appropriate for me to discuss research topics with youth participants in this program; 

indeed, given that the program’s goals include increasing critical literacy among students, 

engaging them in discussions about my research can in fact help, rather than hinder, the 

objectives of the PCEA (Barab, Thomas, Dodge, Squire, & Newell, 2004; Spindler, 2002; 

Spindler & Spindler, 1994). Furthermore, though this study does not adopt a primarily 

participatory design, some elements of participatory analysis can increase the likelihood 

that my own analysis in not misguided (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000; Lomawaima & 

McCarty, 2002; McIntyre, 2000). Through asking for participants’ reflexive critique of 

the program and their own learning processes in interviews and analysis stages, I sought 
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to increase the participatory nature of my data analysis, potentially improving my own 

analysis and understanding.  

 

Definition of Terms 

The most complex aspect of data analysis was determining what statements or 

other evidence by students should be deemed to demonstrate critical literacy, critical 

consciousness, social identity, civic identity, and social agency. These terms are all 

closely related, and different combinations of literacy and identity can position students 

differently in their contexts. For example, social agency without community 

responsibility and constructive social roles can lead to anger and frustration without 

positive work toward social change. Avenues for civic engagement are crucial aspects of 

constructing social agency, and the types of opportunities a person has to act in their 

community will have an impact on the social agency they come to envision for 

themselves. However, the definitions I have used follow:  

• Critical Consciousness: one of Freire’s three levels of consciousness (along with 

magical and naïve consciousnesses), which seeks to recognize the institutional 

practices and structures influencing social phenomena;  

• Critical literacy: demonstration of understanding that texts are embedded in 

social and political context and are subject to the political and social power 

dynamics of those contexts; analysis of hegemonic patterns in social and political 

contexts themselves; understanding that current social and institutional conditions 

are not necessarily natural but are the result of historical and political decisions 

and thus can be reconstituted and reimagined;  

• Civic engagement: participation in political, cultural, artistic or other social group 

or affiliation that seeks to connect people to their communities, affect political 
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and governmental processes, or enrich the lives of members of a given 

community;  

• Social identity: Conceptualization of the self and its positionality in the context of 

historical and social phenomenon and patterns; drawing on Spindler’s notion of 

the enduring self, social identity is evidenced by continuity of identity evidences 

across social contexts; an individual’s envisioning of their own roles and 

subjectivity in the social context; 

• Civic identity: an individual’s envisioning of their own roles and responsibility in 

participating in and improving institutional and governmental processes and 

functioning;  

• Social agency: how a person conceives of her/his own ability to take effective 

social action. 

While there is a great deal of theoretical emphasis on the necessity of action as an aspect 

of critical literacy and civic identity, I am attempting here to make more distinctions and 

allow for fewer conflations. While it is true that some degree of social action is necessary 

for a full and comprehensive critical literacy, my goals here are to recognize nuances and 

distinguish between these different characteristics, and how students might engage more 

with some than with others.  

I use the term “expansion” to deliberately acknowledge that students already have 

some basis for participation and agency, and that any impact of the PCEA will be 

building on how students have previously conceived of their social roles. Processes of 

identity construction occur continually, within and between the social contexts people 

inhabit, as they constantly negotiate their subject positions in various contexts.  
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Methodological Considerations 

Since I am relying a great deal on self-reported data for the survey and interviews, 

there is always the danger that students report what they want to be true, rather than what 

reflects their actions and understanding before the fact. However, there are two factors in 

this project that mitigate that concern. First, I have taken steps to compensate for the 

shortcomings of self-reporting by engaging participants in reflection about their answers 

and experiences. I did not approach interviews as a static process of students reporting to 

me how they think or feel. The interview process itself was also reflexive, and sought to 

challenge the students to articulate ways of thinking about the class that they had not had 

an opportunity to explicitly engage in, in the past. For example, many students had 

thought about the class, but not necessarily thought about how the class had impacted 

them, or made them change how they think about things. One student even contacted me 

after the interview to say how much she enjoyed the interview, how much it was a 

learning process itself, in that she thought and talked about the class—put words to her 

feelings in a new way.  

While lacking the opportunity to triangulate what students want to report about 

themselves (which is necessarily influenced as much by how they want to believe or be 

as it is by how they actually act), I am leveraging the chance to talk to students about 

their experiences by engaging them in discussion about their responses. As a result, even 

these interviews may be considered part of the PCEA curriculum, as it gives participants 

a further opportunity to reflect on both the topics of the class and the importance of the 

PCEA curriculum. Because the importance of critical literacy and the opportunity to 
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conduct research are explicit topics in Mr. Guererra’s classes, this approach is not only 

consistent with the PCEA pedagogy, but may enrich participants understanding of their 

own experiences25.  

Second, the purpose of this study was not mainly to document how students act, 

but to document how they think about themselves as social actors; in this context, how 

they think and feel—even about potential action—are important indicators of how the 

class is affecting them (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007; Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & 

Cain, 1998c; O’Donoghue, 2006). We know that people often begin to adjust how they 

think about things, including themselves, before they come to take action on them. While 

students’ social agency is certainly a concern of this study, so too are their reflections on 

how they are coming to think and who they are coming to be. Documenting shifts in that 

area was the main purpose of this study, so I chose to focus on students’ ways of 

describing themselves and their experiences.  

 

Limitations 

This study is subject to the same constraints that exist in most in-depth, primarily 

qualitative studies: the findings are specific to not only this program but even to the 

particular teacher and class section, given the highly individual aspects of teacher-student 

relationships and classroom pedagogy. While I gathered data across two cohorts of 

students as well as visit other PCEA sections over time, the 18-month span of this project 

limits my ability to document the long-term impacts of the program. The necessity of 

                                                 
25 I discuss the issue of self-reporting below; see pages 158-161.  
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pausing after 18 months to analyze data and write a thesis prevent me from focusing on 

longitudinal data, though we do intend to lay the groundwork for longitudinal work to 

begin with this study and continue into the future.  

There are fundamental elements of what Romero refers to as Critical, 

Compassionate Intellectualism (Romero, 2008) that are apparent in all incarnations of the 

PCEA, the identification of which allows study of the impact of the program on 

participants. But this in no way allows the generalization of findings here to other youth 

development programs, though we might identify parallels with other progressive and 

political programs. There is no control group in this study, and I am in no way attempting 

to prove that a particular intervention is more likely to result in a particular outcome than 

anything else. The purpose of this study is to document the learning processes of 

participants in this project and to describe more fully how this program affects their 

construction of identity and agency.  

One weakness of the recruitment process was that those students who agree to 

participate as focal students were often those who are more engaged with the ideas 

presented in class and those who have a more positive attitude toward the class. Those 

students who chose to hand in all their field note homework assignments and participate 

more in class discussion (thus appearing more often in my field notes and document 

review data analysis), or even consent to participate in the project at all, are likely to be 

those students who like the program or see it as having benefits for them. These students 

might also be those who began the class with more political awareness or prior 

experiences that make them likely to subscribe to course ideas more readily. I attempted 



160 

 

to balance this by engaging in conversations with students who did not engage as much 

with the class material. However, given that the purpose of this study was to document 

how this program can affect students, focusing on students who do engage is appropriate. 

There is certainly potential for further study on PCEA students who do not engage with 

the class material, though that would present challenges for recruitment not addressed 

here.  

One limitation of this methodology is that those students who do not engage with 

the pedagogy and curriculum—those students who do not like the perspective promoted 

in the class—may be less likely to be interested in or willing to participate in interviews 

or other focal activities. Therefore, my ability to document the experiences of those 

students who are unmoved by the process of learning research methodology will be 

hampered by the inherently participatory nature of data collection. I hope to help 

compensate for this by increasing the participatory nature of it; through interviews 

wherein I will explicitly ask questions about inconsistency and complications, I hope to 

enlist their help in testing my own hypothesis, and check them for their own 

misreporting.  
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Conclusion: Focusing on Student Perception in Data Gathering and Analysis 

This study relies most on how students experience their schooling in an attempt to 

elucidate how particular pedagogical, structural, and curricular practices have particular 

effects on students. Rather than an attempt at “objective” evaluation or description of 

teaching methods, I designed this study to examine students’ perceptions of how a 

schooling experience might affect students’ shifts in subject positions. This study does 

not intend to evaluate how effective a given practice is at instigating a particular outcome 

or effect on students. What I do hope to help illustrate is what classroom practices can 

help foster increased academic and social identities among students. If we are most 

concerned with those agentive outcomes for young people, we must understand more 

about how they experience aspects of their schooling (Schussler & Collins, 2006).  

As a result, I have elected to focus on students’ perceptions, in spite of potential 

“inaccuracies” of those perceptions. As Locke Davidson (1996) has done, my intent is to 

“integrate the subjective with the objective, to situate students’ perceptions in a broader 

analysis of structural factors operating at the school and classroom levels” (p. 35). Her 

work has focused on “students’ perceptions,” which marks a “subjective approach to 

social analysis, focusing on ‘their’ understanding of the world in order to gain local 

knowledge” (Davidson, 1996, p. 34). This is consistent with the ethnographic imperative 

of allowing for participants’ emic perspective to emerge, and with this study’s goal of 

conveying others make sense of their lives (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005a). Given 

the goal of understanding how to support young people in their work to construct more 

agentive social identities, this focus on students’ own perspectives has allowed a stronger 
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understanding of how young people can come to think of themselves as intellectually and 

socially capable, and how this informs their broader social agency.  

In addition, this strategy has been helpful in ensuring this study provides 

opportunities for PCEA students to speak for themselves, rather than their ideas and 

perceptions being always filtered through my own. This helps elements of this study to 

partially serve as a counternarrative (Peters & Lankshear, 1996), responding to deficit-

based descriptions of Latino/a students. Given the degree to which research consistently 

positions young peoples’ reflections on their lives as being inaccurate and unreliable, 

students’ perceptions are often missing from studies about youth. While the multiple 

sources of data allowed me to triangulate various perceptions of particular topics, each of 

these was considered in light of PCEA participants’ interpretations as well as my own. 

My hope is that results may illuminate a greater understanding of how youth develop and 

expand their repertoire of social roles, and how youth development programs can create 

conditions that encourage that. This is crucial information for any program aimed at 

fostering greater social engagement and activism among disenfranchised youth.  
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CHAPTER 4 

PATTERNS OF ALIENATION LIMITING LEARNING  
IN “THE REST OF SCHOOL”  

 
No work, empty seats, frustrated teacher, no discipline, loud talking, not on task, 
horse playing, upperclassmen as well as underclassmen, friends, enemies, work 
not being done. Spiky hair, long hair, curly hair, and flat hair, trimming-needed 
hair, braids, bald non-hair at all. Jeans, shorts, skirts, sportswear, jumping suit, 
polo shirts, sweaters and cheerleading outfits. Messy room, markers, colored 
pencils, injurious scissors, pens and pencils everywhere, glitter on the floor, glue 
drying on the table. Paint brushes unwashed. Non-caring teacher and students. 
Rudeness, helpless, disturbing place to be. (Elena, fieldnote, 2007) 

 
Elena’s fieldnote paints a bleak picture of public schooling. It is helpful, however, 

because it encompasses so many facets of what it feels like to be in many classrooms for 

both teachers and students. She sees many sides of the situation, recognizing how the 

environment as a whole has an impact on all the people who inhabit it; the environment 

may not be pleasant for anyone, but people will respond according to what their given 

social roles require—whether as an adult teacher or as a student. The resulting actions are 

co-constructed as each actor participates, ultimately maintaining and recreating the 

institution of public schooling.  

There are many institutional factors that fuel students’ alienation from school, 

often undermining academic achievement for those students seeking it out. Discipline 

policies and administrative practices implicitly communicate to students underlying 

values and beliefs about students (Mehan, 1996; Slater & Boyd, 1999; Valenzuela, 1999). 

While students may simplify particular events in a given description, their aggregate 

experience of school is fraught with anxiety and demeaning exchanges.  

For PCEA students, this is epitomized by the punitive and coercive nature of 
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administrative practices in their schools, especially attendance policies and access to 

academic counseling, library materials, and other resources for academic achievement. 

Ginwright, Cammarota and Noguera (2005) describe coercive policies as those that 

“unfairly target children and youth as the source of social problems” with purported 

solutions to school violence such as “surveillance cameras, metal detectors, and, in some 

cases, security guards and police officers [which] . . . fail to create safe environments 

because they breed mistrust and resistance among students and teachers and ultimately 

disrupt learning and healthy development” (p. 26).  

The policies students are subject to inhibit their opportunities for learning rather 

than increase their motivation as the administration ostensibly intended. Salazar High 

bars students from attending class if they are late, reducing their opportunities to learn 

content material. Tierra High requires students wear their identification cards as badges 

for entrance onto campus and to attend class; when students inevitably do not have their 

I.D. card, they may not be permitted on campus, and they may be subject to detention or 

other punishment. Inequitable access to college preparatory counseling further limits 

these students’ opportunities for achievement. Even an act as simple as checking a book 

out of the library can obstruct students’ abilities to complete their assignments.  

While any particular event is not adequate evidence of problematic institutional 

practices, clear patterns emerge, the sum of which explains the mistrust and alienation 

students describe. It is true that high school students often decry unfair school policies; so 

why do the events documented by PCEA students warrant study and description as 

“injustice”? The answer lies in the broader social, racial, and political context. As I 
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describe in Chapter Three, the alienation students experience in school is compounded by 

the discrimination Latino/a students experience every day across social settings. For 

White and otherwise privileged students, coercive and punitive policies do not 

necessarily augment existing alienation from social institutions. For students of color, 

school practices work in concert with racial tension that permeates students’ lives—at 

work, within neighborhoods, and in the media. Marginalization across social settings 

compounds marginalization in school, reducing the likelihood that students will engage 

fully in such social institutions or construct agentive and constructive academic and 

social identities (Davidson, 1996).  

Within school, institutional structures do not allow for the investment of time and 

resources that benefits all students. As Gloria Ladson-Billings describes (1995a), 

culturally relevant pedagogy is, broadly defined, high-quality schooling. Particular 

practices may be suited to some students more than others. Yet this variable depends 

mainly on teachers having time and opportunities for professional development and to 

develop understanding and substantive relationships with their students regardless of 

anybody’s racial or ethnic identity. The policy question is why students of color are so 

much less likely to experience this type of high-quality schooling. Pedagogically, 

students from any background benefit from schooling that attends to and has a positive 

impact on students intellectually, academically, socially, and personally. As Penelope 

Eckert points out, “what’s good for the Burnouts”—those students most alienated from 

school—“is good for America”—sound educational practice (Eckert, 1989, p. 184). This 

is true for all students, but is especially important for racially marginalized students 
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because of its potential for mitigating the damaging social discrimination they experience 

across social contexts. It is those minoritized students who have the most to lose in its 

absence, as evidenced by the alienation and lower academic achievement documented 

among students of color.  

Rather, when students have access to culturally relevant pedagogy, they may 

construct the empowered subjectivities they need to surmount pervasive social 

marginalization. The multi-faceted nature of culturally relevant pedagogy engages 

students intellectually, ethnically, culturally, and personally (Cammarota, 2007; Ladson-

Billings, 1995b)—indeed, not requiring students to separate these aspects of their 

positionality. Such holistic education is beneficial for all children, as evidenced by 

consistently high levels of achievement among White, middle-class students. But 

schooling can provide opportunities for all students to achieve at higher levels when it 

incorporates cultural responsiveness into administrative and teaching practices (Delpit, 

1995; Klug & Whitfield, 2003). Unfortunately, Latino/a students and those from other 

marginalized communities seldom have access to such high-quality and culturally 

appropriate schooling (Noguera, 2001, 2003). 

The following sections describe some of the most prominent features of the 

schools where the PCEA offers courses. These characteristics are perhaps not exceptional 

in American public schools, and certainly not in students’ perception of their schools. 

They are important here because of their affect on student learning and because of how 

they position students as members of the “society” of school. In some cases, this effect 

manifests most strongly in students’ perception of their opportunities for learning—of 
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their society’s investment in their education, which includes a judgment of what these 

students deserve (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004). But students are unlikely to 

describe their school experiences in these terms; instead, they describe simply an 

environment where most adults don’t seem to care about students outside of strict 

definitions of teacher responsibility. School policy and curriculum are enacted with, 

according to students’ perception, few considerations for how they successfully draw 

students into school or push them away. One Tierra High student recalled a school-wide 

assembly when the principal spoke to the freshman class: 

He told us “Look at the person sitting next to you. One half of your class will not 

be here to graduate.” But then when you look at what the administration focuses 

on, it is tardy policy, cell phones, dress code, and [identification card] badges, not 

working to make sure students don’t drop out. (fieldnotes, 2007) 

This student’s astute point highlights the degree to which students are treated as if they 

need to be controlled first, and only after that can they learn. Such policies and practices 

indicate to students that their learning is not the first priority of school staff, fueling their 

alienation from learning processes.  

 

The Rest of School 

This chapter will describe the social and institutional setting in which the PCEA 

occurs, emphasizing the ways that the PCEA differs sharply from what students 

experience in other classes—what I refer to as “The Rest of School.” The PCEA’s asset-

based attention to students’ ethnic, racial, and cultural identities contrasts sharply with 
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what they experience outside of the PCEA and other Department of Multicultural Studies 

classes and activities. The administrative practices and normal classes throughout their 

schooling may acknowledge students’ ethnicities, but most often demonstrate deficit 

perspectives of students of color (Valencia, 1997). I refer to normal school practices—

classes, administration, activities—as “the Rest of School”—the standard, every-day 

experiences of being a Latino/a student in Montaño. The PCEA and other MUSD 

Multicultural Studies classes serve as the exception for students because of their 

commitment to culturally relevant teaching (as discussed later in this chapter; see also 

Chapter Three, page 130). In general, the Rest of School reveals some degree of 

disregard for the dignity of students’ racial and ethnic identities.  

An explanation of how PCEA students experience the Rest of School is an 

important starting point to understanding how they experience the PCEA. But this 

broader context of public schooling in Montaño is deeply affected by local and regional 

politics and social factors. The social and political setting of the city of Montaño is 

shaped by historical and ongoing racial, ethnic, and economic dynamics; all of these bear 

on students in the public school district. While it is not within the realm of this volume to 

describe fully the historical and contemporary conditions of the city, there are several 

factors that are important to understanding PCEA students’ educational experiences and 

thus, this study. These include basic demographic information, current events regarding 

education in the state, and the district and school contexts.  

This chapter is divided into four major sections: Social Context; District and 

School Settings; The Rest of School; and The PCEA: Efforts to Counteract Conventional 
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Schooling. As I discuss in Chapter Three, how students experience their schooling is not 

always a direct measure of what school staff or policies are intending to communicate to 

or effect in students. However, students’ perceptions of their schooling are directly 

related to how they think of themselves as students and members of their school 

community, and in turn, their achievement (Cammarota, 2007; Fine, Burns, Payne, & 

Torre, 2004; Ladson-Billings, 1995b; Mehan, Hubbard, Lintz, & Villanueva, 1994; 

Valenzuela, 1999). As one Salazar High School (SHS) administrator stated, how students 

feel about school “is their truth.” This discussion is not intended to serve as an evaluation 

of the policies, actions, or intentions of any school staff member, or school or district 

policy. My goal in the third section of this chapter is to illustrate how students perceive 

these factors in their learning, and to offer a nuanced understanding of how this effects 

students’ achievement as well as their social identities more generally.  

Finally, I will discuss several Complicating Factors that affect how the program 

is enacted. The PCEA is a youth development program—a supplemental opportunity for 

young people to gain the skills and knowledge they need to transition to fulfilling 

adulthood. But this program takes place in required American Government classes, which 

has a state-mandated curriculum, and students must pass the class to graduate. The 

PCEA, then, occurs within the very context it is seeking to compensate for. This is unique 

in the realm of youth development, and calls for inquiry into the advantages and 

disadvantages of location in public school. There are several aspects of the program’s 

location in this institutional context that create particular challenges for program staff and 

students.  
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Social Context 

The city of Montaño is a mid-sized city of approximately half a million residents 

in the southwest of the United States, with the surrounding metropolitan area containing 

close to one million residents. Twenty-three percent of the city’s residents hold a 

bachelor’s degree or higher, reflective of the state’s 24%. Montaño has a higher rate of 

low-income families than the state as a whole, with a median household income in 1999 

of $30,981, compared to $40,558 statewide. The per capita income in the state was 

$20,275 in 1999, with Montaño’s per capita income at only $16,322. As a result, the 

percentage of Montaño residents living below poverty was more than 18% in 1999, while 

the state’s residents showed 14% living below poverty. Data from the 2000 census 

indicates that nearly 25% of Montaño residents are under the age of eighteen. In the city 

of Montaño, approximately 33% of households speak a language other than English 

spoken at home, compared to 26% of households statewide (City of Montaño, 2009). 

The entire state has witnessed strong population growth, with the city of Montaño 

growing approximately 20% between 1996 and 2006 (City of Montaño, 2009). While 

some of this growth comes from increased migration to the southwest from other parts of 

the country, there is also an understanding that Latino families tend to have more children 

than White families (Hamilton, Martin, & Ventura, 2009), fueling anti-immigration 

sentiments. Given the long history of middle- and upper-class White people retiring in the 

arid and sunny southwest, shifts in demographics are both inevitable and tension-

inducing. The state Montaño is in holds one of the lowest per-pupil funding for education 

of any state in the country, perhaps in part because many of the wealthiest people in the 
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state are retired and thus uncommitted to public education. The per student expenditure is 

$6232, which is $2741 below the national average expenditure of $8973 per student 

(National Center for Education Statistics, 2009).  

TABLE 4.1 STATE, CITY, AND SCHOOL DISTRICT DEMOGRAPHIC DATA  

  State 
population* 

State-wide 
education 
system 

City of 
Montaño* 

Montaño 
School 
District  

Latino 25% 41% 36%  55% 
Native 
American 

5% 6% 2%  4% 

African-
American 

3% 5% 4%  7% 

White 76% 45% 70%  32% 
Asian 
American 

2% 3% 3%  3% 

(City of Montaño, 2009; MUSDStats, 2009; National Center for Education Statistics, 
2009)  
*These data allow respondents to select more than one race/ethnicity, so the total % may exceed 100%. 
 

Racial and Ethnic factors are also apparent in state politics and policy decisions. 

The environment of hostility toward undocumented immigrants was increasing during the 

course of this project. By the second year, the federal government was conducting raids 

of workplaces, deporting people, placing families with small children in detention 

centers, and lobbying for local police to be responsible for checking the residence status 

of anyone they came into contact with. Several efforts have been made to make English 

the official language of the state (Fischer, 2006). Voters passed a referendum in 2000 

banning bilingual education for any student not already proficient in English. In 2004, 

state voters approved a proposition requiring people to show proof of citizenship when 

voting or accessing state services; this new law requires state workers to verify the 
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immigration status of all people seeking services (such as public health care) and to 

report any undocumented people seeking state services (Secretary of State, 2009). During 

the 2007-08 school year, federal immigration enforcement entered the school district; 

when a high school student was disciplined for illegal conduct, border patrol agents were 

called to the school on suspicion that some members of the family were undocumented. 

When the student’s parents came for a conference, they were arrested. Federal agents 

placed a nearby middle school on lockdown so they could take custody of the other child 

in their family and the entire family was subsequently deported. These factors resulted in 

a great deal of anxiety among Mexican-American students or anyone visually perceived 

as being an immigrant. It also resulted in a great deal of anxiety among PCEA students 

because they feared for the safety of their relatives, siblings, or even themselves.  

Compounding these anxieties were the anti-Mexican sentiments expressed by 

state officials and residents regarding the Multicultural Studies department in the MUSD 

school district beginning in December 2007 and culminating in a legislative action in the 

fall of 2008. The Multicultural Studies department was the object of an investigation by 

the state’s education director. He demanded all curricular documents for the department 

which he then publicized as being radical, unAmerican, and erroneously advocating for 

military and political action to return portions of the United States as the property of 

Mexico.  

This climate of hostility reflected national trends of increasing xenophobia and 

subsequent anxiety reverberated among students in schools across the country. Fueled by 

fear of immigrants and arguably racist discourse about anyone appearing to be of 
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Mexican descent, students in this class studied under a shadow of intimidation. 

Eventually public outcry that the investigation overstepped the authority of the local 

school board forced the state education director to end his investigation. When the local 

school board successfully deflected this investigation, he strategized a legislative 

approach. In spring of 2008, a state representative introduced a bill that would deny 

funding to school districts whose courses "denigrate American values and the teachings 

of Western civilization” (Fischer, 2008).  

The bill sought to bar teaching that "overtly encourages dissent" from those 

“American” and “Western” values, including democracy, capitalism, pluralism and 

religious tolerance. Schools would have to surrender teaching materials for review by the 

state director of education, who could withhold state aid to districts that broke the law. 

Another section of the bill would bar public schools, community colleges and universities 

from allowing organizations to operate on campus if they are "based in whole or in part 

on race-based criteria" admittedly directed at banning an organization called MEChA — 

Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán — which legislators accused of being racist 

(Fischer, 2008). PCEA students were aware of the tension in state government regarding 

the very type of program that many credit for motivating them to remain in school and 

graduate.  

The government-mandated attack on Department of Ethnic Studies classes, 

including the PCEA specifically, exacerbated the atmosphere of racial and ethnic tension 

in schools, causing many Mexican-heritage students to feel their culture was under attack. 

This made the curriculum of the PCEA both more controversial and more significant for 
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students. This context highlights how the PCEA program seeks to counteract many of the 

social and educational experiences Latino/a students encounter on a daily basis.  

 

District and School Settings 

The PCEA offers classes in three high schools, Castaño, Tierra, and Salazar. The 

three schools vary considerably in terms of the demographic characteristics and 

achievement of their students. As indicated in Table 4.2, at least 37% of students at 

PCEA high schools receive free or reduced-price lunches under federal programs for low-

income families, thought this varies widely across schools. Tierra is the largest of these 

three schools, and also sees the highest achievement rates and lowest drop-out/push-out  

TABLE 4.2 PCEA-RELATED HIGH SCHOOLS DEMOGRAPHIC DATA 
 Castaño 

Magnet 
High 

Tierra 
Magnet 
High 

Salazar 
High 

Lincoln 
High 

District 
Average 

Enrollment 1500 2642 1132 653 1487* 
Student-to-teacher 
ratio 

19  22  18  15  18  

Student-to-counselor 
ratio 

300 294 377 218 n/a 

Students receiving free 
or reduced-price lunch 

58% 37% 48% 9%  

Percent of students 
passing state test  

52% 66% 59% 100% 62% 

Graduation Rate 83% 95% 80% 100% Not available 

(MUSDStats, 2009) * Average was calculated excluding alternative schools of fewer than fifty 
students.  
 
rates of the three schools (MUSDStats, 2009). Tierra is a magnet26 school, and all 

                                                 
26 “Magnet” schools are public schools that draw students from outside of the normal neighborhood zones 
for that school, usually through offering special programs; their purpose is to ensure schools are racially 
integrated even when neighborhoods are not. Magnet schools were created after federal desegregation 
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students enrolled in the school are considered to be in the magnet program. This contrasts 

to Castaño, where the magnet program is separate from the “regular” school class 

offerings and enrollment. Historically, White students from outside of the school’s 

neighborhood have been recruited to enroll in the Castaño magnet program, while 

predominantly Latina/o students from the neighborhoods around the school simply 

enrolled in the standard Castaño curriculum (Romero, 2008). Salazar is the only PCEA 

school that is not technically a magnet school, but that is because of the placement of 

Lincoln High on the same campus. Lincoln High is also listed on Table 4.2 for 

comparison; it is the district’s premier high school, and considered one of the top public 

high schools in the country. Its 653 students enjoy a faculty with more years of teaching 

experience than other MUSD high schools, and its students were awarded more than $6.5 

million in scholarship money in 2001, ten times the district’s per-student-average 

(MUSDStats, 2009). Lincoln High students receive an exceptional education, and some 

of the unintended effects of their opportunities will be discussed in more detail 

throughout the study.  

As is true in many districts, MUSD high school classes regularly contain more 

than 30 students. High schools enroll an average of more than 1400 students, and student-

teacher ratios around 18:1 mean that teachers may have a student only once in four years. 

Over the course of four years, students take classes with as many as 40 teachers, making 

substantive relationships difficult. Counselors are typically assigned to 300-400 students 

at a time, precluding substantive help in academic or personal matters when needed. The 

                                                 
legislation, generally in an effort to create incentives for White students to remain in urban districts rather 
than move to suburbs or enroll in private schools (Steel & Levine, 1994).  
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large size of high schools often means that administrators are more concerned with 

keeping order among students than with fostering intellectual development. This is 

consistent with educational policy across the country which assumes students must learn 

how to behave before they can learn subject matter (Gilmore, 1985). More recent studies 

affirm how school and public policies increasingly are based on the criminalization of 

youth—the idea that young people are dangerous and need to be controlled with coercive 

and punitive strategies, often at the expense of substantive learning (Ginwright & 

Cammarota, 2006; Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005; Males, 1996, 2006). 

 

TABLE 4.3 SCHOLARSHIP AWARDS TO MUSD HIGH SCHOOLS 

 
Castaño 
High 

Tierra 
High 

Salazar 
High 

Lincoln 
High 

District Total 
2001  

Scholarships 
awarded $804,250  $2,434,820  $459,200  $6,665,968  $19,079,366  

Number of students 1500 2642 1132 653 14870 

Average Scholarship 
awards per student $536  $922  $406  $10,208  $1,283  
Schools' enrollment 
as % of District HS 
students  10% 18% 8% 4% n/a 
Schools' scholarship 
awards as % of 
district total 
scholarship awards 4% 13% 2% 35% n/a 

(MUSDStats, 2009) 
 

These factors combine to affect not only the opportunities for learning that PCEA 

students experience, but also to affect their understanding of themselves as learners and 
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as members of the school community (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004). This directly 

shapes how students interpret a social investment in their own academic abilities and 

potential, with implications for whether they become engaged with or alienated from 

their schools. As I detailed in Chapter 2 (see pages 48-85), the structural conditions in 

schools and the policies schools adopt bear directly on how students experience school as 

their primary means of participating in society (Flanagan et al., 1999; Youniss, McLellan, 

& Yates, 1997).  

 

Accessing Differential Opportunities for Learning 

At Salazar, the critiques of these policies are especially cogent, given that students 

witness an example of what public education can look like every day. Lincoln High 

School (LHS) is a magnet school housed on the same campus; this arrangement achieves 

federally mandated desegregation, making the district eligible for federal funding, though 

students are technically enrolled in two different schools. It is the premier high school in 

the district, often ranked in the top twenty-five public high schools in the country ("Best 

High Schools: Gold Medal List", 2008). Prospective students must meet stringent 

admission requirements, including grades and test scores; all LHS students enroll in a 

college preparatory program of classes. In addition, students at LHS enjoy different 

academic and disciplinary policies than their Salazar peers who travel through the same 

hallways. LHS employs a separate faculty from Salazar, and of the 38 members, 27 have 

Master's degrees, three hold Doctorates, one holds a law degree, one is an M.D., and only 

five 5 hold only a Bachelor’s degree (MUSDStats, 2009). Student achievement reflects 
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the academic preparation of their teachers; students take an average of 2.15- 2.5 

Advanced Placement exams for college credit, and at least 85% score high enough to 

receive college credit with a score of three or higher. Ninety-eight percent of LHS 

students go on to attend four-year colleges or universities (MUSDStats, 2009). In sum, 

LHS accepts a small number of students who receive a very different education than 

other high school students in the district; they experience higher expectations of their 

academic potential, and the academic encouragement and support to achieve to those 

high standards.  

While it is not uncommon for school districts to offer differential educational 

opportunities, there are elements of this particular arrangement that actually undermine 

the achievement of Salazar students by signaling to them that other students are entitled 

to better educational opportunities than they are. Complicating this issue is the much 

lower enrollment of students of color in Lincoln (see Table 4.4). In sharp contrast to 

Salazar and the district as a whole, Lincoln enrolls a much higher percentage of White 

students and nearly half the Latino, African American, and Native American students 

representative of the city and school district (see Table 4.4). Each Lincoln counselor is 

responsible for 150 fewer students than Salazar counselors; Salazar students frequently 

report difficulty making an appointment with their counselor, sometimes resulting in 

registration problems that delay their graduation. Students at the two schools are also 

subject to different disciplinary and attendance policies.  
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TABLE 4.4  RACIAL DEMOGRAPHICS OF PCEA HIGH SCHOOLS  

  Castaño 
High 

  Tierra 
High 

  Salazar 
High 

  Lincoln 
High 

  District 
total 

Latino 1009 67% 1548 59% 532 47% 140 21%  55% 
Native 
American 

127 8% 100 4% 23 2% 3 0.46%*  4% 

African-
American 

62 4% 171 6% 84 7% 23 4%  7% 

White 282 19% 764 29% 441 39% 409 63%  32% 
Asian 
American 

20 1% 57 2% 52 5% 78 12%  3% 

Total 1500 100% 2640 100% 1132 100% 653 100% 100% 
* all numbers have been rounded except those less than .5%  

 

The most glaring example of these differences is something called the “sweep 

policy.” At SHS, before the bell rings to signal the beginning of each class, school 

administrators and teachers patrol the hallways. Any student who is in the hallway as the 

bell rings gets “swept,” meaning that they are sent immediately to the office to swipe 

their ID, and then to the cafeteria, where they sit in study hall for the entire length of the 

class period. The result is that a student who would be 2 minutes late for class ends up 

missing the entire class. The logic of the policy is lost on students, who see it less as a 

deterrent to being late, and more of a justification for not coming to school at all if they 

are going be late—just skip the whole period. The most debilitative aspect of the policy, 

however, is not simply that so many students miss so many hours of class time, but when 

SHS students watch LHS students in the same hallway being permitted to go to class 

unhindered when they state “I’m LHS” to the monitor. Students “read” this variation in 

policy as a judgment of desert—the LHS students are deemed to deserve the privilege of 
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going to class, and while SHS students are deemed to be undeserving. Given that the 

students have committed the same infraction, this judgment against strikes deeply at how 

students understand the school perceives them and invests in them. 

College Recruitment: Preferential treatment of LHS students is also apparent in 

the arrangement of college recruitment. PCEA students report that their counselors rarely 

guide students into college-preparatory or advanced placement classes. Instead, they are 

encouraged to take basic courses, resulting in students’ ineligibility for admission into a 

four-year college. Most PCEA students cite a lack of information about what classes they 

should be taking if they want to attend college. Most students assume that their 

counselors will place them into the classes they need to take to attend college, and are 

disturbed to find out, often in their junior year, that they will not graduate with the correct 

requirements. The fact that their counselors do not place them into college-prep classes or 

explain the requirements to them indicated to them that it is assumed they do not want to 

go to college, or would be unable to succeed in college prep or college courses.  

On the Salazar and Lincoln Highs’ campus, most college recruitment information 

is housed in the LHS counseling office; much less information is available in the SHS 

office. When college recruiters come to campus, students have to sign up for an 

appointment, most often in the LHS counseling office. Several PCEA students have had 

the LHS office administrators question whether they should be allowed to sign up to meet 

with a recruiter. The underlying assumption students understand from this arrangement is 

that LHS students are smarter, higher achieving students, and that simply being enrolled 

in SHS means that a student is likely not qualified to go to college. This is compounded 
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by the higher percentage of White students that make up LHS, and higher percentage of 

students of color at SHS; as a result, this differential access to information about college 

is perceived as a judgment that Latino/a students are not smart enough to go to college. 

Given widespread racist stereotypes about Latino/a people being less intelligent and less 

academically inclined than White people, this school policy is viewed by students as one 

more example of racism against them. While the administrations of LHS and SHS would 

certainly refute that any effort is made to prevent SHS and its high Latino/a population of 

gaining access to information about college, the consistency of school practices with 

racist generalizations reinforces this idea to students. The environment in the school does 

not provide students with any alternative explanation for their marginalization.  

Tierra High students of color also experience perceived discrimination in the 

counselors’ office. One student, Yvonne, documented in her research a counselor’s 

prevention of a college recruiter speaking to a class compromised of nearly all Latino/a 

students (Yvonne, field notes, 2007; C.C. field notes, Tierra High, Feb. 2007). She 

described how the class was waiting for the recruitment presentation, and a recruiter from 

a small, competitive college in Massachusetts came into the room and began his 

presentation. A couple minutes into his presentation, a counselor came in and stopped 

him, telling him that this wasn’t the class she wanted him to present to, that there was a 

class for him during the next class period. Instead, she asked a representative from the 

local community college to speak to Yvonne’s class. After the period was over, Yvonne 

saw the recruiter from Massachusetts and asked him for some more information. He said 

he was disappointed that he had not been allowed to speak to the class because his 
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college was actively seeking students of color. He arranged to meet with Yvonne and 

several other students from her class later in the day. Eventually, Yvonne was invited to 

fly to Massachusetts to visit the campus and was accepted at the college. She accurately 

viewed the actions of the counselor as impeding her opportunity to learn about all the 

college options available to her because she is Latina.  

“Wearing a tag” Like an Animal: Punitive Policies: Tierra High’s policy of 

requiring all students to wear ID badges at all times in the school exemplifies this 

environment of control. All students must present their ID at the guard gate to enter the 

campus and then wear the badge visibly on their person all day. The policy, ostensibly 

intended to ensure school safety by preventing non-student adolescents from entering 

campus, has several effects on students. First, since students cannot attend class unless 

they have their ID, any student who comes to school without badge is not allowed to 

attend school and is sent home. Predictably, students forget their IDs all the time, so the 

effect is that they miss class and opportunities to learn. In addition, the experience of 

being required to wear what several students describe as “a tag” every day makes 

students feel “like prisoners” who have done something wrong. While they acknowledge 

the need to verify students’ identities to keep the campus safe, several offered alternative 

ways of accomplishing that that would not prevent students who occasionally forget their 

ID from attending classes. The fact that the administration makes decisions that affect 

students so pervasively without any input from students makes students feel that they are 

not valued members of their school. Of course, seeking input from students at such a 

large school is simply not feasible for the administration, understandably. This is another 
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case where, regardless of the values or priorities of school staff, the institutional factors 

(in this case, school size) compel adoptions of policies that have negative impacts on 

students. 

Library Resources: Other policies also impede students’ opportunities for 

learning. Salazar senior Alejandro Seguin cites how, when students want to study or do 

homework during school hours, there are few places they can go; “You can't come [to the 

library] at lunch time unless you have a pass and they confirm it. If you want to study, 

there is nowhere to do your homework except in the cafeteria,” a difficult place to 

concentrate on schoolwork. Teachers may write students a pass to the library for work on 

a particular project, but the requirement of a pass makes students feel that the library is 

not their space to do work, but a space inhabited by people trying to keep them out. 

PCEA students at Salazar report that Lincoln students are regularly allowed into the 

library without a pass, seemingly confirming this perception of exclusion.  

The library is, in fact, a space of great contention among students, and this centers 

on the head librarian. Multiple students have described experiences of being excluded 

from the library, treated differently than LHS students, or being prevented from using 

library resources. Several students describe being asked for their ID’s when LHS students 

had entered the library immediately before them without the check; they also cite being 

warned against loud behavior even when they were alone. Salazar senior David Vaca 

described his struggle to check out a book he needed for a paper he was writing for a 

class. He had repeatedly gone to the library to check out the book and had not been 

allowed to take it. Finally, he convinced his mother to come to the school. Mrs. Vaca 
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described the experience herself, saying how she waited outside the library while David 

went inside to try to get the book again. The librarian refused to allow him to check out 

the book. When Mrs. Vaca entered the library and asked if there was a problem, the 

librarian’s behavior changed and she permitted David to withdraw the book.  

In fact, during a parent encuentro with students at the end of the first school year, 

the principal of SHS acknowledged problems with the librarian. She admitted that this 

was not the first time she had heard complaints about the librarian’s treatment of SHS 

students, and she acknowledged the validity of student complaints. While remaining 

professionally respectful of her employee, she suggested that she would have liked to 

make some changes in that area, but that there were administrative factors she could not 

control.  

 
Institutional Effects on Students 

I hear the students trying to explain themselves and be heard. But all they get is 
rejection. Because as the administrators say they are too busy . . . They claim the 
students are wrong and no matter what they say it won't change anything. The 
students aren't given any respect and aren't heard. I feel this is not only racism 
but these administrators are not doing their jobs. Then so many wonder why there 
are minorities who don't graduate—because they are always punished. (Julia, 
field note, 2007) 

 
Because of these structural and policy factors—large class sizes, large schools 

preventing teachers getting to know their students—certain patterns emerge in students’ 

experiences of school staffs’ pedagogical practices and tones of interaction with students; 

they ultimately affect students’ construction of academic identities and engagement with 

or alienation from school. Davidson (1996) has studied academic and social engagement 

among adolescents; she identifies “five factors which youth suggest contribute to 
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manifestations of disengagement and alienation, particularly among students of color. 

These factors include: patterns that emanate from academic tracking, negative 

expectations, differential treatment of varied ethnic and racial groups, bureaucratized 

relationships and practices, and barriers to information” (p. 33). In her review of literature 

on sociological studies of workplace and academic engagement, she determines that 

“alienation appears to be a multidimensional and situational construct dependent on 

social isolation, cultural estrangement, powerlessness, and meaninglessness” (Davidson, 

1996, p. 33).  

Each of these factors is apparent in PCEA students’ experiences: powerlessness 

over administrative polices that limit their opportunities to learn; cultural estrangement 

from the Eurocentric curriculum; meaninglessness and social isolation in an institution 

that seems to care little about their intellectual growth and fulfillment. Further, Davidson 

argues that, “because these factors affect individuals from some social groups more than 

others, they can contribute to the molding of oppositional or disengaged identities on the 

group level” (p. 34), an important consideration in light of deficit-based generalizations 

about students from particular racial or ethnic groups. These factors initiate what I have 

identified in Figure 4.1 as a “vicious cycle” of alienation and low achievement. Each of 

these steps is quite logical for the parties involved, especially in consideration of social 

perception and prejudice in American society. For both teachers looking at youth, and for 

people of color interpreting the actions or intentions of White people, the conclusions 

above are consistent with what they have learned as reality.  
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FIGURE 4.1  “VICIOUS” CYCLE OF ALIENATION AND LOW ACHIEVEMENT  

 

 

 

Romero (2008) has found that many students have learned, over the course of 

many years in school, that their teachers have little confidence in their abilities to 

succeed. Students recount being told by teachers “I can only assign you the most basic 

readings, because you would never be able to understand anything harder” (Aguilar, 
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assigned from their teachers. Their teacher, Mr. Guererra, says that in his experience, 

students in non-honors classes have not learned how to do homework from a young age, 

so teachers stop assigning it. When Luciana states that when a teacher doesn’t assign 

homework, it means they don’t care if you don’t learn anything, several of her classmates 

state that they agree.  

The attitude of resignation—that teachers are giving up on students—echoes 

throughout discussions of both academics and discipline. PCEA co-director Aguilar 

recalls having students enroll in his classes because their previous social studies teacher 

had told them “I can’t deal with you anymore” (Aguilar, interview, 2007). Luciana 

Santiago graduated from Salazar with plans to become a high school teacher herself. But 

she describes going through a difficult period her freshman year, when the first friends 

she met were “the wrong people” (Luciana, interview, 2007). She says that she got 

“completely lost” and ended up getting into some trouble at school. The school offered 

no means of supporting her in making more constructive decisions, and she ended up 

spending a lot of time speaking with the assistant principal in charge of discipline, who 

basically wrote her off as a “problem student” who would never achieve in school; “He 

wouldn’t really attempt for me to go to school, he would just send me to in-house” 

suspension (Luciana, interview, 2007). She says that there is generally no one in school 

that she could talk to about any of the issues she was having; in her experience 

“counselors are supposed to help you, but they really don’t.” Luciana’s turn around came 

in spite of a lack of support within school, when negative examples in her family and 

community reinforced for her what she didn’t want to become and actively sought out a 
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different academic path. But this was after a period during which she basically dropped 

out of school because every time she came, she was sent to in-house suspension, making 

attendance seem like a waste of time.  

Other students describe that a major factor in students getting “pushed out” of 

school is school staff’s reliance on disciplinary action as an immediate step in any 

complication, instead of reaching out to students to determine, and potentially address, 

the source of problem for students. Tierra High graduate Diego de la Garza says that most 

teachers he has had will “go straight to the discipline, or ask for respect first before 

giving it” (Diego, interview, 2007). This is consistent with what Valenzuela documents in 

Subtractive Schooling (1999)—the humiliation students experience from the expectation 

that they must first demonstrate they respect and defer to teachers, and then teachers may 

demonstrate respect back to them, rather than beginning with a shared assumption of 

respect from the beginning. Students’ fieldnotes reverberate with examples of school staff 

demeaning them: 

 A teacher asking two students who are goofing off “do you need a leash to stay 

put for a minute?”;  

 A hall monitor telling a student who is an aide delivering messages “I don’t care 

what you are; get back to class” ;  

 A teacher telling a student “You’re not doing well in my class. I knew you 

wouldn't from the minute you came in my class."  

Students report that in many of their classes, they do not feel their teachers are willing to 

take time to explain or help them when they don’t understand the material. While some 
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students do develop a bond with a few teachers, it is only with those teachers who 

demonstrate that they primarily care about their students as people: “they listen to you,” 

according to Isabel.  

More often, PCEA students report that the staff in their schools is so concerned 

with fulfilling the minimum requirements of their jobs that they don’t have time to 

provide students with any personal support. Alicia Rogers, a senior who is one of the few 

White students in the PCEA class at Salazar, describes having a difficult time in school 

after moving from a different city and struggling to adjust to her new school, where she 

knew no one: 

Counselors are supposed to be there to help you, but they really are more focused 

on getting you out of school, not making sure you have a positive experience in 

school. They are trying to help you pass your classes, but are really not there if 

students have problems to talk about. (Alicia, interview, 2008) 

As a result, students perceive a lack of care about them as people—how they feel, 

whether they achieve their goals, that they are members of a community. 

 

Student Mistrust and Alienation 

Institutional factors do not allow for that change, however, causing not only 

limited access to resources for learning but also ongoing demoralizing treatment of 

students. While PCEA students talk about their poor treatment while making efforts to 

study in the library, they also experience the indignity of other students being allowed 

free reign over the library. While SHS students talk about being swept, and the ways that 
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it limits their chances to learn, they also describe watching LHS students not being swept, 

and being allowed to proceed to class. Students perceive these practices as evidence of 

teachers’ and administrators’ lack of concern for students. In addition, students perceive a 

lack of confidence in their academic potential, evidenced also by counselors’ inattention 

to their college preparedness, uninteresting and irrelevant class content, and staff that is 

“more concerned about discipline than learning.”  

Students’ experience of these school characteristics are exemplified by a fieldnote 

taken by Salazar senior Cristina Hawkins, in which she documents how school policies—

in this case, lack of dedicated counselors—inhibit the substantive relationships that 

support students’ achievement. This is not because any particular people in schools—

administrators, staff teachers—do not care about their students. But there are institutional 

and administrative practices and structures that inhibit relationships of care among all 

people in public schools. It requires intentional work to develop meaningful relationships 

in spite of these dynamics. Cristina documented in a fieldnote the following event: 

This incident happened in my junior year, I got into a confrontation with another 

girl and ended up getting suspended during the process. While I was still at school 

I was taken into a counselor’s office and was introduced to Mrs. Costello. We 

started talking and found out that we had a lot in common. Our moms died about 

the same year, and I remember her saying "Oh, now I'll never forget you!" And 

she took a post note, wrote my name on it and stuck it on her computer. A lot of 

things were happening in my life at that time so yes, it made me put a smile on 

my face. Anyways time went on and I came back [to] school from being 
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suspended and me and her kind of walked by each other and me thinking that she 

was going to stop and say hi! 

She passed right by me and didn't even notice me, but what was weird was I know 

she saw me because she glanced at me. . . As soon as this happened I thought to 

myself "what the hell!" It was so [awkward]. When this did happen I kept 

thinking to myself maybe she has too many students and she's not good with 

faces, then I realize that counselors maybe it was all just fake the way she acted 

that day, maybe she didn't really care she was just doing her "job" and she will get 

paid anyways so why would she care if I was remembered? Even to this day when 

I see her she has never said hi once . . . (Cristina, fieldnote, 2008) 

Cristina describes how this seemingly genuine connection between her and an adult in 

school was significant for her, even citing how all the other difficult things in her life 

made that positive experience more important to her. But perhaps even more important 

than the initial positive bond between her and Mrs. Costello was how easily it turned 

sour, and how severely that pained this student. The resulting pain further alienated 

Cristina from school, fueling a lack of trust that school staff truly cared about her.  

Many PCEA students describe thoughtfully particular incidents that make them 

feel demeaned in school. The repeated instances throughout their education result in a 

cumulative perception of disinvestment. When PCEA students prepared to present their 

research findings to their school administrators, students repeatedly stated that they were 

nervous to present to administrators because they feared they would be shot down. Their 

feeling that administration was to be feared at the threat of punishment permeated their 
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preparation, and many expressed shock that administrators did not dismiss or criticize 

outright their projects. The cumulative effect of repeated incidents such as this one is 

often disengagement from school, evidenced by the high drop-out/push-out rates the 

PCEA is intended to address.  

 

The PCEA: Pedagogy of Expansion to Counter Conventional Schooling 

But this is not the only model for schooling. The PCEA creates a different 

experience of school for students and is successful in creating opportunities for students 

and teachers to collaboratively recreate what public schooling might look like. It offers 

what I describe as Pedagogy of Expansion. In contrast to the constrictive nature of most 

public schooling, the PCEA is informed by “respectful investment in young people and a 

spacious understanding of the processes of learning and identity construction” (Cannella, 

2008, p. 190). The effect is to address the “constricted notions of learning, meaning, and 

the purpose of public education” that students are subjected to across the rest of school. 

The personal respect and care PCEA students experience from the program staff serves as 

a distinct contrast to the rest of their schooling, which many students say could make the 

difference between being pushed-out or successfully graduating. As Tierra graduate 

Joaquin Acosta describes, “If there were more teachers like Mr. Guererra and Mr. Ruiz, 

we would have a lot more people who would understand what is going on, and would not 

get so discouraged by school that they would drop out.” When asked how the program 

could be improved, nearly all the students interviewed echoed Diego, whose 

recommendation was “offer more of these classes to more students, because it makes a 
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big difference to students, and they don’t get this anywhere else.”  

While this study did not seek to compare PCEA with other teachers, it was 

impossible to document students’ feeling about the class without also noting how sharply 

it contrasts with their other experiences in school. When asked about the PCEA class, 

students constantly described the class in contrast to other teachers, other classes, or other 

aspects of schooling. At the Parent Encuentro in the fall of 2007, Gloria told the audience 

that the reason students are more motivated in this class “has to do with how we feel in 

this class. In other classes, teachers don't want to hear your problems. Part of it is that 

students don't know how to talk about it, but also teachers don't want to address it.” She 

acknowledges that students often don’t engage constructive strategies for talking with 

teachers, but that teachers don’t meet students halfway by reaching out to them.  

While this research does not suggest that most teachers and school staff don’t care 

about students, it is important to recognize the ways that students experience what they 

hear from their teachers and other school staff. Given the institutional context of most 

schools—their administrative requirements, atmosphere of punitive accountability, 

school size, class size, and master narratives that shape the ways that adults and students 

interact—developing genuine relationships of care with students is a difficult task. But 

again and again students indicate that it is these relationships—which are based on 

respect for them as whole people, as wage-earners and caregivers in their families, as 

racially marginalized people whose experiences are shaped by discrimination—that keep 

them engaged in school. In some cases, it is these relationships that keep students from 

deciding to leave school altogether.  
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While most often, Mr. Guererra’s indication to his students that he cares for them 

as people regardless of their “level” of academic achievement through implicit behavior, 

he also states it explicitly, summarizing out loud what his students have been learning all 

year. And the students understand this as notably different from the relationships they 

have with other adults in their schools. When asked why the PCEA classes he has taken 

had such an impact on him, David describes that “The big difference is the teachers with 

[Student Equity classes]—they care. They actually care. They listen to you; they are there 

for you, they're not there for their paycheck.”  

One aspect of this care is evidenced by the time PCEA staff invest addressing 

non-academic topics in class. Cognizant of the degree to which Latino/a students in the 

southwestern United States experience racial discrimination and cultural conflict, Mr. 

Guererra is concerned with equipping them to construct positive ethnic identities to help 

mitigate their social marginalization. For many students, this experience is pivotal in their 

thinking about their ethnic heritage and their ongoing roles in their society and 

community.  

But in addition to facilitating ethnic reconciliation among students, the 

humanizing and political aspects of Mr. Guererra’s PCEA pedagogy can also support 

students in their efforts to increase their academic affiliation and achievement. Students 

in the PCEA experience different aspects of the class as being most important to them; 

they also demonstrate different shifts in their thinking or achievement as having the 

greatest affect on them. But across all students in the program, the common thread of 

increasing political and historical contextualization runs clearly. 
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The PCEA Curriculum and Pedagogy Model 

The PCEA was designed to address two major goals, according to program 

directors. On one level the goal is to increase academic achievement, especially 

graduation rates, among Mexican-American students. Romero states that “The goal of the 

PCEA is 100% graduation and 100% pass rate in all areas of the AIMS test” (Romero, 

2008, p. 269). Given the lower achievement rates along Latino/a students in Montaño and 

across the country, the program aims to change the nature of the educational opportunity 

PCEA participants experience, thus fostering increased achievement.  

But the program directors were also extremely concerned with the alienation and 

the frustration they see in students as a result of school practices and larger social 

dynamics. They identify this as related to low levels of academic achievement, but also as 

evidence that students need not only an opportunity for increased school success, but also 

the chance to develop critical thinking and social empowerment. They are convinced that 

low academic achievement and alienation from school are symptoms of the same 

internalized oppression—one that believes the “myth of meritocracy” operating in 

American society, and one that has internalized the messages of inferiority and racism 

that bombard youth of color in the southwestern United States. As a result they wanted to 

create a program that would address not only academic achievement, but also social 

marginalization and its impact on young people’s identities.  

The goals of the PCEA are to create “an educational experience that seeks to 

nurture critical transformation within students, and that seeks to engage in activities that 

critically transform our society” (Romero, 2008. p. 41-42).  Students’ critical 
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transformations are major elements of the PCEA, a process that co-director Dr. Carlos 

Aguilar describes as aiming to help youth “nurture their critical consciousness, [helping] 

youth find their voice in this consciousness, and then [finding] a way to help these youth . 

. . take this thing and place it into action.” Program designers agreed on a program design 

that would incorporate Participatory Action Research (PAR) with principles of Critical 

Pedagogy, in an effort to address the multi-faceted marginalization of Latino/a students in 

Montaño.  

Drs. Calderón and Aguilar determined that the program should not only engage 

students in PAR and critical pedagogy, but that the subject of the class—American 

Government—should teach students to take a “critical” view of public institutions, 

specifically schools, since that is the institution with which they have most experience. 

The program directors were both familiar with ideas related to Critical Race Theory 

(Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solorzano & Yosso, 

2002) and determined that this framework did a great deal to explain the educational 

opportunities experienced by Latino/a students in Montaño. They also determined that the 

institutional racism that Critical Race Theory (CRT) helps to explain to be an important 

topic of study for any student of color seeking to engage in emancipatory education. As a 

result, principles of CRT were also incorporated into the PCEA curriculum. The materials 

of the class were selected to engage students in not only critical literacy, but in viewing 

schooling critically: to see institutional practices and how they create disadvantage for 

students. This includes study of institutional racism, since one of the motivations for 

designing the program is the racialization of educational opportunity, as evidenced by the 



197 

 

achievement gap enacted in Montaño and across the country. As Calderón describes, “We 

did come in with a clear agenda that this class would be a race studies class [of sorts] 

where students would focus on racial inequality as a primary influence in their 

educational experiences,” (Calderón, interview, 2008). This decision was fueled by the 

literature demonstrating the efficacy of race-conscious education.  

Program co-director Calderón says that the program staff have always leaned 

toward race and discrimination as a topic of study because they determined race to be one 

of “the easiest ways to engage students in thinking about their school. Almost all the 

students were marginalized, all felt they were underprivileged, didn’t feel they were 

getting the same as other students,” because of the sharply disparate opportunities 

available in southern Montaño communities. Because one of the main purposes of the 

class is to “create an educational experience that engages and overcomes some of the 

negative academic effects of racism” (Romero, 2008. p. 41-42), engaging students in 

discussions about race is deemed most effective. By making racial inequalities in school 

opportunity a topic of study in school, the program constituted a chance for students to 

research topics that they experienced personally and could study up close, as well as a 

topic that allowed for the critical consciousness that would help students understand their 

social marginalization.  

 

Complicating Factors: Location of PCEA in Public School Context 

As in any program, the goals, intents, and priorities of the PCEA morph as it is 

enacted. The initial program design does not remain static but evolves and shifts as it is 



198 

 

enacted in different contexts and by different people. Because the PCEA is located in 

public school, district policies and practices ultimately shape the program. Program staff 

and administration have a vision of what they would like to enact for PCEA students, but 

this intent constantly shifts and adjusts to accommodate the district as well as individual 

school settings. Several aspects of school practices ultimately affect the opportunities that 

students have in the PCEA.  

Class Size: Disadvantages of the program’s institutional location have a marked 

impact on what actually happens inside classrooms. One of the major factors is class size. 

The program is highly dependent on the relationships of trust that students develop with 

teachers. The original class had sixteen students, one teacher, two program directors, and 

three graduate students in the class on a regular basis. The class was small enough for in-

depth discussions involving all students. In addition, the adult-to-student ratio was so low 

that all students received regular and intensive feedback on their work and ideas. From 

2006-2008, most PCEA classes have at least 25 and up to 36 students. And while the 

department of Multicultural Studies has had stable funding for primary classroom 

teachers, it is no longer feasible to have five additional adults in the class on a regular 

basis. As a result, students get much less individual attention. The larger the class size, 

the less time the teachers have to engage students individually, or through alternative 

modes. In larger classes, teachers are less likely to respond positively to those students 

who are not demonstrating any aspects of typical student behavior, such as participating 

in class discussion. As a result, students who have not begun the class with certain 

academic literacies and confidence end up not doing as well here either. This does not 
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necessarily mean that they will fail the class, but that they will not experience the marked 

change in academic identity that some students gain.  

Everyone involved in the program agrees that it is important to provide the 

opportunity of taking this class to as many students as possible. The impact of the class 

can be so important for students on the verge of dropping out, or for those who might 

describe themselves as “lost,” that no one—teachers, administrators—wants to turn away 

a student who wants to register. But the high student-to-teacher ratio is of concern. This 

can have significant repercussions on what students actually end up learning in the 

program. 

Lack of Dedicated Teaching Space for Department of Multicultural Studies 

Classes: Another disadvantage of locating this program in a public school applies to Mr. 

Guererra, one of the two PCEA teachers. He teaches three of the five PCEA sections, 

those offered at Salazar and Tierra High Schools. In contrast to Mr. Jimenez, who is an 

employee of Castaño High School and thus teaches non-Multicultural Studies classes 

there, Mr. Guererra is a full-time employee of the Department of Multicultural Studies. 

As a result, he does not have his own classroom at either of the schools in which he 

teaches. Instead, the administration places his classes in the rooms of teachers who have a 

preparation period during his class meeting time. This creates several tensions. First, the 

resident teachers often spend the class period in their rooms. They may be working, but it 

would be impossible to sit in a class where a discussion is talking place and not hear it. In 

the past, some of these teachers disagreed with what was being taught. They have 

complained to the administration and contributed to an atmosphere of discomfort for 
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students in the class. Since then, the administration has assigned PCEA classes only to 

classrooms of teachers who tend to agree with the ideas being taught.  

Still, the lack of dedicated Multicultural Studies space is felt by both teachers and 

students. Classrooms are decorated according to the preferences of the resident teachers, 

with little literal space for any PCEA materials. While some teachers attempt to make 

some space on the walls, chalkboard, and common areas, Mr. Guererra does not have the 

option of using whatever space and resources he would like. For example, one year at 

Salazar High, the chalkboard had the same writing on it all year. Occasionally there were 

two or three square feet of empty chalkboard space on which to write a key idea or a 

couple words. But there was no opportunity to draw diagrams or outline concepts to help 

students understand topics discussed in class. Mr. Guererra never complained about this, 

but as a teacher held to the same standards and accountability as any other, he was 

working with many fewer resources.  

Visiting in another teacher’s classroom offered other challenges as well. In some 

cases, teachers interjected into the conversation. This usually happened when a teacher 

agreed with something being discussed and wanted to offer supporting information or 

opinion. I never witnessed any negative interactions during the course of this study. But 

for Mr. Guererra, this was still an interruption in his class, taking time away from his 

students. During one year at Salazar, the teacher whose room Mr. Guererra used would 

come in and out of the room regularly. His desk was in the back of the room, so his 

journeys required him to walk all the way through the middle of the class. In addition, he 

was a coach for a women’s sports team; several students on this team had frequent cause 
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to speak with him, or to do work for the team at his desk on his computer, even when he 

wasn’t there, so they also walked through the middle of the classroom on a regular basis. 

This teacher happened to be extremely respectful of the PCEA class and of Mr. Guererra, 

but these interruptions sent a signal that this class was not so important that it couldn’t be 

disrupted. Mr. Guererra was forced to tolerate interruptions of the class discussion, which 

he did graciously; but he knew that these interruptions were taking time away from his 

students. Several students mentioned that the program could be improved if Mr. Guererra 

had his own classroom, or if the Multicultural Studies department had their own 

dedicated space in the school where other Multicultural Studies classes (literature, social 

studies) could be taught.  

Members of the class were also aware of the presence of people listening in. 

Cristina reported feeling self-conscious in the class, when the discussion turned more 

explicitly toward race, about the presence of people unfamiliar with the class; she was 

concerned they would be angry or antagonistic toward the class. Her concern over 

antagonism was not unfounded, given the political climate in the state of anger over 

immigration policy, and its resulting mistreatment of any person appearing Mexican.  

This issue of space symbolizes the challenge of locating a progressive program 

such as the PCEA in public schools. Even as the PCEA worked to create a figurative 

“space” for marginalized students to engage with and construct academic achievement, 

the program struggled to maintain physical and pedagogical boundaries in school. 

However effective Mr. Guererra’s teaching might be, the institutional dynamics 

marginalized this program as a class within the school; this marginalization increased 
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students’ feelings that the one “place” where they experienced success and support in 

school was located in borrowed space and constantly the object of surveillance and 

disruption.  

The impact these factors have on student learning work to undermine some of the 

goals of the program. A great deal of the impact of the PCEA grows from its contrast 

with other elements of school. The more the PCEA can distinguish this class as a separate 

space for students, the more effective it can be at countering typical schooling. One of the 

most important parts of the class is that it is not like other classes; it has different teachers 

who treat students in different ways. Students have different opportunities here. Indeed, 

the first year of the program, the class was held in a temporary, portable classroom in the 

far end of the Castaño High School campus. The arrangement reinforced for students that 

this was a separate space—there was a difference between this class and other classes. In 

the PCEA space, students are not subject to the same treatment or learning processes that 

they experience in other classes.  

This does not mean that the program benefits from being peripheral. At Tierra 

High, there is a full-time Multicultural Studies literature teacher, and his classroom is in 

the center of the school. The windows of his room, in fact, overlook the main entrance to 

the school. So when his students create posters opposing referendums on the state ballot, 

or asserting a position on immigration reform, every person sees them each time they 

enter the school. This centering of the Multicultural Studies discourse is certainly positive 

for students, as well as teaching, in that it demonstrates the support of administration for 

the intellectual freedoms of both teachers and students. As institutional factors prevent 
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the creation of alternative spaces—and alternative practices such as genuine 

relationships—they undermine the full potential of programs like the PCEA. In contrast, 

the physical centering of these students’ work carries a powerful message to students that 

their ideas are worthy of acknowledgment and consideration. This suggests a degree of 

institutional sanction for these students’ work at engaging more fully with their own roles 

in school.  
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CHAPTER 5 

THE PCEA AS PEDAGOGY OF EXPANSION: CULTURALLY RELEVANT 

TEACHING TO COUNTER THE ALIENATION OF TYPICAL SCHOOLING 

The pedagogy and curriculum of the PCEA create a learning environment that 

contrasts distinctly with what students experience in other elements of school. In many 

cases, it provides students the chance to assume more agentive intellectual and social 

roles than they have elsewhere. This does not mean that every other class environment, 

school staff member, or policy causes negative experiences for all students. However, 

PCEA students experience the same impersonal and under-resourced conditions that 

teachers and students struggle with across the country. As described in Chapter Four, 

many students’ cumulative experiences in school are marked by degradation and 

alienation. These patterns of marginalization among Latina/o students in Montaño have 

direct impact on their achievement, and on the graduation rates that undermine long-term 

economic and social stability in Latina/o communities.  

The PCEA was designed to counter that alienation, fostering increased academic 

identities and achievement. When students are asked how the program is different from 

their other classes, they consistently respond that “PCEA teachers care” about students in 

ways that encourage students to engage more with their schooling. This is consistent with 

what Angela Valenzuela (1999) has found about the impact of authentic teacher care for 

students. When teachers do not initiate a relationship of genuine care for their students as 

“whole people,” adolescents often react with facades of apathy that conceal 

discouragement and resignation. Many ultimately cease to invest in their schooling, since 
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the main representatives of school do not seem to invest in them. This cycle of mutual 

alienation stems from teachers misinterpreting students’ actions as not caring about 

education, and “can bear directly on students’ potential to achieve” (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 

62). The PCEA aligns with what Valenzuela describes about teachers who do 

demonstrate authentic care for their students’ well being (Valenzuela, 1999). Because the 

PCEA staff members initiate relationships of reciprocal respect for participants’ ideas and 

concern for their well being, participants understand the class as an investment in them; 

they often respond with reciprocal respect for the staff and program, and master skills 

beyond what is possible in the school environment.  

But what students experience and describe as “care” from their teachers is 

actually much more than simple concern for them as individuals. The PCEA pedagogy 

and curriculum are manifestations of particular ideological perspectives on marginalized 

students, and result in a pedagogy that exceeds interpersonal care to become politicizing. 

Students certainly are “cared for” by their PCEA teachers in ways they have never 

experienced before in school. But this is because the design of the program and 

individual staff members are mainly concerned with interrupting the racial 

marginalization that Latino/a students generally encounter in public schools. For the 

program designers as well as the teachers, the historical, social, and political context in 

which PCEA students study place them at a disadvantage (Aguilar, interview, 2007; 

Calderón, interview, 2008; Guererra, interview, 2008). The purpose of the class is to 

equip them with strategies and knowledge to increase their resiliency in an unjust world. 

A crucial aspect of this resiliency is to come to see themselves not as passive objects of 
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natural or impervious social realities. Rather, the class curriculum and pedagogy 

endeavor to arm students with a sense of themselves as socio-historical actors: oriented 

toward recognizing the underlying political, economic, and social forces that shape their 

lives; and cognizant of their own capacity to have an affect on their society in turn.  

This resiliency is marked by expanding subjectivities. As students learn about and 

apply a critical eye to the history of their families and communities, so may they 

reconcile and strengthen their ethnic identities. As they understand the institutionalized 

patterns of marginalization in schools and society, so may they achieve in those contexts 

in spite of the disadvantage imposed on them. And as they recognize the affects of 

individual and collective action in shaping opportunities and disadvantage for themselves 

and their families, so may they come to view themselves as powerful social actors. It is 

only when students have the opportunity to frame their lives in a historical and political 

context that they can come to see themselves as capable of affecting change as well.   

Program staff use many strategies to engage students in processes to foster this 

resiliency, including Critical Pedagogy (Freire, 1973, 2000), Participatory Action 

Research (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000), and Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (Delpit, 

1995; Ladson-Billings, 1995b). Taken together, they constitute what I refer to as a 

Pedagogy of Expansion (Cannella, 2008), which is discussed more fully below. Then, I 

will describe these two major aspects of the PCEA program, Critical Pedagogy and 

Participatory Action Research, and begin to outline the opportunities they allow for 

students. These are both part of the overall program design, created by the PCEA co-

directors Carlos Aguilar and Raphael Calderón, and are present, albeit in different forms, 



207 

 

in all PCEA classrooms. Chapter Six will discuss unique aspects of Mr. Guererra’s 

pedagogy more specifically, in recognition that this likely varies more from sections of 

the PCEA taught by other instructors. Because of the uniqueness of this program, a 

detailed understanding of the program design and its actual practice are necessary to 

convey how it differs so greatly from the rest of school. While subsequent chapters will 

focus on how students experience the program and its impact on them, this chapter seeks 

to provide a basic understanding of the program’s classroom activities.  

 

Praxis-Based Education 

It is only when the oppressed . . . become involved in the organized struggle for their 

liberation that they begin to believe in themselves. This discovery cannot be purely 

intellectual but must involve action; nor can it be limited to mere activism, but must 

include serious reflection: only then will it be a praxis. (Freire, 2000, p. 65)  

The two major aspects of the PCEA class are critical pedagogy and PAR as 

pedagogy. Both of these hold in common some significant epistemological and 

ideological principles, which constitute praxis-based education (see, for example, 

Cammarota, 2008; Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007; Morrell, 2003; Romero et al., 2008; 

Torre & Fine, 2006; Tuck et al., 2008). Cammarota and Fine (2008) describe praxis-

based education as entailing “critical and collective inquiry, reflection and action focused 

on ‘reading’ and speaking back to the reality of the world” (p. 2; referencing Freire, 

2000). For Freire (2000), praxis can occur when peoples’ actions encompass “a critical 

reflection which increasingly organizes their thinking and thus leads them to move from a 

purely naïve knowledge of reality to a high level, one which enables them to perceive the 
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causes of reality” (p. 131). Once they have opportunities to engage such critical literacy, 

they can engage in “reflection and action upon the world in order to transform it” (Freire, 

2000, p. 51)—praxis.  

Programs such as the PCEA offer students the chance to do just that; participants 

engage in process of learning “through invention and re-invention, through the restless, 

impatient, continuing, hopeful inquiry human beings pursue in the world, with the world, 

and with each other” (Freire, 2002, p. 72). As a result, participants can come to recognize 

that, as Cammarota and Fine (2008) describe, “Life or more specifically the students’ 

experiences are not transcendental or predetermined. Rather, praxis reveals how life 

experiences are malleable, subject to change and the students possess the agency to 

produce changes” (p. 6). As such, praxis-centered programs carries the potential to 

facilitate “changes of consciousness that allow the young person to perceive him/herself 

as capable of struggling for and promoting social justice within his or her community” 

(Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p. 10).  

A clear ideological orientation motivates creation of this type of program (see, for 

example, Barab, Thomas, Dodge, Squire, & Newell, 2004; C. Cahill, Rios-Moore, & 

Threatts, 2008; Gordon, 2002; Guajardo & Guajardo, 2002; Morrell, 2003, 2004; Romero 

et al., 2008; Tuck et al., 2008). Grounded in asset-based beliefs about young people and 

marginalized communities, this praxis-based work is marked by a philosophy of the 

humanizing potential of education (Freire, 2000). It engages participants not only in 

learning about content knowledge, but also in activities that foster critical analysis of 

social and institutional factors that affect students themselves. How this is enacted in the 
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PCEA will be discussed in more detail below, but it is important to note that this program 

is one example of a growing family of praxis-based youth development programs 

(Cammarota, 2008; Nilda Flores-González, Rodríguez, & Rodríguez-Muñiz, 2006; 

Ginwright & Cammarota, 2007; Guajardo, Guajardo, & del Carmen Casaperalta, 2008; 

Morrell, 2003; Romero et al., 2008; Torre & Fine, 2006; Tuck et al., 2008). Such critical 

programs are marked by the following characteristics, which I have summarized from an 

earlier publication (Cannella, 2008): 

1. All participants are learning and all are teaching; participants also have 

opportunities to unlearn constrictive patterns of interaction and identity 

construction;  

2. Projects “embrace the complexity of human identity” (Cannella, 2008, p. 

191) allowing participants to “articulate and embody” multiple aspects of 

their subjectivities, including gender, race, ethnicity, geography, 

languages, and politics; “inherent in this is a recognition that these facets 

of identity are not separate from processes of learning and teaching. 

Rather, our subjectivities serve as the basis for who people are, how they 

make meaning as they learn, and how they embody knowledge as 

teachers” (p. 191).  

3. Praxis-based education makes a long-term investment in participants, 

recognizing that the potential outcomes of participation may not be 

apparent for months or years, and certainly may not be measured through 

conventional school assessment. In addition, while there certainly are 

goals for students in the program, there is no pre-determined list of what 

students must learn or “how they will change as a result” of enrollment in 

the program (Cannella, 2008, p. 191). As argued by Gonzalez, Moll, 

Tenery, et al. (2005), “transformation does not have a time frame” (p. 

107). 
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Each of these characteristics overlaps with the ideological principles that motivate their 

adoption.  Thus, these programs’ theoretical foundations and practices form an ongoing 

mutual enactment—praxis is both a programmatic goal and a means of accomplishing 

such goals.  

It is important to note, however, that these aspects of praxis-based programs are 

not the most convenient. Adopting concrete problem-solving and critical analysis as goals 

for education complicates the process of both learning and teaching, but is the worthwhile 

sacrifice for engaging a pedagogy of expansion. As I describe in a discussion of several 

praxis-based programs, “Each of these characteristics is not just a strategy for 

effectiveness; rather, it is a way the project organizers and participants align their actions 

with principles of humanizing education. As such, it is a form of expansion: expanded 

notion of learning, expanded engagement of identities, expanded idea of educational 

goals” (Cannella, 2008, p. 190).  

It is important to note that any discussion of different “parts” of this pedagogy is 

somewhat artificial in distinguishing between critical pedagogy activities and PAR 

activities. It is, truthfully, difficult to delineate these elements of the program into 

separate categories, as well as it is difficult to delineate separate elements of how students 

experience the class. In the following sections, I describe these two elements of the 

program separately for the sake of clarity for the reader. However, they are inextricable in 

practice.  

In these sections, I am again interested in the ways that students experience the 

program, rather than any evaluation of program staff or curriculum. It is students’ overall 
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experience of the program, rather than any particular strategy or practice that determines 

what students accomplish within and because of the PCEA. It is important to note that, 

drawing on a sociocultural perspective of literacy, I assume that technical literacy skills 

cannot be separated from the social practices and cultural context in which they are used 

(Barton & Hamilton, 2000; Schultz & Hull, 2002). Therefore, of interest is not only what 

is taught explicitly; in addition, “how learning is organized . . . has tremendous influence 

on what gets learned” (Gutierrez, 2004, p. 294). Hence, this chapter will describe the 

methods of instruction and structure of the PCEA, while more details about content will 

be described in subsequent discussions of particular events.  

 

Critical Pedagogy in the PCEA 

The PCEA model borrows several ideas from critical pedagogy in an effort to 

“help students create an emancipatory educational experience” (Romero, 2008, p. 77). 

Everyone involved in the PCEA recognizes the value of models of critical pedagogy for 

marginalized students drawing on scholarship by Paolo Freire (Freire, 1973, 2000), 

Renée Smith-Maddox (Smith-Maddox & Solorzano, 2002), Henry Giroux (Giroux & 

Simon, 1988), Peter McLaren (McLaren, 1989), Ira Shor (Shor & Pari, 2000), and Daniel 

Solorzano (Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Solorzano & Yosso, 2002). These models 

provide the foundational principles for the class. As Augustine Romero describes in his 

study of the program: 

Challenging power relations is central to [the PCEA’s] mission and central to the 

ideological foundation of critical pedagogy (Freire, 2000). Both PCEA and 
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critical pedagogy are based on an analysis and critique of structural and cultural 

power, as well as [critique of] the perpetuation of a racist social/political order. 

With these notions in mind, critical pedagogy and the PCEA serve the purpose of 

gaining a deeper understanding of how the unjust present-day power relations can 

be challenged and transformed. (Romero, 2008, p. 77)  

Given the goal of engaging students in a politicized understanding of their schooling—

and wider society—critical pedagogy is a logical method. The program seeks to support 

students in becoming political; it exposes them to the idea that they are affected by large 

social dynamics, and thus must engage in shaping social dynamics as well.  

There are several themes of critical pedagogy that have direct implications for 

work in classrooms. For the benefit of the reader, I am providing a summary of the major 

ideas most relevant to this discussion, which include: 

1) Critically examining issues of power in society, as well as who benefits 

from inequities (Cammarota, 2008; Freire, 1998, 2000); 

2) Analyzing ideologies, including commonly-held or assumed social values; 

also analysis of dominant discourses and dominant narratives that shape how 

people perceive society to function (Freire & Macedo, 1987; Morrell, 2002; 

Smith-Maddox & Solorzano, 2002);  

3) Participants initiating “generative themes,” reflective of their lives from 

their perspective, that guide the topics of the class rather than all topics of study or 

discussion coming from the teacher or textbooks (Freire, 2000; Morrell, 2002); 

4) Disrupting the “banking” method of learning, wherein teachers have all 

the knowledge, and students need to do all the learning from the teacher (Freire, 

2000; Torre & Fine, 2006); instead, students also carry knowledge and they 

collaborate with their teachers to construct meaning;  
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5) Fostering critical literacy, through which people come to read social 

“texts” in light of inequitable distribution of resources and the injustice that 

results; that the way society, schooling, and the world are, are not inherent or 

natural, but are the product of people’s actions and decisions (Freire & Macedo, 

1987; Lankshear & Knobel, 1997); 

6) Scaffolding the process of conscientization, the ongoing construction of 

critical consciousness (Freire, 1973, 2000; McLaren, 1989; Sleeter & McLaren, 

1995); and 

7) Developing social agency, which builds on critical literacy (the 

recognition that the way society, schooling, and the world are, are not inherent or 

natural, but are the product of people’s actions and decisions) to formulate ways 

that that they, too, can play a role in shaping their school, community, and society 

(Ginwright, Cammarota, & Noguera, 2005; Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain, 

1998a; Mehan, 1992).  

These elements of critical pedagogy serve as the foundation of the PCEA curriculum and 

pedagogy models.  

A major component of the critical literacy the program hopes to instill in 

participants is social agency (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 1997). Solorzano and 

Delgado Bernal (2001) define agency as “the confidence and skills to act on one’s 

behalf” (pp. 315-316).  From the perspective of both critical pedagogy and the PCEA, it 

is not enough for students to come to see the world differently; they must be able to take 

action on what they see. This means they must come to see themselves differently—as 

capable of becoming a social actor with the power to affect the world around them. As 

program co-director Raphael Calderón describes, “It is supposed to actually transform the 

student, so they end up having a whole new perception of themselves and the world they 

live in . . . . To us, that is the most important aspect of this praxis-based education” 
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(Calderón, interview, 2008). His co-director Aguilar describes that the program was 

designed based on “the idea of agency, the idea of critical consciousness.” So while 

viewing the world differently is a necessary first step, the PCEA is based on principles of 

praxis that call for some form of action as a crucial part of critical literacy and critical 

consciousness. However, while the PCEA program design (see Chapter Three, page 130) 

indicates the theory of what the PCEA curriculum and pedagogy are based on, that does 

not necessarily predict how those theories will be enacted in practice in PCEA 

classrooms, with implications for how the program affects students. 

 

Critical Pedagogy in Practice with Mr. Guererra 

Many aspects of the PCEA are enacted differently in different PCEA classes. This 

is primarily because of the particular perspectives and teaching styles of different PCEA 

teachers. Mr. Jimenez has been teaching in the PCEA since the program originated. He 

was the classroom teacher during the first year, when Calderón and Aguilar were in the 

class several days a week, along with multiple graduate students as well. Mr. Guererra 

has worked with Aguilar in the school district’s Department of Multicultural Studies for 

several years. And Calderón has attended Mr. Guererra’s classes and worked with him 

since he began teaching PCEA sections. But Mr. Guererra’s adoption of the PCEA 

curriculum followed a different path from Mr. Jimenez’s, which is reflected in how he 

integrates the program’s principles into his existing pedagogy. Mr. Guererra had been 

teaching for many years and already built his pedagogy on his beliefs about racial 
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marginalization in schools. He incorporates certain aspects of the PCEA into his existing 

pedagogy, rather than adopting a new pedagogy of critical pedagogy and PAR.  

At the same time, Mr. Guererra has strong ideas about social injustice, as well as 

ideas he can share with students that will help them cope with the racialized nature of 

American society. These beliefs are inseparable from his pedagogy with his students. Mr. 

Guererra teaches in a way that is simply an enactment of his values in life (which I will 

discuss in more detail in Chapter 6). For him, the main goal of the class is not critical 

literacy or even critical consciousness. He is most concerned with students beginning a 

process of humanization—coming to respect their heritage and love themselves as 

people. He says: 

My goal is for them to begin to wrestle and struggle with that re-humanization 

process and getting them to love who they are and be affirmative people.  And 

you know in that is instilling a  . . . strong identity and an academic identity as 

well, but more so an identity of self. (Guererra, interview, 2008) 

This priority grows from his concern over the counterproductive patterns he sees among 

his students and in Mexican-American neighborhoods in Montaño—people who struggle 

for financial security, who have not attained the educational credentials to improve their 

family’s opportunities.  

In many ways, how critical pedagogy is enacted in Mr. Guererra’s classroom is an 

extension of how his teaching is simply a means of enacting his beliefs and principles. To 

some degree, the application of the label “critical pedagogy” is an arbitrary one; he would 

be teaching the same way regardless of the particular program his classes are listed under. 
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That said, he does teach three sections of the Project for Conscious Education and 

Activism, for which the curriculum is explicitly based on critical pedagogy. As a result, 

that is the framework I will use in considering the program’s effect on students. In 

practice, there are elements of critical pedagogy that Mr. Guererra’s pedagogy reflects 

quite directly, including critical examinations of social power, generative themes, 

learning to apply critical consciousness, critical literacy and analysis of ideologies.  

It is notable that some of these elements of pedagogy and outcomes are circular; 

learning to apply critical consciousness is both an element of pedagogy and an outcome 

for students. That is because in order to teach students to think from a particular 

perspective, that way of thinking must be modeled and scaffolded in class. As PCEA staff 

want students to develop critical literacy—reading the dynamics of social power 

underlying a given text and its uses—they must engage students in that process of 

analyzing social power and its impacts during class. So, too, culturally relevant 

curriculum is both a pedagogical strategy used by PCEA teachers, and an outcome of 

other pedagogical strategies. Teachers do engage the class in studies of topics they know 

to be relevant to students. In addition, however, through students’ own creation of 

generative themes (an element of critical pedagogy), students themselves provide some of 

the topics of the class, contributing to the cultural relevance of the curriculum.  

These pedagogical themes serve as the foundation of the PCEA approach, though 

each teacher and staff member enacts them differently. For example, Mr. Guererra will 

tell students that a particular event is required, that they have to attend, and that if they 

are scheduled to work, he will call their supervisor to let her or him know this is a 
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mandatory school event. Mr. Jimenez will not tell students that they have to do 

something; he tells them that missing the event will count as an absence, and that they 

have to make their own decisions and face the consequences. These two approaches are 

reflected throughout Mr. Guererra and Mr. Jimenez’s pedagogies. But each of them is 

adhering to common principles of critical pedagogy. Both of these teachers do, however, 

engage their students in a form of problem-posing education, wherein students are not 

simply given information they are to learn, but rather engaged in a process of critical 

analysis, critical thinking, and problematization, of what they are studying.  

 

Participatory Action Research as Pedagogy 

The PCEA’s curriculum also incorporates a model of participatory action research 

as pedagogy, which increases the degree to which the program can counter the rest of 

schooling for PCEA participants. The goals and other methods of the PCEA are 

consistent with a great deal of work on participatory and action research methodology, 

that of creating a “pedagogy of resistance” (Cammarota & Fine, 2008). Participatory 

action research (PAR) combines theory and practice to effect research as social action. 

PAR seeks to engage people who might otherwise be studied as voiceless objects, as 

practitioners of inquiry into social phenomena that reverberate in their lives (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 2000). In response to both research agendas and research practices that 

reinforce the privileging of dominant narratives and epistemologies, PAR privileges the 

voices and perspectives of disenfranchised people. Through incorporating “subaltern” 

perspectives into research design and evaluation, participatory research disrupts the 



218 

 

power dynamics of how knowledge is constructed in the research process (Smith, 2002; 

Torre & Fine, 2006). This is a crucial shift in research orientation, given the power vested 

in the role of a socially-sanctioned namer, definer, and creator of knowledge. When this 

process of knowledge- and meaning-making becomes inclusive: 

When the observed become part of the process of observing, the reality and story 

of people, cultures, and communities will be told in a very different way, with 

different vigor, indeed, with a different voice. This in turn surfaces and creates a 

different power dynamic. (Guajardo p. 284)  

This power dynamic may result in increased social efficacy and civic agency among 

members of disenfranchised communities. In turn, these shifts may help to transform the 

hegemonic nature of social and political institutions. In addition to more just 

methodology and more applicable data, participatory action methods may also serve as 

effective community capacity building. PAR methods often provide unprecedented 

investment of social resources and context for engaging in critical analysis of social 

phenomenon affecting disenfranchised communities. Such critical analysis can instigate 

empowerment and increased social efficacy among people who have otherwise 

experienced institutionalized marginalization. It also marks an investment in social 

capital, a vital tool for communities to work toward increased self-determination 

(Noguera & Cannella, 2006).  

While the research projects created by PCEA students are important, this process 

of doing research is even more important; it is this process that, in concert with other 

elements of the PCEA, offers students a chance to expand their academic and social 
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identities and come to think of themselves as capable members of their community. In 

this way, the PCEA draws on the potential of PAR as pedagogy as a method for students’ 

expansion of social identity and agency.  In addition to epistemological aspects of PAR, 

the process of creating, enacting, and presenting one’s original critical research carries 

transformational potential. Cammarota and Fine (2008) argue that participatory action 

research with youth: 

Is also explicitly pedagogical, with implications for education and youth 

development. The pedagogical philosophy on which YPAR is based derives from 

Freire’s (1993) notion of praxis—critical reflection and action. Students study 

their social contexts through research and apply their knowledge to discover the 

contingent qualities of life. Thus, the important lesson obtained from engaging in 

this pedagogical praxis is that life or more specifically the students’ experiences 

are not transcendental or predetermined. Rather, praxis reveals how life 

experiences are malleable, subject to change and the students possess the agency 

to produce changes. The praxis aspects of YPAR inspire profound education and 

development outcomes. (Cammarota and Fine, 2008, p. 14) 

Here, the goals of PAR overlap with the purposes of critical pedagogy, engaging students 

in a transformational process that reveals the degree to which they can have a concrete 

affect on the world—social agency.  

Participatory action research (PAR) aligns very clearly with the goals of critical 

pedagogy, particularly in its focus on refuting the social perception of that current social 

conditions are innate or natural states (Freire, 1998). Action research accepts this goal 
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explicitly, as part of the tradition of critical research which “aims to comprehend how a 

situation has come about as a result of human choices . . . and to consider how things 

might be reconstructed so that they could be different in the future” (Kemmis & 

McTaggart, 2000, p. 584). Drawing on Freireian notions of critical consciousness (Freire, 

1970, 2000), PAR projects attempt to create the opportunity to “interrogate and 

denaturalize the conditions of . . .  oppression” (Torre & Fine, 2006, p. 271). Participatory 

action projects aim to foster this critical literacy in all participants, laying the foundation 

for emerging social activism. This critical literacy will allow students to see themselves 

as change agents—capable of creating change, and with the authority to decide what 

those changes should be.  

The particular model of PAR as pedagogy incorporated into the PCEA attempts to 

build on the outcomes of critical pedagogy to give students a chance to use and act on 

their expanded critical literacy to document and take action on a given social 

phenomenon. The “action” component is crucial, in order for the full benefit of PAR as 

an opportunity for young people to learn “that conditions of injustice are produced, not 

natural; are designed to privilege and oppress, but are ultimately challengeable and thus 

changeable” (Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p. 2). This is a clear complement to critical 

literacy and critical consciousness, and the social agency that can accompany them. Once 

people can see more clearly the extent to which their lives are shaped by “the 

construction and reconstruction of their social reality” they can increasingly see their own 

role in that process, “taking an active, agential role in changing the processes of 

construction of social realities” (Kemmis & McTaggart, 2000, p. 572-573). 
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In addition, the process of engaging in PAR can have a significant effect on how 

young people come to think of themselves as members of a community working for 

constructive social change (Bhimji, 2004; Cannella, 2008; Morrell, 2004). Since it 

provides youth with a chance to study social issues and determine effective solutions, it is 

distinct from the roles that students generally assume in schools, fostering greater 

potential social engagement: 

Learning to act upon and address oppressive social conditions leads to the 

acknowledgment of one’s ability to reshape the context of one’s life and thus 

determine a proactive and empowered sense of self. The intended consequence of 

YPAR is praxis and thus changes of consciousness that allow the young person to 

perceive him/herself as capable of struggling for and promoting social justice 

within his or her community. (Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p. 10) 

Ernest Morrell has argued that “engaging youth as critical researchers” of their own 

educational system allows them to build “efficacy . . . [and] gained confidence and tools 

needed to advocate for educational justice” (Morrell, 2006, p. 118). This is a good 

example of the impact that becoming researchers can have on youth, particularly when 

the topic is one of direct relevance to their lives; by the time the project ended, 

participants “had become powerful researchers and advocates for social change. Even 

though their research revealed gross inequities in access to learning resources, the group 

left the process with a sense of urgency to work for social change” (Morrell, 2006, p. 

123). For many marginalized high school students, engaging in PAR marks a distinct 
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shift in subject positions they are invited—or allowed—to take in school. This 

opportunity has a clear affect on many PCEA participants.  

 

PAR as Pedagogy in the PCEA: Program Design 

The PCEA attempts to teach critical literacy and critical consciousness by 

engaging students in critical pedagogy, critical theory, and culminating in an action 

research project. Calderón describes the selection of PAR as a means of attaining the 

other goals of the class:  

I thought that was the best methodology to implement praxis-based education. 

Because it is not just about critical thinking in context of classroom, but bringing 

critical thinking outside the classroom. It allows students to really engage the 

problems that they wanted to address, so they see it first hand and think about it 

first hand. It is all based on the ethnographic philosophy that the first-hand 

engagement in a context and of the problems would elevate their critical 

consciousness. This was my decision, that PAR would be the best way to do that, 

to implement praxis-based pedagogy. (Calderón, interview, 2008) 

The program’s research projects are based on “a belief that voice will develop more 

strongly if students see that voice connected to a leadership that is about bringing justice 

to the world” (Calderón, interview, 2008), leadership which PAR can help to bring about, 

at least in theory. It also gives students the chance to develop a sense of themselves in 

relation to broader understandings of community and its social and historical context. 

Because research gives students the chance to understand their community, society and 
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other subject of research from a broader perspective, they can then see themselves in that 

politicized context as well. 

For Calderón and Aguilar, the change that PAR as pedagogy can bring about in 

students is the most important aspect of the PCEA; “Of course we would want better 

schools and equity and to actually change the schools. For us the greatest reward is to 

hear students speak about how they have changed” (Calderón, interview, 2008). It is this 

potential outcome of PAR as pedagogy that makes it appropriate for integration into the 

PCEA curriculum: 

Young people learn through research about the complex power relations, histories 

of struggle, and the consequences of oppression. They begin to re-vision and 

denaturalize the realities of their social worlds and then undertake forms of 

collective challenge based on the knowledge garnered through their critical 

inquiries. (Cammarota & Fine, 2008, p. 2) 

PCEA students have frequently demonstrated these outcomes in earlier studies, citing 

research as a tool for them to attain critical literacy and consciousness (Cammarota, 2008; 

Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Romero, 2008; Romero et al., 2008). These often also 

facilitate PCEA students’ expanded social identity and agency. Students who continue 

working with the PCEA after graduating from high school have the opportunity to share 

their research and gain recognition for it outside of the school context. This allows them 

to leverage their research as a tool to position themselves in different social roles than 

they have previously experienced. But for students who do not have the chance to present 

their research outside of the school setting, the impacts of conducting research vary more 
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widely. As the program expands, however, there are concerns about the attention paid in 

class to various aspects of the research methods, and the potential impacts for students.  

 
Critical Pedagogy and PAR in Concert:  

PCEA Students Generating Critical Research 

These two elements of the PCEA come together in the students’ research projects. 

Critical pedagogy enables agentive social inquiry, while PAR allows students to enact 

and refine their critical literacy and social authority. Students in the PCEA develop and 

conduct PAR projects during the school year. The topics of their research projects are 

gleaned from themes in their “I Am” poems and class discussion and analysis of these 

themes. Students then indicate which topic they are most interested in working on, and 

these requests form the basis of the teachers assigning each student to a group. Research 

groups have seven or eight students, some times as many as nine students; such large 

groups often cause complications, but with such large class sizes, Mr. Guererra does not 

see any alternative. Once groups are formed, each group works on its own during class 

time one or two days per week. Students develop data collection instruments, which 

generally include surveys of other students, along with students’ field notes. Field notes 

written by all students in the PCEA are generally available to all research groups for 

analysis; field notes from Tierra High School are available to students at Salazar and vice 

versa. Once data has been gathered, each group conducts its own analysis process. After 

analysis, each group writes up their data into presentations, created in the software 

program PowerPoint, which they then present at an Encuentro for their parents and 
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school administrators. In sum, students engage in the following assignments in their 

completion of their PAR projects: 

Components of PAR Projects 
1) “I Am” poems 
2) Socially conscious songs 
3) Determination of research topics 
4) Raza Logia 
5) Assignment to research groups 
6) Determine research questions 
7) Decide on methodology 
8) Design data collection instruments 
9) Data collection 
10) Data analysis 
11) Written presentations 
12)  Oral presentations of research and findings 

 
Each of these steps is determined in advance and assigned to students. The types of data 

collection instruments students will use (field notes, surveys, photo-documentary) are 

also determined in advance. If any research group said that they wanted to do something 

else, they would be allowed to, and some groups have strayed slightly from the research 

model assigned to them. One group from Tierra High studying ethnic studies for 

younger children administered a survey to elementary school students that included 

having them draw a picture of themselves, which the group analyzed for implications 

about self-esteem and racial identity. But in general, research groups’ activities are 

determined by the activities assigned to them.  

 

Generative Themes 

A basic element of critical pedagogy is the creation of generative themes, 

whereby participants identify topics or issues that are relevant in and reflective of their 
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lives (Freire, 2000). In PCEA classrooms, these themes are then used to inform the PAR 

process, as well as broader class study, ensuring that the course addresses topics that are 

applicable to students, includes their perspective, and are relevant to their lives. Rather 

than all class themes coming from textbooks or teachers’ judgment, students have the 

opportunity to determine what matters are of import to them, and these are integrated into 

the class subject matter for study and discussion.  

In the PCEA, these generative themes are initiated through students writing “I 

Am” poems, modeled after a template that asks students to reflect on and write about 

their identity, their concerns, and their aspirations. They complete sentences that begin “I 

am . . . ; I see . . . ; I worry . . . ; I hear . . . ; I want . . . ; I wonder . . .” The poems that 

students create serve as a foundation for the classroom discussion and study in Mr. 

Guererra’s class. The students then read their poems, first in front of their class, and then 

sometimes at program presentations for parents or school administrators. They write 

about topics that have a direct impact on their lives, including ethnicity, race, gender 

roles, and immigration. For example, Isabel wrote: 

I am a portrait of my ancestors 
It’s not just to want to want, but to take actions 
I understand that change is not an easy step 
To make change in the world we have to make change within ourselves 
We are the hope of future generations 

--- 
I am a proud Mexican American woman 
Didn’t a woman like me give birth to you and raise you?  
Then why do you not hold us in esteem? 

--- 
I am a young Mexican soul fighting to make a difference.  
I am still trying to figure out  . . .  
I pretend to be brave and happy when I am really scared instead 
I cry every time I hear another family has been separated 
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The topics that students write about illustrate those social and personal issues that occupy 

their concerns and their energy. For Mr. Guererra, the topics of the “I Am” poems serve 

as “the beginning, and throughout the course of the year that's the foundation” of major 

themes for the class. In addition, topics from the “I Am” poems serve as the starting point 

as they decide on topics for their research projects, which may include self-segregation in 

schools or how students are affected by particular school policies. By framing class 

discussions and study cognizant of these topics, Mr. Guererra is ensuring students have 

topics of analysis that will truly allow them to engage critical literacy of their own social 

contexts. In addition, these generative themes also inform the cultural relevance of the 

PCEA class, so that students are more likely to remain engaged in the course.  

 

Research Process 

As students presented their “I Am” poem to the class, several class discussions 

are devoted to a process called “Raza Logia” (the peoples’ logic). The “conscious 

songs” that students have presented are also relevant here, though perhaps not as much 

as the poems. Through this process, students engage in a discussion about and analysis 

of topics they identify as affecting their educational opportunities. The purpose of the 

Raza Logia activity is to guide students through analysis of which social problems are 

symptoms of more fundamental problems, and what are root causes of social problems. 

In addition, students should recognize what the typical responses are toward social 

problems, and be able to discuss how that approach addresses the symptoms or the root 

causes of the problem. For example, when students say that disciplinary policies in 
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school actually limit their opportunities for learning, Mr. Guererra discusses with them 

the “typical responses” to that issue, as well as motivations underlying those policies; 

what attitudes toward students are evident in the decision to enforce sweeps policies as 

opposed to other possible strategies? What fundamental perception of students or 

motivation does that reveal? Students determine through the discussion that typical 

responses include: “Denial of problem” and “Nothing would happen; no accountability.” 

When the class considers the root causes of such discipline policies, explanations are 

offered including racism and fear.  

As the class works through the list of topics identified from their poems, the 

process is the same: discuss the problem and determine whether it is a symptom or a 

root cause. In some cases, topics are difficult to understand: is racism a root problem, or 

a symptom of some other problem, such as fear? These conversations could become 

extremely philosophical, with students offering insights such as the following exchange 

on the topic of immigration policy: 

Mr. Guererra: Okay, Immigration policy—what is the root cause?  

Students call out:  Racism. Self-segregation. 

Antonia: If I had self-hate, I wouldn’t want to hang with people who look like me, 

but with people who I want to be like. 

[Conversation shifts to relationship between self-segregation and institutional 

racism] 

Beatrice: You feel comfortable [in segregated groups] because you have been 

segregated all along. (fieldnote, 2008) 
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Here, students grapple with the causes of immigration policy; clearly racism plays a part, 

but students also recognize the connection between immigration policy and the 

segregation that exists among people in the United States.  

As the students contemplate the social factors that affect them, patterns in the 

Typical Responses and Root Causes categories appear (see Table 5.1). Racism ends up 

being the cause of many of the issues students have identified as inhibiting their 

achievement, while “upholding the status quo” and “blaming the victim/less powerful 

person” are consistently the typical responses. The purpose of this exercise is to help 

students identify good topics for their projects; by understanding the typical responses to 

and root causes of the social issues they have identified as important, program staff hope 

they will engage a more critical analysis of their topics. Because Mr. Guererra’s 

American Government classes focus on the PCEA topics only one or two days per 

week, the Raza Logia process can take several weeks of class time for discussion.  

Once each class determines by vote the topics they will research, each student 

ranks the topics they would prefer to study. Mr. Guererra assigns each student to a 

research group, and from that point forward, most class time is spent in those research 

groups. Class will sometimes begin with a lesson presented to the entire class, such as 

criteria for deciding on research questions, or how to determine the codes they will use 

in analysis. As each group works on their project, adults circulate among the groups 

helping and answering questions. This class time is initially spent finalizing the groups’ 

research questions. Next, they create the surveys that groups consistently use to collect 

data. During the first year, there is also discussion of what photographs students will  
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TABLE 5.1 RAZA LOGIA GENERATIVE PROCESS 
Symptoms Typical responses Root Cause 
Unjust Immigration 
policy/deportation/raids: education; 
health care 

Denial of problem 
Blaming victim/less 
powerful person 

Fear, racism 

Self-segregation 
 

Uphold status quo 
 

Fear (and comfort) 
Institutional practices 

Racism 
 

Institutional protection 
of injustice 
 

Segregation 
Internalized 
oppression and Self-
hate 
Tradition/Status quo 
White supremacy  
Media 
Fear (links to 
classism) 

Violence 
 

Uphold status quo 
Blaming victim/less 
powerful person 
 

Fear (competition) 

School: Disrespectful relationship 
between students and staff 
 

Uphold status quo 
Nothing would 
happen; no 
accountability 
 

Fear of young people 

School: Student lack of voice and 
power 
 

Put-up because of 
status 
Nothing would 
happen; no 
accountability 

Fear of young people 

School: Push-out 
 

Institutional protection 
of injustice 
Nothing would 
happen; no 
accountability 

Fear of young people 

School: Inadequate and 
discriminatory school counseling 
resources 

Put-up because of 
status 
Denial of problem 

Fear of young people 

School: Tracking  
 

Institutional protection 
of injustice 
Uphold status quo 

Unquestioned 
stereotypes 
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take to document various issues in their schools. The use of photographs is often 

problematic; students generally view the photos as examples of an issue, rather than data 

to be studied and analyzed. Each year, at least one group shares a photograph that they 

have staged by requesting an amicable adult in the school (such as a Monitor) to 

admonish a student so the event can be documented.  

Surveys and field notes constitute the main data collection. Each year, students 

have been assigned ten field notes. During the first year, some of these notes were due 

before students were assigned to their research groups, and students were not instructed 

to take notes primarily on their research topic. During the second year, Mr. Guererra 

waits to assign field notes until students know what research topics they are assigned to 

and tells them to focus their notes on the topic of their project. Each group also creates a 

survey to be administered to students at their high school or, occasionally, to students 

from another school; one year, a group at Salazar created a survey for students from 

Lincoln High. Students administer the surveys outside of class time and create some 

mechanism for tallying the results of the survey; they calculate percentages of 

respondents selecting each possible answer.  

After they have finished gathering data, students engage in data analysis, for 

which they are told to create “codes” to analyze their data. There is often some 

confusion about what a “code” is, with groups coding data for their research questions 

or conclusions (i.e. THS students should have ethnic-based art classes). But in general, 

analysis is an activity students understand and accomplish successfully. A difficult 

aspect of the research process is creating a presentation that includes their conclusions 
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and recommendations. By the end of the school year, students are inevitably behind on 

their projects and usually have less than two weeks to finish analysis, draft their 

conclusions, and create their presentations. It is not uncommon for groups to meet 

outside of class time the evening before the encuentro to finish their presentation. The 

PCEA students are taught that their presentations should include 1) Research questions; 

2) Rationale; 3) Methodology; 4) Collection instruments; 5) Examples from data; 6) 

Findings; 7) Conclusion; and 8) Recommendations/solutions. Each group assigns 

different members to present particular slides. Mr. Guererra is explicit that each student 

will have a turn presenting data; some choose to present their research in Spanish.  

The first year of this study, the encuentro is held at the district administrative 

offices; the room is crowded, but a well-lit meeting room that allows students to see and 

take question from the audience. Nine groups of students present, and during the 

encuentro, there is a fair amount of discussion between parents in the audience, 

students, and the lone administrator in attendance, the Salazar High principal. This is 

considered a very successful encuentro, since it entailed discussion and exchange 

between parents, administrators, and students. The second year, the encuentro is held at 

a drama theater at Salazar High School. The theater is a more formal presentation space, 

where the audience is in the dark. As a result, the students and the audience occupy 

completely different spaces, and there is no interaction between the students presenting 

and the audience. In addition, during the second year, each class has more research 

groups, resulting in a much longer evening; by the end of the presentations, everyone is 

ready to leave, and there are no questions for the students.  



233 

 

Conclusion 

The unique combination of Critical Pedagogy and Participatory Action Research 

in PCEA classrooms allows students an environment that not only contrasts to most of 

their other schooling, but also helps to counteract the alienation and demoralization 

students often experience. There are several potential outcomes for students that result 

from engaging in this model of what public school can look like. Each of the following 

will be discussed in more detail in subsequent chapters: Chapter Six: Ethnic 

Reconciliation and Humanization; Chapters 7: Academic Identity & Intellectual 

Autonomy; and Chapter Eight: Social Agency. 
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CHAPTER 6 

BECOMING POLITICAL:  

PEDAGOGY FOR HUMANIZATION AND RECONCILIATION   

“I think they just care to educate us, to open our eyes to see the world differently. That’s 
what [PCEA teachers] did to me.” (Luciana, interview, 2007) 

 
"We are trying to get you to be political." (Mr. Guererra, fieldnotes, March, 2007) 

 

Luciana describes what her PCEA teachers do for her as “caring” about her 

enough to teach her content that she finds to be relevant to her life and “can relate to” 

(Luciana, interview, 2007). Yet for Mr. Guererra, his work is not simply about care for 

his students. He certainly does demonstrate a commitment to their achievement and well-

being that exceeds what they experience among other teachers. But Mr. Guererra does 

not describe his motivation to teach his students as growing from “care” for them. Rather, 

he views his students as objects of unjust social and political subjugation who lack 

opportunities to construct the critical perspectives that will allow them to navigate their 

interpersonal and institutional lives in an affirming and fulfilling way (Guererra, 

interview, 2008). His goal in his teaching is to equip them with the perspectives that will 

render them resilient in the face of ongoing marginalization.  

Program directors also articulate the program design as implicitly a political act; 

in the face of the silencing and marginalization Latino/a students experience in Montaño 

and across the country, encouraging students to analyze the political context of their 

education and subjectivities is itself a political act (Aguilar, interview, 2007; Calderón, 

interview, 2008). The PCEA’s efforts to counter students’ typical schooling are not 
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simply intended to allow students to feel better about school. Rather, the program design 

and practice enact the directors and staffs’ ideological beliefs about public schooling and 

the disadvantage it creates for students of color. Aguilar, Calderón, Guererra, and other 

staff believe that Latino/a students in Montaño are subject to injustice in most of their 

schooling. Their work marks an attempt to provide an alterative to that injustice.  

Cammarota and Romero (2006) describe how such explicitly political programs 

can serve as an anti-hegemonic pedagogy; as students learn to engage in critical social 

analysis themselves, so their educational process becomes a political act. They argue that 

“educators who implement this learning process will provide their students with the 

opportunity to counter the institutional silencing that prevents their full and active 

participation in shaping their futures” (Cammarota and Romero, 2006, p. 18). This 

corresponds to the PCEA’s efforts at exposing participants to political ideas, gaining a 

critical literacy of the world around them, and seeing connections between broader social 

and racial patterns and their own lives.  

There are two major ideological views to which PCEA staff subscribe which have 

a significant effect on their teaching—indeed, may serve as the fundamental motivation 

for both being a teacher and for their particular approach to teaching: 

♦ Students are sociohistorical beings, subject to the effects of social and political 

power dynamics and historical events; each area of students’ lives are affected by 

these, as are the subjectivities students construct in those contexts;  

♦ Students are capable assets to their communities, worthy of high academic 

expectations and investment; if students are provided with opportunities to 

understand their sociohistorical positioning, they may come recognize their own 

power in shaping those dynamics.  
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Each element of the PCEA program’s design and practice grow from these two 

fundamental beliefs. Critical pedagogy helps students to recognize their own role as 

historical actors. Participatory Action Research is an investment in students’ as social 

authorities and actors. And, I will discuss in this chapter, Mr. Guererra’s pedagogy allows 

students opportunities for reconciliation of their ethnic identities, a crucial foundation in 

their process of expanding social agency. Before that discussion, however, I will 

summarize the elements of PCEA students’ processes of constructing agentive 

subjectivities.  

 

PCEA Students’ Crucial Elements in Expanding Subjectivities 

It is apparent that the more PCEA students come to view their lives in the 

sociohistorical and political context, the more they are able to engage in steps leading to 

expanded and agentive subject positions. This process is, of course, different for each 

student, and it is not within the parameters of this study to conduct the longitudinal 

research that would explicate that process clearly for each individual. But there are some 

important patterns I have identified among PCEA participants as they shift toward 

increasing social agency. These patterns indicate that there are three main components of 

this process; they are marked by sociohistorical contextualization of the following aspects 

of identity: 1) individual and family, 2) social; and 3) historical/political.   

For participants in the PCEA, these components take particular forms as a result 

of the specific pedagogy students engage with in the program. These are: 

1. Individual and family: Reconciling their ethnic identity conflicts and engaging in 
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humanization of self and others; 

2. Social: Constructing stronger academic and intellectual identities, usually because 

of what they describe as care, but actually results from politicized investment; and 

3. Historical/political: Coming to view themselves as agentive social actors capable 

of engaging in historical and political acts.  

Throughout this process is the undercurrent of students increasingly coming to see 

themselves—their ethnic identities, their educational experiences, their role as members 

of society—in historical and political contexts.  

While it is perhaps too deterministic to describe these three areas as stages, PCEA 

students do demonstrate that reconciliation of individual ethnic identity and family 

history serve as a foundation for the other two elements. Students must first reconcile 

aspects of their individual identity before they can expand burgeoning agency into the 

broader social realm. This is consistent with studies of young peoples’ processes of 

“sociopolitical development”27 (Watts, Griffith, & Abdul-Adil, 1999) in the field of 

community psychology. Watts, Griffith, and Abdul-Adil (1999) argue that there are 

identifiable stages as people shift toward increasingly contextualizing their lives in 

sociopolitical and historical frameworks. They have found that “critical thinking and 

psychological empowerment are necessary building blocks of sociopolitical 

development” (p. 259); these are understood to take place initially at the individual level. 

It is this critical literacy and potential self-efficacy that underlie increasing empowerment 
                                                 
27 The authors use the term “development,” consistent with prevalent conceptions of their field of 
psychology. I find this term to imply predetermined stages that all people must go through, and to neglect 
the importance of ongoing processes of mutual construction of meaning. I generally use the term 
“construction” in order to acknowledge peoples’ agency in their own processes of identification, affiliation, 
and meaning-making.   
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in social contexts.  

Many PCEA students successfully demonstrate shifts toward socially 

contextualized attempts at social action. The most important factors in understanding how 

students engage in and demonstrate shifts in subjectivities are their Initial Academic 

Orientation, and their Initial Social/Ethnic Identity (See Table 6.1). Those students who 

begin with conflicted or marginal ethnic identities undergo a different process of 

expanding subjectivities than those students who begin with a stable Mexican identity.  

TABLE 6.1 AREAS OF MOST SIGNIFICANT SHIFTS IN SUBJECTIVITIES, BASED 
ON INITIAL ETHNIC AND ACADEMIC ORIENTATIONS 
 Weak 

Academic 
 Medium 
Academic 

Solid 
Academic 
(male) 

Strong 
Academic 
(female) 

Conflicted 
Ethnic 

Individual:  
Ethnic 
reconciliation; 
Academic 
motivation 
(Diego, 
Luciana) 

Individual: 
Ethnic 
reconciliation; 
Self-esteem 
(Cristina)  

  

Marginal 
Ethnic 

Social: 
Academic 
engagement; 
Intellectual 
empowerment; 
Ethnic 
motivation 
(Angelica)  

Social: 
Academic 
engagement; 
Critical 
literacy; Voice 
(Alejandro, 
Joaquin) 

Political/histor
ical: Critical 
literacy: 
Perspective, 
not priorities; 
Social agency 
(David) 

Social: 
Voice; Critical 
literacy, not 
priorities (Julia, 
Gloria) 

Stable 
Ethnic 

Social: 
Critical 
literacy: 
Perspective, 
not priorities 
(Hector) 

 Social: 
Critical 
literacy; Social 
authority & 
efficacy 
(Javier) 

Political/historic
al: Voice; Social 
agency (Isabel, 
Elena) 

 

Likewise, students who have a stronger academic orientation when they enroll in the 
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PCEA tend to demonstrate subject position shifts in other areas; students who begin the 

program with a weak academic orientation often demonstrate the greatest shifts in 

academic motivation and intellectual empowerment.  

For those students who begin with conflicted ethnic identities, the areas of most 

noticeable shifts are apparent in individual areas: ethnic reconciliation, academic 

motivation and school affiliation and motivation. Clearly, there are some “social” aspects 

to such shifts even in what I am calling “individual” areas of subjectivity; all individual 

positioning occurs within social contexts. But the most important aspect of expanding 

subject position occurs for these students at the individual level.  

For students who begin with marginal and stable ethnic identities, there is more 

variability in their responses to the PCEA program. It is clear, however, that beginning 

with a more stable sense of their ethnic identity allows these students to shift toward 

more agentive subjectivities in social or political/historical areas. Stable ethnic identity 

serves as a foundation for expanding social agency in broader contexts. Issues of gender 

and initial academic orientation are tightly linked in the particular ways these students 

construct this emerging social agency; how such academic and intellectual identities can 

further students’ shifts toward social agency will be discussed more fully in Chapter 

Seven. What is most important for the topics in this chapter is that increases in social and 

political contextualization of one’s life and experiences corresponds to increases in one’s 

expanding social agency.  

Many variables affect individual students’ experiences in the PCEA program, and 

it is not within the purview of this study to account for all of these. Some patterns, 
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however, are apparent and reflected in Table 6.2.  

TABLE 6.2 FOCAL PARTICIPANTS’ SHIFTS IN SUBJECTIVITIES 

Student Gender 
Initial 
Academic 
Orientation 

Initial 
Social/Ethnic 
Identity 

Major Shifts 

Area of 
Most 
Significant 
Shift 

Rodrigo 
Vargas Male Weak Marginal 

Academic motivation; 
Possibilities for 
collective action 

Individual/ 
family 

Alejandro 
Seguin Male Medium Marginal 

Priorities; Academic 
motivation; Social 
authority 

Social 

Diego de la 
Garza Male Medium Conflicted 

Priorities; Social 
efficacy; Academic 
motivation 

Individual/ 
family and 
Social  

Joaquin 
Acosta Male Medium  Marginal  

Priorities; Social 
efficacy 

Social 

Hector 
Carillo Male Weak 

Stable 
Mexican  

Perspective, not goals 
or priorities; 
Possibilities for 
collective action 

Social  

Javier 
Banegas Male Solid 

Stable 
Mexican 

Voice; Social authority;  Social 

David Vaca Male Solid 
Stable 
Mexican 

Voice; Priorities; 
Social efficacy 

Political/ 
historical 

Alicia 
Rogers Female Medium White 

 Individual 

Cristina 
Hawkins Female Medium Conflicted 

Ethnic reconciliation; 
Self-esteem 

Individual 

Angelica 
Bernal Female Weak 

Stable 
Mexican 

Academic engagement; 
Intellectual 
empowerment; Ethnic 
motivation 

Social  

Luciana 
Santiago Female Medium Conflicted 

Goals; Social agency Social 

Veronica 
Ordoñez Female Strong 

Stable 
Mexican Increasing voice 

Political/ 
historical 

Isabel 
Sepulveda Female Strong 

Stable 
Mexican 

Increasing voice; social 
efficacy 

Political/ 
historical 

Elena 
Alvarez Female Strong 

Stable 
Mexican 

Social agency Political/ 
historical 
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These elements of identity are defined below. For Initial Academic Orientation:  

 Weak indicates that a student does not engage in school work or view school as a 

means toward reaching their goals;  

 Medium indicates that a student performs at a minimum level of achievement, but 

does not view themselves as capable of high academic or intellectual attainment;  

 Solid means that a student views school as instrumental toward meeting their 

goals and demonstrates confidence in their ability to meet their academic goals; 

present among male participants, who seldom demonstrate “strong” 

characteristics, below; and  

 Strong indicates that, in addition to demonstrating “solid” characteristics (above), 

students’ broader social identities are linked to their academic identity; present 

among female participants, for whom academic achievement is more socially 

acceptable as an element of identity.  

Categories for Initial Social and Ethnic Identity are as follows28:  

 Conflicted indicates that students exhibited or reported tension, anxiety, or 

conflict regarding their Mexican-ness or ethnic, racial, or culturally identity; may 

indicate they do not know whether or not to describe themselves as Mexican; 

generally resulting from a paucity of strong connections to Mexican (or other) 

culture, a lack of Spanish fluency;  

                                                 
28 I focus here on “Mexican” as the main ethnic and cultural identification because that is the heritage of all 
these students except Alicia, the one focal student who is White. I do not intent to disregard the relevance 
of other Latino ethnicities, but am focusing on Mexican ethnicities because it is the most relevant in this 
context.  
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 Marginal is used to describe students who identify as being of Mexican ethnicity, 

but who may not have access to strong familial or social networks that provides 

meaningful ways of enacting this Mexican aspect of identity; and  

 Stable Mexican occurs among students who definitively identify themselves as 

Mexican, and for whom this Mexican-ness is a stable and central part of their 

social identity; consistently participate in social practices that enact and reinforce 

this Mexican-ness; does not suggest a lack of social conflict or discrimination, but 

simply that students do not question this aspect of their identity.  

These categories are the most important for understanding how the opportunities the 

PCEA provides participants may have an effect on students. These opportunities are 

shaped most of all by their teacher; for students in this study, that was Mr. Guererra, 

whose actions reflect a resolute adherence to principles of social justice in education and 

beyond. These principles shape every element of his teaching.  

 

Mr. Guererra’s Philosophy: Fostering Resilience  

“If you don’t know who you are, society will tell you, 

and then you are lost” (Mr. Guererra, fieldnotes, 2007)  

Mr. Guererra’s pedagogy is embedded in a politicized ideology. His philosophy 

of teaching—and of life—is that all peoples’ actions and identities are shaped by their 

sociohistorical context and political positionality and these beliefs in turn shape the ways 

he teaches students. He believes, at a fundamental level, that all of his students have 

insight to offer, and are capable of academic achievement; he recognizes the degree to 
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which factors in students’ lives, including family responsibilities, work, financial strain, 

and broader social and community factors affect student learning and school work. In 

addition, he views his students as the objects of a racist society, facing discrimination on 

a daily basis. This leads to students’ dehumanization, which contributes to their own 

“internalized racism.” Each of these ideas is explicitly a part of Mr. Guererra’s PCEA 

curriculum. But he teaches this not as an academic exercise but because he believes this 

is what Mexican-American people need to earn in order to live fulfilled and conscious 

lives. He views his responsibility as beginning his students on a path toward 

humanization, and that he can best accomplish that by being honest and open with them 

about his own thoughts and experiences as a Mexican-American man: 

So, I think by me being an authentic human being they are more likely to be 

vulnerable, to respond, because that is what it is. You have to reconcile some ugly 

things, some ugly things that have happened in our life, or things that you don't 

like about yourself. And that's part of that social or historical trauma. (Guererra, 

interview, 2008)  

Because of the social and historical trauma that Mr. Guererra identifies as a source of 

ongoing struggle for Latina/o people, students need to engage in a process of 

humanization. Part of this process is to explicitly discuss social oppression and 

acknowledge all peoples’ roles in that oppression.  

Mr. Guererra integrates these ideas of humanization into his American 

Government curriculum. His pedagogy requires that the entire class environment allow 

students to have honest and sometimes painful conversations about their lives. The PCEA 
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sets the tone for the staff inserting themselves as whole people into the classroom, 

serving as an example for how people can begin to see their own roles in social 

oppression, and begin to enact change. Mr. Guererra knows that he is modeling for his 

students what self-reflection and action look like: 

If they see me sharing things that have hurt me and I have struggled with—and 

continue to struggle with—then they see me as a real human being and therefore 

they are more apt to take risks in being vulnerable and opening themselves up. 

(Guererra, interview, 2008) 

These beliefs are enacted in his classroom, through both pedagogy of genuine care for his 

students and the study of topics valued by his students. This philosophy of humanization 

underlies a great deal of Mr. Guererra’s attention to all aspects of his students’ lives, not 

just their academic successes or shortcomings. In this way, much of the effectiveness of 

the PCEA pedagogy is due to the particular instructors and their view of their students as 

sociopolitical actors.   

As Mr. Guererra describes, there are patterns in many Mexican-American 

communities—as well as African American, Native American, and other low-income and 

marginalized communities—that are a source of trauma and conflict for students. PCEA 

teachers discuss these issues explicitly, and explain how they can affect young people, 

including their academic success and ethnic identities. Mr. Guererra teaches students that 

such broad patterns of destructive behavior demonstrate that they are not cultural 

deficiencies but are symptoms of social, economic, and political injustice. He explains his 

perspective, and how he tries to help students understand these through the class: 
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You have to reconcile some ugly things, some ugly things that have happened in 

our life, or things that you don't like about yourself. And that's part of that social 

or historical trauma. Especially here [in the Southwest] Mexican kids need to re-

humanize themselves with all the psychological violence that's directed toward 

them with the ‘speak English only’ mentality, the idea that because we border 

Mexico that that is ugly and this is good . . . that just permeates society here, and 

people breathe it and they act in that way. So I think it's very important for people 

to wrestle with that re-humanization process, that struggle. (Guererra, interview, 

2008) 

He talks with them about what it means to be Mexican and how Mexican families and 

communities have coped with the social and historical trauma they face. This includes 

positive and negative things; he talks about Mexican people being more family oriented 

and also about patterns of domestic violence. He talks about the sacrifices parents and 

adults make for children, and also the sexism that women and girls face inside their own 

homes. He wants them to understand how they have the power to change these patterns, 

to humanize themselves and other people through their own everyday actions.  

These social factors can lead to what Mr. Guererra describes as constrained and 

destructive patterns among Mexican-American families: 

Because of historical trauma and social trauma that these kids and myself 

included have endured, my goal is to get them to love who they are. That's just to 

begin that struggle and I know realistically it's going to be years from now if they 

even continue that way of seeing the world. It's just a beginning it's just a seed 
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that I am trying to plant. That is it. I believe that . . . that education's purpose is to 

be a good human being. And in that you can do everything. That is my goal, to get 

them to begin to look at themselves and re-humanize themselves. (Guererra, 

interview, 2008) 

For Mr. Guererra, any other goals—or methods—of the PCEA fall under that one. I will 

discuss his particular incarnation of the PCEA model after a general discussion of what 

elements of critical pedagogy serve as a foundation for the PCEA.  

His pedagogy includes focused talks (see section on consejos, below) about 

Mexican heritage and about people of all ethnicities having pride in their heritage: “It's 

about accepting who you are as a human being, not rejecting one aspect of yourself.”  In 

addition, specific elements of the curriculum are designed to help students develop pride 

in their heritage regardless of their ethnicity. After reading examples of Chicano poetry 

such as “I am Joaquin” by Rodolfo Gonzales, students write their own “I am” poems, 

which Mr. Guererra describes as  “the beginning, and throughout the course of the year 

that's the foundation.” As the year proceeds, the class talks about reconciliation and 

historical trauma as a part of students’ own lives.  

But most important is that teachers demonstrate respect for students as people, 

and that they recognize the array of factors that affect how students experience school. 

Students repeatedly cite PCEA teachers as one of only a few they feel truly comfortable 

with, close to, or as being a resource for students to go to with any problems. This aspect 

of the PCEA serves a crucial function for students that will facilitate their academic 

success. As Guererra argues, students who don’t have the chance to develop ways of 
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understanding and reconciling these personal experiences as symptoms of larger society 

end up struggling to construct affirmative and agentive social identities.  

 

Practice in PCEA classroom: Consejos and Indigenous Theory 

In addition, the topics that Mr. Guererra discusses with students contrast sharply 

with what they expect to hear about in school. Mr. Guererra spends a great deal of class 

time lecturing students on what it means to conduct yourself to humanize yourself and 

others, talking about his own experiences or stories of people he has known, and how 

they relate to humanizing people or being a good human being. This focus on non-

academic subjects affects students; they understand that he is trying to teach them not 

because they will be tested on the ideas, but because he believes it is important 

information for them as people. He engages in what I am identifying as consejos, as 

Guadalupe Valdés  (1996) describes: spontaneous homilies or lectures “designed to 

influence behavior and attitudes.” Concha Delgado-Gaitan describes consejos as 

“nurturing advice” (1994, p. 298), often serving to link institutional phenomenon with 

students’ own actions, as well as social and political conditions more broadly. The intent 

is to guide and counsel children on how to conduct themselves to “be good human 

beings.” Valdés describes this as part of the childrearing patterns among Mexican-

immigrant parents in her study. It entails an assumption that adults may not always 

provide children with instructions about specific situations, but that children will listen to 

homilies about good conduct, and apply them themselves in their own lives. 
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Mr. Guererra’s consejos follow this model closely, and he even explicitly tells 

students that the most important thing for them to learn in his class is how to be “a good 

human being”; this means treating all people with respect no matter what they do or say, 

and taking care to not say or do things that “dehumanize” any other person. He tells 

students about basic principles they should follow in their lives, including study and work 

ethics, the importance of education, and acting on their values in all situations. He 

reminds them of how important it is to not only listen to what is being discussed in the 

PCEA and agree with it in class, but to enact social justice through their actions outside 

of class, extorting them to "Practice what you preach. Make the world a better place" by 

treating people with respect. He asks them: 

If you see a student who is being bullied, do you walk by? Because if you walk 

by, then you are saying that that is okay with you. Or do you step in and say, ‘that 

is not okay with me’? 

Through these consejos, Mr. Guererra is trying to instill in students certain principles 

they should live by and to reinforce the importance of acting on those principles in every 

context.  

Sometimes, Mr. Guererra’s consejos are about particular types of personal 

conduct such as working hard in school and studying; he tells students that the world is 

not a just place, and that the only way to make sure they are not exploited is to educate 

themselves. This includes doing research, learning to think critically, and learning the 

conventional school material that equips them to understand and critique history and the 

political system. During one class, he devoted nearly the entire period to a discussion of 
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the importance of hard work as especially crucial in light of racial marginalization. He 

reminded students that without an education, they will be at even greater social 

disadvantage, exhorting students:  

No one can take it from you once you have it, if you are mentally strong . . . There 

is no such thing as dumb, but there is such a thing as lazy . . . Whether you pass or 

fail has nothing to do with your intellect, it has to do with your work ethic . . . 

Luck is where preparation meets opportunity . . . If you do not prepare, you will 

fail miserably . . . How do I know about checks and balances? Because I have 

studied it. And that's your responsibility, to do the research. (fieldnotes, December 

2007) 

When a student recounts standing up to a teacher who mischaracterized political systems 

to a class, Mr. Guererra cites this as an example of how knowledge imbues power, and 

how students must be disciplined to empower themselves with knowledge. As I 

documented in my field notes: 

Celeste tells her [PCEA] class about being in [different] class with a teacher who 

is talking about political systems, and about communism, how bad it is. She 

describes how she spoke up to that teacher; she told the teacher that what he was 

talking about and criticizing and calling communism sounded to her more like 

fascism, not communism. She reports that the teacher was surprised that she knew 

the difference between communism and fascism, and surprised that she spoke up 

about it, but then some other students did also. (fieldnotes, February, 2007) 
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Mr. Guererra points to this example as illustrative of how not knowing information puts 

people at a disadvantage in forming their own political critical conclusions; he lectures 

them that they need to study and work harder: “When people know all this vocabulary 

that you do not know, and you are talking with them as they use it, then you are silenced. 

I don't want you to be silenced.”   

This focus on working hard extends beyond schoolwork, with Mr. Guererra citing 

examples of how students’ work ethic carries implications in every area of their lives. 

This is accentuated by his description of other areas of his own life, including family and 

community contexts:  

Why is my father a good [person]? Because he takes pride in his work. Just like I 

demand it of my son, I demand it of you, my children. Every single time, take 

pride in your work, whether you're cleaning the yard, whether you're performing 

surgery; you do it every single time. (fieldnotes, November, 2007) 

In all of these cases, Mr. Guererra is clearly most concerned with students’ own 

development as people, and less concerned with any academic qualification or 

evaluation. These consejos demonstrate to students the degree to which their teacher 

cares that they have the guidance to construct their own values, and the motivation to live 

by those values. The common thread through all his consejos is that students earn and 

demand respect from others, and that students treat other people in humanizing ways at 

all times. The foundation of these principles is that students have a strong belief in who 

they are so they are able to recognize and stand up to counterproductive patterns in 

society, particularly difficult for people of color; “We don't think about who we are, that 
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comes from reflection. If you don't know who you are, society tells you and then you are 

lost.” Mr. Guererra’s entire pedagogy is centered around helping students develop a clear 

idea of who they are as people, facilitating educational, social, professional, and general 

fulfillment.  

 
Indigenous Studies  

In addition to the PCEA model of critical pedagogy, critical race theory, and 

PAR, Mr. Guererra incorporates other concepts into the class that he considers important 

for students. Mr. Guererra views critical pedagogy as a useful but incomplete tool for 

students to cultivate processes of critical consciousness, humanization, and agency he 

believes will benefit them. While he believes that many of the principles of critical 

pedagogy are important tools for enacting the type of pedagogy his students need, he says 

that additional strategies are needed to begin students in a process of humanization, 

which will later facilitate critical consciousness. He says: 

What Freire proposes is beautiful except I don't think he gives us the tools to 

accomplish that, to address those historical and psychological and social trauma 

that we've endured in our lives, our short life span. That's a key component and 

that's what I do at the very beginning, I introduce them to that, and that's the 

foundation of the class. (Guererra, interview, 2008) 

In an effort to address that gap he identifies in the critical pedagogy model, Mr. Guererra 

adds the additional component of indigenous studies to the class, which he says is a tool 

that helps students negotiate some of the social and historical trauma they experience, and 

facilitates the process of humanization.  
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Mr. Guererra’s indigenous philosophies shape how he presents to students all 

aspects of course material. He argues that American society places certain people at a 

disadvantage, causing social and historical trauma in marginalized communities, and 

schools exacerbate rather than mitigate that struggle for Latino/a students, largely 

because of the history and accepted purpose of public education. Framing those events in 

light of indigenous theory can help students navigate those realities and develop 

resiliency as well as critical consciousness. He describes his beliefs about his role as a 

teacher as not confined to academic subject matter: 

The institution of education  . . . goes back to the industrial age, and it is just mass 

producing [people who] are all similar, and when you try to interject something 

that is human and you try to create critical thinkers—and kids who are doing 

things not because of a grade but because it's about who they are and who they're 

becoming—it's tough for them and the curriculum doesn't lend itself to that. But 

at some point whether we have tests or not, I think as a professional, as a human 

being, it’s our responsibility, whether they are being tested on this or not, to 

interject and provide them this way of seeing the world. (Guererra, interview, 

2008) 

For Mr. Guererra, indigenous theory can provide students with the framework they need 

to engage in that process because of its potential for providing students with strategies to 

address and overcome that marginalization and trauma.  

The framework of indigenous studies Mr. Guererra adds to the PCEA curriculum 

are based on the Aztec calendar and associated deities who represent various forces in the 
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world, generally referred to as the Nahui Ollin. As he explains to students, these forces 

carry with them principles that people can choose to live their lives by, which can help 

people to live in ways that humanize themselves and others. This framework, described 

by Mr. Guererra as “the Four Campañeros” or “the Four Tezcatlipocas,” includes the 

following: 

1) Quetzalcoatl: intelligence and self-reflection; includes understanding of history 

and identity; 

2) Huitzilopochitli: “beautiful knowledge;” acquired by being conscious; 

complements Freire's theory of praxis; 

3) Xipe Totec: associated with rejuvenation and spring time; change and 

transformation; 

4) Tezcatlipoca: reflection and reconciliation; the embodiment of change through 

conflict. 

In addition, the term panche bé is used to describe the act of “getting to the root of the 

truth” through critical analysis. This parallels the idea of critical consciousness, in the 

context of the PCEA. These “four Campañeros” entail “a code for personal and 

community transformation” which Mr. Guererra shares with students as guidelines that 

people can aspire to live by. In his view, this model contains all the elements of learning, 

thought, and action that young people of color need in American society: 

That's the beautiful thing about the Nahui Ollin, because it has the reflection and 

reconciliation, and then the action component, and the transformation in there, 

and it is all something that has been here in the Americas forever. And it is 

something that is theirs, that they can reflect on. (Guererra, interview, 2008) 
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He is explicit with them about the ways that he is not only teaching them this model, but 

that it is something he uses in his own efforts to “be a good human being;” "I try" he tells 

students, to live by those guidelines, explaining their import to him and potential benefit 

for all people.  

Early in the year, Mr. Guererra presents these as a lesson to students as a way of 

helping them to reflect on their lives and make decisions that are responsible and 

humanizing. Each of the four elements is a crucial step in the process of positive action, 

first for personal and then community or social change. Mr. Guererra explains these to 

students in terms of how they can use them in their own lives: The process of 

Quetzalcoatl focuses on reflection as a tool for understanding of one’s self, one’s 

identity, and others; Mr. Guererra emphasizes the importance of understanding history 

and equipping oneself with relevant information. Huitzilopochitli entails an 

understanding of the underlying causes of phenomena around them, as well as 

consciousness about how these can be changed. This parallels closely the concept of 

critical consciousness, understanding that reality is a result of human actions, and that 

students can also take action to have an impact. Xipe Totec is the process of acting for 

constructive change, in alignment with one’s reflections and consciousness. Tezcatlipoca 

is the recognition that conflict bears potential to instigate constructive change, in Mr. 

Guererra’s description, challenging western epistemology in its assumption that conflict 

is necessarily negative.  

In the class, these ideas are woven throughout conversation all year, identified by 

Mr. Guererra as relating to various other ideas in the class, including humanization, 
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critical analysis, and checking oneself. These are useful tools in helping students 

understand both the personal and institutional forms of discrimination and bias, which he 

considers the first step toward critical consciousness. Perhaps more importantly, 

according to Mr. Guererra, this framework does a great deal to address the social and 

historical trauma that Mr. Guererra argues all people of color experience and need to 

overcome: “We talk about Tezcatlipoca. We talk about reconciliation, and you know, 

giving them visuals, exercises to look at it at their historical trauma. So it's a continuous 

process” (Guererra, interview, 2008). He describes the Four Campañeros as “the 

foundation of the class,” which helps him meet his goal “for them to begin to wrestle and 

struggle with that re-humanization process and getting them to love who they are and be 

affirmative people.” 

This thread throughout the class gives students the chance to reflect on these 

concepts, and integrate them as guidelines for their own thinking and actions. During a 

presentation to parents of PCEA, Gloria exemplifies how students have come to 

understand these concepts, evidenced by her description to the audience: 

We study the four campañeros every day. We learn how to use them as our 

problem solving. Mr. Guererra teaches us never to forget bad times but always to 

forgive those who wronged you because this is the only way you can learn how to 

love yourself. 

The Four Tezcatlipocas are Huitzilopochtli, Tezcatlipoca, Xipe Totec, and 

Quetzalcoatl.  

Quetzalcoatl: we acquire this knowledge through the study of history and our own 

identity.  

If you know yourself, you accept and forgive in yourself and in others.  
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Tezcatlipoca: reflection and reconciliation.  

Huitzilopochtli: action or will of people to take action; it's important for us to 

know we can take action; it's important that we do it in a positive way because 

that way we can make the lives of those who come after better. 

Xipe Totec: teaches you to accept the past and allows you to move on. 

You can see how these have a positive influence on our lives. Together they 

represent a positive influence in our lives. (fieldnotes, October, 2007)  

For Mr. Guererra, teaching these ideas can help equip students with tools to overcome the 

difficulties in their lives, and to counteract the effects of the marginalization they 

experience. He tells the parents, "If we don't know who we are, estámos perdido" [we are 

lost].  He teaches his students indigenous theory in an effort to insure they become able to 

locate themselves.  

He makes explicit contrasts between indigenous ways of thinking and western 

academic ways of presenting information, referring to what is expected of students at 

public research presentations as "An American discourse pattern—very logical." He 

repeatedly reinforces to students that the term “indigenous” to America simply refers to 

people who lived in the Americas before contact with Europeans, so that “Mexicana/os 

are indigenous” because “everyone who is of Mexican descent has some Indian blood in 

them.” In addition, he tells his students that all people, regardless of their race or 

ethnicity, can choose to incorporate these principles into their way of living, also 

mentioning that White and African-American people whose ancestors have been in the  

United States for a long time very likely have some Indigenous American blood. But the 

important parts of the Nahui Ollin are not about a particular ethnicity or cultural heritage, 
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but provide all people with a model to reflect on their lives and make their actions 

constructive: 

Mechicayo is what it's called, the essence of being human, you know, and that's 

what I tell the kids, at some point we are all indigenous . . . And that's beautiful, 

and you get different kids and it's about finding yourself. And that's what the 

calendario [is about], finding who you are and striking a balance and 

understanding that you are a part of these cosmos, you're not the / / / the entity 

that can dominate the world and change it . . . you're just a piece of it, and it's a 

total paradigm shift. But you know, kids [who are White or African American], 

it's not about being Mexican; it’s about being human. And that's the beautiful 

thing and that's what attracts me so much to the Aztec Calendario, you know, and 

the mechicayo, the essence of being human. And that's what I teach the kids. 

(Guererra, interview, 2008) 

PCEA students in Mr. Guererra’s classes are aware of the degree to which he is teaching 

them these ideas not because students will be tested on them, but because he cares about 

how students experience the world, and that they develop a constructive way of 

confronting the challenges they see in their communities. In the company of the explicit 

discussion of racial and other marginalization in their lives, this aspect of Mr. Guererra’s 

curriculum and pedagogy are a sign of Mr. Guererra’s personal investment in them as 

people. This often has a significant impact on students’ social and ethnic identities.   

Mr. Guererra described to me that his teaching is simply an extension of who he is 

and what he believes. Much of what he teaches—asking students to humanize themselves 
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and others—he would teach no matter what class he was responsible for. The fact that he 

was teaching for the PCEA was less important to him than what he identifies as the most 

important lessons for his students, which he hopes to impart because of their long-term 

benefits for students’ ethnic reconciliation.  

 
Concern for Students as Whole People 

PCEA students are affected by what is conveyed when a teacher gives all students 

their cell phone number, or invites the entire class to a carné asada at their home. 

Students describe Mr. Guererra as treating students “like people,” rather than as “just 

students.” Diego de la Garza was a senior at Tierra High who embraced the PCEA class 

because it addressed many conflicts in his life. He commented on how Mr. Guererra’s 

commitment to his students was so meaningful to him: “Who goes to their teacher’s 

house? Who has their teacher’s number? That could call them whenever they need help, 

if you get into some trouble? Nobody really does have that, with other teachers. It’s rare” 

(Diego, interview, 2007). Diego struggled to understand the counterproductive actions 

taken by himself and other members of his community that led to involvement in the 

corrections system. As he struggled to identify constructive ways of understanding 

difficult social conditions around him, Diego found his PCEA class to be a place where 

these realities were addressed head-on. Diego describes how several actions of his PCEA 

teacher illustrated to him that Mr. Guererra genuinely cared for his students:  

You're never going to find a teacher that'll give you their house number, their cell 

phone number, “Hey this is where I live, come over for barbeque or if you ever 

need some help.” Like I got in trouble and I was thinking about calling Mr. 
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Guererra because I had no one else to talk to; I had no one else to call. So you 

never  . . . . you'll never ever see that, ever, in different places. (Diego, interview, 

2007) 

For students who have faced struggles outside of school, the support and respect they find 

in PCEA classrooms has an especially strong impact on them. Diego had had difficult 

experiences in his family, encounters with law enforcement, and some drug use that 

troubled him.  

In Cristina’s eyes, Mr. Guererra’s attention to what happens in her life outside of 

school demonstrated that he was invested in her personal happiness and growth as well as 

her academic learning. Students consistently report that they know Mr. Guererra respects 

them, and his commitment to them is apparent. A great deal of this is accomplished 

through recognition that things outside of school may be weighing heavily on students, as 

when Cristina describes how Mr. Guererra understands the seriousness of other things in 

her life, “Like about my brother's trial, he asked me about it, like he cares, you know. 

Teachers don't really get involved like that.” Mr. Guererra’s offers of help and general 

support was extremely meaningful to students like Cristina and Diego: 

Cristina: Like it's not like a regular class. It's not so much stress when you get in 

the class. Like when I get there late, I'm never like nervous when I walk in. I sit 

down and he doesn't, like, interrupt the whole class, like, “Why are you late?” you 

know. He just keeps going. 

CC: And in other classes you could be nervous before you go into the class? 

Cristina: Yeah, you're all tense because you are afraid they are going to say 
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something. (Cristina, interview, 2008) 

Implicit in this is Mr. Guererra’s recognition of how “personal” issues will affect students 

on a daily basis, including their achievement and behavior inside of school. Rather than 

drawing attention to whatever caused Cristina to be late, PCEA staff are most concerned 

about students’ involvement and understanding with the class material, which often 

addresses those very social and community challenges.  

 
Reciprocity Among Teachers and Students 

This concern for students as whole people is also reciprocal; teachers share 

experiences and stories from their lives, which further strengthens the genuine 

relationships they develop with students. As Luciana describes, “It’s more personal. [Mr. 

Guererra will] tell us stories about his life, try to relate it to, like, school” and topics 

discussed in class. This would include brief descriptions of Mr. Guererra’s interactions 

with members of his own family, or his reflections on his own role as a father to his 

young son. He often talks about how he works to teach his son not to be racist, to educate 

himself and defend himself intellectually. An iconic illustration of this occurred when 

Mr. Guererra’s son was visiting the class one day. Around six years old, the child sat 

quietly through the class, sipping a slurpee and playing a hand-held video game. As Mr. 

Guererra told the students how they need to educate themselves about their own legal 

rights and the best way deal with police harassment, he pauses to question his son. He 

asked, “Mijo, how do you fight?” Without pausing or looking up from his video game, 

the child answered, “con mi cabeza.” The whole class smiled as their teacher continued, 

“Yes, you learn to fight not with your hands but with your head, with your knowledge.” 
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The students saw that Mr. Guererra was not teaching them only random facts with 

meaning only inside the classroom; he was teaching them those ideas so important that 

they are the foundation of his own parenting. In turn, male students reported that when 

they grow up and have children, Mr. Guererra was the model of a father that they would 

want to provide for their own children. 

The fact that teachers share personal things from their lives makes them “seem 

more as a person, not just the teacher lecturing,” (Julia, interview, 2007) which changed 

the nature of the relationships they develop with students. PCEA students reported 

feeling that of all the teachers they had had, the PCEA teachers were the ones they could 

go to with questions or problems because they was the one who demonstrated and 

understanding of their experiences and challenges.  

 
PCEA Students’ Processes of Humanization 

In addition to relationships within the classroom, PCEA students demonstrate 

some significant shifts in what they think it means to respect people and treat others well. 

They often describe this as being “conscious,” recognizing the common humanity in all 

people, and beginning with an assumption of respect toward other people. This is slightly 

different, in students’ discourse, from the notion of critical consciousness and it’s main 

concern with institutional patterns. The way that Mr. Guererra describes what it means to 

not judge other people has a significant impact on how many students come to approach 

social interaction, and even more personal familial relationships. Diego says that the class 

“really changed me as a person, just as a person in general, just the way I look at females, 

the way I treat girls, and just the respect I have for my mom now, and just for my people” 
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(Diego, interview, 2007). He exemplifies the way that the consejos and indigenous theory 

complement other aspect of the class in affecting students’ perspective toward respecting 

other people.  

In many cases, students specifically link their stated beliefs to things that Mr. 

Guererra has taught the class, as when Alicia, who is White, describes what things she is 

most concerned about in society. She is very directly demonstrating classroom discourse, 

in this case having embraced the perspective that racism is a significant problem in our 

country, and that anti-immigration perspectives fail to account for the common aspects of 

human experience—seeking a better life: 

I just think the main thing in our community would have to be race / / / like, racial 

segregation, and how like, Americans think that Mexicans are going to take over 

the world and how they’re trying so hard to get them out. But they deserve to be 

here just as much as we do, like, they want a new life, why can’t they start it here? 

I think that is wrong.  

They’re afraid, like we were talking about it yesterday, they are afraid that we are 

going to lose our official language of English, that all of our traditions are going 

to go away because we have different people here and that is not what society or 

the government want. They want to keep the same status quo, is all they want. 

They don’t want change. (Alicia, interview, 2008) 

Alicia recognized the commonalities between immigrants and the descendants of 

immigrants: the desire to ensure improved opportunities for one’s family. She also 
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demonstrates a sense of justice and fairness, that all people deserve access to resources 

equally.  

This is especially notable for Alicia, whose family is conservative, by her 

description, and who sometimes says conservative things herself in class. She recognizes 

this, even noting explicitly in class when she has said something that “sounds like what 

[her] stepfather would say” from a conservative perspective. She says she “loves the 

class” because it allows her to see the world differently than what her “conservative 

family” perceives. Alicia is especially receptive to the concepts of humanization, which 

helps her to see relationships between people differently. Alicia has had trouble in school, 

in the past getting into fights and being required to transfer. She points to problems 

between students from different racial and ethnic backgrounds—“African immigrants, 

African Americans, Mexicans vs. Chicanos”—as a major problem in schools, and that 

social problems could be solved by doing a better job of working with students “when 

their minds are still growing before peoples' minds are set” when they get older. Alicia 

would like to work in schools on programs that increase racial and ethnic understanding, 

the same skills she says she has learned in the PCEA.  

Alejandro also describes the PCEA class as helping him to gain a stronger 

understanding of how dehumanizing language and stereotypes pervade the words and 

actions of even those people who think of themselves as resisting destructive social 

stereotypes. He says, “These classes enlighten us and encourage us to fight for our rights 

and against what seems unjust in a peaceful way.” When I interview him about his 
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experience in the class, he says that the language Mr. Guererra used helped him to 

understand how he unknowingly participated in dehumanizing acts:  

CC: Do you think about stereotypes of people based on their race? Did you think 

about that before this class?  

Alejandro: Well, stereotypes is like, things you automatically think about even if 

you don't believe in them, even if it is just as a joke. Or even if you don't want to 

think about it, since you hear them so much, you are forced to not necessarily 

believe them but just think of them. Like when you're saying I'm Mexican, if you 

say, describe him, oh he's lazy or oh, he's illegal. You don't necessarily believe 

them, but they just come to your mind.  

CC: Like you think about that as a generalization, but when you actually meet an 

individual person, do you think that you still have those stereotypes? 

Alejandro: Like for me, I don't consider [that] I stereotype people but I think of 

stereotypes all the time because a lot of my friends are always saying stuff. I'm 

always telling them like, “stop,” but it still stays with me. When I see someone 

describing it, it just comes to your mind.  

CC: We all do that, but as Mr. Guererra says you just check yourself.  

Alejandro: Yeah, that is what I try to do.  

CC: Do you think that the PCEA class has helped you think about that 

differently? 

Alejandro: Yeah. Like I try not to think about it and now I try to see the better 

things in a person instead of the bad things.  (Alejandro, interview, 2008) 

Alejandro is here demonstrating the type of thinking Mr. Guererra most cares about 

instilling in students: the compassion and consciousness to be a good human toward 

others, in thought and action. This is not necessarily a demonstration of critical 

consciousness; Alejandro talks about racism, sexism, and privilege without making 
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explicit connections to institutions. Yet he articulates the PCEA classroom discourse 

about viewing people in humanizing ways, which he attributes to Mr. Guererra’s class.  

The journey toward humanization can often be a difficult process for students, 

since they are often surrounded by people—friends and family—who do not subscribe to 

these “enlightened” views about people of different races and ethnicities. Mr. Guererra 

repeatedly reminds students that they must never treat anyone with disrespect regardless 

of their views, especially their parents. But he also acknowledges that many people may 

not understand their ideas about humanization since they have not had the opportunity to 

study the ideas taught in the PCEA; “What we have to do is be very humble . . . Like 

your parents; your parents aren't privy to what we study here” so must not be judged for 

making statements that don’t reflect the principles of justice they study.  

Javier provides a thoughtful description of both the process of learning to “be a 

good human being” and also navigating this transition alongside his parents, who have 

conservative and sometimes problematic views:  

Before I went to this class, I didn't even know what conservative or liberal was, so 

I basically was conservative. And now that I learned all that, and I see a person 

doing something, I know that it is conservative. Maybe if it is wrong, I tell them 

to change. Let's say my parents, they say a lot of conservative stuff. I used to not 

know nothing about that, so I would just keep listening, you know. They would 

say stuff about "yeah, gringos" and stuff like that. And now, like, I talk to them. 

Tell them what I learned here and tell them why it is wrong. (Javier, interview, 

2008) 
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He reports that his parents are receptive to him when he points out their statements are 

disrespectful, and that he and his parents are able to discuss the ideas he learns in class in 

a respectful and constructive way.  

Javier now understands more about politics and is more confident in his ability to 

make judgments on political issues, saying that “when we read about the candidate now, 

and when I read what they are, if they are republican or conservative, now I know what to 

choose now, what's the right candidate.” This increased understanding means that Javier 

knows that he has enough information and critical thinking skills to analyze what he sees 

and make the best judgment, an increase in his civic identity. He even says that he is now 

comfortable with and interested in sharing this information with others, generally 

discussing politics with his parents:  

I used to like never talk about politics. I would just go home, go to my room. And 

now like, sometimes they start talking about the new president, and we just start 

talking, and we see who is the best one for the presidency. (Javier, interview, 

2008) 

This extension of his own ideas into a social realm—that of discussing politics with his 

family—indicates Javier’s shift from only hearing other peoples’ opinions to formulating 

his own opinions, which are even valid enough to draw on to inform and potentially 

influence others. Given Javier’s ability to point out to his parents when they are making 

racist statements, and their receptiveness to him, this shift in Javier’s confidence has led 

to a significant affect on other people.   
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Tools for Ethnic Reconciliation:  

Framing and Positioning Students as Sociohistorical Actors 

The net effect of all this is that the class positions students as sociohistorical 

actors, and teaches them to frame their own lives in those terms. Because of Mr. 

Guererra’s discussions of history, politics, and how they reverberate through students’ 

lives, students come to recognize the ways that larger social patterns do, in fact, have 

direct affect on the opportunities and limitations they are subject to. Class discussions 

invite students to cite their own experiences in school, with law enforcement, with media, 

as well as what they have witnessed among family and friends. These experiences are 

then linked to aspects of history, economics, and the actions of individual people and 

institutions. Instead of remaining abstract from students’ lives, the topics of American 

Government class are examined for their impact on everyday peoples’ lives. The students 

in Mr. Guererra’s class reflect on and share how these “academic” topics relate to what 

has happened to them personally, or their cousins or neighbors. As a result, they begin to 

see that they are subject to sociohistorical dynamics, a first step in coming to view 

themselves as sociohistorical actors as well.  

A distinctive element of Mr. Guererra’s classes are his incorporation of frank 

discussions about patterns in Mexican-American communities that many students can see 

directly in their families and communities. For example, Mr. Guererra discusses 

generalized cultural traits, acknowledging them as both generalizations and also a pattern 

recognizable for many students. This might include statements such as “Traditionally, 

Mexican people are conservative people” in that “we respect authority and respect 
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tradition . . . We are taught not to ask too many questions and to follow the rules of 

government and religion” (fieldnotes, December, 2008). Discussions about how 

Mexican-heritage people are conservative helps students to understand decisions made in 

their families and communities; when students describe how their own parents are 

conservative, they are able to recognize the advantages and disadvantages of those 

traditions. Many students come to recognize patterns of chauvinism and sexism in their 

own families, for example, and ultimately to connect those patterns to opportunities they 

experience themselves.  

Mr. Guererra also discussed the economic marginalization that Latino/a people 

have experienced in the United States. He identifies this as growing out of racist 

discrimination, and as contributing to destructive patterns in Latino/a neighborhoods, 

including drug use, gangs, and domestic violence. Class discussions and assignments 

demonstrated to students that these patterns are symptoms of economic marginalization 

that span all racial and ethnic categories, countering stereotypes that they are 

characteristic of Latino/a people. This is a pivotal concept for many students, who admit 

that they often came to believe that issues of domestic violence, racism, chauvinism, and 

complications with law enforcement are symptomatic of Mexican-heritage people, rather 

than characteristic of the economic marginalization they so often experience.  

For Diego, the aspects of the PCEA curriculum about the historical and economic 

experiences of Mexican people had a profound impact on how he views his own life and 

family. He says that:  
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Guererra, the way he teaches, he makes it very [relevant]29 and you could relate to 

it a lot . . . And learning about your parents' struggles, you never hear about that, 

ever. So it was like a newfound respect that I had for my family and my culture. 

And in other classes you won't talk about your history and go deep into Mexican-

American history because I would like to know where my mom came from and 

not what happened in Spain at a certain year. (Diego, interview, 2007) 

Diego has also experienced a great deal of conflict about his racial and ethnic heritage. 

He describes himself as having held “hostility” for many years toward being Mexican 

and toward speaking Spanish. He reports, "when I started school, I tried very hard to lose 

my accent, to not make friends who speak Spanish, to speak perfectly in English." He 

sought to distance himself from his own Mexican-ness.  

For Diego, the class curriculum helps him to reconcile aspects of his life and 

family that had previously caused him grief. He was particularly affected by the topic of 

“self-hate,” which Mr. Guererra discussed with the class as occurring when marginalized 

people come to internalize negative social perceptions about their own group, and 

subsequently seeking to minimize their affiliation with that group. While participating in 

the summer internships, Diego insists on selecting the topic of “self-hate” to study, in 

spite of being asked to change topics so that another student would not have to work 

alone. Without going into detail about his reasons, he insists that the topic of self-hate 

was the one he should study. 

                                                 
29 The direct quote from this interview is “he makes it very / / / relative” with hesitation before the word 
“relative”; however I believe he meant the word “relevant,” because of this hesitation and because he 
mentions being able to “relate” to the class no fewer than eights times during this interview. So I have 
substituted “relevant” here, in brackets, for clarity of meaning. 
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For students coming from backgrounds that they feel very conflicted about, they 

gain a great deal from understanding elements of their ethnic heritage. Diego describes 

how such realizations can affect students who have previously struggled with these 

experiences: 

I think if the program was really successful . . .  because of just relating to the 

students, and how they live and the struggle they go through like every single day. 

Cause there's no book in history in American history or anything that talks about 

like why you got beat when you were little, or . . . like why you decided to get 

into drugs. Or things like that. . . . And the things we see or the things we become 

victims of. And then in juvi they teach you to blame yourself and “why did you 

get there?” When it's really not yourself, it had nothing to do with what you did, 

it's just the way you were put there and the plan that someone already had made 

out for you. (Diego, interview, 2007) 

This does not mean that Diego does not accept social responsibility for his own actions, 

evidenced by his commitment to identifying a career that will help other young people he 

describes as “younger kids in trouble or some kind of need of help.” But the PCEA class 

gives Diego and other students the chance to see the actions of their families and 

themselves as not simply the bad decisions of the individual people; instead, they study 

the historical factors associated with people—of all races and ethnicities—engaging in 

actions that are detrimental to themselves and families.  

Cristina is third generation, but identifies as Mexican-American. She does not, 

however, speak Spanish, a difficult situation for a Mexican person in Arizona. During the 
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class, there are several times when a classmate says something in Spanish and no 

translation is given. Cristina responds visibly self-conscious that she cannot understand, 

often making a facial expression of exasperation. She wants to be a part of the class, and 

is frustrated at her inability to understand, even more than non-Spanish speaking students 

or guests in the room.  

Cristina’s conflict about her Mexican identity is also illustrated in one of her field 

notes. She describes being at work and having Mexican people speak to her in Spanish. 

When she tells them she doesn’t speak Spanish, their incredulity causes her great pain, 

which she writes about with candor and insight: 

It was on a Sunday morning at work. I was helping some customers find their 

shoe sizes that they needed when a Mexican man walked up to me. He looks 

much older. When he approached me he started speaking to me in Spanish and I 

said "I'm sorry I don't speak Spanish" then in English he said "Aren't you 

Mexican![?]" And he said it very rude. I just shrugged and kind of gave him a 

smirk. When I started to think about it I thought to myself "just because I'm 

Mexican doesn't mean I have to speak Spanish!" The rest of that day I felt very 

upset and rebellious like I was mad at every Spanish speaking person that would 

come in. I'm not sure why it would make me so upset . . . But now every time a 

customer asks me if I speak Spanish I say "No!" And I do say it kind of rude. 

Yeah, I feel bad but my emotions take over. (Cristina, fieldnote, 2008) 
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This reflective field note documents her understanding of her own sensitivity to the 

accusation she is failing to fulfill what it means to Mexican by being a monolingual 

English speaker, and that that places in question her Mexican identity.  

Mr. Guererra explicitly discussed this issue in class, and the degree to which 

identity is not about the languages one speaks, one’s surname, or how one looks. He 

provides students with information about immigration and the social climate many 

immigrants faced upon arrival in the United States as affecting how families assimilated 

and maintained ties to their traditions. He details that vast differences between how some 

immigrants elected to or were able to pass on elements of Mexican culture to their 

children and grandchildren. Cristina is able to see the story of her family in this history; 

she sees how Mexican people who came here at a particular phase in history are less 

likely to have spoken Spanish in their homes. This connection between history, politics, 

and her own story helps her make the statement “just because I am Mexican doesn’t 

mean I have to speak Spanish!” even as she struggles with defensiveness about this 

circumstance.  

Ultimately, Cristina begins to reconcile this conflict about her identity. At the end 

of the school year, she describes how she can envision herself in solidarity with other 

people of color: 

CC: I know we talk a lot about being Mexican and Mexican heritage; do you 

think differently about your heritage after taking this class? 

Cristina: Um, I don't. I feel / / / I probably feel more stronger. Basically, like I 

keep saying, just speak myself, cause there's so many other people out there that 
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are minorities that don't speak. So if somebody does, it makes a whole difference. 

I don't think it's changed really . . . 

CC: So you think if you have one person who speaks up for everyone else who's 

of that minority, then . . .  

Cristina: Then they'll get courage, somehow. To speak up for themselves. 

(Cristina, interview, 2008) 

She has begun to reframe how she understands her Mexican identity from something she 

must demonstrate as a status marker, to an instrument for unity and connection between 

other people. This unity is fostered not by “cultural traits”30 such as speaking a common 

language, but by the solidarity that can be forged, and the “courage” that she can foster in 

other people through her actions. This is possible because of the way the curriculum 

addresses “historical trauma.”  

The positioning of students as political subjects is summarized by Mr. Guererra’s 

discussion of his own feelings about the predominance of military recruitment taking 

place in their schools and neighborhoods. He discusses with students the intense levels of 

recruitment in neighborhoods of color across the country, reinforcing that recruitment is 

strongest in poor communities where people have fewer choices for supporting their 

families. Citing the disproportionately high percentage of Latino/as who chose to serve in 

the United States military, he reminds them that “In the 1960's, Mexicans were going in 

disproportionately high numbers to Vietnam to have their blood spilled and to kill other 

                                                 
30 The identification of common “cultural traits” is difficult to determine and subject to many 
considerations (Gonzalez, 2005a). I am putting this term in quotation marks to indicate awareness of the 
tensions surrounding this concept. 
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people, but couldn't get a cup of coffee in some places in town” (fieldnotes, 2007). He 

tells them that, while he respects the choice to serve one’s country and earn a living, "I 

don't want my son, and if I don't want my son, then I certainly don't want my students, 

who I consider a part of my family” experiencing heavy recruitment by the military in the 

face of so few alternatives. He helps them to connect this strategy of the military in 

economically vulnerable communities with the lack of opportunities for education and 

careers in their neighborhoods. Throughout the course of the school year, many students 

who had considered joining the military upon graduation come to weigh their decision 

with more awareness of the educational and political factors that might lead them to it.  

 

Conclusion: Countering Alienation through Strategies for Resilience  

This chapter details how students can begin a process of increasing social agency 

by reconciling individual aspects of their identities. For Diego and Cristina, the process 

of ethnic reconciliation they begin during the course of their PCEA class is a first step 

toward more socially contextualized manifestations of agency. These young PCEA 

participants’ began to understand their lives as being shaped by history, politics, and the 

racialized nature of American society. Their views of their own families, stories, and 

identities changed as a result. This initial process opened possibilities for students’ 

expanding subjectivities across areas of their lives. Many students build on this 

empowerment in the “individual” realm with strengthening agency in broader social 

arenas; this often begins with academic and intellectual empowerment, which I will 

discuss next, in Chapter Seven. What I call historical/political areas of subjectivity 
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expansion occurs when students begin to see themselves as able to take concrete action to 

affect the world around them—social agency. This entails students’ views of their context 

expanding to include historical—and future—events. As students begin to see that the 

world is the product of individual and collective action by people just like them, they 

come to recognize their own potential role in shaping that world as well. Many PCEA 

students demonstrate shifts toward such social agency, which I will discuss in Chapter 

Eight.  
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CHAPTER 7 

“WHEN YOU KNOW WHO YOU ARE . . . YOU WANT TO SHOW EVERYONE 

THAT YOU CAN DO SOMETHING”: FOSTERING ACADEMIC IDENTITIES AND 

INTELLECTUAL EMPOWERMENT THOUGH CULTURALLY AND 

POLITICALLY RELEVANT PEDAGOGY 

I think it really, really motivates you to want to go on for the better of / / / if it's 
not for your people, it's for the things that you learn, like something specific you 
learn throughout the curriculum . . . If you're not going to motivate yourself for 
the teacher cause . . . he bent backwards for you, you're going to do it for the 
sexism curriculum part, cause you felt really offended, or you looked deep in 
yourself how you used to treat women or things like that. Or is it racism, how you 
used to treat other people of different color? Or if it was like family issues, how 
you used to treat your parents or if you didn't know how they became or how they 
came here . . . It could be [any] one of those things that really captures you and 
changes you, and wants you to . . . pushes you to motivate yourself to succeed. 
(Diego, interview, 2007) 
 
Diego describes himself as having been “lost” before enrolling in the PCEA class 

at Tierra High. A lanky senior with a hip and confident appearance, Diego is often 

reserved, but is quick to flash a smile when among friends; when hanging out with other 

PCEA interns over the summer, he often sheepishly laughs at himself when teased by one 

of the women. In spite of his apparent confidence and social ease, he has struggled with 

his Mexican identity, spending many years with what he now describes as “self-hate” for 

his Mexican-ness. Diego explains in the above quotation how the humanizing and 

political aspects of the PCEA do more than facilitate students’ ethnic reconciliation as 

discussed in Chapter Six. While that is a crucial first step toward supporting agentive 

subjectivities, the PCEA also fosters increased academic and intellectual empowerment 

among students. The combination of critical pedagogy (as described in Chapter Five) and 
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy (as described in Chapter Six) can initiate shifts in 

participants’ academic and social subject positions as well.  

For Diego, these parts of the curriculum “capture” him and “change” him. He 

illustrates how the environment of politicized respect and support in the PCEA can speak 

to multiple facets of students’ subjectivities: ethnic identities, gender, personal and family 

life, and broader communities. Various elements of the PCEA pedagogy and curriculum 

engaged him fully in the class and initiated shifts in his academic motivation, 

engagement, and achievement. Diego exemplifies how various parts of the PCEA class 

can affect students’ academic identities and intellectual empowerment, with strong 

implications for their expanding social agency.  

This chapter focuses on PCEA students’ demonstrations of shifts in academic 

identities and intellectual empowerment. This notion of academic identity encompasses 

several elements of engagement with and achievement in school. It includes increased 

connection to the school; motivation and commitment to class work; and confidence in 

one’s ability to participate fully in school practices and succeed. Ultimately, the effect of 

such academic identity can expand beyond the school context, as many PCEA students 

demonstrate increased intellectual confidence and engagement outside the school 

setting—empowered intellectual identities. Such strengthened intellectual assuredness 

can serve as a bridge toward broader social agency. 

 

Construction of Strong Academic Identities 

Crucial to this notion of academic identity is that is encapsulates how students 
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come to think of themselves as students, learners, and members of their school 

community. Many scholars have described students’ attitudes toward schooling as an 

institution and their ideological orientation toward school success (Mehan, 2000; Mehan, 

Hubbard, & Villanueva, 1994). Others have documented the way that school discourse 

and social interaction structure students’ academic identities (Wortham, 2006).  

Yet what much of this literature does not attend to are the ways that young people 

of color come to think of themselves as smart and capable. As Gándara et al. (1998) 

describe, academic identity entails students coming to “see themselves as scholars” 

(Gándara, Larson, Mehan, & Rumberger, 1998, p. 37). This perspective focuses on 

students’ agency in enacting intellectual identities in the school setting, rather than on 

how others conceive of them. Of course, how other people in school conceive of 

students’ academic potential certainly shapes how they will come to think of themselves 

(Davidson, 1996; Rolon-Dow, 2004). Many aspects of students’ learning environments 

affect how they think of themselves as intellectually capable (Davidson, 1996; Wilson & 

Black, 1978). These can include their teachers’ expectations of them, apparent 

institutional disinvestment in their education, simplified curricula, and subject matter that 

disregards the history of their ancestry (Delpit, 1995; Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004; 

Nilda  Flores-González, 2002; Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998a; Ladson-

Billings, 1995b).  

Complicating this further is research documenting patterns among students of 

color wherein academic achievement is thought to be in conflict with having a strong 

ethnic or racial identity (Davidson, 1996; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Mehan, Villanueva, 
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Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996; Ogbu, 1994; Ogbu & Simons, 1998). This may manifest when 

African American and Latina/o students view “academic achievement in students of color 

as ‘acting white,’ and [fail] to see the possibility that they can be both proud of their 

ethnicity and high achieving students” (Gándara, Larson, Mehan, & Rumberger, 1998, p. 

37).  

This does not address, however, the difference between students believing that 

working toward high academic achievement marks some sort of betrayal and students 

having internalized the idea that they are not capable of educational excellence. This 

chapter focuses on the way that PCEA students begin to think of themselves as capable 

students. In no cases did students in this study state or imply that they did not work hard 

in school because school achievement was the arena of white students and they needed to 

mark themselves as “not white,” as many explanations of school opposition and 

resistance have found (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Willis, 1981).  

Instead, PCEA students describe themselves as having heard and seen both 

explicit and implicit beliefs that “Mexican people are not smart” and eventually “started 

to believe” that they were not capable of high achievement in school (Isabel, interview, 

2008). Oakes (2003a) has found that “students’ learning is strongly tied to the 

expectations of those around them and the quality of their opportunities to learn. Minority 

students, in particular, perform poorly when their teachers do not believe in their 

abilities” (p. 2). She argues that a major cause for this is that, “In contrast to commonly 

held views that low income students devalue education,” it is more common that students 

of color: 
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Turn away [from school affiliation and effort] because of a real or perceived lack 

of opportunities . . . Students were most deterred by their beliefs that the 

university is “not for people like me,” and that that they weren’t prepared for the 

university’s high demands. These perceptions arise, in part, as students internalize 

negative labels assigned to their racial and cultural groups. (Oakes, 2003a, p. 5) 

For PCEA students, the social disinvestment in their education, as discussed in Chapter 

Four, has given many of them the message that they are not worthy of high-quality 

education. This informs how they construct academic identities, which are often unstable.  

Claude Steele (1997) describes this process as one of “stereotype threat,” wherein 

students of color and female students come to internalize common social stereotypes of 

their lower academic potential. He argues that: 

To sustain school success one must be identified with school achievement in the 

sense of its being a part of one's self-definition, a personal identity . . . For such an 

identification to form . . . one must perceive good prospects in the domain, that is, 

that one has the interests, skills, resources, and opportunities to prosper there, as 

well as that one belongs there, in the sense of being accepted and valued in the 

domain. If this relationship to schooling does not form or gets broken, 

achievement may suffer. (Steele, 1997, p. 613) 

For Steele, there is a clear connection between students’ academic motivation and their 

opportunities for success and affiliation in school. When students have opportunities for 

neither positive association with their school, nor sustained prospects for success in 

school, they are likely to perform poorly on school measures of achievement.   



281 

 

Much scholarship has documented the types of pedagogy and curriculum that can 

work to counter such patterns (Gay, 2000; Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005b; Klug & 

Whitfield, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995a; Valenzuela, 1999). For example, Gándara et al. 

argue that culturally relevant curriculum can help to “counteract this phenomenon” 

because “the introduction of Latino/a literature not only serves the purpose to capture the 

students’ attention, but to present the idea that Latinos and Chicanos can be writers of 

quality and renown” (Gándara, Larson, Mehan, & Rumberger, 1998, p. 37). In addition, 

school practices that undermine relationships within the school foster alienation among 

students of color, fueling further their insubstantial academic identities (Valenzuela, 

1999). Also important is an environment wherein students feel supported, as well as 

relationships with school staff that demonstrate care for and confidence in students’ 

achievement.  

 

Support for Academic Identities in the PCEA 

The experience of taking a class wherein students are respected and supported in 

all areas of their lives provides PCEA students with opportunities to adopt stronger 

academic and intellectual subjectivities. Many teachers exhort their students to work hard 

and do well in school, but the broader atmosphere created in PCEA classes—of 

politically contextualization of students’ experiences, of increasing confidence, and social 

and ethnic relevance—make this support substantial and grounded in students’ lives. 

While this acceptance and support begins with basic classroom interactions, it extends to 

students’ intellectual development and broader social confidence. As a result, many 
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participants demonstrate increased academic engagement as well as self-assurance 

discussing their opinions and ideas outside of the classroom context. Students come to 

see academic achievement as 1) something they can accomplish; 2) an investment in their 

ability to participate in their communities in a positive way; and 3) as a means of 

addressing injustice. In addition, the challenging curriculum and intellectual autonomy 

students experience in the PCEA also foster intellectual empowerment. Students often 

come to develop their own opinions, trust their own judgment, and have confidence to 

articulate their ideas across social settings.  

This is accomplished, in the PCEA, by the way that teachers actively create an 

environment of respect and support rather than coercion in the classroom. Because of the 

demoralizing environment in the rest of school, many students have internalized the 

notion that Mexican students are not as smart, not cut out for attending a university, and 

so do not learn to envision that for themselves (Gutierrez, 2005; Mehan, Hubbard, & 

Villanueva, 1994; Mehan, Villanueva, Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996; Oakes, 1985). Their 

teacher’s support is one of the main ways that this frustration can shift toward intellectual 

empowerment. The nature of this potential empowerment may take many forms; various 

PCEA students demonstrated shifts in their academic, professional, and interpersonal 

subjectivities. But PCEA participants consistently describe the culturally relevant and 

politicized pedagogy as creating a learning experience that is pivotal for them, regardless 

of its specific impact.  

This chapter will describe how several students experienced these shifts. First, 

Cristina describes how she became more engaged with her class as a result of the 
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environment in the PCEA. She is able to become a different type of student in the PCEA 

than in her other classes, one who is comfortable expressing her ideas and not afraid of 

being chastised, increasing her affiliation with school. Second, Angelica and Diego 

illustrate how students increase their intrinsic motivation as a result of the PCEA’s 

culturally relevant pedagogy and curricula. Finally, Angelica describes how she has 

become confident in her own ideas as a result of Mr. Guererra’s acceptance of all 

students’ contributions. Each of these can contribute to students’ increased intellectual 

empowerment. 

 

Relationships of Politicized Care 

In Guererra's class, I feel important. 

 Like, he cares that I'm there and stuff. And in other classes they're just like "well, if you 

miss, you won't graduate." (Cristina, interview, 2008) 

 
Perhaps the most striking characteristic of the PCEA for most students are the 

types of relationships they develop with PCEA teachers. Relationships with teachers and 

other school staff can serve as a crucial avenue for students to connect to their school, 

and can lead to increased achievement (L. C. Moll, Gonzalez, Amanti, & Neff, 1992; 

Orenstein, 1994; Romero, 2008; Valenzuela, 1999). This can occur when teachers foster 

relationships with students that provide access to information, skills, and networks that 

help students achieve (Delpit, 1988; Epstein, 1995). It can also take the form of 

relationships that invest in students in ways that increase their sense of academic identity 

(Delpit, 1995). Teachers accomplish this through genuine care (Valenzuela, 1999) for 
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their students, the depth of which students recognize through a number of characteristics 

(Noddings, 2005). Some are concrete, such as teachers demonstrating interest in students’ 

personal lives, hosting class-wide cook-outs at their homes, giving students their cell 

phone numbers in case they ever need anything, and making sure students have 

information about things outside the realm of class such as college applications and job 

strategies. Others are harder for students to describe specifically because they are more 

about the general manner, subtle mannerisms, and implicit respect with which their 

PCEA teachers treat them.  

The PCEA combination of culturally relevant curriculum and pedagogy, which 

Romero (2008) has called “Critically Compassionate Intellectualism,” is perceived by 

students as evidence of their teacher’s commitment to and care for them. There are many 

small acts that convey this underlying respect and acceptance of students. Mr. Guererra’s 

commitment to his students’ academic success is apparent to students, who are struck by 

how much time he is willing to spend helping students outside of class. Mr. Guererra’s 

attention to not only students’ in-school behavior or achievement but also what happens 

in their lives outside of school was evidence to students that he cared about them as 

people, rather than being concerned only about his status as “teacher.” He engages with 

students regardless of their academic achievement, attendance, or other conventional 

criteria for teacher approval.  

Alejandro wrote in a program evaluation about how much Mr. Guererra’s 

encouragement and support changed the decisions of many PCEA students:  

A few of my friends had no ambition to graduate until Mr. Guererra began 
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encouraging them to do better in their classes as well as meeting with their 

counselors to find ways for them to not only graduate, but to continue their 

education in college. I truly believe that if I had had more teachers like Guererra 

since the beginning of freshman year, I'd be on my way to the university. Luckily 

. . . I had a PCEA class before graduating because at least I know I will prepare 

myself while studying at [a] community college. 

While not all students have as profound an experience with the PCEA as Alejandro, he 

speaks to the course’s potential for helping students to envision future academic success 

for themselves. This has strong affects on their conceptions of potential roles for them in 

school.  

 

“I Do Better Because He Cares”: 

Respect and Support Fostering Increased Academic Engagement 

Cristina exemplifies how students may be impacted by the PCEA, particularly 

given the concern for how students experience schooling. While nearly all students talk 

about how the environment in the PCEA is so different from that in the rest of school, the 

impact of that environment of respect and support on Cristina was notable because of 

how deeply she describes being affected by it. As a result, this section draws on data from 

many students, but Cristina’s voice is consistently present because of how thoroughly 

references to her experience of respect dominated any discussion I had with her about the 

class.  



286 

 

There are several reasons that Cristina is a relevant case study for the impact of 

PCEA students’ shifts in academic identity and affiliation. First, she misses school or is 

late more often than is ideal; family circumstances mean that attending school on time 

every day is harder for her. But she sometimes contributes thoughtful and insightful 

things to the class discussion, indicating that she does pay attention, especially when the 

discussion happens to interest her. In general, however, she does not participate in the 

discussion very regularly. Second, she has had some negative experiences in school that 

cause her to feel nervous speaking in class. She also had a very difficult experience with 

a school administrator (See Chapter Four, pages 189-190) that colors how she thinks of 

herself as a student and as a member of the school community.  

But thirdly and most importantly, Cristina is dedicated to doing well and finishing 

school on time; by the spring of her graduation year, she was already enrolled in a 

medical assistant training program to begin less than two weeks after she would receive 

her diploma. She is also concerned about completing all of her assignments correctly. 

When we are tallying how many field notes each student has turned in the week before 

Mr. Guererra will calculate and issue mid-semester grades, she makes a point of 

confirming with me that we have each of her notes accounted for because she doesn’t 

want a low mark. She hands in well-written and thoughtful field notes, documenting 

events that have truly had an impact on her; she has obviously not stopped to write a note 

in the cafeteria just before class, as often happens with other students. Cristina 

demonstrates a commitment to fulfilling the assignments in this class and also to 
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challenging herself to learn something from them—indicators of solid academic 

engagement in this class. 

Yet she reports that the way Mr. Guererra responds to her participation and to her 

lateness makes her more likely to come to school more, or to come late rather than skip 

the day entirely. Cristina repeatedly describes how she feels in her PCEA class as 

contrasting to the coercive and discipline-centered interactions in other classes. She 

describes this in an interview: 

Cristina: It's not so much stress when you get in the class. Like when I get there 

late, I'm never, like, nervous when I walk in. I sit down and he doesn't . . . 

interrupt the whole class, like, “why are you late?” you know. He just keeps 

going. 

CC: And in other classes you could be nervous before you go into the class? 

Cristina: yeah, you're all tense because you are afraid they are going to say 

something [about having come in late]. 

* * * 

Cristina: It feels like he is there for us, to / / / try to / / / he's not pushing us out. 

Like, he even said that from the beginning. And he hasn't pushed anybody out. If 

we're late, he doesn’t make us go get a [pass from the office], he just lets us come 

in. No other teacher does that. No other teacher that I have does that.  

CC: Do you think that when teachers send you for a pass it is pushing you out?  

Cristina: Yeah. It's like, cause I think about it, I get here like 10 minutes late, I 

walk all the way to the class. And then for them to tell me to go for the school to 
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swipe my card, that is another, what, five minutes to the office, five minutes 

back? It's just wasting time. When the student [could] just come in and get their 

work. I mean, what if it is a personal reason? It's like, nobody cares: “Go to the 

office.” (Cristina, interview, 2008) 

When Cristina is late for other classes and teachers respond negatively, it undermines her 

academic engagement; she feels she is being pushed out of school. Rather than 

motivating Cristina to come to school on time, the atmosphere of threats and punishment 

she faces outside of the PCEA encourages her to not come to school at all, because of the 

negative response she invariably elicits from teachers and administrators upon arriving 

late. 

This tension about negative attention is a common one for students, who are 

nervous about having attention drawn to them for what is considered deficient behavior—

being sent to the office for a pass, corrected for not getting the right answer, scolded or 

demeaned. Ultimately, these reduce students’ academic engagement and achievement. In 

fact, Cristina’s academic engagement is also undermined by the feelings of stress and 

anxiety she feels in other classes because she wants so badly to do well in school, and she 

worries about getting a wrong answer.  

I feel like I am heard more, because he really cares what I have to say. In the other 

classes I am always afraid to say something because it might be wrong because it 

is “by the book,” but in PCEA classes it's like, what you think. It's never wrong. 

It's like, your opinion. In regular government classes, if it is not said in the book 

then it is wrong . . . That's how I feel. (Cristina, interview, 2008) 
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Instead, Cristina describes the degree to which she feels Mr. Guererra accepts and 

respects her as helping her to “do better” in the class. She is more likely to participate in 

class discussions because she is not worried that someone is going to tell her she is 

wrong. Rather, Mr. Guererra repeatedly tells students he is interested in hearing their 

ideas and opinions. For Cristina, this environment allows her to feel accepted and 

“relaxed,” and thus more likely to engage with the class subject matter. Ideally Cristina 

might take the lack of anxiety she feels in the PCEA and apply it to other classes, but she 

is not necessarily able to do that. While she tries to “think how relaxed I am in that class 

toward every other class,” she also says that she only feels comfortable “in that class,” 

the PCEA.  

For Cristina, the atmosphere of acceptance may be especially important because 

she is aware that her attendance issues cast her as a bad student in the eyes of many 

teachers and school staff. This may motivate her precise attention to making sure she has 

handed in every assignment on time and has good grades on the books. But she also notes 

the degree to which, in the PCEA class, even students who are late or miss a lot of classes 

are not marginalized as having valuable ideas in the class. Instead, she comments on how 

PCEA staff make sure that every person in the class has the chance to share their ideas 

when they want to.  

CC: So he cares about you as an individual person? 

Cristina: Uh-huh. And everybody's heard. Nobody doesn’t get to say something. 

That class is like, it's not like a regular class. Mr. Guererra, it's like you speak 

your self. Everybody gets a chance. (Cristina, interview, 2008) 
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In the PCEA, the fact that Cristina is late does not cause her to be labeled as a bad 

student, an uncommitted student, or a student who does not care about her education. 

Instead, the PCEA staff assumes that Cristina is facing difficulties in her family that 

make daily on-time attendance a challenge. Their approach is to make sure to provide 

extra support and encouragement for students experiencing such challenges. Mr. Guererra 

doesn’t respond negatively, preventing Cristina from coming to associate the PCEA class 

with embarrassment or shame.  

I don't feel like he is pushing me out like the other ones. Like the other teachers 

are so negative. They are like “If you miss one more day you won't graduate.” 

He's not like that. He has never said that to me, ever. He just says “Mija, make 

sure if you're here that you are doing something,” you know, trying to help me. 

And other teachers are so negative. I think that is why people like his class. 

(Cristina, interview, 2008) 

Even students who do not meet all school expectations are not marginalized in the class 

activities. Since the class allows for students’ own ideas and interests to be discussed as 

legitimate topics of the class, students are more engaged in the discussion and ultimately, 

in the class ideas as well.  

This contrasts to the emotional betrayal Cristina experienced with a school 

administrator, Ms. Costello (for Cristina’s documentation of this event, see pages 189-

190). After a conversation in which Cristina told Ms. Costello about her mother’s death, 

the women bonded, and Ms. Costello told Cristina that she would “never forget her.” But 

Cristina was shocked when, weeks later, they passed in the hall and Ms. Costello failed to 
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acknowledge Cristina at all, notwithstanding the honesty with which they had spoken. 

This affront causes Cristina to become more disillusioned with school, writing: 

Maybe she has too many students and she's not good with faces, then I realize that 

. . .  maybe it was all just fake the way she acted that day, maybe she didn't really 

care she was just doing her “job” and she will get paid anyways so why would she 

care if I was remembered? Even to this day when I see her she has never said hi 

once . . . (Cristina, fieldnote, 2008) 

Ms. Costello surely did not intend to cause Cristina embarrassment or shame. But this 

type of experience, especially repeated over years and across contexts, causes students to 

interpret the overall school atmosphere as one that is not genuinely concerned with her 

well-being (Delpit, 1988; Gilmore, 1985).   

Ultimately, these relationships of care have an affect on students’ achievement 

(Delpit, 2002; Orenstein, 1994). When asked about the academic opportunities this class 

offers her in contrast to other classes, Cristina cites how she feels cared for in the PCEA; 

the relationships fostered in the class have a direct impact on how Cristina does 

academically: 

I feel like I do better because he cares. That's one of the main things, why I like 

the class, cause he's not just there to get paid. I see it feels like he is there for us to 

. . . try to. . . he's not pushing us out. Like, he even said that from the beginning. 

And he hasn't pushed anybody out. If we're late, he doesn’t make us go get a [pass 

from the office], he just lets us come in. No other teacher does that. No other 

teacher that I have does that. (Cristina, interview, 2008) 
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For Cristina, Mr. Guererra’s acts such as these demonstrate respect for all the aspects of 

her subjectivities—intellectual, emotional, social. This holistic recognition of her as a 

sociohistorical being is a crucial element of schooling that she actually feel confident to 

participate in.  

What is crucial here is that the care PCEA teachers have for their students is 

genuine; they are not simply going through the motions. Mr. Guererra has even stated 

that “these kids are very, very astute at sniffing out imposters”—people who profess to 

agree with the social justice ideas and curriculum, but do not truly believe in the potential 

of students, or do not invest in students’ fulfillment as whole people. The relationships 

that PCEA teachers develop with their students are possible only because the teachers are 

genuine in their belief about their students’ potential achievement. They believe that their 

students have been alienated from schooling, and they take on responsibility for 

countering some of the marginalization that students have experienced. This is an act of 

professional and social justice. But it is also a reflection of how PCEA teachers 

understand their students as important people who deserve support and love. Both of 

these commitments reflect not only a teacher’s professional strategy, but also their views 

of the world and how to address injustice. As Mr. Guererra describes, “this is the way I 

see the world and this is my life and the way I live it and so this is what I share with 

students” (Guererra, interview, 2008).  

 

Respect for Students 

Demonstrating genuine care entails profound respect for students, giving students 
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the benefit of the doubt that they will, in turn, respond to that respect by stepping up their 

level of responsibility. Valenzuela (1999) documented the importance of teachers’ 

initially demonstrating respect to students, rather than first requiring students to earn 

respectful treatment from their teachers. PCEA teachers’ practice of beginning with 

respect as an assumed way of interacting with their students signals to students that this 

class is different from others. In the PCEA, teachers often do not adhere to typical 

requirements such as students asking to be excused to go to the restroom. Some teachers 

tell students they can leave the class for any important reason, such as taking an essential 

phone call from a family member, as long as they don’t abuse the privilege and that they 

are engaged and working hard while in class.  

Students understand this freedom as faith in their judgment as well as recognition 

that they have important roles in their families, which might momentarily take 

precedence over schoolwork. Students understand this as respect for them, and also 

confidence that they will make the right decisions. This stands in contrast to the attitude 

students report among other teachers and school staff, for whom the rules of the school—

tardy policy, dress code, standard conduct expected from students—take precedence over 

anything a student could have to say. When one PCEA student was walking in the 

hallway during class time to deliver messages in her role as an aide, a monitor told her "I 

don't care what you are, get back to class.” Such skepticism toward students and 

disregard for explanations or factors in their lives communicate to students that adults in 

school assume they are causing problems.  

Cristina says that she was struck by how seriously Mr. Guererra took the 
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commitments he made to students; when he told students that a particular event was 

going to happen, he made sure that it did. This demonstrated to Cristina that he respected 

his students enough to not be cavalier about what he told them: 

Cristina: I didn't even believe Guererra when he said we were going to [present 

our research] to the administrators. I'm like, “How is he going to get them to come 

to our class and listen to us?” And he did. So it was cool. Like he's serious all the 

time about stuff. When he says something, it happens.  

CC: Is that different from other teachers?  

Cristina: Um, I don't think that any other teacher would be that . . . like, I'm sure it 

was hard to track down that administrator, And I don't think any other teacher 

would have taken the time, you know. They just . . . we get to present in front of 

the rest of the class, which isn't as exciting as the administrators, you know? 

(Cristina, interview, 2008) 

The fact that the school administrators actually came to the PCEA class presentation to 

hear about their research had a strong effect on Cristina, and she associates this event 

with Mr. Guererra’s commitment to the purpose of the PCEA class and students. This 

presentation was, to Cristina, evidence of her teacher’s respect for both their research and 

for fulfilling his statement that he would secure administrators’ attendance.  

 

Relating to School: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Curriculum 

One aspect of respect and support for students is the PCEA staff’s commitment to 

enacting Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Curriculum. This culturally centered 
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curriculum design is a manifestation of respect for students as sociohistorical subjects and 

actors; teaching students about their own culture and histories is one way of addressing 

the marginalization they experience in school. In this way, the content of the class is not 

so distinct from the pedagogy since respect and support for students are enacted through 

teaching them their history, even though it is not part of the mandated curriculum. 

Students understand the energy their teachers put forth to teach them the stories of their 

ancestors as an investment in them as people; as Luciana says of PCEA teachers, “I think 

they just care to educate us, to open our eyes to see the world differently. That’s what  

[Mr. Guererra] did to me.” Students in the PCEA recognize that their teachers devote 

special energy to teach students not only what is in the textbook, the information and 

understanding that will allow them to “read the world” (Joaquin, public presentation, 

2007, referring to Freire, 2002) and understand their own history.  

As a result, the class can help students stay motivated to stay in school because 

the teacher invests in topics and discussion that capture students’ interests, so they see 

their own lives reflected in the curriculum. This culturally relevant pedagogy also 

politically contextualizes participants, serving to help students to locate these stories 

politically and historically, as described in Chapter Six. For intellectual and academic 

purpose discussed here, the political aspect is less important than the act of discussing 

these issues in school, as well as the information it provides to students.  

For most participants, their PCEA class provides them with education that 

explicitly addresses topics dominating their lives and what they see around them in their 

families and communities. The curriculum accomplishes two things for students; 1) It 
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provides them with information about the history of their ancestors—including the recent 

politicized and racialized events in their own families and communities—that change 

how they understand what it means to be Mexican American; and 2) The PCEA also 

marks the first time students study the history and stories of Mexican-American people as 

legitimate class material in school. By providing students with both information and 

institutional legitimization of their histories, the PCEA begins to mitigate marginalization 

in school, and thus alienation from school. This can include a clearer understanding of 

what their family members and recent ancestors have faced in moving to or living in the 

United States. As importantly, the class addresses the racialized nature of American 

society, offering students the chance to understand how social perceptions of race shape 

social phenomena and policies around them. This often leads to increased intrinsic 

motivation among PCEA students.  

The PCEA course is designed to teach students a critical understanding of 

American Government, with special focus on how history and current events affect 

Latino/a communities in the United States. This includes, for students, history of the 

experiences and accomplishments of their ancestors, which teaches many students that 

they, too, can accomplish great things. Luciana says that “The way [Mr. Guererra] talks 

about certain things, the history, he gets our history as Latino/as involved” (Luciana, 

interview, 2007). This has a distinct impact on many students, which Angelica explains 

as “When you hear your ancestors, people of your own race [have] done things,” it 

changes the way that she and other students see their own abilities (Angelica, interview, 

2007). 
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Angelica and Diego’s experiences in the PCEA each illustrate different ways that 

students describe the PCEA’s culturally relevant pedagogy as providing them an 

important opportunity. For both of them, most important is that the PCEA curriculum and 

pedagogy implicitly includes an understanding of the students’ lives. This entails 

studying the historical and contemporary experiences of Mexican Americans, including 

migration, immigration, colonization, indigenous ancestry, and being a person of color in 

racialized American society.  

A significant feature of the PCEA class curriculum is that it includes political and 

social theory, poetry, and books by and about Mexican or Mexican-American people. 

Students read the poem “I Am Joaquin” by Rodolfo Corky Gonzales; “Seekin’ the 

Cause” by Miguel Piñero; readings by Daniel Solórzano and Tara Yosso on Critical Race 

Theory; Paolo Freire’s Pedagogy of the Oppressed; and sections of Howard Zinn's 

Declarations of Independence including those on American Ideology and Law and 

Justice. Through teaching both personal stories (through poetry, literature, and music) 

alongside political critique and political theory, teachers work hard to illustrate for 

students how personal stories are political. For some students, reading Mexican and 

boarder-region history has a greater impact on them; for others, it is literature about 

Mexican-heritage people in the United States that allows them to “see themselves” 

(Luciana, interview, 2007) in their class work for the first time. In both cases, school 

subject matter that students identify as being about them, their families, and their 

communities’ history allows students to engage elements of their ethnic and cultural 

identity that are generally disregarded in school.  
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy Increasing Intrinsic Motivation 

This affiliation with the subject matter of school facilitates much greater intrinsic 

motivation to engage with academics in spite of their marginalization among students 

previously alienated from school. For Diego, the culturally relevant pedagogy in the 

PCEA was his first experience in school that, he says, fostered motivation to engage with 

school:  

For someone that's like lost and reaching for something to really get engaged and 

wanting to learn, I think that's like the perfect place. Because I've wanted to learn, 

but everything I did learn never stuck. In any of my classes. And when it came 

down to "I want to learn" and then something got shot at me [in PCEA class], and 

I was like "damn." I went home not wanting to learn, but [I] learned. I went to 

school not even wanting to learn but walked away with something. Every day. 

And it's different for me to say that. It sucks that's happened my senior year, but 

I'm glad it happened overall. (Diego, interview, 2007) 

He says the PCEA allowed him to connect to both schoolwork and aspects of his own 

ethnic identity, each of which he had previously struggled with. He has spent much of his 

schooling trying to minimize his identification as “Mexican,” working at losing any 

accent, refusing to speak Spanish, and dissociating from ethnically centered groups or 

activities.  

The content of the PCEA class engaged Diego in a process of learning and 

reflection that instigated reconciliation with these issues he had previously struggled 
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with. This in turn facilitated Diego’s increasing academic motivation. He describes Mr. 

Guererra’s discussions of patterns of familial and social interactions across Mexican-

American communities and people living in poor communities as pivotal to this 

reconciliation and subsequent connection to school. These explanations of institutional 

causes, rather than individual causes, illuminated for Diego many aspects of his own life:  

I think if the program was really successful it would be because of the teachers. 

And because of just relating to the students, and how they live and the struggle 

they go through like very single day . . . So I think that's really important, that's 

why it would be really successful, cause of how it related and [pushed] you to 

want to go and want to learn. (Diego, interview, 2007) 

For Diego, this process of reconciliation carried significant implications for his intrinsic 

motivation in school—his desire to want to learn. Because Diego’s opportunities in the 

PCEA offered him a chance to place his ethnic experiences and identity in a 

sociopolitical context, his view of his family and community changed.  

Diego illustrates how such “personal” reconciliation is inextricably linked to 

academic motivation. Until he gained the critical consciousness to frame his family and 

community circumstances, school was irrelevant to him. After Diego developed the 

critical consciousness to see connections between his life experiences and broader social 

and institutional dynamics, he engaged in a process of reconciliation that ultimately 

motivated him to “want to learn.” Once students engage this motivation, however, their 

aspirations often expand beyond simply learning PCEA subject matter.  
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Intellectual Empowerment 

“I used to hear that Mexicans are dumb  
or don't care about education; so I started to believe that.” (Angelica, interview, 2008) 

In conjunction with increased affiliation with school and motivation, an important 

aspect of academic identity is students’ increased confidence in their intellectual abilities 

(Oakes, 2003b; Steele, 1997). While PCEA students most often report that, in theory, 

they are capable of success in school if they work hard, they also describe the perception 

that Mexican and Mexican American people simply aren’t very smart, and that they come 

to believe they are not smart enough to go to college and pursue an intellectually 

challenging career. Students perceive many elements of their schooling as 

communicating to them a lack of confidence in their achievement. This is compounded 

by messages they receive outside of school in the media and from common social 

perception, which suggest that people of Mexican heritage don’t possess the same levels 

of academic abilities as people from other racial categories. This leads many PCEA 

students to take the classes required for graduation, but not to pursue college preparatory 

classes that teach critical thinking and intellectual autonomy. For students at Salazar, this 

is compounded by the presence of Lincoln High students on their campus. The Lincoln 

students are consistently cast as the smart students, positioning Salazar students as always 

intellectually deficient in comparison.  

In an effort to counter the effect of these patterns, the PCEA teaches participants 

that they are in the class not only to learn certain pieces of information, but also to 

develop confidence in their own ideas and intellectual judgment. While there are 

certainly basic concepts that PCEA teachers require their students to master, staff are 
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more concerned with students developing critical thinking skills, not memorizing basic 

information. The pedagogy of PCEA classes privilege students’ own interpretations and 

ideas over technical “facts from the book.” The staff in PCEA classes constantly remind 

students that a major purpose of the class is for them to gain skills in critical thinking, and 

to come to determine their own opinions on social and political issues. The following 

excerpt from my fieldnotes documents a class period in 2007 that illustrates Mr. 

Guererra’s typical approach to fostering critical thinking among students: 

As students settle into their seats, Guererra begins class by calling everyone’s 

attention, and saying, “Stop with the Cosmo and other weapons of mass 

destruction.” We all look around and see there is a student reading a fashion 

magazine in a front row desk. She sheepishly puts the magazine in her bag.  

Guererra posts a cartoon on the overhead projector. He asks student to reflect on 

it—“Does it represent a conservative or liberal position?” 

It is a cartoon of M.L. King and another man in heaven wearing stereotypical 

robes and halos. The other character is reading the newspaper, the headline of 

which says “Condi Rice: one of the world’s most powerful people.” 

The guy is saying to King “This must be a dream come true, huh?” 

Some of the students don’t know who Rice is, so Guererra explains she is the 

secretary of state. He says that she is African American, but that she is 

conservative, so there is debate about whether she really represents most of the 

African American people in this country, who tend to be liberal and who do not 

usually benefit from conservative policies. Students ask for Guererra’s opinion of 

Rice, which he says he won’t give for now. He says, “You come to school to 

think, not to get A’s.” He tells students they don’t need to know what he thinks 

about everything, but that they need to develop their own opinions and be able to 

explain their rationale for them.  
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He tells them instead to turn to a peer to share their ideas on the cartoon, 

discussing it, and then the class will share.  Class discussion moves on to the 

differences between liberal and conservative ways of thinking about social issues, 

with Mr. Guererra telling students that they have to be able to understand and 

explain these two perspectives. (fieldnotes, 2007) 

Rather than telling students the “correct” answer to his question about whether the 

cartoon represents a liberal or conservative perspective, he tells students that they “come 

to school to think,” not to learn about his opinions so they can get better grades. Mr. 

Guererra is both implicit and explicit in telling students that their most important task is 

to develop their own intellect, regardless of the social rewards.  

This is echoed throughout the school year, during which Guererra infuses every 

discussion with statements such as “I can talk about all these issues [such as immigration 

policy] because I read a lot, so I have the information.  But you have to do this research 

for yourself before you can make your conclusion.” Many PCEA students experience this 

pedagogy as an investment of time and energy in their intellectual development; this 

often cultivates increases in their intellectual empowerment, which they describe as 

making them feel comfortable in sharing their own opinions for the first time. The notion 

that they are learning for themselves, for their empowerment, not to earn a grade, is 

reinforced in the class, and many students do come to internalize that.  

 

Academic Self-Confidence and Self-Esteem 

An important aspect of this intellectual empowerment is that students become 

more confident in their own capacity to attain academic success. Because their ideas are 



303 

 

encouraged and accepted, students come to believe that their ideas are valuable and that 

they can accomplish broader academic goals if they choose to. The PCEA environment 

begins to counter the many messages students hear in school that they are not capable of 

high achievement, which often creates a vicious cycle of lack of self-esteem, lack of 

achievement, and lack of encouragement or support. Cristina also speaks to this notion of 

self-esteem, describing how her PCEA teacher’s genuine interest in her ideas encouraged 

her to have confidence in asserting herself: 

CC: has taking this class changed how you think about yourself? 

Cristina: Yeah, the class has made me feel . . . I've had more self-esteem than 

when I first started. My first year . . .  I think I was still kind of shy to say 

something in class. It was kind of like in other classes. But then in Guererra's 

class it like he wants to hear it . . . Guererra is like "come on, we want to hear it." 

It's nothing bad. It reminds you that it's not wrong. (Cristina, interview, 2008) 

She is outlining the relationship between how her teacher encourages students’ input, and 

how students can thus come to feel more confident in the merit of their ideas. Rather than 

remaining silent because she is afraid of providing an incorrect answer, Cristina 

understands Mr. Guererra’s encouragement to speak her mind as a sanction that her ideas 

are valuable and legitimate contributions to the class. Alejandro describes this 

phenomenon between himself and his friends:  

Alejandro: Well a lot of times it’s like when they fail a class they think it's . . . 

like, oh they can't make it, they can't do it. What's the point of trying? And they 

can just get over themselves, and [think] “I'll just not go to class if I'm not even 
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going to pass it.” Then it's things like that lead to worse things, even more 

ditching, and they just won't   / / / they decide to drop out.   

CC: So do you think it is like the self-fulfilling prophecy we were talking about 

yesterday? 

Alejandro: Yeah, I think that had a lot to do with it.  

CC: Like once they start to not do well then it just goes down hill? 

Alejandro: Or they might be too embarrassed to ask for help because they don't 

want other people to think they are stupid. I think that everything has to do with it. 

(Alejandro, interview, 2008) 

Alejandro is describing how this cycle of low achievement and dropping out begins and 

spirals, in the absence of some intervention. The PCEA serves as this intervention for 

students, engaging pedagogy of respect and support that cultivates in students the 

academic confidence they need to engage in school and graduate.  

 

Accepting All Ideas and Contributions 

This theme of “no wrong answers” is strong among students’ discussions of the 

class. While common perception of high school students—particularly those not attaining 

high levels of achievement—is that they “don’t care about school,” students’ stress about 

being told what they have said in class is wrong disputes that assumption. Students 

repeatedly remark how one of the most important parts of the PCEA class is that, when 

students have an idea to share with the class, “there are no wrong answers.” This is a 

significant element of the respect PCEA teachers demonstrate toward students; 
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everyone’s ideas and thoughts are recognized as valuable contributions to and valid 

topics of discussion. One characteristic of this environment is that students feel more 

comfortable and supported in expressing their own ideas and thoughts in the class, even if 

they do not strictly adhere to what are generally considered “school knowledge”, or 

reflecting “logical” connections to social phenomena. Angelica says that “this class is 

different from other classes in that here students can actually say what you think, students 

don't have to think as the teacher thinks,” trying to figure out the correct answers that the 

teacher wants to hear. This allowed her to feel more confident expressing her own views.  

As a result of creating an academic space that allows students the freedom to 

study and discuss topics they feel are relevant and important, PCEA classes engage 

students in more active learning, rather passively filling requirements in order to 

graduate. Students’ ideas and observations are not considered tangential, but placed at the 

center of the class discussion, resulting in students understanding that their ideas matter 

as school material. As they describe how the class encouraged them to develop their own 

interpretations of the world around her, students like Angelica are describing the 

beginning of their intellectual empowerment. 

This is especially apparent in discussions on educational equity and critiques of 

the systems of public education in the United States. Students are encouraged to 

formulate an opinion or “thesis” on a topic, and then be able to describe what evidence 

has led them to that conclusion. The following discussion from the first weeks of the 

2007-08 school year is an example of this type of discussion.  
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Guererra asks: “Why are state and federal prisons overpopulated by Mexican, 

Latino, and African-American people?  Tell me what you think.”  

He reminds them that there is a disproportionately high percentage of people of 

color in prisons in the United States and asks their opinion on why that is. 

Students are quiet.  

Guererra: “I want to know what you think. Start with your thesis; begin with what 

you think.”  

He then gives a rough translation of the question and his exhortation to share their 

ideas in Spanish. 

Guererra: “I don't care what they think, I want to know what you think. What do 

you think? Not what someone else thinks.” (fieldnotes, November, 2007) 

The class remains quiet until students begin offering their opinions on the topic, during 

which Mr. Guererra gently questions them, pushing their answers further until they have 

formulated cohesive reasoning on the topic. Such constant reminders that students’ own 

ideas and opinions are an important part of the class discussion make this class different 

from others the students enroll in, wherein “it is by the book.” Students internalize this 

pedagogical strategy, and understand it to convey Mr. Guererra’s respect for each 

student; as Cristina describes, “You have your own voice . . . Nothing you say is wrong. 

There is something to say for everyone.”  

Mr. Guererra explicitly admonishes his students that the purpose of schooling is 

not to earn high grades but to learn for themselves so that they can become empowered. 

His actions also reinforce for students that their ideas will always be respected. The only 
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statements in class that receive a negative response to him are those that Mr. Guererra 

views as “dehumanizing” to any person or group, the details of which he explains and 

then reminds students “we are using a critical consciousness, and you have to check 

yourself.” But as long as students are sharing their genuine ideas with the class, even an 

inaccurate answer will receive some positive comment, as well as a clarification or 

connection to the main topic. 

Because of this process, even students who do not think of themselves as “good 

students” can begin to develop the academic identity that leads to higher achievement. 

Though Javier consistently earns high grades in school, he recognizes how the 

environment of acceptance in the PCEA affects may of his friends. He says that even 

students who are not earning high grades in the class can still participate and contribute to 

the class discussion: 

Like if you are not that good academically . . . you could express your thoughts. 

Like if you have an F in your other classes, you could still express your thoughts 

here. The other [classes], if you don't know math, you have an F, you can't do 

nothing else. Here it's . . . like, listen to the world and news. (Javier, interview, 

2008) 

Javier is referring to Mr. Guererra’s requirement that students watch the news and read 

the paper, as well as “reading the world” through critical observations, and share their 

interpretations of what they hear and read about current events with the class. Students 

who do not have high grades can still contribute to their PCEA class in this way, and this 
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bridge between what they think and sanctioned school discussion helps students to 

increase their academic identities.   

This does not mean that the class material is not challenging. Students often say 

that the ideas discussed in class are difficult, and that their PCEA teachers expect them to 

really think hard about the ideas presented, not just learn some facts. But they also say 

that they have the support to learn material, even if they don’t understand it at first: 

I think the class is sometimes difficult because of the readings, but the next day he 

goes over it with us. And he'll say homework is due, but if somebody didn't do it, 

he'll, like work on it with them. Like it's not like a regular class. (Cristina, 

interview, 2008) 

So in spite of the difficult material in the PCEA class, students experience less stress in 

the PCEA because 1) their teachers demonstrate confidence in their students’ abilities to 

complete challenging work; and 2) teachers do not resort to negative or punitive means of 

addressing problems, seeking first positive reinforcement, which students report as 

encouraging better work.  

As their ideas are accepted and valued as valid contributions to the academic 

discussion, students internalize the staff’s confidence in their intellectual abilities, and 

develop more confidence in their opinions and ability to assert them socially. This leads 

to increased comfort in asserting their ideas and convictions across broad social contexts, 

in addition to fostering stronger academic identities. As a result of these relationships of 

care, PCEA participants can become more engaged academically, and more able to 

extend that achievement to broader social contexts.  
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Angelica: Intrinsic Motivation and Intellectual Empowerment 

Angelica exemplifies how both culturally relevant curriculum and an environment 

of support and respect can bring about significant changes for students. She demonstrates 

shifts in both confidence and motivation. Previously unmotivated in school and 

convinced she wasn’t capable of high levels of academic achievement, Angelica 

describes a turn around in her goals because of the opportunities she has had to study the 

history of Mexican and Mexican-American people in Multicultural Studies classes. Also 

important to her increasing intellectual confidence was Mr. Guererra’s pedagogy of 

respect.  

In Angelica’s perspective, the cultural relevance of Department of Multicultural 

Studies and PCEA classes helps students get “to know who they are,” a process that 

facilitates increased academic motivation and intellectual empowerment. For her, the first 

opportunity for learning about the history of Mexican-American people was when she 

participated in MEChA31 and took a Multicultural Studies American History class. This 

started her learning about the history of her people that she never knew, even while 

enrolled in school in Mexico. Enrolling in the PCEA the following year allowed her to 

connect that history to the social and political patterns she now recognizes in American 

society; she says “When you know who you are, you can actually feel proud of it. You 

want to show everyone else that you can do something” (Angelica, interview, 2008). 

Linked to this is a sense of ethnic pride that comes from understanding a non-dominant 

                                                 
31 The Movimiento Estudiantil Chicano de Aztlán (MEChA) is a student organization that promotes 
cultural and historical education and opportunities for higher education among Mexican heritage people in 
the United States. 
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version of history, and having this history socially- and institutionally-validated.  

Before studying history “from a Chicano perspective,” Angelica did not think of 

herself as capable of getting good grades and doing well in school. She says that one 

always hears that “Mexicans are dumb or don't care about education; so I started to 

believe that.” After studying the history of Mexican and Mexican-American people in 

Multicultural Studies classes and MEChA, however, she learned all the things that her 

ancestors had done and accomplished, how smart they were. This changed how she began 

to think of her own educational and intellectual potential; Angelica saw their 

accomplishments as evidence that she could be one of them, that she “could be smart, 

too.” When asked what fostered this shift in her academic identity, she says that learning 

this history allowed her "just to know that I can do something, that I am able to get . . . to 

know that I can be smart, and do something for myself.”  

Angelica reports that taking ethnic studies classes changed both how she thinks of 

herself intellectually, and her motivation and academic goals. When asked to describe 

why she thinks studying her heritage has affected her, she says that, before:  

I felt like, I didn't know . . . I knew I come from Mexico but I didn't know who I 

was here in the United States . . . Since I went to those classes and I started to 

know myself, I became more competitive, and I actually know that I want to go to 

university and be one of the best. So I want to get good grades. (Angelica, 

interview, 2008) 

Part of her motivation stems from an inclination to prove that negative stereotypes about 

Mexican people are not true. Because she had learned that she comes from a long line of 
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intelligent people, she wants to demonstrate that generalizations about Mexican people 

being incapable of academic achievement are false.  

This is tightly linked to culturally relevant curriculum, which cultivates in her the 

confidence and motivation to achieve. Though she previously knew she was Mexican, 

and was comfortable with that part of her identity, she was conflicted over what it means 

to be a Mexican immigrant teenager in the United States schooling system. Once she 

developed confidence in her ethnic identity, she became determined to live up to her 

potential, saying “Like, maybe you're a minority, but you want to show everyone else that 

you can do the same things . . . Even if you are a minority, you can still do things as well 

as anyone else” (Angelica, interview, 2008). Angelica’s shift toward greater motivation 

and confidence have resulted from her opportunities to study a history of her ancestors 

that she relates to and can connect to the issues she views are relevant to her own life. 

She not only learns history that is significant to her understanding of her heritage, but has 

the freedom to ask questions about it, even when they do not fall under the strict material 

of the course. Angelica’s increasing confidence and determination to pursue academic 

goals are inextricable from her increasingly positive ethnic identity and its sanctioned 

location in school.   

Angelica began the PCEA class under very difference circumstances from many 

of her peers, yet her shift in subjectivity also demonstrated how motivation is linked to 

intellectual empowerment. Angelica emigrated from Mexico at age fourteen, and is less 

comfortable speaking English than her peers who have enrolled in American schools 

from a young age. She says that she began the PCEA program as a mediocre student who 
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didn’t care very much about achievement in school. She says she didn't get good grades 

at all because she believed there was no reason to bother. After studying a culturally 

relevant history, however, she says she became motivated and “more competitive” 

because studying her ancestry made her want to demonstrate that she is capable of 

accomplishing important things like they did. She attributes this shift to learning the 

“history of her people,” which instilled in her pride and confidence about her abilities. 

Mr. Guererra’s pedagogy made her more confident academically, while the ethnically 

centered curriculum inspired her to be more determined in her own academics.  

While Angelica regularly offers thoughtful contributions to the PCEA class 

discussion, she reports that in other classes she would be nervous even to ask a question 

of a teacher for clarification of an idea because of the strict focus on material in the book. 

This makes her feel that any questions not strictly about understanding the subject matter 

presented are irrelevant, minimizing students’ concerns and connections to their own 

lives. She finds that, in the PCEA: 

If students have questions, the teacher will explain and take the time to engage the 

student on the topic, which does not happen in other classes because there the 

teachers only teach the official topics of the class, regardless of what students are 

thinking about. You feel like . . .you are at home. You can say whatever you think 

and no one is going to judge you for that. They may correct you sometimes  . . . . 

[Teachers in other classes] teach you things that "they are supposed to teach you." 

Here, you can actually say something about it. If you don't agree with something, 

you can say that and the teacher will explain to you. (Angelica, interview, 2008) 
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Angelica does not talk in her other classes, she just sits and does the work because of her 

perception that teachers do not want to discuss a topic not strictly part of the curriculum, 

or do not recognize students’ ideas or connections between course topics and students’ 

own lives.  

The result of this atmosphere of respect is that the class discussion reflects ideas 

that are important to students, and how they understand the connection between ideas 

presented in class and their own lives. Part of this is a result of a privileging of students’ 

interpretations, and students are repeatedly told that not only do they have to learn the 

subject matter, but that we want to hear their thoughts on it, that they must come to their 

own conclusions. This fosters Angelica’s shift toward academic empowerment because 

she develops the confidence to develop and trust her own ideas and opinions. One of the 

impacts of this is that she feels “more confident talking about politics” and evaluating 

different peoples’ actions. She says:  

In Mexico we used to hear about corruption but we didn't exactly know what they 

were doing. But now, like, we know / / / for example, when they vote for a 

president, a lot of people just vote because they have to vote. They don't even 

know who they are voting for or what are they going to do for them. But now / / / 

I can get an idea of what they are going to come with in the future. (Angelica, 

interview, 2008) 

She says that now, she believes she can judge which candidate is better and more likely 

to make constructive changes. This marks a sharp shift in her confidence in her own 

evaluation of important social and political issues, preparing her for increasing social 
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agency.  

 

PAR and Intellectual Autonomy 

For many students, intellectual empowerment was fostered by their Participatory 

Action Research (PAR) projects. The research projects they did in the PCEA were very 

different from the research they have done in school before. Typical school assignments 

may require students to do library research, finding sources on a given topic and 

reporting on what other people have found. But in the PCEA projects, students were 

actually gathering their own data and making their own conclusions; there was no correct 

answer they were searching for held in any book or teacher’s mind as the predetermined 

goal. Their PCEA research entails devising their own research questions, developing 

collection instruments that they judge to be effective and valid, and performing analysis 

that allows them to come to their own conclusions. The impact that each of these 

elements of PAR had on PCEA students varied, with some patterns apparent according to 

students’ initial academic orientations (see Table 7.1).  

For students who most often describe school as “read the book, take a test,” this 

investment in their own intellectual judgment helps their shift toward more intellectual 

empowerment. Hector was a mature and thoughtful student who graduated from Salazar. 

He was not particularly academically inclined, with firm plans to go to mechanic’s school 

after high school so he could get a job and help support his family. His maturity and 

considerate manner undergirded all his interactions, making him easy to get along with 
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and a responsible member of his research group. He describes the research project as one 

part of developing his own opinions and ability to share them socially:  

Well, what Mr. Guererra stressed a lot when I was in there was "don't believe me, 

do your own research.” Which was what I started doing, so I think it's the research 

that we all did together. And some that I did on my own, and that really helped. 

But yeah, the research was a really big part of that, to just gather information and 

look at it. It was pretty cool. (Hector, interview, 2007) 

Hector exemplifies how doing one’s own research, as opposed to relying on the 

conclusions and judgments of other people, can help to change how students think of 

themselves as intellectually capable, and ultimately as socially authoritative as well. 

TABLE 7.1 ASPECT OF PAR PROJECTS’ IMPACT ON STUDENTS 

Aspects of PAR 
Projects 

Public 
presentation 

Act of 
conducting 
original 
research 

Data gathered, 
information 
learned 

Impact on 
students 

Confidence, 
voice 

Intellectual 
Empowerment, 
identity 

Better 
understanding of 
issue 

Who most likely 
to respond 

Initial academic 
identity, now 
extended to 
public realm 

Weaker 
academic 
identity 

Peripheral in the 
research design 

Examples Isabel: has done 
the research 
herself, feels 
confident 
articulating her 
ideas socially 

Hector: began to 
rely on this own 
conclusions of 
important social 
issues 

Cristina: now 
sees how much 
people segregate 
themselves by 
race & ethnicity 

Realm of impact Social identity;  Academic 
identity in 
immediate social 
setting 

Personal 
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Joaquin describes how the chance to direct their own research made students both 

more engaged in their research topics, and ultimately more prepared to take initiative in 

their own learning: 

Joaquin: Well, before he gave us the project it was more like his research and he 

presented to us, and he also presented what else there was out there and other 

ideas and thoughts of certain topics. But then when we had to do our own 

research; that’s when it got deeper. ‘Cause we just skimmed like most of the 

topics, then like everybody had to go into a certain topic and learn more and 

expand more. And that is like self-research, so that is when people got into  . . . . 

[their] research on the six topics. So that is more like your own work, too.  

CC: And how do you think that doing that research for yourself had an impact on 

you? 

Joaquin: It shows you that you can . . . you can accomplish a lot. You don’t need 

someone to teach you, you can show yourself, be self-taught. (Joaquin, interview, 

2007)   

This results, for many students, in them developing trust in their own judgment, which 

the narrow direction of most of their schoolwork seldom allows. Some difference is 

apparent among students from Salazar and Tierra high schools. Tierra students are more 

likely to have had previous opportunities for self-directed work, so the adjustment to 

PAR projects is more comfortable for them.  
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For many students from Salazar, the impact of this self-directed work is striking. 

They recognize their increasing facility with articulating their own opinions, and their 

expanding trust in their own ideas. Julia describes how the program’s investment in 

students’ intellectual development allowed her to strengthen her confidence in her 

intellectual abilities. When asked if she believes the research portion of the class was 

beneficial for her, she answered: 

I do, because then it allowed me to go on my time and do my own research. And 

then / / / to hear what Mr. Guererra had to say, as opposed to hearing what other 

people told me, what the whole system tells me, and like I took your guys' advice 

and I took all the research stuff and was able to interpret it into my own. And you 

know, get my own ideas, and my biases and my  / / / you know, things like that. So 

it really does help. It really is useful. (Julia, interview, 2007) 

In concert with the critical pedagogy and culturally relevant curriculum elements of the 

class, the research projects give students the opportunity to become an authority on a 

topic they deem important to their schooling and broader development. This has 

implications for its affect on their intellectual empowerment.  

 

Shifting from Academic Periphery to Center Through Action Research 

As with all facets of the PCEA classes, the PAR projects provide different 

benefits to different students. Most core students cite some aspect of the research process 

as helpful to them. But students vary widely in which part of their research projects they 

describe as being valuable to them.  These affects can be correlated to certain aspects of 
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students’ identities exhibited before the project, including the degree to which they were 

central in research process or generally maintained a peripheral role in the class group 

research. For students on the periphery of research projects, simply presenting work 

publicly was a significant experience for them.  

Cristina’s discussion of the research projects illustrates how those students who 

are more peripheral in the creation and execution of the projects may experience them. 

She says that she had felt somewhat uninvolved in the research process as a whole 

throughout the semester. She suggests a lack of understanding of the broader research 

process when I ask what she thinks about the value of doing the research projects and she 

asks, “The PowerPoint?” equating the research process with the product students created 

to report their research. But eventually, studying the topic of self-segregation was fruitful 

for Cristina; she says that she learned a lot from studying the topic in depth, and during 

public presentations of her groups’ work, she provided an excellent discussion of one of 

the research points. The following excerpt from an interview includes her description of 

the significance of the project for her:   

CC: What did you think about the research project that you did? 

Cristina: The PowerPoint? 

CC: Yeah, were you happy with the project? 

Cristina: Yeah, I think it came out good. I didn't even think I learned that much. 

Like, when they first said self-segregate, that people self-segregate themselves, 

I'm like “okay”, but then when I started reading stuff that we got, I was like 

“wow.” The surveys [other students completed report that] they hang out with 

them just because they're Mexican, or because they dress like me, like that's / / / 

like I didn't think / / / I don't know. Maybe it's just that I didn't see it.  
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CC: Like that process of actually doing the research yourself / / /? 

Cristina: Yeah, cause I was like, I don't think people stereotype themselves, I 

think they just hang out with people that they're like—but that's stereotyping.  I 

learned quite a bit.  

CC: Were you happy with the way that it turned out? 

Cristina: Yeah, it was / / / I was so nervous to do it in front of the  / / / 

administrators, but / / /  

CC: But you guys did a really good job. 

Cristina: Yeah. (Cristina, interview, 2008) 

In spite of not having felt much control over the research process, Cristina came to 

understand the “self-segregation” around her more fully because of the research she and 

her peers conducted. While the class had discussed these topics extensively before her 

group began their project, the process of analyzing the data, formulating findings, and 

preparing for presentations to family and administrators allowed Cristina to embrace the 

full meaning of the topic.  

 

Public Presentation of Research 

An important aspect of the research projects was the impact for students of 

presenting their work to their parents and school administrators at the encuentro events. 

These were held in the evening and invited the public to attend students’ presentations of 

their research projects. This marked an opportunity for them to enact their fledging social 

identity as a legitimate authority on their research topics. David was affected by this 

experience, which helped to instill pride in him: 

CC: Was the research an important part of the class? 
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David: Yeah I think it was because it allowed us at the end to show everything we 

have worked for, to show everything we have learned to our parents and to other 

people, even the principal . . . I don't know about everyone else, but I like 

showing. I like [teaching] other people. I like saying “hey, if you look at it this 

way . . .” (David, interview, 2007) 

He gained satisfaction and increased confidence from being able to share the knowledge 

he learned from conducting original research. This public sanctioning of their work shifts 

the research from simply a school assignment to a social credential, also potentially 

shifting students’ roles in the social sphere.  

David’s experience at the parent encuentro was particularly interesting because of 

his mother’s active participation in the event (fieldnotes, 2007). During David’s group 

presentation, one of the examples of how the school limits some students’ opportunities 

for learning was David’s experience with the librarian. He described for the audience 

how he had visited the library several times to borrow a book he needed for a project for 

one of his classes. The librarian would not let him check the book out of the library. He 

documented in field notes watching students from Lincoln High borrow books from the 

library, and his frustration at not being allowed to borrow the one he needed for a paper.  

David’s mother was in the audience at the encuentro, and she stood up to speak to 

the group gathered. She says that at first, she did not believe her son when he told her that 

the librarian would not let him take out a book that he needed for a project. Then she 

went to the school and had him try again with her waiting outside. The librarian would 

not let him check out the book. Then David’s mother went into the library, and the 
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librarian’s tone changed; she allowed David to borrow the book. David’s mother told the 

others at the encuentro that says she believes her son now. David’s later reflections on the 

event demonstrate how the chance to engage in this public dialogue with his mother 

allowed him to assume a role of respect and authority in his family: 

That was cool. My mom / / / At first, she just let me do whatever . . . “you are 

going there? Okay, go.” She would never really pay attention.  But at that 

encuentro she was close-minded at first. And once she seen / / / cause that very 

day we went to my school to get a book from the librarian because the librarian 

wouldn't let me in. She was like, you know, racist and stuff. She kicked all of us 

out. She wouldn't let me in and I went in first and then my mom came in and she 

(librarian) was like “Oh! Hi!” She completely changed . . . That day my mom was 

like “Yeah!” (David, interview, 2007) 

After witnessing that her son’s description of the librarian had been accurate, Mrs. Vaca 

came to see her son differently. Because of David’s increased confidence in describing 

his experiences, his mother comes to see him as an authority. She was further affected at 

the encuentro by hearing about the tracking at Salazar through the house system, which 

angers her. He says: 

It was cool . . . Ever since that, my mom [and dad] . . . they have looked at me 

differently. They've respected what I do a little more. And they are kind of like 

“did you hear what happened?” They are influenced by me, I tell them stuff and 

they are just like “Wow, that's messed up.” Even stuff in the newspaper; it's cool. 

(David, interview, 2007) 
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For David, the authority with which he and his peers are able to educate their parents and 

school administrators marks a shift in their public roles and confidence as social actors.  

An important part of this shift is students’ confidence in the information they are 

presenting. They have not simply heard in lecture or read someone else’s conclusions; 

having conducted their own research and made their own conclusions underlies students’ 

confidence in their presentations. Isabel says that before doing the PAR projects, she 

didn’t “know anything” for herself; she relied on her teachers and textbooks as the source 

of knowledge. She previously was concerned that if she tried to assert her opinions she 

would be “put down” because she “didn't have backup.” Having done her own research 

allowed her to present it in public with confidence, both at the encuentros and with 

friends and family. She says she became particularly more self-assured talking about 

politics, and finds it satisfying to be able to discuss important issues with her boyfriend 

and other people. Now, she says, “if I know, I can talk. They are my ideas and I have 

backup; I am not just saying it because I heard it, because with Mr. Guererra we do the 

research.” The collection of original data is crucial to this shift for students, since they 

gain ownership over their research projects that render them not just competent students, 

but a public authority on a topic.   

The affects of these research presentations on the audience are also important. 

When students realize how much their research has an impact on the people who learn 

about it, it can reinforce this increased confidence. Each April, the PCEA staff selects 

approximately two students from each class to travel to the American Educational 

Research Association (AERA) Annual Meeting to present their research at an paper 
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session. For those students who are selected, the experience is often a profound one. They 

stand in front of a room full of scholars and researchers, all of whom are interested in 

hearing about their work. Luciana was one of the students invited to attend and present 

research at AERA conference in Chicago. She says she was disappointed that their 

research needed more work, so she wasn't that satisfied with it, but “shocked” by how 

much their presentation affected other people. She says: 

That was a cool experience. I didn’t know that our like, research was going to be 

such an impact on everyone else. I was very impressed . . . I think it was a cool 

experience to have other people, from like, not here [Montaño], see our work and 

be impressed by it. And just to know other people that went were there and that 

were talking to us, they were just telling us how there are other groups doing 

similar things up there. I think those trips are good because you can connect with 

more people and stuff from other places. (Luciana, interview, 2007) 

Luciana has expressed disappointment with the degree to which most people around her 

simply “don’t care” about the social and educational issues she views as so important. 

Presenting her research publicly gave her the chance to speak with “people who actually 

pay attention,” which she does not generally encounter in her school and community.  

 
Conclusion 

This blend of culturally relevant curriculum and politicized respect students 

experience in the PCEA are a strong tonic in countering the institutional and social 

alienation that students of color experience. Students often increase their academic 

identities—their sense that they belong and can succeed in school. This can, in turn, 
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foster intellectual empowerment—increased confidence among students that they can not 

only learn advanced content in school, but also develop and assert their own opinions 

about important social issues. But what are the implications for such strengthening of 

academic identities for students’ lives beyond the classroom? How can these shifts in 

school-related subject positions expand beyond the school setting to bear on students’ 

broader social identities?  

Of crucial concern is to understand the circumstances under which students’ 

expanding academic identities link to and inform their broader social identities and 

agency. As Palmer describes: 

While there are durable aspects to our identities, and as individuals we always 

have access to agency, there is an ongoing tension between agency and structure 

as we adapt to new ‘figured worlds’ by at once changing our selves and pushing 

the limits to change the ‘figured world’ in which we find ourselves. Will students’ 

‘academic identities’ endure the constant challenge of shifting into new ‘figured 

worlds’? (Palmer, 2008, p. 655) 

As students shift how they think of themselves as students and as members of the school 

community, there is potential for associated shifts in how they think of themselves as 

members of society, as well as their efficacy in acting on social dynamics and 

institutions. Here, we see potential for academically based programs to affect students’ 

social identities and agency. The following chapter will describe how PCEA students 

demonstrate shifts in social identities and agency as a result of their opportunities in the 

program. Most often, these entail cases wherein students have extended their 
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strengthening academic identities beyond school to visualize, speak to and enact social 

activism.  
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 CHAPTER 8  

SOCIAL EMPOWERMENT AND SOCIAL AGENCY 

“My mind [exploding] into anger with the world. 
My guts twisting to speak and I do!” –Elena, field notes, 2007 

 

The emancipatory education that the PCEA works to offer students can have a 

profound impact on their construction of agentive social identities. Through engaging 

students in participatory action research (PAR) as pedagogy and critical pedagogy, the 

PCEA teaches students to recognize the way that every day experiences are shaped by 

institutional practices and policies. This critical analysis allows them to understand the 

existent world as the product of peoples’ actions and therefore subject to change—critical 

literacy. But successfully recognizing institutional sources of social and interpersonal 

events does not fulfill the goals of critical consciousness; social agency is a crucial part 

of this process (Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Freire, 1973; Ginwright & Cammarota, 

2007; Ginwright & James, 2002; Kirshner, Strobel, & Fernandez, 2003).  

The way that students come to construct social agency depends on their 

opportunities to initiate different ways of being and acting in the world—envisioning and 

enacting new subject positions for themselves (Apple, 2003; Ginwright & Cammarota, 

2007; Holland, Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998c; Noguera & Cannella, 2006). In 

addition to teaching critical literacy that will foster empowered academic identities and 

school achievement, the PCEA is also concerned with how young people think of 

themselves as social actors. Participants in the PCEA demonstrate increasing social 

agency to varying degrees; in addition, what counts as social agency may be very 
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different for PCEA students than what is typically considered “social activism.” For 

young people who have never considered themselves enough of a social authority to posit 

an authoritative opinion on school policy, for example, the opportunity to do so may 

constitute social action (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2002). This is especially important for 

students who have been marginalized from their schools and other public institutions. 

They often feel that their judgments and evaluations hold no social import, and that, in 

their words, “you can’t change how things are” so they should just be quiet about them.  

What is important for these students is that they are coming to see their own 

actions in the context of the social, historical, and political context in which they live. 

This ability grows from the critical literacy and consciousness that students develop; once 

they see the world as the product of peoples’ actions, they recognize its vulnerability to 

change by people such as themselves (Cammarota & Fine, 2008; Torre & Fine, 2006). 

But an additional shift toward framing their own actions as manifestations of critical 

consciousness and social justice marks their expanding social agency.  

Kris Gutierrez (2005) describes how politically and historically contextualized 

programs can offer youth the chance to envision new possibilities for themselves through 

orientation to an imagined but possible future. As youth come to recognize that the world 

is composed of historical actors, and that their communities are shaped by such historical 

acts, they can come to see themselves as potential social actors as well. Through this 

process of re-envisioning who they are and might become academically and beyond, she 

argues they can see themselves as— and thus become—conscious social actors 

(Gutierrez, 2005). The essential element is for youth to come to view themselves as 



328 

 

capable and vital actors in history and social change. This is a question of expanding 

young peoples’ conceptions of their social agency—who they are and who they might 

become, and how they might address institutional injustice. 

Because of the critical consciousness PCEA participants have the opportunity to 

assume, many are able to begin to see their own actions as relating to the historical 

context and political patterns they now recognize. They understand how institutional 

practices have affected their lives, and thus begin to envision that they have agency in 

affecting institutional and social patterns. David, for example, describes how learning 

about social activism in the 1960’s changed how he thinks of his own social actions. 

Because he knows that seemingly impervious corporate and government practices were 

in fact vulnerable to the influence of protesting and boycotting, he considers the influence 

he might have on injustice around him. David, as well as other PCEA students, comes to 

frame his actions as relating to political patterns and institutional practices.  

 

Social Efficacy and Agency in the PCEA 

Examining the shifts in social agency among participants in the PCEA project is 

both important and difficult. It is important because such shifts toward social efficacy are 

crucial aspects of the program (Aguilar, interview, 2008; Calderón, interview, 2008). 

While the PCEA staff acknowledges that taking this class is just the first step in a longer 

process for a student—which may take a year or continue indefinitely—the program’s 

goals do entail an opportunity for students to begin to construct increased social agency, 

as well as opportunities for taking social action. Several types of behavior indicate 
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students’ shifts in this area, all of which mark shifts in students’ subjectivities. In 

analyzing the data, I have identified four main categories of social agency: frustrated 

agency; embryonic or nascent agency; envisioning or emergent agency; and finally, 

concrete acts of social agency. I discuss the three ways that PCEA students demonstrate 

some form of agency other than frustrated agency below (see also Table 8.1).  

The first type of agency is embryonic or nascent agency, wherein students are 

mainly engaged in thinking about potential ways to act. Many students who have 

embraced the ideas of the PCEA are yet unable to envision how they might continue to 

act on these values outside the context of the PCEA. This does not mean that they can’t 

recognize ways that social action and language can support or inhibit social justice; all of 

the focal students in this study reached a basic level of critical consciousness, and all 

agreed that some form of social action is an important part of that. But developing an idea 

of how they might actually participate in that was challenging, even in the context of the 

actual PCEA class, which did not always offer students satisfying opportunities to begin 

their path of social action.  

Second, we see students envisioning future action; this comes in degrees, from 

students who have changed their actual goals for themselves, to those who are less sure, 

but beginning to envision potential ways of acting on their principles of social justice. 

These may include their career, or other forms of social action such as participating in 

activism or simply being a positive influence in their communities. Finally, many PCEA 

students begin to actually take social action; this can be in the form of intervention in 

social situations, and can also include the act of speaking socially—student voice. 
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TABLE 8.1 TYPES OF SOCIAL AGENCY IN THE PCEA FOCAL STUDENTS 

 Type of Agency Specific Action Examples 
Actors Social Action Intervention Elena: buys a box of cereal for 

a child in a grocery store 
  Voice Alejandro: confident talking to 

acquaintances about social 
issues 

  Civic identity Javier: talking to his parents 
about politics 

Planners Envisioning/ 
Emergent 
Agency 

Change/adjustm
ent of life goals 

Luciana: now plans to become 
a Chicano studies teacher 

  Articulating 
potential future 
action 

Alicia: would like to work on a 
program to improve race 
relations in high schools 
Joaquin: wants to be a positive 
influence on young people in 
his community through giving 
them places to hang out 

Thinkers Embryonic/ 
Nascent Agency 

Cannot envision 
future social 
action 

Diego: wants to help his 
community, but can’t imagine 
a profession that will allow 
him to do that 
Hector: social action is too 
much for an individual, is not 
sure how to be involved in 
social activism after PCEA 

 
In this way, demonstrations of social agency can be understood on a continuum. But it is 

crucial to note that constructing of social agency is not a linear, developmental process 

wherein students first get to stage one, then move to stage two, then arrive at stage three 

and stay there. Rather, students may construct varying types of social agency in different 

settings and according to a wide variety of factors.  
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PCEA Students with Embryonic Social Agency 

Once students gain some degree of critical consciousness, they are not necessarily 

able to envision constructive ways of acting on that consciousness. They know they 

believe in the concepts of humanization they have learned in class, and they have also 

mastered an ability to engage in critical consciousness regarding what they see around 

them. But many PCEA students have difficulty envisioning how they can take concrete 

steps to address the injustices they identify. During interviews at the end of or after the 

school year, focal students were asked specifically about how they imagine themselves 

participating in their community or helping their community: 

• Do you think that there are things you can do about that? Steps you can take to 

help improve things in your community? 

• If you think about yourself in the future, aside from your career, do you have 

ideas about how you want to be, what kind of person you want to be, or what you 

do in your community? 

• So do you think, if you think about yourself being a part of your community, how 

do you see yourself as contributing to your community? 

Responses varied from “just being a good person” to a desire to identify a career that 

students feel would help people in their community, such as being a teacher or public 

servant. But many students are also not sure how they can enact their commitments; they 

know they believe in the concepts of humanization they have learned in class, and they 

have also mastered an ability to engage in critical consciousness regarding what they see 
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around them. But most PCEA students have a difficult time envisioning how they can 

take concrete steps to address the injustices they identify.  

Diego is extremely committed to helping other young people avoid the patterns 

that he found himself in, including using drugs and having a run-in with the police. But 

he has not seen any models for how he might act on that commitment other than being a 

teacher or a social worker, neither of which he wants to do. Both of these potential roles 

entail acting within an institution, not acting to change how institutions function or resist 

the prescribed roles institutions allow for teachers or students, counselors or offenders. 

Indeed, Diego cannot envision any constructive social role for himself outside the bounds 

of the PCEA. He was invited to continue to participate in the program after graduating 

from high school by serving as a summer intern, which he has done enthusiastically. In 

this role, he has spoken at national academic research conferences, met with county 

commissioners and city employees to discuss challenges for local youth, and presented at 

a briefing on Capital Hill in Washington, DC.  

But when it comes to what Diego wants to do later in life, he does not know how 

he can continue to accomplish worthwhile things outside the context of the PCEA. He 

says that working with the PCEA: 

Really made me think about how other ways am I going to give back? And like 

whatever career you would want to do you can always tie in giving back to your 

community. But right now I am really undecided and really lost. And I love how 

they'll offer you a job but you'll never know. Like I wish Dr. Aguilar could be like 

"hey, you want to keep working?" cause it would get that stress off of you, "what 
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am I going to be working in through college?" And if you surround yourself with 

the right people you might get motivated even more. (Diego, interview, 2007) 

When asked what he plans to do after graduating from high school and working for the 

PCEA over the summer, he reports that he has no concrete plan for school or work:  

I don't know. I wish it was that easy, that Dr. Aguilar could say "you want to take 

this job?" or "you want to do this now?" but you're going to have to take this 

course at [the community college]. And like lead my way, but I know that's not 

going to happen. So I don't know. And then we went to juvi today and it made me 

think about working as a counselor in there or a social worker. Because I have 

never liked my anger management or I've never liked any of those people because 

they have not lived the stuff I did. They are just reading off a textbook and here's 

your solution. When I've lived it and done that, I think I'd be better at it than 

anybody else. 

CC: Working with younger kids / / / ? 

Diego: With younger kids in trouble or some kind of need of help.  

CC: That would be really cool; I think you'd be good at that.  

Diego: But where to go, it's like, I don't know.  

CC: Well if you want to go into that, you can, you do need to go to college. If that 

is something you are interested in you can look that up.  

Diego: That's just one of those ideas that's up in the clouds, but it would be nice.  

(Diego, interview, 2007) 

For Diego, the difficulties he has had are great enough that studying and working with the 

PCEA for a year has not provided him with a change to construct a model of what future 

social action will look like. He does know that he has seen areas of public institutions—

schools, criminal justice—that he believes do not work well. But he can not envision how 

one could take action to have an impact on those things he feels are most important.  
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Interestingly, Diego’s wish that the PCEA program would continue to offer him 

avenues for meaningful social participation has been at least somewhat fulfilled. Two 

years after graduating from Tierra High and finishing the PCEA program, Diego is still 

employed as a research intern. The school district’s Department of Multicultural Studies 

also employs him as a coordinator for the PCEA and other programs. In this capacity, he 

mentors younger students in the school district who have been identified as potentially 

benefiting from Diego’s guidance, attention, and mentorship. He works with one group of 

middle school boys who have struggled to engage in their classes. He relays with pride 

how their teacher has noted a drastic change in their conduct in class. He describes 

talking to them about the indigenous theory they learn in their ethnic studies class, and 

how those ideas have affected him. These students have become much more engaged in 

their classes, increasingly contributing to class discussions about the topics they discuss 

with Diego.  

Given Diego’s charisma and “cool” persona, it is easy to see why younger 

students would come to respect and admire him, rendering him powerful as a role model. 

Most importantly, this opportunity to become a role model for younger students is also 

powerful for Diego himself. He reports that his work with these students has brought 

about a much greater change in them than their teacher had hoped for, which “feels good” 

for Diego. The chance to witness clear effects of his social action on the lives of other 

people is striking for him. Diego still needs the support and structure provided by the 

PCEA and district to continue to act on these commitments; he had to stop working for 

the PCEA and district for a short time when he dropped out of community college, a 
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condition of employment. He is still struggling to identify avenues for substantive social 

participation outside of this realm, but increasingly gains confidence in his social 

efficacy.  

 

Challenges to Envisioning Roles in Social Change 

Some of this difficulty may be understood as the result of the scale of problems 

students identify. Once they come to see institutionalized racism, they hope to create 

effective social change against it in tangible ways, which is an idealistic and ambitious 

goal. It is hard for PCEA students and graduates to see avenues for attainable action, 

particularly outside the protected realm of the PCEA program itself. But as Diego 

exemplifies, these students are beginning to think of themselves as potential social actors; 

they see their potential work in relation to the notions of social justice and critical agency 

they have learned in the PCEA class, though have yet to identify an avenue for taking 

concrete social action.  

When Hector is asked how he envisions himself helping to make his community 

better, he cannot imagine any ways that he might do that. He recognizes injustice around 

him, and that members of his community are placed at a disadvantage. He also 

participated in demonstrations against immigration policy, and indicates that such 

collective action is valuable. But when I ask him what he considers to be worthwhile or 

important actions for him to take in his community, he cannot describe how he might 

play a role in improving things:  



336 

 

Hector: I don't see myself as having an important role to play [mmm] like by 

myself. Me alone, I think that's just too much to ask of anybody. Um, but, hmmm. 

I don't know.  

CC: But with the group? 

Hector : Yeah, it's like, with the group, we can all [uuuh] well like, our biggest, 

we hope to make a positive impact on our community, create more awareness so 

that they can see what's going on, what shouldn't be tolerated, what they can do 

about it. So I think the overall goal is to create awareness but we do that as a 

group so that one voice doesn't stand alone. (Hector, interview, 2007) 

Hector views the work of the PCEA as important for the community, but identifies 

neither professional nor personal action that will help to fulfill his desire to contribute to 

his community. Given the degree to which some form of social action is an important part 

of critical literacy and consciousness, these students’ inabilities to identify any possible 

ways they might take social action outside the range of the PCEA is troubling. While it 

would not be expected that all PCEA students would formulate definite plans for 

themselves, the lack of potential action articulated by even some of the “top” PCEA 

students32 indicates that even students who fully embrace the major ideas on the class do 

not have exposure to models for creating systemic change.  

 

                                                 
32 Defining who are the “top” or “best” PCEA students is in some contradiction with the PCEA and my 
personal beliefs about labeling and evaluating students. With that tension in mind, I do identify those 
PCEA students who have fully embraced the ideas of the class, and demonstrated an inclination toward 
leadership roles in the program. These students might never have taken on leadership roles in a school-
based program before, but they all demonstrate having internalized many of the major concepts of the class.    
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PCEA Students Envisioning Themselves in Future Social Action 

For other students, they have a more concrete idea of possible ways they might 

increase social justice in their communities. These are not necessarily definite plans, but 

cases when students can envision and describe possible ways that they might participate 

in worthwhile or important community work. In most cases, the actions PCEA students 

envision for themselves reflect the experiences they identify as having been helpful or 

important for them, generally providing other young people in Montaño with the chance 

to learn what is taught in the PCEA. Often, the object of students’ agency remains in the 

realm of school, such as working to change conditions in school that have had an impact 

on them.  

For example, Alicia envisions potential agency within the boundaries she spends 

most of her time in—school. When Alicia is asked about her goals, she says she doesn’t 

know what her long-term professional plans are, but when pressed, she says that “a 

worthwhile thing” would be to change society through working in schools. At her former 

high school student fights break out on a regular basis between various racial or ethnic 

groups—“African immigrants vs. African Americans, Mexican vs. Chicanos.” Alicia 

talks about working at a school or creating an after school program that is not necessarily 

based on ethnicity, but for students who are poor, students have a lot of problems.  She 

says “When I talk about my problems it takes a weight off my chest,” and she believes 

many students have problems at school because of issues they never have a chance to talk 

about or reconcile. She says that she would like to give that same chance to other students 

there. She says she “would like to help out society through schools” because if you teach 
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students to respect and understand one another across racial and ethnic tensions, you can 

affect how they think about people for the rest of their lives. She contrasts this to working 

with adults, whose minds are already “set,” which is how she describes her conservative 

family.  

This conversation illustrates the middle stages of the process of constructing 

social agency. Alicia used to get into fights, and has experienced negative consequences 

because of it. Alienation leads to violence, in her view, and she doesn’t pick on other 

people; she knows what it is like to be picked on and she doesn’t like it. She also has 

embraced the ideas about humanization Mr. Guererra works so hard to share with 

students, and now believes that fighting is bad. She now understands a different way of 

viewing people from different races and ethnicities, and believes that this framework 

could help prevent many of the challenges students face in school. She sees differently, 

and she believes that if other students could learn to see that way, too, they would be 

better off. While she does not have a plan for what action she will take herself in the 

future, she is able to imagine a potential strategy for addressing problems in schools, and 

says she would enjoy participating in that.  

For many students, a significant motivation for their social agency is improving 

opportunities for their family members, especially younger siblings and cousins. One of 

the main goals PCEA students have for their relatives is that they, too, will have the 

chance to learn the information taught in Multicultural Studies courses, saying “We want 

our children to be able to take these classes from kindergarten.” Because of the value this 

knowledge has served in their lives, they care a great deal that their younger siblings and 
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other relatives have the chance to gain the same knowledge about their ancestors, politics, 

and history. Angelica says that when Mr. Guererra teaches about wars that their ancestors 

fought, it makes her want to take actions to make sure that other students, such as her 

cousins, get the chance to take these classes.  

Angelica: How Mr. Guererra [teaches] us . . .  all the wars that our ancestors had 

to do, to take those classes, it makes me want to do something, something else for 

the people that’s coming [after her]  . . . like just, work harder and support these 

classes so our cousins can take them . . . Because [these] classes will be important 

for them.  

She views their presentations of their research to the administration as being an important 

way to make sure people understand the import of the Department of Multicultural 

Studies classes.  

In some cases, the models for personal conduct students have seen in the PCEA 

have shaped their ideas as to what it means to fulfill certain roles; in addition to being a 

“good person,” PCEA students often develop stronger ideas about what it means to be a 

good teacher, member of a family or community, or even a good parent. David in 

particular describes how his vision of how he will be in the future has been affected by 

the ideas and actions the PCEA exposed him to. The following excerpt from an interview 

illustrates how he is beginning to plan his future decisions in light of the values he has 

learned in the PCEA: 

CC: Now that you see things differently, now that you see what is important, how 

do you see your actions in the future? 
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David: I see me just keeping on. Keep doing what I'm doing. And I see me like 

Mr. Guererra with his kid, if I have kids. My kid is not going to grow up / / / 

knowing Christopher Columbus and doing the plays. My kid is going to grow up 

knowing the actual truth and being ready for it. I am going to prepare him to be 

strong, to fight for what he believes in. (David, interview, 2007) 

This evidences how, in addition to providing a direct role model for parenting, Mr. 

Guererra has helped students see how their childrearing priorities can reflect their 

political and social commitments.  

This connection between students’ actions at interpersonal as well as broader 

social levels can enact principles of social justice and humanization. For students who 

most often demonstrate this middle stage of social agency, envisioning and planning, this 

interpersonal level is the most common object of their intentions, rather than institutional. 

But this interpersonal level seems to be a much more achievable goal for students than 

any type of effort at institutional change. David describes how this work can become 

simply a part of a person’s life: 

And I'm just going to keep on, I'm going to influence as many people as I can. I'm 

going to talk the truth. Not influence, just talk the truth, and whoever wants to 

listen then that's awesome, and whoever doesn't try to make 'em. That's what I'm 

going to be doing. I'll never stop what I learned. (David, interview, 2007) 

For him as well as other students, they are less focused on systemic change and explicitly 

political action than simply figuring out how to live day-to-day life according to 

principles of justice and critical consciousness. This means that few students are 
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envisioning ways to work to change the institutional racism that is the source of injustice 

they come to identify. Unfortunately, this may mean that many students are preparing 

themselves to address the symptoms of institutional discrimination, rather than seeking to 

change institutional practices.  

 
PCEA Students taking Concrete Social Action 

Concrete social action occurs when students are actually doing things that they 

understand as being related to constructive social change. This can take place on 

interpersonal or social levels, but in any case is framed by the student as reflective of 

their critical consciousness or commitment to social justice. In some cases, students’ 

“social action” might not have a direct impact on other people, as was the case when 

Rafael was seated on the bus behind some people talking about Mexican peoples’ lack of 

respect. He described a racist and dehumanizing conversation between two strangers who 

had simply struck up a conversation. He documented in his field notes “I get up from my 

seat because I had finally had enough of this hate speech so I get off the bus and wait for 

the next one.” While his silent protest was not action directed toward other people, such 

an act is empowering for him—an affirmation that he should not be subjected to listening 

to people maligning his ethnicity. Such acts do not necessarily effect change among other 

people, but can serve as a statement to oneself as much as to others, that one has 

standards of conduct and participation.  

Students’ concern about their younger siblings and cousins is another area where 

they are able to act on increasing social agency. Because of their high level of care and 

responsibility, in many cases, for helping raise their younger siblings, cousins, and other 
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children, the chance to teach some of the ideas they have learned in the PCEA is a 

common first step of social agency. Jorgé says that he sees some of his relatives teaching 

young nieces, nephews, and cousins racist and dehumanizing ideas, and he is frustrated at 

the idea the he cannot prevent this: 

I can't stop the ways that they are being taught by their father, most of the time 

because I am not there to witness it happening. I have seen him try to tell my little 

sister what to do and I quickly put a stop to it. I tell all my younger siblings and 

cousins that they need to do what is right for them. They should question 

everything they learn. Not necessarily question their parents disrespectfully but 

question it in their hearts. I try to pass the knowledge that I have to them . . . In 

regards to my godson, I have a lot of say in how he is being raised. He spends a 

lot of time at my house and I try to combat all the hegemonic ideas that are being 

shoved in to his brain. (Jorgé, fieldnote, 2008) 

Though Jorgé cannot prevent his young relatives from hearing all of the negative ideas 

around them, he knows that helping to counter those ideas is a concrete step he can take 

to affect them. He also is aware of the cases where he will be able to have the most 

impact, on his godson, with whom he spends a lot of time. Jorgé knows that his influence 

over his nephew is an effective way of supporting humanization and justice.  

 

Antonia: Social Voice to Demand Justice 

Antonia says that this class teaches her what to do when she is not treated well. 

Before she had “no one to go to” if she felt she was not being treated fairly, but now she 
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is able to confront people if they are treating her disrespectfully. When asked about what 

she thinks of the PCEA class, she answers: 

What I am really liking is that I know what to do, like / / / it teaches me what I can 

do in case something happens, like if I get treated wrong. If I get pulled over and 

they are harassing me. Because in other classes they just tell you “well, it’s the 

law.” Before, they would do something to me and I had no one to go to. I can say 

“excuse me, I’m sorry, that’s not how you should be treating me.” Or I can even 

go complain to someone. (Antonia, interview, 2008)  

In addition to this theoretical understanding, however, Antonia is also actually acting in 

social situations to address situations when she or others are being treated disrespectfully. 

She has successfully shifted from thinking about how she might act in the future to 

actually acting in the present day according to her consciousness.  

Antonia also documented acting on her understanding of how to effectively 

address issues of social injustice she witnessed or experienced when accompanying a 

neighbor to a health clinic: 

We waited a couple of minutes and then this tall, middle age woman, she seemed 

to be Latina, with a very unfriendly expression on her face called my neighbor 

into her office. The first thing that I noticed as we got up to go into her office 

instead of holding the door open for us, she went in first and let the door shut on 

us. She started to ask my neighbor a series of questions, then she started making 

noises as if she was mumbling and then she said, “No sé por que si no tienen 
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papeles que trabajamos. Á nosotros, nos sacan dinero de nuetros cheques para que 

ustedes recivan dinero de la nada. Por que yo si pago impuestos.”33  

Was she in a bad mood all the time? Was this really her feeling or was she just 

upset because of something that morning? Had she had this behavior with other 

people? If so, have people complained?  

My neighbor and me did not know how to react. I just wanted to literally smack 

this lady across the face and ask her to apologize, but . . . I told her was that 

people that didn't have papers did pay taxes and most of them did not receive any 

money like she did, and because she was a social worker she should keep her 

comments to herself or find a job where she doesn't have to interact with people. 

The social worker was going to say something when my neighbor says “Antonia, 

sal te con la niña por favor, ahorita entras.”34 While she was talking to the social 

workers I made a complaint and called their main offices and reported her for 

harassment because that is a type of harassment. (Antonia, fieldnote, 2008) 

As a result of taking the PCEA class, Antonia knows the information she needs to 

respond to the social worker’s disparaging comments, but she also has the confidence to 

not only confront this woman, but also seek institutional changes. Not every case of 

social agency is such a clear example of discrimination in public institutions; Antonia 

also writes about her family being ignored at a restaurant, where the waitress left them 

unattended for so long that other patrons noticed they had not been waited on. Antonia 

says she politely asked if they could have a different waitress. But in both cases, Antonia 

has begun to not only learn information that empowers her, but to act on it in constructive 

ways.  

                                                 
33 “I don’t know why you don’t have documents to work. The rest of us, they take from our checks because 
you receive money for doing nothing. Because I pay taxes.” 
34 “Antonia, leave with the child, please.”  
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As PCEA students expand their social agency, they can increasingly shift from 

planning or envisioning social action to actually taking action in social settings. The 

nature of this action changes; it may be personal action, simply removing oneself from a 

negative situation; it may be interpersonal strategies to teach others about critical 

consciousness and other important ideas; or it may be proactive steps to call attention to 

mistreatment in ways that may lead to institutional change. In each case, however, the 

most critical part is that young people view their actions as an extension of their values. 

In each case, these PCEA students have identified their action as relating to political 

patterns—precisely the connection the PCEA is trying to help students recognize.  

 
 

Frustration in Achieving Social Change 

Sometimes knowing the changes one wants to work for contributes to frustration 

more than relieving it. Some students have a hard time envisioning how they might 

contribute to social change because they understand how difficult substantive change is to 

attain, and may be overwhelmed. Natalia is unique among PCEA students in the degree 

to which her family exposes her to—and engages her in—political discussion, analysis, 

and action. She attends political marches and other community events. But her hopes are 

so high, her idealism so well formed, that the slow pace of change can cause 

despondency, because “you end up not wanting to talk” when there is an issue you care 

about and others respond by laughing and not taking it seriously; “With all the marches, 

you try, but then you aren't accomplishing what you want” (fieldnotes, 2008). During the 

parent encuentro early in the school year, several students played the “conscious songs” 
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they had selected to share with the class and write about. Natalia chose a song by Michael 

Franti called “Pray for Grace” because it talks about, as she described, that we have to 

change the future, and even if things don't go well, people have to maintain hope. Lyrics 

from the song include:  

I'm a soldier but afraid sometimes 

To face the things that may 

Block the sun from shinin' rays 

--- 

'Cause none of us 

Can live the perfect life 

The kind that we see on Nick at Night 

And sometimes, we all 

Just lose sight 

Of the pain that will guide us 

From dark into the light 

We fall down yes, but we get up 

When Calderón asked her “Do you feel that way sometimes? That it is hard to keep 

hope?” she answers “yes, sometimes the negative becomes more apparent than the 

positive.” Here, Natalia demonstrates the degree to which even students with a model of 

what social action can look like may become frustrated at the lack of affect it seems to 

have.  

Yet by the time the school year ends, Natalia is still active in political 

demonstrations, and when she talks about her research project at the end of the school 

year, she tells parents and administrators how the PCEA class teaches students to “reason 

from logical way, not just emotional, so we can learn to see other perspectives.” As a 
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result, students are “learning the history” so they can identify the “sources and causes” 

that allow substantive social change. She does not give up on processes of social 

activism, but she is learning to understand both her own social agency and its potential 

impact.  

Social Agency and Civic Identity 

In some cases, the social agency PCEA students are constructing begins the shift 

to civic identity. This is possible when young begin to see themselves as having an 

important role to play in their communities to address injustice and become “producers” 

of civic life, not simply consumers (Boyte, 2003). As members of their community, 

young people come to establish “individual and collective senses of social agency, 

responsibility for society, and political-moral awareness” (Youniss, McLellan, & Yates, 

1997, p. 620). O’Donoghue (2006) describes the closely related “public efficacy” as “the 

extent to which young people see themselves as capable of affecting or influencing both 

the [youth organization] and the broader community” (p. 232). This is a process through 

which youth realize they have agency—an ability to proactively shape aspects of society 

to reflect their values and interests (Winter, 2003; Yates & Youniss, 1999). 

For PCEA participants whose critical consciousness and agency manifest in ways 

that explicitly address political or social justice issues, they demonstrate an aspect of 

identity that takes increasing responsibility for addressing social problems. In these cases, 

students are not only acting according to their own values of social justice, but taking 

steps to enact that justice for other people as well. This marks an expansion of identity 
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from centering primarily around one’s own actions and interests toward accepting 

responsibility for proactive intervention in political and social events.   

Rodrigo’s experience with writing letters of protest to the state superintendent of 

education about negative charges against the Department of Multicultural Studies 

illustrates the shift students can experience in thinking about their own actions. During 

one PCEA class period, Mr. Guererra has asked students to write a letter about their 

experience in the PCEA and other Multicultural Studies classes. He says that the state 

legislature is considering banning these classes, and needs to hear from students about 

what they think of them. He tells them to write what they think or what they have 

experienced.  

Rodrigo is unenthusiastic about writing the letter. He says he is not sure what the 

point of his letter is, that no one is going to read it or care what it says. I told him about 

the solidarity and unity of everyone writing them all together. I say that someone might 

not read his letter over and over, but the act of writing one letter that will join with stacks 

of others to show that there are lots of people who care about this issue, that can have an 

impact. This seems to motivate him somewhat, and at the end of class he has written a 

letter describing how taking the PCEA kept him interested in school throughout the year. 

He wrote in his letter that if he had not been in the PCEA class, he might not have 

graduated, that the class kept him motivated to go on, to continue with school.  

At the end of the year, during an interview, I ask him whether taking the class 

changed how he thinks about himself in terms of being able to take positive actions for 

his community. He says “definitely, like writing letters” to state officials. When I ask him 
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to explain more, he says he recalls this conversation about letter writing and says “you 

showed me a different view of how the letters can count if we all do it together.” For 

Rodrigo, taking the class has changed how he thinks about what he can do to change 

things he is concerned about in society.  

Javier now understands more about politics and is more confident in his ability to 

make judgments on political issues. This increased understanding means that Javier 

knows that he has enough information and critical thinking skills to analyze what he sees 

and make the best judgment, marking an increase in his civic identity. He even says that 

he is now comfortable with and interested in sharing this information with others, 

generally discussing politics with his parents:  

I used to like never talk about politics. I would just go home, go to my room. And 

now like, sometimes they start talking about the new president, and we just start 

talking, and we see who is the best one for the presidency. (Javier, interview, 

2008) 

This extension of his own ideas into a social realm—that of discussing politics with his 

family—indicates Javier’s shift from only hearing other peoples’ opinions to formulating 

his own opinions, which are even valid enough to draw on to inform and potentially 

influence others. Given Javier’s ability to point out to his parents when they are making 

racism statements, and their receptiveness to him, this shift in Javier’s confidence has led 

to a significant affect on other people.   
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Identification with a Legacy of Activism 

Many of the strongest statements of social agency are those wherein students 

relate their actions to larger social movements, in some cases to historical legacies of 

activism. During a period of nationwide protests against immigration reforms that would 

increasingly target undocumented immigrants, many PCEA students experienced an 

opportunity to act on their convictions in socially constructive ways. Many of them 

participated in local protests, often their first social demonstration, which provided a 

model of what community activism can look like. David not only participated in the 

marches, but also volunteered as a “peacekeeper,” a protester charged with making sure 

the protest remained respectful and nonviolent. This was important, given the counter-

protests that occurred, mainly by members of the Minutemen, an anti-immigration group 

whose members conducted citizen patrols of Arizona deserts near the border with 

Mexico. David was affected not only by the power of participating in the marches, but by 

his belief that he contributed to the activism, recruiting others to participate and 

protecting all people from aggressive acts: 

CC: And you think you can take some steps to help improve the circumstances for 

your people?  

David: Yeah, big time. The walkouts are big, are a big part of that, showing like, 

“I was there.” I was a peacekeeper, you know. I was getting hit with water bottles 

on my head for that Roy Warden retard dude. And you know I feel that . . . 

gathering our people: “Salazar [High students], hey, you know, there's a walkout, 
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you know, there's this,” that makes an impact. Not only did I make an impact but 

we all together made a big old impact.  

And that changes everything. That shows unity through certain circumstances. 

Even though there is self-hate, even though there is / / /  

It was more than just Mexican unity, it was everybody. It was more like “that is 

morally wrong, you can't be doing that,” families in prison kind of thing. 

And I guess that showed that we have a voice instead of being quiet, we have a 

voice. And I like to look up to people, like Cesar Chavez, heavy movement-

makers. And think, man, I took part in that, or we could still do it, you know. We 

still have a voice. It showed us with Cesar Chavez, we could do it now, even now. 

(David, interview, 2007) 

David is beginning to see his own actions in the context of effective social action, not 

only envisioning agency, but also framing his actions in relation to historical and ongoing 

social activism. 

 

Elena: Interrupting Destructive Social Patterns in Social and Political Context 

Elena directs her civic action not to a specifically political context, but toward 

mediating what she identifies as injustice against someone else. Similar to Antonia’s 

advocacy on behalf of her neighbor, Elena witnesses an act of injustice and attempts to 

mitigate the situation. Even more profoundly, she frames her action as a way to address 

the frustration and alienation so many children of color experience, thus addressing broad 
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patterns of social disaffection. Her field note, below, details this event and how she 

understands her action: 

I see . . . a calm, relaxing atmosphere to shop at. Register full with customers. 

Impatient ones and angry ones. Happy cashiers behind the registers. Busy, lazy 

and depressed employees. A boy with strap on shoes, one sock and a torn sweat 

shirt, young boy with nappy hair and a straight face of hunger. Has a cereal box, 

with a dollar and a coupon for savings in his other hand. African American 

heritage, with a family waiting for him to get home. BS did he have to go through 

with not much years of life. Register lady rings up the item from the young 

gentleman. He waits nervous and shy on the other side of the cashier, she says the 

total. The young boy shaking hands her the one dollar he has and the coupon. It 

wasn't enough.  

I hear the cashier speaking to him. “Go home and come back when you get the 

rest of the change.” 

My mind [exploding]35 into anger with the world. My gut twisting to speak and I 

do!  

“I'll take that in my account” I said. She looks at me with surprise and shame of 

treating someone innocent with a voice as if he would never make it in this hell of 

a world.  

Boy quietly steps back with appreciation and happy face, that meal for his family 

was about to be taken home. His feelings might of changed for a minute, but the 

                                                 
35 This word was originally transcribed as “exploited” but I have here substituted it with what the author 
clearly intended.  
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feeling of giving someone a hand who is in need, made me think of how the world 

could change if kindness one day takes over. It made me understand how this kid 

from a young age, get treated with anger, injustice and how the madness begins to 

build inside . . .  (Elena, fieldnote, 2007)  

Here, Elena has found a way to not only intervene in a specific event, but to see herself as 

capable of disrupting destructive social patterns. She places her distinct empathy with this 

young boy in the context of how repeated similar experiences will shape his way of 

becoming in the world. She has not only made the connection between political dynamics 

and personal experience; she has also characterized personal action as a means of 

interrupting harmful social patterns. This marks a fully realized social agency directed at 

intervening in destructive social patterns.  

The common thread that we see through all of these is that students are beginning 

to frame their actions in terms of their potential social significance. While students may 

have previously had particular goals for themselves, it is taking an explicitly political 

class where their lives are connected to the curriculum that facilitates their transition 

toward describing their goals or actions in terms of a social justice discourse. Even 

students who don’t know what action they might potentially take are thinking in terms of 

some positive impact on other people or their community.  

These three types of social agency trace the emergence of increasing social 

efficacy (O’Donoghue, 2006). As PCEA students expand their social agency, they can 

increasingly shift from planning or envisioning social action to actually taking action in 

social settings. The nature of this action changes; it may be personal action, simply 



354 

 

removing oneself from a negative situation; it may be interpersonal strategies to teach 

others about critical consciousness and other important ideas; or it may be proactive steps 

to call attention to mistreatment in a way that may lead to institutional change. In each 

case, however, the most critical part is that these PCEA students have identified their 

action as relating to political patterns—precisely the connection necessary for students to 

view themselves as social actors.   

 

Institutional Imagination 

Lankshear and Knobel (1997) describe the impact of critical literacy as enabling 

“institutional imagination.” Because public institutions appear to be natural, critical 

literacy is necessary to envision other possibilities for how institutions could function. 

Further, the lives of individual people are so intricately embedded in the institutions 

around them, they have to develop a “critical imagination” for conceptualizing alternative 

subject positions—more critical and agentive ways of interacting with institutions 

(Lankshear & Knobel, 1997).  

This recalls Michael Apple’s conception of “subject positions” from Chapter 2: 

that the way people are taught to engage in social institutions shapes how they construct 

identities in relation to these institutions. He describes “how bureaucratic and 

administrative needs and demands structure the participation of various kinds of people” 

in public institutions, providing certain roles people are permitted to enact (Apple, 2003, 

p. 12). These “subject positions” embody “identities for people.” In the context of 

education, schools structure particular roles that students can play in school. Because the 
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school is a child’s dominant formal, public site for socialization, the subject positions 

they are invited or permitted to assume in school may have a significant impact on how 

they come to understand possibilities for engaging with any social institution (Fine, 

Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004).  

Lankshear and Knobel’s (1997) description of institutional imagination elaborates 

on the potential effects of social action. Because of the ideological repercussions of 

institutional ideologies and practices, it is more difficult for students to shift their critical 

gaze from people and communities’ actions to institutional practices. Yet a major premise 

of the PCEA’s theoretical underpinnings—in common with other critical youth 

development—is that institutional practices must be the objects of critical social action. 

Given the PCEA’s focus on critical consciousness and social agency, institutional 

imagination is one way of describing the program’s implicit goals.  

Participants in the PCEA demonstrate vastly different degrees of institutional 

imagination. For many students, racial consciousness is a significant first step, and 

awareness of critical consciousness and humanization are the limits of what they may 

demonstrate in the scope of the class. Others are coming to see themselves as 

contributing to important issues of justice on interpersonal levels. Few students are 

envisioning ways that they can engage in systemic action to affect social institutions. But 

PCEA participants do demonstrate some crucial first steps toward imagining how social 

institutions might function differently. This most often takes the form first of describing 

how the institution of school might be different, and then eventually envision plans for 

their own contributions to changing the nature of school for future students.  
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TABLE 8.2 CONTINUUM OF INSTITUTIONAL IMAGINATION AND  
SOCIAL AGENCY 
with strength of Institutional Imagination and Social Agency increasing to the right 
 
 
Weaker 

Institutional 
Imagination   
 

 
stronger 

Institutional 
Impermeability  
 

New Roles within 
Institutions 

Changing Institutions 
 

Struggle to envision or 
assume new social roles 

Being a good teacher, 
being a counselor or 
social worker who 
does not “just blame” 
people but helps them 
 

Collective social action, 
protest, activism   
 

 Social Agency  
Embryonic Agency Envisioning Social Action 
 

In all of these cases, we can understand where students fall on this continuum—

their degree or type of social agency—in relation to the concept of institutional 

imagination. The more students can imagine how institutions can function differently, the 

stronger their sense of social agency in acting on these institutions. This is because the 

more one’s institutional imagination is developed, the more expansive and agentive roles 

one can envision assuming in relation to that institution.  

 

Reimagining School 

A particular conversation with Cristina illustrates how this can occur for students. 

Cristina reports that the environment Mr. Guererra creates in his PCEA class makes her 

much more comfortable than in any of her other classes. This is a new model of what a 

class experience can be like, fostering institutional imagination for Cristina, changing 

how she comes to think of possible ways school can be. She said several times that she 
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tries to transfer that feeling of comfort to her other classes; she is trying to apply that 

vision of how schooling can be different to settings other than Mr. Guererra’s class, as 

discussed in the following excerpt from an interview:  

CC: When you think about your goals for yourself, do you think that they have 

changed because of taking this class? 

Cristina: Um, / / / not really. My goals to graduate have, because I'm, like I see 

how easy  / / / not so much easy, but so much not stressed out I am going to 

Guererra’s [class]; I try to act like that to every class, just like, chill. 

- - -  

CC: So you think that after taking this class . . . that you can actually be more 

relaxed and feel more comfortable in your other classes?  

Cristina: Yeah, because if I would have had three classes that I was nervous 

about, it would have never changed me. [If] it wasn't for Guererra’s class  . . . I 

just try to think how relaxed I am in that class toward every other class. Cause I'm 

totally relaxed in his class. Like I'm not afraid. 

CC: Normally in classes you would be uncomfortable talking? 

Cristina: Yeah, I was always / / / I was like that. (Cristina, interview, 2008) 

But now that Cristina has seen the model Mr. Guererra creates for how students can feel 

comfortable in class, she knows what it feels like to be a student and yet not be afraid in 

class. This is a new subject position for her in the institution of school. She is aware of 

this shift in herself—that she is experiencing new possibilities for being in relation to 

public institutions. She also consciously attempts to expand the realm wherein this 
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subject position is possible to other classes, by trying to remember how relaxed she is in 

Mr. Guererra’s class and try to feel that relaxed and unselfconscious in other classes as 

well.  

 

Luciana: Envisioning a Role in Recreating School 

For Luciana, participating in Department of Multicultural Studies classes changed 

the nature of school for her dramatically. As a result, she changed how she thinks of her 

own future role in improving education for students who come after her. The contrast 

between what the rest of school was like for Luciana and the opportunities she had in the 

PCEA helped her envision ways that she can counter the negative effects of school 

practices for many students by becoming an ethnic studies teacher herself. She has 

decided that she will participate in an institution to change what it provides to Latina/o 

students who, like her, find school a difficult place to navigate.  

During her freshman year, Luciana got “completely lost.” She had recently moved 

from a different state, so didn’t know anyone. When she did make friends, she says that 

she “met the wrong people” for encouraging her to do well in school. When she got in 

trouble early in high school, the reaction of the assistant principal was to simply send her 

to in-school suspension, which she says just “pushed [her] out.” When she needed 

guidance and support, she describes the administration “didn’t even attempt for me to go 

to school,” so she started skipping in-house suspension. This caused the assistant 

principal to assign her more time in suspension, which she viewed as a waste of time. 

This cycle alienated her form school, and she came to view school as a place that wasn’t 
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responsive to her or “supportive” of her getting an education. She dropped out for a while 

during her freshman year, and later had to struggle to graduate on time.  

Once she enrolled in ethnic studies classes through the Department of 

Multicultural Studies, Luciana saw a different model of what school can look like. The 

culturally relevant subject matter meant that, for the first time in school, Luciana “could 

relate” to what she was reading and studying, which motivated her to increase her 

academic engagement. She explains that she could never “relate” to literature in other 

classes, saying “You cannot relate to something you have never experienced / / / unless . . 

. I don't know. But reading Rodriguez's Always Running is something I can still relate to,” 

whereas she could never relate to Shakespeare and other typical school texts. In her 

Multicultural Studies classes, she finally “saw herself” in the subject matter of class, 

which made her more comfortable in school as a whole. The way that her teachers 

demonstrated care for her further fostered her affiliation to school.  

Luciana had previously considered becoming a teacher, but taking Ethnic Studies 

literature and social studies classes has confirmed for her that that is the correct career 

path for her. She says that when she's a teacher she wants to get students “really 

involved” by teaching them books they can relate to because that can be so important for 

students academically and in other areas of their lives as well. She says “This class is 

different because it involves students in history of students as Latino/as,” an opportunity 

she wants to provide for her future students.  

Luciana has been affected by the model of public school teachers who work 

within the mandated curriculum while also teaching Chicano literature and history, the 
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study of which changed her as person. Once she saw that this was a possible way of being 

a teacher in a public school, she was able to envision that subject position for herself—

one of working within an institution while also teaching students to resist many of its 

patterns. She is not imagining a completely different model of schooling, but she is 

setting a goal of changing how her future students will experience their education, a form 

of influencing the institution.  

 
Conclusion 

Too often, youth conceptualize politics or even events in the news as “not having 

anything to do with them” or “something you can’t do anything about anyway.” As a 

result, many young people think of their lives as being separate from politics, or from any 

notion of  “civic” work or social activism. As young people have opportunities to see 

their actions in relation to political and institutional patterns, they can increasingly frame 

their actions as contributing to social justice, with promising implications for their 

ongoing social agency.  

The PCEA students’ expressions of social agency illustrate how different types of 

agency, and some would argue, different levels of agency, demonstrate how young 

people can increasingly envision connections between their lives and patterns of injustice 

around them. Because the PCEA curriculum is constantly connecting students’ lives to 

broader political patterns, including ideas of hegemony and intuitional racism, it 

successfully taught students to frame their actions in political terms. Students come to 

envision themselves as historical actors. As PCEA students expand their social agency, 

they can increasingly shift from planning or envisioning social action to actually taking 
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action in social settings.  

The nature of this action changes; it may be personal action—one students 

documents getting off a bus to simply remove himself from a negative situation; it may 

be interpersonal strategies to teach others about critical consciousness and other 

important ideas; or it may be proactive steps to call attention to mistreatment in a way 

that may lead to institutional change. In each case, however, the most critical part is that 

these PCEA students have identified their action as relating to political patterns—

precisely the connection necessary for students to view themselves as social actors.   

Such a process of framing one’s own life and actions in relation to political, 

social, and historical dynamics entail what Delgado-Gaitan and Trueba (1991) describe as 

a process of empowerment. For them, the opportunity to engage in critical thinking to link 

one’s own knowledge to “the social reality” in which one lives (p. 138) can facilitate 

assumption of increased social power. Given the institutional systems that maintain 

patterns of disenfranchisement among certain groups, this process of empowerment can 

be a form of social action (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2006).  

The psychological and personal undertaking constructing an activist identity is in 

itself a means of confronting oppressive socialization into passive subjectivities. The 

resulting social agency holds potential for civic action as well. Delgado-Gaitan and 

Trueba (1991) contend that 

as a psychological process, empowerment can affect an individual or a group of 

individuals in gaining control over their own destiny . . . through study of, and 
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reflection on, the place historically occupied by the individuals in the social strata 

of societal institutions. (p. 140) 

For people from disenfranchised groups, empowerment in the face of these systems 

constitutes the first step in action toward changing the systems.  
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CHAPTER 9 

CONCLUSION: POSSIBLE SELVES:  

EQUIPPING YOUNG PEOPLE TO EFFECT CHANGE 

This study has sought to document what opportunities the Project for Conscious 

Education and Activism (PCEA) offers students and how these opportunities can foster 

increasingly agentive identities among participants. It has determined that participating in 

the program provides students with various opportunities for expanding their 

subjectivities. While this process varies for each student, a general pattern is evident. I 

am arguing that the combination of increasing intellectual empowerment and ethnic 

reconciliation that study participants demonstrate constitute what I am referring to as 

critical selective acculturation. Critical literacy allows students to locate their lives in 

political and historical contexts and provides a foundation for stronger social agency. But 

the PCEA’s incorporation of culturally relevant curriculum and pedagogy adds an 

element that facilitates reconciliation of the tensions many students experience in relation 

to their ethnic identities.  

In addition to fostering expanding subject positions among participants, the PCEA 

facilitates increasing selective acculturation, a process whereby students maintain 

meaningful ethnic and cultural practices while adopting those “American” practices that 

facilitate educational and professional attainment in mainstream American society 

(Trueba, 1988). This is marked by stronger connections to an ethnic identity and potential 

engagement with associated social practices.  For many PCEA students, this selective 

acculturation takes on a critical element. In concert with strengthening their ability to 
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selectively balance positive ethnic affiliation with adoption of instrumental mainstream 

practices, students are explicitly aware they are enacting this process, and that it is 

embedded in a given political and social context. Many PCEA students demonstrate they 

are drawing on critical literacy and critical consciousness in framing and enacting the 

social practices they deem important, either for academic achievement or as an element 

of their ethnic identity. This demonstrates the degree to which they become more able to 

frame their actions in relevant historical and social dynamics, which carries particular 

significance for those young people negotiating complex ethnic identities.  

 

Critical Selective Acculturation 

“If you don’t have strong roots, the wind will blow you”  

Emilio Guererra, PCEA program teacher 

This study of the PCEA demonstrates that there are many pathways to 

constructive social affiliation and social agency. The multifaceted nature of the PCEA 

provides students from different backgrounds with various opportunities for intellectual 

empowerment and social affiliation. What is crucial is that young people develop tools 

for understanding the social and political histories that locate them and their families as 

marginalized in American society. Particularly for youth of color, social marginalization 

can cause conflict over ethnic identity and undermine construction of strong and agentive 

social identities. This compounds broader social factors, such as institutional practices 

found in most public schools, which destabilize social affiliation among minoritized 

ethnic identities. Unless they have constructive ways of understanding broad social 
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patterns of racism, marginalization, and discrimination, it is difficult for young people to 

come to view themselves as social agents capable of positive participation and activism. 

Critical selective acculturation provides such a constructive strategy of adopting 

beneficial mainstream practices while still maintaining meaningful ethnic membership.  

 

Selective Acculturation 

The opportunities for positive social and ethnic affiliation that the PCEA offers to 

students enable young people to engage in a process of selective acculturation (Portes & 

Fernandez-Kelly, 2006; Portes & Rumbaut, 2001). Selective acculturation is the process 

whereby immigrants demonstrate a “paced learning of the host culture along with 

retention of significant elements of the culture of origin” (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001, p. 

308). The term “segmented assimilation” addresses the erroneous conventional 

perception that the more an immigrant assimilates to mainstream culture in the United 

States, the more successful they will be. Rather, different aspects of American culture, to 

which immigrants have opportunities to assimilate, offer various rewards, benefits, and 

disadvantages (Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 2006).  

Many young people of color are subject to threats to constructive transitions to 

adulthood. This is not caused, however, by resistance to assimilation but by common 

elements of American culture resulting from poverty and racial discrimination. In fact, 

stronger ties to heritage cultures increase the likelihood that racially marginalized 

students will succeed in American schools and beyond (Klug & Whitfield, 2003). In 

contrast to processes of assimilation that often leave young people without the ethnic 
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affiliation that supports strong social identities, selective acculturation “protects 

individuals against the psychosocial traumas of external discrimination” (Portes & 

Rumbaut, 2001, p. 310). This model is demonstrated to “lead to better psychosocial and 

achievement outcomes because it preserves a bond across immigrant generations and 

gives children a clear reference point to guide their future lives” (Portes & Rumbaut, 

2001, p. 309).  

Significant research confirms that those students with strong ties to their culture 

of origin are more likely to meet higher standards in conventional school settings (Klug 

& Whitfield, 2003; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1995, 2007; Wilson & Black, 

1978). Portes and Rumbaut (2001) have found that students who become fluent bilinguals 

in both English and their heritage language have lower rates of social and identity 

conflict, as well as higher self-esteem, education goals, and achievement than those 

students who do not have the opportunity to become bilingual. Zhou and Bankston (1998) 

have found that children who are able to maintain cultural connections to their families’ 

ethnicity while adopting some mainstream cultural practices are able to “continue to draw 

on the social capital of the community through shared norms” and build 

“intergenerational alliance[s]” that permit them “to adapt successfully” (p. 116). 

Recalling my discussion of social capital in Chapter 2 (see pages 65-69), Portes and 

Rumbaut (2001) describe how social capital is “the factor accounting for the paradox that 

successful integration into American society does not depend on complete acculturation 

but rather on selective preservation of immigrant parents’ culture and the collective ties 
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that go with it” (p. 313). They are describing how strong aspects of ethnic identity can 

help to counteract destructive social marginalization.  

Portes and Rumbaut (2001) argue that “the key element in selective acculturation 

is the absorption by second-generation youths of key values and normative expectations 

from their original culture and concomitant respect for them” (pp. 308-309). For PCEA 

students, this suggests that their Mexican-ness is fundamental to all other aspects of their 

identities; as such, they may successfully select certain aspects of American social 

practices that are instrumental to meeting their goals, but these are subordinate to any 

contradictions with their foundational Mexican identity. In the context of Montaño, some 

PCEA students begin with stronger ethnic identities, and this process is likely already 

occurring. They demonstrate patterns that Portes and Rumbaut (2001) describe among 

“Children ensconced in well-structured communities undergoing selective acculturation,” 

who “tend to be unaffected by oppositional messages and models” (p. 310).   

While this selective acculturation is certainly beneficial, it does not necessarily 

entail a critical perspective on those practices that create marginalization. Participating in 

the PCEA offers students opportunities for both social affiliation and critical literacy. 

Together, these two processes enable young people to perceive the political context of 

marginalization, as well as begin to envision effective ways of addressing it. This entails 

expanding social agency, but also offers strategies for critical selective acculturation—an 

advantageous perspective demonstrated by many PCEA students.  
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PCEA Students and Critical Selective Acculturation 

In the case of PCEA students who did not previously have access to affiliation 

with their heritage culture, participation in the program facilitates this positive ethnic 

affiliation, which in turn provides them the chance to construct a reconciled ethnic 

identity and the associated resilience. They are more likely lacking a way of 

understanding their own ethnic and racial identity in the context of the United States. 

Their demonstrations of increased social analysis and civic identity are generally 

accompanied by ethnic reconciliation. This is because PCEA students often construct, for 

the first time, a way to see “Mexican” as something to proudly lay claim to. Many 

students who do not experience the “densely knit networks” (Portes & Fernandez-Kelly, 

2006) in their families or communities experience conflict about their ethnic identity. 

While inherently seeking some form of social affiliation and affirmation (Steele, 1997), 

they often experience tension because of the denigration of Mexican-ness in mainstream 

American society.  

They, too, experience the racial discrimination leveled against their peers, but 

often lack the language skills and strong cultural identity that can help provide the 

foundation for self-identification that can counter the negative social marginalization. 

They must first attain the ability to frame their identity as Mexican American in the social 

and political context, and then they may begin to shift toward more agentive social and 

civic roles. The ethnic history they learn helps to foster increased intellectual 

empowerment motivation. In addition, the cultural identification fosters strengthened 

social identities and agency. The information and critical literacy they gain in the PCEA 
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can provide the frames they need to understand the cause of this ethnic conflict in 

themselves, providing them a foundation to reconcile those tensions and begin to 

construct positive ethnic identities. For these students, the process of selective 

acculturation is especially important; it allows them to connect to aspects of their ethnic 

identity they have not previously, which offers multiple benefits to them.  

The PCEA students who began with a stronger sense of their Mexican identity do 

not generally describe the conflict between ethnic identity and academic success that 

Mehan, Hubbard, and Villanueva (1994) describe. Rather, they view working hard in 

school to be a part of their Mexican identity, since they have learned from their extended 

families and peers that working hard toward “American” goals is a part of their families’ 

values and goals; it is inherent to their identity to work hard for their goals, regardless of 

whether that might take place in American schools.  

For them, participation in the PCEA is valuable because of the opportunities for 

social and intellectual empowerment; they do not generally need the ethnic reconciliation 

that the PCEA offers. What they are generally lacking is intellectual confidence: 

empowerment in their own judgment; this is demonstrated by PCEA students and 

consistent with Valenzuela (1999) and others (see, for example, Davidson, 1996; Nilda  

Flores-González, 2002; Mehan, Villanueva, Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996; Oakes, 1985; 

Orenstein, 1994). For students who have not had opportunities to construct strong 

academic identities in the past, their increasing academic identities in the PCEA mark an 

expansion of their social subjectivities.  
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This most often takes the form of intellectual empowerment, wherein students 

come to view themselves as having valid opinions and as being capable of defensible 

judgments on social and political issues. This intellectual empowerment serves as a form 

of social identity; it allows students to develop what many describe as their own 

“voice”—confidence asserting their ideas and opinions in social settings. In addition, 

they demonstrate increased critical literacy that fosters a new critical element to their 

earlier patterns of selective acculturation. They see that their earlier lack of “voice” was 

not an individual characteristic, but a symptom of institutional practices and of their 

socialization into them. They begin to frame their own actions—and their choices about 

accommodating some mainstream American expectations alongside expressions of their 

“Mexican-ness”—in the political context.   

For these students, participation in the PCEA did not bring about major shifts in 

their priorities; their fundamental values, including their life goals, are relatively stable. 

Rather, they describe the most significant elements of the program as relating to 1) 

critical literacy and 2) confidence in their “voice.” As they came to enact elements of 

critical literacy, these students say, they learned to “see” the world in a different way, 

recognizing the political dynamics and institutional factors in racial discrimination, class 

disadvantage, educational opportunity, and simply the way people view one another and 

interact on a daily basis. As David describes: 

And it makes you so much, so much more politically aware. It’s ridiculous the 

way it changes your perspective on things. It's not like forcing you though, it lets 

you believe what you want. The class . . . it opens doors and windows that were 
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closed before, that . . . controlled us. You could say Pandora's box, it just opened. 

(David, interview, 2007) 

The windows and doors David describes are an apt metaphor for how PCEA participants 

describe the class’ impact on their lives. Some now see things from a different 

perspective, engaging a frame through which to view the world. Others see new avenues 

for their potential social action—movement toward social justice. In both cases, it is their 

critical perspective on social circumstances that facilitates this adoption of constructive 

mainstream social practices without undermining strong ethnic affiliation.  

Critical selective acculturation holds much in common with Gibson’s notion of 

“accommodation and acculturation without assimilation” (Gibson, 1987, p. 271). Pure 

assimilation involves students adopting mainstream cultural practices wholeheartedly, 

generally rejecting affiliation with their heritage culture. Acculturation, on the other hand, 

does not necessitate rejection of the practices valued in one’s traditional culture. Rather, 

Gibson argues: 

Acculturation may be an additive process, or one in which old and new traits are 

blended. Unlike assimilation . . . acculturation need not result in the rejection or 

replacement of old traits, or the loss of identification with one's former group. 

(Gibson, 1987, p. 275) 

For Gibson, acculturation can involve a perspective that the practices of a “new” culture 

need not replace heritage cultural practice, but are instead viewed as “an additional set of 

skills to be drawn upon as appropriate” (p. 273). In the case of academic learning and 

skills, adopting the practice that allow one to succeed in school is considered 
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instrumental, but not in conflict with maintaining other elements of one’s home culture, 

such as expectations regarding socializing, language, and familial obligations.  

While this is consistent with my notion of critical selective acculturation, it also 

lacks the element of social analysis that PCEA students incorporate into their evaluations 

of their social context. Both Gibson’s “accommodation without assimilation” and my 

idea of “critical selective acculturation” entail young people viewing “school learning 

and acculturation in a multidimensional fashion whereby new skills and values are 

incorporated into the old culture, transforming but not replacing it” (Gibson, 1987, pp. 

273-274). However, critical selective acculturation involves an additional dimension of 

critical literacy, wherein students perceive the political and social factors—of 

institutional racism, of discrimination—that degrade their cultural practices and make 

some degree of accommodation necessary for success in mainstream areas. This is 

analogous to Cammarota’s (2008) description of “cultural organizing,” wherein:  

The object of knowledge—analytical reflections—is not separate from but 

connected to the subject of knowledge—lived experiences. In critical literacy, 

subject and object merge to become both constitutive of and constituted by human 

experiences. A praxis-based epistemology in critical literacy would focus on the 

people’s knowledge essential for their liberation from oppression. (Cammarota, 

2008, p. 48) 

This critical literacy allows students to approach this accommodation from a position of 

critique and thus social power, further supporting their ethnic resiliency.  
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Academic Identity in Context of Racial Marginalization 

An important element of both the PCEA program and patterns of selective 

acculturation more broadly is students’ construction of academic identities. In order to do 

well in school, students must conceptualize themselves as being capable of and 

potentially engaged with school achievement (Holland & Levinson, 1996). They must 

come to think of themselves as a person who has the intellectual ability to enact the social 

practices that bring about positive evaluations and labels in school settings (Varenne & 

McDermott, 1998). Steel (1997) argues that in order to “attain school success one must 

be identified with school achievement in the sense of its being part of one’s self-

definition” (p. 613). He describes the conditions under which students are likely to 

develop identification with school as requiring that:  

One must perceive good prospects in the domain, that is, that one has the 

interests, skills, resources, and opportunities to prosper there, as well as that one 

belongs there, in the sense of being accepted and valued in the domain. (Steele, 

1997, p. 613) 

Based on this definition, many PCEA students simply may not develop identification 

with school to begin with, or any previous identification may wane as students progress 

through their school career and become increasingly alienated from school.  

Factors in these alienating experiences may occur at many levels; international 

political climates, broad social and cultural histories, societal patterns of stereotype, 

institutional bias and discrimination, classroom practices, and individual experience may 

all contribute to how students come to think of themselves as academic beings (Davidson, 
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1996; Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004; Nilda  Flores-González, 2002; Holland, 

Lachiotte, Skinner, & Cain, 1998c; Steele, 1997; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 

2007). Scholarly research provides theories to account for each of these factors in identity 

construction, most of which offer useful observations as well as carrying limitations 

inherent to focusing on any particular level of social interaction. This study has sought to 

document how classroom level interaction can help to counter dynamics at both 

institutional and individual levels. As a result, these data and the concept of critical 

selective acculturation offer additional perspectives on some relevant theoretical 

framework often used in considering student achievement and identity construction.  

 
Self Destructive Agency among Willis’ Resistant Lads 

A foundational work in conceptualizing students’ agency in their own academic 

achievement is Paul Willis’ volume Learning to Labor (1981). Willis’ study illuminated 

how working class adolescent boys in industrial England make active decisions that 

contribute to their failure in school. This book marked an important response to more 

deterministic models of social reproduction because it documented young peoples’ power 

to maintain or disrupt class-based patterns—their cultural production. Yet the social 

context in which PCEA students live varies so drastically from Hammertown that Willis’ 

insights do not account for the racial complexity of PCEA students’ lived experience. As 

a result of the racial and political context of their upbringing, PCEA students differ 

starkly from the white “Lads” in their ideological orientation toward school. 

Ideologically, the Lads reject that middle class goals or practices might be legitimate 

goals for themselves, and so have no reason to conform in school. In contrast, many 
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Latina/o students ascribe to middle class goals; middle class financial stability is one of 

the main reasons many of their families’ emigrated to the United States in the first place, 

fueling their recognition of the rewards available to those who manage achievement in 

school. 

In many ways, Willis’ Lads reject the implicit goals of education: to attain middle 

class existence. Ideologically, these working class young men ascribe negative qualities 

to both middle class people and their lifestyles; this justifies their rejection of school, 

then, as a means of attaining these “undesirable” goals of increased financial stability. 

They come to believe that rejecting education is the best decision for them. The Lads 

ultimately “produce themselves as rebellious, ‘uneducated’ workers whose single choice 

is the unskilled and semi-skilled occupations found in manual labor,” (Aronowitz, 1977, 

p. xii). While clearly such strong social condemnation can reveal conflict about the very 

object of mocking, the Lads can surround themselves with people and social contexts that 

will insulate them from contradictory evidence. For the Lads, it is “only on the basis of 

such a real cultural articulation with their conditions that groups of working class Lads 

come to take a hand in their own damnation” through choosing working class goals over 

conforming to the expectations of school (Willis, 1981, p. 3). This “cultural articulation” 

of working class life is cast, for these young men, as preferable to the middle class values 

and habits they take so much pleasure in mocking.  

This marks a very different ideological orientation from the one exhibited by 

PCEA students. This study did not produce data that suggests that students in the PCEA 

resist academic achievement because of its association with mainstream middle class 
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goals. Rather, most Latina/o students are constantly surrounded by the message that 

assimilation toward American values and customs—through education, language, and 

social practices—are the avenues for success. There isn’t another model of potential 

success, as the Lads have, since the “other” models are of either economic hardship in 

Mexico or Central America, or manual labor in the United States, a future their families 

generally advise them against. These future jobs are not idealized among Latino/a 

immigrant families as the Lads idealize working the shop floor. Rather, nearly all PCEA 

students agree that school achievement is instrumental toward their future economic and 

professional stability. The Lads have a separate set of criteria for judging merit; Latino/a 

students have been taught that school is important, and they must apply at least some of 

the schools’ criteria to judge merit—most problematically with themselves.  

An additional factor in this ideological difference is the broader social context of 

racism toward Latino/a students in Montaño, which contrasts with the experience of 

white working class students in Hammertown. That does not mean that the Lads did not 

face discrimination based on classist stereotypes. But the Lads themselves were not, as 

far as we hear about, the objects of racial discrimination or prejudice linked to an 

institutionally implemented assumption of lack of ability to succeed in school. In fact, as 

Willis describes, the Lads and the school staff shared some similar perceptions of the 

racially marginalized Asian and Western Indian students in the school. In contrast, 

Latino/a students—all over the country, as well as in Montaño—are constantly aware of 

the stereotypes that cast them as intellectually incapable or culturally ill-prepared to 

succeed in school.  
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As a result, most Latino/a students cannot simply choose to denigrate the goals of 

school achievement and financial stability because these are the very purposes for which 

their families have sacrificed for them; to denigrate these goals is to denigrate the hopes 

their parents have for them. The Lads may be able to counter cultural disjunction because 

of the nature of the “shoproom culture” to which they ascribe; they are surrounded by a 

culture that is satisfied with its own decisions and provides them with rationalizations for 

their own rejection of formal schooling.    

Unlike the Lads, these students have no oppositional identity they can assume that 

will provide them with a “self-contained” identity—one that comes complete with the 

attitudes to denigrate the alternatives. For many Latina/o students, they have, at one point 

in life, “invested something of their own identities in the formal aims of education and 

support of the school institution” (Willis, 1981, p. 13). So PCEA students of color do not 

experience educational marginalization as an opportunity for “true learning, affirmation, 

appropriation, and as a form of resistance” (Willis, 1981, p. 3) as the Lads do. Instead, 

PCEA students demonstrate an ideological agreement with the usefulness of academic 

credentials; this does not overcome, however, the barriers to education that they 

experience. 

Contributing to this is the way that Latina/o students’ own lives and cultures are 

denigrated in the context of school and beyond. Much of their schooling is disrespectful 

of them as people and of their families and communities. While many White students 

might also find certain aspects of schooling demoralizing or disrespectful, the pervasive 

social context of racialized society inherently provides White students with various types 
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of affirmation that counters that demoralization. School curricula, for example, are more 

likely to reflect the histories and perspectives of White people in the United States, 

providing White students a reflection of themselves in some part of their schooling. In 

addition, school staff are more likely to demonstrate confidence in the intellectual 

abilities of white students.  

In contrast, students of color often find that others assume they are not capable of 

or inclined toward higher academic goals. Furthermore, racially marginalized students 

seldom find this curricular affirmation or reflection of themselves in their schooling. This 

is why so many PCEA students reiterate how much their ethnic studies literature and 

history classes were so striking to them. For the first time, students could see themselves 

in class subject matter. This marks a significant signal to students—that their histories are 

legitimate topics of study; that their stories are worth telling and talking about in school. 

For many students, this alone helped to increase their motivation and alignment toward 

increased achievement. This allows some avenue for affiliation within the context of 

school.  

This is not to say that Latina/o students never assume a stance of resistance; even 

in the context of the PCEA, there are always some students who do not engage with their 

classes because they don’t believe anything in school is worth spending time on. But 

rather than illustrating a theory of broader resistance, this seems to be, in the cases 

studied here, a resistance against the pointlessness of trying in school because there are so 

few rewards for expending this effort (Portes, Fernandez-Kelly, & Haller, 2008; Suárez-

Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1995). School does not provide students with any positive 
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experiences—academic or social. So they have simply given up on devoting energy 

toward school since no matter how hard they work, school is still a demoralizing 

environment where it is difficult to achieve. This is different from Willis’ (1981) notion 

of resistance wherein students reject school success because of affiliation with larger 

social groups of “non-academic” versus “conformist.” 

 

Student Identification with School 

While it is certainly crucial to recognize the agency students have in acting on 

their own and social notions of academic achievement, discussions that focus primarily 

on that, such as Willis’, are not necessarily helpful for understanding the school success 

and “failure” of Mexican-American students in the Southwest. Rather, data from this 

study is more consistent with other explanations for lower rates of achievement in school, 

those considering how students come to determine that school success is not something 

they can achieve, however much they may recognize—and even subscribe to—the value 

of its social or financial benefits. These other explanations are more helpful in 

understanding the shifts in subjectivities that PCEA students demonstrate: as they 

increase their abilities to see their alienation from school in the social context of 

institutional racism, so they are more able to identify those areas where they might meet 

school expectations while also maintaining meaningful elements of their ethnic identities.  

One such useful framework for understanding this process is described by Claude 

Steele (1997) in his discussion of construction of academic identities.  He begins with the 

assumption that “People need positive self-regard, a self-perception of ‘adaptive and 
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moral adequacy”” (Steele, 1997, p. 616; citing Steele, 1988, p. 289). He goes on to 

describe how individuals come to identify with a particular social setting to begin with, 

which entails analysis of a particular context’s “self-evaluative prospects” (p. 616). Steele 

argues that individuals “assess” a given setting for the potential rewards it might bring; 

these assessments might include, among others, the following: 

1) Are the rewards of the domain attractive or important?  

2) Can I envision wanting what this domain has to offer?  

3) Have others like me succeeded in the domain?  

4) Is an adequate opportunity structure available?  

5) Do I have the requisite skills, talents, and interests?  

6) Will I be seen as belonging in the domain?  

7) Will I be prejudiced against in the domain? (Steele, 1997, p. 616) 

Students’ identification with school corresponds to their evaluation of these prospects. 

When students’ assessment of schooling is “unfavorable,” Steele maintains, so their 

“identification with critical domains of schooling” will decrease (p. 616). This is 

problematic because identification with school is a crucial aspect of achievement; Steele 

has found that “If this relationship to schooling does not form or gets broken, 

achievement may suffer”  (p. 613). He argues that the major question to be considered is 

“what in the experience of these groups might frustrate their identification with all or 

certain aspects of school achievement?” (p. 613). As detailed in Chapter Four, PCEA 

students experience conflicting responses to Steele’s assessment questions. They are 

likely to have positive responses to the first three questions—unlike the Lads.  
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As discussed above, many Latina/o students are likely to be inculcated with the 

idea that success in school is important, and recognize some rewards of school 

achievement. So they would be likely to have positive evaluations of school in several of 

these areas, including numbers one, two, and three, above. But the institutionalized 

alienation they experience often overwhelms these areas of potential success, making it 

likely they would have negative assessments of the last four questions. For many PCEA 

students at Salazar and Tierra High Schools, they recognize that doing well in school is a 

good decision. What they have a hard time with is staying motivated to devote time and 

energy toward success in a setting that they find demoralizing. Public schools are often so 

demoralizing that students have come to internalize the implied assumption that they are 

not worth significant social investment.  

This is supported by studies documenting patterns of decreased achievement the 

longer students stay in school (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2007); while students 

may begin with the idealized assumption that school will provide them with constructive 

opportunities, their experiences slowly erode their positive evaluations of the criteria 

above (Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004). The PCEA provides them with opportunities 

to agentively counter this alienation fostered at social, institutional, and individual levels. 

As such, this study of the PCEA suggests several strategies that can help increase 

students’ positive academic and social affiliation.  

 



382 

 

Possibilities for Practice 

Findings from this study offer many implications for educational practices that 

provide students of color opportunities for engaging critical literacy, increasing their 

academic identities and social agency, and increasing their processes of critical selective 

acculturation. Most important, however, is that the process of creating such learning 

environments in schools can’t be reduced to a bullet-pointed list. It involves changing 

how we structure classrooms and schools, how we allot teachers’ time, administrators’ 

responsibilities, and the involvement of families and communities in schools. It involves, 

too, how we think about the very nature of learning, and what activities are worthwhile 

for students.  

There are implications for every level of schools, from assessment and policy 

making to curricular content and teacher education. This is because piecemeal changes do 

not alter the overall environment of humiliation and alienation (Fine, 2000). Individual 

teachers certainly make a huge difference for many students. But, while they may provide 

a salvation for some students, they don’t actually change the nature of the school setting. 

They may help students compensate for it, as the PCEA helped students construct social 

identities and agency in spite of the rest of their schooling. But such programs are not a 

panacea for increasing academic and social achievement among students of color; the 

task is too large to be fulfilled by small-scale “intervention” programs that approach 

students as needing to be fixed, rather than fundamental changes to access to high-quality 

educational resources.  
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This is because high-quality schooling is a lot like participatory action research; 

both engage student-driven critical inquiry, and both are messy. As I have described 

about PAR as pedagogy, it is also the case in other forms of critical learning:   

Not all students learn the same things. The curriculum changes in ebbs and flows, 

necessarily being recreated by participants in processes of ongoing inquiry, 

reflection, and reformulation. As a result of this irregularity, the impact on 

students is not easily quantifiable—in fact, it might not be apparent at all until 

months or years later. But PAR as pedagogy acknowledges that rich learning—

learning that affects students’ thinking and ways of seeing the world far into the 

future—requires a long- term investment. Results do not necessary manifest right 

away, but will evolve and surface in new incarnations as students grow. 

(Cannella, 2008, p. 207) 

So particular strategies are less important than major philosophies of learning and 

principles for practice. However, this study of students in the PCEA offers insight into 

the principles and philosophies that underlie effective strategies. Because the 

fundamentals of the PCEA reflect asset-based respect for students as whole people and a 

holistic approach to learning, the particular strategies that result are successful in setting 

students on a path toward more agentive subjectivities. As a result, this study points to 

some possibilities for educators seeking to increase students’ opportunities for 

constructing stronger social identities and agency. 
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Possible Identities: Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and Curriculum 

My findings point to a range of benefits resulting from the PCEA’s culturally 

relevant pedagogy and curriculum, including increased intrinsic motivation and 

substantive relationships with staff that increase academic engagement. There is an array 

of literature on the characteristics and potential value of culturally relevant teaching (see, 

for example: Cammarota, 2007; Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Delpit, 1988, 1995; Demmert 

& Towner, 2003; Gay, 2000; Ismat, 1994; Klug & Whitfield, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 

1995a, 1995b; Lipka & McCarty, 1994; Osborne, 1996; Trueba, 1988; Yazzie, 1999). 

Trueba (1988) argues that:  

Conditions for effective learning are created when the role of culture is 

recognized and used in the activity settings during the actual learning process . . . 

At the heart of academic success, and regardless of the child’s ethnicity or 

historical background, an effective learning environment must be constructed in 

which the child, especially the minority child, is assisted through meaningful and 

culturally appropriate relationships in the internalization of the mainstream 

cultural values embedded in our school system. (p. 282) 

This type of learning opportunity can help students engage in the selective acculturation 

that increases their abilities to attain high levels of achievement. Most important is that 

institutional practices help to mitigate the cultural discontinuities students of color often 

experience in school. 

This bears significant implications for teacher education. Teacher education 

curricula need to equip pre-service teachers with new frameworks for understanding their 
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students. Substantive changes in classroom practices will occur only when pre-service 

teachers begin their practice with asset-based perspectives on students they identify as 

culturally or racially different from them. Trueba (1988) describes a crucial perspective 

on achievement among minoritized students:  

Academic failure or success of children is not a personal attribute of any child, 

nor a collective characteristic of any ethnic group, but a social phenomenon 

linked to historical and social conditions . . . If a child or a group of children do 

not learn, this is a "systemic failure" (Cole & Griffin, 1983), that is, a failure that 

occurs at many levels and in multiple activity settings. Consequently, the solution 

. . . is not to blame any individual or group of individuals, but to create the 

appropriate conditions for effective learning. (Trueba, 1988, p. 282)  

The opportunity to learn about such perspectives on the role of culture and social 

practices in schooling and learning will enable teachers to avoid deficit-based thinking 

about their students, which necessarily undermines students’ potential achievement. 

These “appropriate conditions” for learning cannot take hold as standard practice in 

classrooms until teachers experience critical learning themselves (Blasi, 2002; Jenks, 

Lee, & Kanpol, 2001; Ladson-Billings, 2001; McLaren & Fischman, 1998; Nieto, 2005; 

Spindler & Spindler, 1994; Stovall & Duncan-Andrade, 2006).  

Culturally relevant curriculum makes sure that the subject matter of schooling 

reflects what students know about themselves and their communities (Cammarota, 2007; 

Ladson-Billings, 1995b; McCarty & Watahomigie, 1999; Osborne, 1996). It provides 

students the opportunity to “see themselves” in their schooling, and to express elements 
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of their identities in the school setting. Rather than contributing to the tension that people 

of color experience over the denigration of their cultures and ethnicities, such teaching 

arms students with knowledge that affirms the multiplicity of their identities (Cammarota, 

2004; Cammarota & Romero, 2006), potentially increasing identification with school.   

 

Possible Subjectivities: Student and Community Involvement in Designing and 

Implementing School Policy 

What students learn in school is not confined to “subject matter.” They also learn 

about which people, ideas, and social practices are valued and respected in our society 

through the content of their classes and the manner in which it is taught and administered 

(Anyon, 1994, 1997; Fine, Bloom, & Chajet, 2003; Fine, Burns, Payne, & Torre, 2004; 

Oakes, 1985). Both classroom practice and school policies communicate to students how 

students’ lives and families are regarded by the school and by the broader society. 

Through demonstrating recognition of: 1) students’ lives outside of school; 2) their home 

cultures and ethnic traditions; and 3) their need to identify and enact connections among 

all of these, schools can increase student identification with school.  

Culturally relevant practices can be integrated into all areas of schooling. At one 

PCEA encuentro, David Vaca’s mother shared with the Salazar principal her families’ 

experience with the school librarian and how it inhibited David’s achievement. The 

principal expressed regret and concern about the situation, and the exchange served as a 

constructive model for all the families present to see that they have avenues for holding 

their schools accountable to their children’s’ needs. This exchange could not have 
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happened in the normal school setting; it was possibly only at an event outside of school, 

where students’ knowledge was privileged, administrators were learners, and all people 

had the opportunity to speak candidly about their perspectives. Such an alternative model 

of interacting with school staff has been crucial in effecting the PCEA’s outcomes. It also 

provides a model for educators seeking more constructive partnerships with families. 

School administrators can work with families and communities to create 

alternative spaces for discussing school issues. This helps to mitigate the staff’s power to 

evaluate and define students, while giving staff a chance to learn more about the 

communities in which they work (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005a, 2005b; L. C. Moll, 

Gonzalez, Amanti, & Neff, 1992; Varenne & McDermott, 1998). Involving students and 

families in designing and evaluating school policies within schools can compound these 

advantages. This requires, of course, that school staff have genuine respect for students 

and their families. Committees may involve parents and students in only superficial 

participation; the dominant narratives of school still shape the committees’ 

determinations (Fine, 1993). The PCEA was successful in collaboration with parents and 

students because of the underlying and profound respect for their experiences and 

perspectives.  

Administrative policies are most effective when they begin with an assumption 

that students want to learn, and that students can be collaborators in designing policies 

that encourage and support student learning. Disciplinary policies can be devised and 

enacted in collaboration with students. This requires providing students from a young age 

with opportunities to develop leadership and communication skills; they will not 
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automatically be effective communicators or committee members, and their lack of 

preparation for a new role will simply reinforce the notion that they are not capable of 

substantive involvement. In Montaño, high schools often adopt disciplinary policies that 

ultimately do not have the intended effect on students’ actions or learning. While 

administrators may have hoped to increase students’ opportunities for learning, 

forbidding students from attending class if they are late or subjecting students in the same 

building to different regulations have a cumulative negative affect on students’ 

identification with school and learning. When students have the opportunities to be 

involved in designing and enforcing school policies, they are more likely to develop 

effective policies and are more invested in the outcomes (Ginwright & Cammarota, 2006; 

Ginwright & James, 2002; Kirshner, O'Donoghue, & McLaughlin, 2002; Males, 1998; 

Mediratta, 2007).  

Unfortunately, it is not reasonable to expect this sort of involvement in public 

schools as they are now. Teachers and administrators are currently burdened with 

accountability and standardization movements that hinder rather than facilitate quality 

instruction for all students. These recommendations are not intended as criticism of 

teachers, who have few opportunities for study, reflection, or collaboration—all of which 

are crucial for any of us to improve our work. As I stated above, increasing expectations 

of teachers without making adjustments in the infrastructure that supports their work will 

not have constructive effects on students or their teachers.  
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Possible Selves: Social Investment in Public Schooling 

These implications for practice are consistent with previous research findings on 

increasing academic engagement and achievement (Anyon, 1995; Cammarota, 2007; 

Cammarota & Romero, 2006; Cleary & Peacock, 1998; Conchas & Rodríguez, 2008; 

Cuban, 1989; Demmert & Towner, 2003; Ginwright & James, 2002; Hubbard & Mehan, 

1999; Klug & Whitfield, 2003; Ladson-Billings, 1995a, 1995b; Mediratta, 2007; Mehan, 

Villanueva, Hubbard, & Lintz, 1996; Oakes, 1985, 1986; Yazzie, 1999). But perhaps 

even more important than making sure students have such compensatory tools is to 

decrease the alienation students experience in school, reducing the need for such 

programs in the first place. This can occur at the policy level, with district and state 

administrators and legislators shifting their focus from punishment and standardization 

toward increasing students’ access to high quality education.  

But it must also occur at a societal level. The United States has a very poor record 

on its investment in educating all children equitably and educating all children with the 

strategies we know to be most effective for any student (Ladson-Billings, 2006; Males, 

1996, 1998; Taylor, 1993b). Students of color and poor students, of course, bear the brunt 

of this pattern, but this country lags far behind other industrialized nations in their 

foresight and devotion of social resources to the education of young people (Ladson-

Billings, 2006; Orfield, 1994). Education policy in the United States is characterized by 

shortsightedness and reliance on threats of punishment to bring about desired results. 

What this research calls for is increased investment in the process of learning for greater 

social and individual benefits for all people.  
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I argue that quality education for all students—including culturally relevant 

pedagogy and critical literacy—is useful in bringing about two major social imperatives. 

First, the more all people in our country have exposure to respectful and holistic learning 

from a breadth of racial, ethnic, social, and geographic perspectives, the better equipped 

we will be to participate constructively in a democratic society. These are the tools for 

decreasing the social patterns of discrimination against people of color as well as other 

marginalized groups. Consistent with the “pedagogy of humanization” Mr. Guererra 

engaged his students in, all Americans need frameworks for understanding people who 

seem to be so different from themselves; we also need strategies for cultivating 

constructive communication and genuine respect. Political polarization means that 

Americans often struggle to agree on any fundamental values and shared goals. The 

challenges our world is facing will not be solved in such a divisive setting. Quality 

education for students of all backgrounds is a crucial element of addressing broader 

social challenges.  

Second, such schooling may also increase our capacity for creative and critical 

innovation on the urgent economic, social, and environmental challenges we face around 

the globe. American schooling has been shifting toward increased standardization, more 

rote learning, and assessment centered around standardized tests (Noguera & Akom, 

2000a; Orfield & Wald, 2000; Valenzuela, Prieto, & Hamilton, 2007). Some of these 

tools have their place in schools, but intellectual empowerment is not possible in 

classrooms where students have few opportunities for exploring, making mistakes, and 

developing their critical consciousness. These activities take time, and may not always 
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have easily identified outcomes by the end of the semester. But they are the investment in 

students’ as learners and members of society who will ultimately insure young people 

gain the skills to address increasingly complex global challenges.  

 

Conclusion 

This research project is also a call for increased social commitment to American 

schooling. The need for this has long been known by scholars, researchers, teachers, 

parents, and students (Ladson-Billings, 2006). It is, in my evaluation, less a question of 

“what do we need to do to engage students of color in schooling” and more an issue of 

“how can this country continue to under fund and under resource public schools, for the 

sake of all of us?” We know how to provide good education to all students. Certainly, 

there are certain strategies that are helpful in particular settings. But in general, we know 

what good schooling looks like. As Michelle Fine (2000) and Gloria Ladson-Billings 

(1995a) have pointed out, the issue is not that we don’t know how to teach students of 

color, but that our society simply does not invest as much in children of color through 

schooling and other social resources. Children of color excel under the same 

circumstances as any other child—high quality, culturally relevant schooling; the issue is 

that they are so much less likely to have access to it.  

This study provides important information about students’ processes of critical 

consciousness, and how this can bring about important shifts in their subject positions—

academic, civic, ethnic. But on another level, we know how to engage students in 

schooling that matters to them. Thousands of outstanding teachers engage their students 
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every day in creative, insightful, relevant pedagogy. Many of their students go on to 

become critical thinkers and to engage in meaningful ways in their communities and 

society.  

The PCEA offers unique opportunities for a culturally relevant critical literacy. 

But it is just one model of a program that is effective because of the underlying values 

that shape it. There are other strategies to foster increased social resilience and agency 

among young people of color. What is most important is that all students experience 

social investment in their potential to enact social justice. While opportunities for critical 

thinking and social analysis are crucial, the PCEA is unique in embedding that critical 

pedagogy in a culturally centered environment. This allows students to construct critical 

literacy while also engaging in a process of positive social and ethnic affiliation. Given 

the discriminatory nature of U.S. society, positive ethnic affiliation is obstructed for 

many students of color. Incorporating students’ ethnic practices and identification with an 

explicitly political curriculum provides many student the chance to locate their lives—

including the historical of their families and communities—in historical and political 

contexts. Ultimately, as participants in this study shifted toward stronger social agency, 

so did they demonstrate strategies of selective acculturation, which may address many of 

the challenges they encounter in their efforts at constructive academic, professional and 

social fulfillment.  
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APPENDIX A 
INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

 
Interview Questions for Students 

1. How do you like the PCEA class? 
2. Class topics and ideas—had you though about them before taking this class? 
3. Do you work harder in this class, or is it easier, or the same as your other classes? 
4. Is this class different from your other classes? How? 
5. Why is that important? 
6. Has the PCEA class changed how you look at things, how you think about things 

around you, either in school, in your community, or in the news? 
7. Do you think about stereotypes of people based on race? 
8. Examples—what are you most concerned about in your community, society, or 

the world? 
9. What has this class meant to you? 
10. What is most important to you? 
11. What are your goals? Do you think they have changed since you took this class? 
12. What are you most concerned about in your community? Can you take action to 

address that issue? How? 
13. Is the social justice class different on days when I am there? 
14. What do you think about having a woman in the PCEA class? What do you think 

about having a white person in the class in addition to Mr. Guererra?  
 
Interview Questions for Mr. Guererra 

1. What are your goals for students? 
2. What is your approach for teaching them that? 
3. What is the most important part of that? 
4. How do you try to make this class difference from other classes? 
5. Are you satisfied with the program? How would you change things in the 

program if you could? 
6. Have your goals for students changed over the years? 
7. Are some students more or less likely to meet class goals? Or to engage with the 

curriculum? 
8. How much do students who don’t talk in class still engage through other ways? 

 
Interview Questions for PCEA co-directors 

1. What was the main purpose of the PCEA when you and [co-director] created it? 
2. When you developed the program, what did you see happening with students that 

you wanted to address? 
3. Why did you choose a race based topic for the class? Opposed to focusing on 

some other framework? 
4. What do you think is the most important aspect of the class? 
5. Why is the research component of the class important? Why did you pick that as a 

methodology for teaching the ideas and abilities you wanted the students to have?  
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6. So you have this ideal of what research should look like and accomplish in the 
PCEA. How well does this happen for students? 

7. In terms of PAR as pedagogy, so you are more concerned with the impact on 
students than with the “action” or product of the research? 

8. What elements of research are important for that process goal? 
9. How important is it for students’ research methods to be sounds methods?  
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APPENDIX B 
CODES USED FOR DATA ANALYSIS 

 
Codes for Student Data 

1. academic identity 
2. analysis falls short verbal 
3. analysis falls short written 
4. anti-white 
5. bootstrap 
6. civic identity 
7. class different from other classes 
8. class evaluation 
9. class teaches critical literacy 
10. class teaches political critique or 

analysis 
11. class teaches race consciousness 
12. critical consciousness 
13. critique internalized oppression 
14. cultural or ethnic identity 
15. demonstrate class discourse field 

note 
16. demonstrate class discourse 

outside 
17. demonstrate class discourse 

verbal 
18. discussion tracking unequal 

educational resources 
19. economic critique 
20. engagement in class discussion 
21. facing struggles society 
22. fosters academic identity 

empowerment 
23. fosters independent thinking 
24. family 
25. frustration social political 
26. gender consciousness 

27. identity gender 
28. impact of class 
29. institutional context 
30. language spanish english 
31. legacy of activism 
32. media literacy 
33. missed opportunity social agency 
34. naive consciousness 
35. nuanced discussion 
36. opportunities in community 
37. personal info 
38. political critique demonstrated by 

student 
39. racial context of society 
40. racial stereotypes 
41. relationships of care 
42. report on school characteristics 
43. report racially complex event 
44. report racist experience non 

school 
45. report racist experience school 
46. report research 
47. resignation 
48. respect for students 
49. shift in life goals 
50. shift in subject position 
51. social agency 
52. social identity 
53. social justice and humanity 

demonstrate belief 
54. voice 
55. whiteness 

 
Codes used for Program  

1. academic expectations 
2. attitude toward students 
3. Class 
4. consejo 
5. consejo good human being 

6. critical consciousness--teaching 
it 

7. Critical Race Theory 
8. cultural relevance 
9. curriculum critical thinking 
10. curriculum gender 
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11. curriculum political 
12. curriculum political critique 
13. curriculum standard mandated 

conventional 
14. disengaged students 
15. encourage political action 
16. foster academic identity 
17. foster empowered identity 
18. foster ethnic identity 
19. foster school critique 
20. foster social application 
21. history of program 
22. impact on students 
23. indigenous studies 
24. institutional compromise 
25. institutional context 
26. intent of instruction 
27. parents and family 
28. pedagogy 

29. professional expectations 
30. program counters typical 

schooling 
31. program goals 
32. program mirrors typical school 

patterns 
33. program structure characteristics 
34. purpose of education 
35. relationships of care 
36. research component 
37. respect and humility 
38. respect for students 
39. role of researcher 
40. role of teacher 
41. students as teachers 
42. summer intern opportunity 
43. theoretical framework 
44. unintended instruction 
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