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ABSTRACT 

The purpose of this study is to create rich, descriptive portraits of the 

identity perceptions of three female, Mexican American adolescents, as 

revealed through selected texts of multiple sign systems. These portraits 

support the concept that identity is a continuum which is complex, dynamic, 

and multi-faceted. The identities of the participants encompass elements 

which were derived from each participant individually as well as from their 

relationships of connection to or opposition of others. Discussing concepts of 

identity with the participants exempUfied that one's identity is a process 

which is continually evolving and transforming. This transformative process 

involves experiences of tension, observation, reflection, and action which 

encourage an individual to adjust, add, or discard particular elements of one's 

identity. Each participant's integrated self identity entails their individual and 

relational elements as well as the changes made through tension, observation, 

reflection, and action. 

The ethnographic case study design of the research facilitated an 

exploration of the complexities of constructing one's identity as an adolescent 
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who must reconcile aspects of culture, gender, and class. Data collection 

methods included in-depth interviews, participant and non-participant 

observation in various data collection sites including school, home, and work, 

and the gathering of written, visual, and auditory artifacts such as poetry, 

personal writing, photographs, drawings, and music. Data were analyzed 

inductively and compared, and case studies reported the findings. 

The portraits of these three young women illustrate the importance of 

providing our adolescent students with classroom opportunities to explore and 

construct their identities through texts of multiple sign systems. By 

expanding the concept of text to include multiple ways of knowing, educators 

invite students to express themselves through a variety of sign systems with 

which they may feel more comfortable. They may use "conventional" 

Uteracy, such as reading and writing, and "unconventional" literacies, 

including music, art, and movement. The portraits of the three female 

adolescents emphasize the necessity to embrace and seek to understand the 

multiple identities of our adolescent students, rather than judging them on 

assumptions made based on their race, class, or gender. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

EXPLORATIONS OF IDENTITY: AN INTRODUCTION 

Monica: When I think of you, Anna, I don't think gangster or thug 
or whatever. That's not the only thing I see. When you 
think of yourself, is that the only thing you see? 

Anna: No, cuz that's not Just it. That's how, well I guess you 
could say, that Tm like that all the time, cuz that's how I 
am, but it's not just that. I'm not Just a gangster and 
that's it. I want things too. Just like other people do that 
aren't like us, that don V hang around with us. Like 
preppies want the same thing, like most of them want the 
same thing I do. So, but cuz we 're dressed like this, 
people Just think it's a bad thing. (1#3, p. 3) 

4c ifc ie * i<e 3(e 3ie ^ iK 4c 3fe ^ % >(e % % :(c :(c :(c 3t: 4c 4e 4c 3|e 4e :(c 4e sic :(c 4: :fe )(c % 

Monica: So how would you describe yourself? 
Cindy: I don't know (Chuckle). A mother. 
Monica: Okay, a mother first, and then? 
Cindy: I don't know. 
Monica: Would it be a student? 
Cindy: Mother, student, and I don't know. 
Monica: A daughter? 
Cindy: Yeah, a daughter, a mother, and a student. (1^1, p. I) 

Monica: Isn't it interesting that we are talking about who you are 
and you keep saying I'm not sure I know who I am. 

Sylvia: Cuz I don't. 
Monica: But there are things about yourself that you do know. 
Sylvia: Yeah. 
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Monica: What are the things about yourself that you do know 
for sure? 

Sylvia: Nothing really. I don'/ know.. . Fm a girl... I don't 
know. 

Monica: Okay, you know that you 're a girl. 
Sylvia: I don't know. Urn, I have no idea, Monica. What do I 

know about myself for a fact? 
Monica: For a fact. 
Sylvia: What I 've become or what I am ? 
Monica: What you are. 
Sylvia: Like for example? 
Monica: You know that you 're seventeen years old. You know 

that you 're from a Mexican American background. 
Sylvia: Um, I know that I come from a rough family. I know I 

don't know, Monica. I don't know. (0^2, p. 18) 

The preceding glimpses of dialogue are small, black and white sketches 

of the vividly colorful, and exciting portraits which Sylvia, Anna, Cindy, three 

female Mexican American adolescents, and I created as we explored their 

perceptions of their identities through multiple sign systems. The purpose of 

this study is to provide the color, sounds, and texture for these black and 

white sketches, inviting the reader to experience the multi-faceted, complex, 

always evolving, and at times, contradictory nature of the identities of Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy. These details serve to dismiss common stereotypes and 



19 

misconceptions about adolescent females and more specifically Mexican 

American, working class, adolescent females. "Who are you?" and "How 

would you describe yourself?" are the types of questions which were asked of 

these participants over a five month period as I attempted to understand, 

through their eyes, the kinds of elements which made up their self identities. 

These questions at times ehcited a simple immediate response, "I am a girl," 

a pause for reflection, a brief "I don't know" reaction, or at other times 

delayed answers several days after the questions were asked. Responses 

were varied depending on the experiences of the individual participant at the 

moment of inquiry. These sketches of dialogue reflect the identity continua of 

Sylvia, Anna, Cindy which were revealed over the course of the study. 

In this chapter, I discuss the history of my interest in the exploration of 

perceptions of identity with adolescent females as well as the theoretical 

framework which guided the initial inquiry of this research study. A review 

of the purpose, research question, and methodology follow the section on the 

history of the inquiry. I then explain the parameters of my study, providing 
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definitions for terms fi-equently used. Finally, a guide is presented of the 

entire research report, briefly previewing each chapter. 

Why Explore Perceptions of Identity with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy? 

These girls have voices, they are perfectly capable of first-person 
speech, but as they will say repeatedly, nobody hstens, nobody cares, 
nobody asks what they are feeling and thinking. (Taylor, Gilligan, & 
Sullivan, 1995, p. 1) 

The Researcher's History 

For the past eight years, I have interacted with marginalized 

adolescents both as a teacher and a researcher in alternative schools in New 

York City and Tucson. I use the term "marginalized" to refer to students who 

are "banished fi*om the center to the margins" (Fine & Weis, 1993, p. 1) due 

to their race, class, and gender. The students with whom I have worked are 

either Afiican American or Latino and come fi-om working class 

backgrounds. Throughout this time, I have been particularly drawn to female 

adolescents and their perceptions of their identities. I do not know if this is 

due solely to my own gender and experiences or because I often notice that 

somehow their voices are either silenced or neglected. Too often, the adults 
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with whom they interact assmne the stereotypic images of these female 

adolescents without ever eUciting a conversation with them. The voices of 

these adolescents go unheard, and they are rapidly dismissed as statistics 

rather than as individuals with complex and multiple identities. 

As a middle school teacher in an alternative school in New York City 

in 1991,1 organized an elective entitled "Women in Society," a class for 

female students only, because I felt the girls needed a place to safely discuss 

gender issues. Prior to developing this elective, I often met with female 

students before school, in between classes, and after school, to discuss family 

issues, relationships, fiiture aspirations, and conflicts and I realized an 

elective such as this one was greatly needed. As the class began, I noticed 

that the students were less inhibited discussing their feeUngs about what it 

meant to be female adolescents when they were involved in an environment 

which was girls only. As the class progressed, we explored the many 

conflicts which they experienced as adolescents in the 1990's, and in 

particular, the tension between their own expectations and those placed on 

them by family, friends, and society. The six semesters in which I offered 
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this elective were the begjimings of my quest to understand what it means to 

be a female adolescent in today's day and age. 

In 1996,1 interacted with a group of male and female Mexican 

American adolescents in an alternative high school program here in Tucson, 

exploring their perceptions of the elements of their identities (Taylor, 1996a; 

1996b). As I worked with the class as a whole, I noted how little I heard 

from the female students. It seemed that much of our discussion time 

revolved around the male voices, yet when I worked with the females, one on 

one, they had much to say. One Saturday, I invited the female students to my 

house for a social gathering. After watching the movie. Waiting to Exhale 

(Schindler, 1995), we began to talk, and talk we did. After a three hour 

discussion, as I was attempting to reflect on the experience, I realized (and it 

seems so obvious now) how much their perspectives were lacking in my 

earUer study. I explain my background with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy with 

much more detail in Chapter Two. 

The stories and perspectives which Sylvia, Aima, and Cindy described 

exemphfied the many issues and conflicts that they encounter as they shape. 
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create, and transform their perceptions of their identities, of who they are and 

who they are becoming, through multiple sign systems. Balancing the 

elements of being marginalized, female, Mexican American, and an 

adolescent who is becoming an adult is a messy and often tension-filled 

process. The discussions I had with the girls prompted me to focus my study 

on the ways in which these adolescents locate, create, and communicate their 

perceptions of their identities through multiple sign systems. I began to 

wonder what types of influences, such as family, friends, and society, have 

affected the perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy about their identities. 

What sorts of sign systems do they employ to convey who they are and what 

they beUeve about themselves? 

Identitv 

How is identity defined? Roseneil (1996) defines identity as a "sense 

of self' or a "consciousness of self' (p. 87). Marcia (1980), following 

Erickson (1968), expands this definition, explaining that "identity refers to an 

existential position, to an inner organization of needs, abilities, and self-

perceptions as well as to a sociopoUtical stance" (p. 159). Identity is not 
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fixed or static but rather "identities are unstable, fluid, often contradictory, 

and always in progress" (Roseneil, 1996, p. 90). One's identity changes over 

time as elements are added and discarded through experience and reflection 

and can be viewed as a fluid and dynamic continuum which is constantly in 

progress but perceived as singular at any given time. 

A person's identity is made up of both individual characteristics which 

come from one's "inner authority" or "inner voice" and elements which 

develop through relationships with others. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, 

and Tarule (1986) explain that one's "inner authority" develops through a 

"shift in orientation toward authority—from external authority, which binds 

and directs our lives, to an adherence to the authority within us" (p. 54). 

These elements which evolve from "the core of an individual" (Erickson, 

1968, p. 22) entail a person's attributes, abilities, roles, interests, 

appearances, and goals, and fears. They are the ways in which a person 

perceives herself as an individual, as a being on her own. 

Identity is also defined in either opposition of or in relation to another 

person. In other words, we define ourselves in terms of being different from 
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or similar to another being. Whether the same or different, the self and the 

other are co-dependent. As Hemip (1995) writes, "Identity no matter how 

concrete the experience is always constructed, never innate. To realize this 

fluidity is to understand that we are all different and the same" (p. 250). 

Stem (1990), in her study of female adolescents, writes, "Theory tells us that 

by virtue of being female, adolescent girls especially value their connections, 

while by virtue of being adolescent, they are attending particularly to their 

separation" (p. 73). She notes that although separation and connection are 

important issue for female adolescents, they do not perceive these concepts in 

opposition. Rather, "separation and connection are seen as two compatible 

aspects of a person. These aspects not only coexist, but each can also 

function in the service of the other" (p. 84). As a young woman becomes 

more independent, she is able to meet her own needs and therefore can 

appreciate others as people "rather than as instrumental providers" (p. 84). 

These elements of identity were important considerations as I began to 

interact with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, the participants of the study, and 

explore their perceptions of identity. 
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Adolescent Identity 

Adolescence is a period of "tumultuous change" (Anders & Pritchard, 

1993) and rebellion. As Atwell (1987) writes adolescents are usually dealing 

with "confusion, bravado, restlessness, preoccupation with peers, and the 

questioning of authority." Their experiences are "not manifestations of poor 

attitude" but rather "hallmarks of this particular time of life" (p. 25). 

Adolescence is a "passage" (Sheehy, 1974, p. 16) or a "critical transition" 

(Petersen, Silbereisen, & Sorensen, 1996, p. 5) between childhood and 

adulthood, when young people attempt to understand who they are and where 

they fit into the world. Sociocultural traditions usually dictate at what age 

this passage occurs. Currently in the United States, "adolescence may begin 

around age ten and may last until around age twenty-two" (Pipher, 1994, p. 

53), beginning during puberty and continuing until an individual moves out of 

her parents' home. 

During adolescence, a young person seeks to understand her identity in 

order to face her future experiences as an adult. As Marcia (1980) writes: 

What is important about identity in adolescence, particularly late 
adolescence, is that this is the first time that physical development. 
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cognitive skills, and social expectations coincide to enable young 
persons to sort through and synthesize their childhood identifications in 
order to construct a viable pathway toward their adulthood, (p. 160) 

As a young person evaluates who she has become in relation to her current 

position in society, she is experiencing what Ward (1990) calls a period of 

"renegotiation—of social relationships and power dynamics" (p. 218) when 

she has to redefine her identity. Adolescence is characterized by a 

preoccupation with how one is perceived by others, moodiness, and 

restlessness, and a desire for separation, individuation, and self-autonomy. 

Pipher (1994) describes adolescence, stating: 

A friend once told me that the best way to understand teenagers was to 
think of them as constantiy on LSD. It was good advice. People on 
acid are intense, changeable, intemal, often cryptic or 
uncommunicative and, of course, dealing with a different reality. 
That's all true for adolescent girls, (p. 57) 

Culture, Gender. Class, and Identitv 

The issues of culture, gender, and class are important aspects of one's 

identity. These aspects are constructed through the influences of one's social 

relationships with family members, friends, and society. As Dill (1994) 

writes, "The structures of race and class generate important economic. 
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ideological, and experiential cleavages among women. These lead to 

differences in perception of self and their place in society" (p. 47). Many 

Mexican American adolescents growing up in the United States are forced to 

confront their positions in between two cultures, the dominant culture and the 

culture of their family members and friends. They are in the process of 

reconciling which aspects of their identities stem from their Mexican 

American culture and which stem from their American culture. For example, 

unlike the emphasis placed on independence and self-reliance in White, 

middle class, male culture, in Mexican American culture, "the welfare of the 

family, the community... is more important than the welfare of the 

individual." As Anzaldua (1987) explains, "The individual exists first—as 

sister, as father, as padrino—and last as self' (p. 19). In Mexican American 

culture, females are brought up to be respectftil, conforming, dependent, 

obedient, and virtuous. Their families are their source of support and, in tum, 

young Mexican American girls feel a tremendous loyalty to and respect for 

their family members (Fahcov, 1982). 
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On the other hand, Mexican American adolescents are raised with very 

strong images of women. Comas-Diaz (1989) describes the Latina version of 

"Super Woman" or the concept of "hembrismo" as someone with "strength, 

perseverance, flexibility, and an abihty for survival" (p. 35). A Mexican 

American woman defines herself by the multiple roles which she plays as 

wife, mother, and worker outside the home (Anzaldua, 1987). Her saintly 

and self-sacrificing attributes, however, also embrace "the repression or 

subUmation of sexual desire and the idea that sex is an obligation" (Taylor, 

Gilligan, & Sullivan, 1995, p. 82). This dichotomy of demonstrations of 

strength and repression continually influence the ways in which Mexican 

American adolescents construct identity. 

The indisputably difiScult social and economic reaUties of many 

working class Mexican American famihes also affect the self-perceptions of 

Mexican American adolescents. The lack of access to education and 

adequately paid employment provide little incentive for success. Zinn and 

Dill (1994) write that "Historically, opportunities in the labor market are 

influenced by who people are—by their being male or female. White, Black, 
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Latina, Native American, or Asian, rich or poor" (p. 5). For Latina families in 

the United States, women are more likely to find employment than men 

(Carrasquillo, 1991; Comas-Diaz, 1989). It is important to note however, 

that the types of employment available to them are often exploitative and 

poorly paid. As I explored identity with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, the 

participants of my study, I considered the affect of the cultural, gender, and 

class aspects of their perceptions on their identities. Our discussions about 

culture demonstrated that religion and language were also valued aspects of 

culture. As I continued to interact with the participants, I sought to 

understand how Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy incorporated the cultural, religious, 

gender, class, and hnguistic aspects of their identities. 

Different Sign Svstems: Texts for Self Expression 

In order to fiilly appreciate the ways in which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

communicated their identities, it was important to understand how sign 

systems are defined. Sign systems are the multiple ways of knowing which 

we employ to make and express meaning. They encompass all uses of 

symbols: oral and written language, music, art, clothing, and nonverbal 
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communication. Some theorists state that our ability to use language makes 

us human but others indicate that the use and creation of symbols is our most 

human attribute (Percy, 1982). The emphasis on signs to make meaning 

relies on the discoveries made in the field of semiotics by Peirce (1931). 

Peirce defines a sign as a triadic relationship of a signifier, object, and 

interpretant. The signifier is the perception of a feeling, thought, or thing. 

The object is the social construct or the cultural idea which is taken from the 

signifier. The interpretant is the personal abstraction which our mind 

develops in interaction with the object. Hence, the signifier, object, and 

interpretant come together to create the sign. The sign works in two 

directions: from object to signifier, creating a conventional understanding and 

from object to interpretant, creating a personal understanding. In other 

words, we interpret the world around us through both social and personal 

understandings which combine to form signs. In that way, we are able to 

communicate and understand one another because of the social abstractions 

which we share but, at the same time, our interpretations can be unique in that 

they are based on our personal abstractions. We construct our meanings of 
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the world around us much Uke we construct our identities; estabhshing 

personal and individual understanding as well as social and relational 

understanding. 

Signs, according to Peirce (1931) and Eco (1976), can be separated 

into three major categories depending upon the relationships between the 

signifier, object, and interpretant. An icon is a sign which represents an 

object through the resemblance of the object. Examples of icons would be 

pictures, photographs, computer icons, or diagrams. The index is "a type of 

sign causally connected with an object" (Eco, 1976, p. 115) in a natural 

relationship which is either physical or through contiguity. For example, a 

fever is an indexical sign of a disease; the sound of footsteps indicates that 

someone is coming. A symbol is a sign where the relationship between the 

object and the sign is developed by social conventions. Examples of symbols 

are words and numbers. Signs are also inherently social. Vygotsky (1978) 

asserts that there is an interplay between signs and the social world and the 

social world is embedded in signs. Eco (1980) writes, "I have never doubted 
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the truth of signs, they are the only things man has with which to orient 

himself in the world" (p. 492). 

Sign systems may be used to express and communicate concepts, 

feehngs, or self-perceptions. Employed in this way, Eisner (1994) labels sign 

systems as "forms of representation." He states that they are "devices that 

humans use to make pubhc conceptions that are privately held. They are 

vehicles through which concepts that are visual, auditory, kinesthetic, 

olfactory, gustatory, and tactile are given public status" (p. 39). These types 

of concepts take the forms of various sign systems, such as written and oral 

language, pictures, objects, clothing, and non-verbal communication. To 

develop a better understanding of the perceptions of identity of Sylvia, Anna, 

and Cindy, I expanded my concept of forms of communication to include all 

sign systems or forms of representation. Signs permeate the ways in which 

these female adolescents express their identities through oral and written 

language, art, objects, music, and non-verbal communication. 
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The Purpose and Methods of Exploring the Identity 

Perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

The purpose of this study is to describe the ways in which Sylvia, Anna 

and Cindy, three female Mexican American adolescents, perceive their 

identities through multiple sign systems. My intentions were to create 

individual portraits of these female adolescents through ethnographic case 

studies to exemphfy the complexities of constructing one's identity as an 

adolescent who must reconcile aspects of culture, gender, and class. The 

key question which guided my research is: 

What are the perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, three 

Mexican American adolescents, about their identities, and how are 

these identities created and communicated through multiple sign 

systems? 

To respond to this question, I conducted ethnographic case study 

research (Merriam, 1988) which focused on these three Mexican American 

adolescents. I collected data primarily through interviews, participant and 
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non-participant observation, field notes, and the gathering of written, visual, 

and auditory artifacts. A series of three in-depth interviews was conducted 

with two participants and a series of two in-depth interviews was conducted 

with one participant. I observed the participants in various data collection 

sites, depending upon the individual participant. Some of these locations 

included school, home, work, restaurants, or malls. Finally, I examined 

various written, visual, and auditory artifacts which 1 either collected when I 

was interacting with the participants or they provided as examples of 

representations of their identities. These artifacts entailed photographs of 

clothing styles, religious icons, or fiiends, drawings, poetry, written school 

assignments, and musical tapes. 

My study formally began in June, 1996, although at that point, I had 

known the participants of the study for a full year. It was during that year 

before the study that I developed a trusting relationship with the participants. 

The first two months of the study involved the laying of the preliminary 

groundwork (meeting individually with each participant to negotiate our roles, 

gaining permission fi-om the participants and their parents, etc.). Most of my 
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data collection took place over a period of approximately five months, from 

the beginning of August, 1996 to the beginning of February, 1997. Analysis 

of the data was continual throughout the research study, and the report of my 

dissertation study was written between December and March. A detailed 

description of my research methodology is provided in Chapter Three. 

The Parameters of Exploring The Identity Perceptions 

of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, the participants of the study, are Mexican 

American, working class, female adolescents, who range in age from 

seventeen to twenty-one. As adolescents, they are experiencing, as Muuss 

(1996) writes, "a prolonged transition period between childhood and 

adulthood that prepares the young person for occupation, marriage, and 

mature social roles" (p. 366). Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy are going through the 

last passage of adolescence, sometimes called late adolescence (Garbarino, 

1996; Hamilton & Darling, 1996; Marcia, 1980; Pipher, 1994), which spans 

from approximately ages sixteen to twenty-two. The end of adolescence is 

generally categorized by "social criteria such as marriage, having one or 
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several children, and being able to provide for a family" (Muuss, 1996, p. 

366). I often refer to Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy as adolescents. 

The term, Mexican American, is used to identify the racial, ethnic, and 

cultural backgrounds of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. I selected this term over 

the terms Hispanic or Latina because the girls personally use the terms 

Mexican or Mexican American to refer to themselves. The labels Hispanic or 

Latina are not part of their vocabularies. Rather they are labels placed upon 

them by people of other races. Nieto (1992) reinforces these sentiments: 

Although some groups, such as Latinos, share a great many cultural 
features including language, rehgion, and values, they are each unique 
ethnic groups. A Guatemalan and a Dominican, for example, may both 
speak Spanish, practice the Cathohc rehgion, and share deeply rooted 
family values. Nevertheless, the &st language of Guatemalans is often 
not Spanish, and Dominicans have an African background not shared 
by most Guatemalans. These differences, among many others, are 
often unacknowledged when we speak simply of Latinos or Hispanic 
Americans.... A Bohvian, for example, refers to herself first as a 
Bolivian, and later as a Latina. (p. 18) 

Hence, the term Mexican American is used to refer to the racial, ethnic, and 

cultural backgrounds of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. 
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I describe the socioeconomic backgrounds of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

as working class. In my review of the literature and research on adolescents 

who are marginalized in academic and societal environments, those 

adolescents who Fine and Weis (1993) describe as "banished from the 

centers to the margins" due to their race, class, and gender, I was surprised to 

find the frequent use of the term working class without any particular 

definition, (e.g. Macleod, 1995; Nieto, 1992; Zinn & Dill, 1994) For my 

study, the term working class (Marx, 1978; Weber, 1978) refers to the 

socioeconomic status of those who work blue-collar jobs which involve skills 

and service, conduct a modest style of hving, own little to no property, and 

have little to no formal education after high school. 

In this research study, I use the term culture or cultural aspects to refer 

to an individual's system of values, beliefs, and knowledge. Moving away 

from the assumption that "all members of a particular group share a 

normative, bounded, and integrated view of their own culture," I define 

culture, according to Gonzalez (1995), who writes, "Prevailing trends in 

anthropological literature has moved away from univocal and harmonious 
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visions of culture and focus on the processes of Uved experiences rather than 

on standardized rules for behavior" (p. 237). The cultural aspects of the 

identities of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy involve their Mexican American culture 

which is transmitted through their interactions with family members and 

fiiends, their mainstream American culture which they are exposed to in 

school and sometimes at work, and their own adolescent culture which 

involves their friends, gang association, clothing style, and musical interests. 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy also participate in what Wilhs (1990) refers to as 

"common culture." He describes common culture, stating: 

Most young people's lives are not involved with the arts and yet are 
actually full of expressions, signs and symbols through which 
individuals and groups seek creatively to estabUsh their presence, 
identity, and meaning. Young people are aU the time expressing or 
attempting to express something about their actual or potential cultural 
significance. This is the reahnofhving common culture. Vulgar 
sometimes, perhaps. But also "common" in being everywhere, 
resistant, hardy. Also "common" in being shared, having things "in 
common." Where "arts" exclude, "culture" includes. "Art" has been 
cut short of meaning where "culture" has not. (pp. 1-2) 
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A Guide to This Identity Exploration Study 

This research study was guided by the following research question; 

What are the perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy about their 

identities, and how are these identities created and communicated 

through multiple sign systems? In Chapter One, I introduce the research 

study, my history as a researcher with the issues of adolescent female 

identity, and an overview of the theoretical framework which guided my 

initial inquiry. The chapter also presents the research question which guides 

the study, a brief introduction to the research methodology, and a discussion 

of the parameters of the study. 

Chapter Two provides a rich description of my background with 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy and an introduction to these adolescent participants. 

In this chapter, I also discuss the nature of the relationship between the 

researched or the participants and the researcher, myself In Chapter Three, I 

thoroughly describe the methods I used to collect and analyze data and the 

types of data collection sites where the participants and I met during our 

informal meetings. Episodic accounts of four periods of time during the 
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research study are recounted in Chapter Four to illustrate the unpredictable 

nature of the inquiry; a period of normalcy where the research occurs as 

planned, a period when spontaneous obstacles arise, and two periods of time 

which are characterized by tragedies and crises. 

Chapter Five entails the presentations of the case studies of Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy. The chapter begins with a discussion of the analysis of the 

case studies and the overarching framework which guides the ways in which 

the case studies are presented. The rich descriptive portraits of the three 

participants follow the introduction to the overarching framework. In Chapter 

Six, I provide a comparative discussion of the case studies, moving towards 

understandings and conclusions of the research study. Finally, Chapter Seven 

includes a brief summary of the study, conclusions, and imphcations. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

THE ADOLESCENTS AND THE RESEARCHER: 

OUR BEGINNINGS 

The question for this study. What are the perceptions of Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy about their identities, and bow are these identities 

created and communicated through multiple sign systems?, was 

developed over the course of several years. In this chapter, I narrate the story 

of the development of the study by describing my background with Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy, introducing each of the participants, and explaining the 

nature of our relationship. It is important to note that throughout this research 

study the names used for the participants, their friends, family members, the 

data collection sites, their schools, and neighborhoods are pseudonyms. 

The Researcher's Story 

I moved to Tucson in 1994 to enter a doctoral program at the 

University of Arizona, after having taught French and Spanish for five years 

in an alternative junior high school in New York City. Leaving the East 

Coast, and with it my fiiends, family, and routines was difficult enough, but 
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what I found I missed the most was my classroom and the many adolescents I 

had gotten to know through the five years I was teaching. I missed the time I 

spent with the adolescents in my classroom and their New York street 

culture. In a think piece written on my culture for a graduate seminar that 

first semester, I wrote: 

It was during my years of teaching that I developed the urban city 
component of my culture, a component which has greatly shaped my 
educational philosophy. My students introduced me to the beauty of 
Harlem, the Latino Barrio, the crazy and irrational Alphabet City, and 
the Jamaican enclaves in the Bronx. I have incorporated hip-hop, 
gospel, salsa, graflSti, street vocabulary, and much more into my 
culture. (Taylor, 1994, p. 4) 

Away fi-om all of this, I felt isolated, like a part of me was missing. 

Meeting the Adolescents 

Fortunately, in the spring of 1995, a fellow graduate student, Debbie 

Smith, invited me to join and observe her alternative high school classroom. I 

could hardly wait. It was there that I met a group of Mexican American 

adolescent students who encouraged me to begin thinking about the issues of 

adolescent identity. At that time, the class was made up entirely of males, all 

of whom belonged to a nationally known gang. Most of the students were 

attending this alternative school because they were unsuccessfiil in a regular 
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high school, yet the alternative program itself which claimed to advocate for 

the students actually marginalized them, "banishing them from the center to 

the margins" (Fine & Weis, 1993, p.I). Expectations held by administrators 

and many of the teachers for these students were low. They were simply 

required to work on packets of worksheets each day. To a great extent, the 

program did not encourage growth or empowerment but rather served as a 

holding tank until the students graduated. Debbie had far greater expectations 

for her students, moving away from the worksheet packets, encouraging 

inquiry, and exploring issues that interested her students (Smith, 1996). 

I spent the semester hanging out in Debbie's classroom, getting to 

know her students, and hstening to their stories. I watched them struggle 

with the concept of reading and writing, especially conventional reading and 

writing. I set up a pen-pal project with Debbie's class and some of my 

former female students in New York City. This provided them with an 

authentic incentive to write about themselves. Towards the end of the 

semester, Debbie and I discussed the idea of constructing a project together 

for summer school. Building on the students' discussions about gang life, we 

wondered what would happen if we expanded the types of texts used in the 
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class to include film and art. Why not look at how gangs are portrayed in 

fihn and respond to these fihns through art, like drawing, painting, and 

collage? What would happen if we then put together our own fihn? We 

proposed the idea to the adolescent boys, and they seemed interested. 

The Summer 

In the summer of 1995, our class expanded to include new students, 

four of whom were female. Two of the adolescent females were Anna and 

Cindy, two of the participants of this current study. Anna joined the summer 

program with her older sister, Daniella, because she was having difficulty 

being successful in the regular high school and was worried that she would 

not have enough credits to graduate on time. Cindy joined the program with 

her boyfiiend, Tony, because she had dropped out of high school two years 

prior and wanted to finish her credits. She became pregnant during her senior 

year and was sent to an alternative program for teenage mothers. Cindy 

attended the program with her boyfiiend, the father, until she had the baby. 

Once the baby was bom, she returned to the alternative program for teenage 

mothers but had some conflicts with the administration there. Cindy did not 

want to bring her baby, Belina, to the day care center at the altemative 



46 

program because she was dissatisfied with the conditions of the nursery. The 

staff there informed her that she was required to bring her baby with her to 

school. She refused and later dropped out of school, only one semester away 

fi-om finishing her credits necessary to receive a high school diploma. Citidy 

was introduced to Debbie through her younger brothers who were in 

Debbie's class. 

As I look back on that time, I realize that the interactions I had in 

Debbie's class focused primarily on the male students. I remember on 

occasion when the classroom was fairly empty, speaking with Anna and her 

sister, Daniella. At the beginning of the summer project, they expressed 

feelings of frustration because they were "the new kids on the block" and the 

only two females. As the summer progressed, however, and they began to 

get to know the guys, talking and joking around, Anna and Daniella became 

more comfortable. Cindy was more quiet and timid during the summer 

program, perhaps because of the presence of her brothers and her boyfriend, 

or maybe because she was genuinely shy at first. 

The summer program was challenging but successful. In my 

reflections, I wrote: 
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The students far exceeded my expectations. They took the project very 
seriously, writing more than I had ever seen them do before. Many of 
the fihns we watched were reahstic portrayals of the hves of 
marginalized young adults. In some ways I think the subject matter 
was almost too close to home. Their responses came in various forms: 
collage, poetry, narrative, reviews, lyrics, and painting. They 
produced two films which discussed issues that they face on a daily 
basis. One portrayed the downfalls of gang life and the other had a 
"Romeo and Juliet" theme in modem day. They laughed, collaborated, 
and took charge of the filming. In trying to understand their 
perspectives, I came to the conclusion that the media has greatly 
influenced their perceptions of who they are. Their affiliations with the 
gang is in part constructed by what they view on television, in the 
movies, in their music, in their manner of dress, and the ways in which 
their fashion style is advertised. (Taylor, 1995, p. 6) 

I was amazed to find the variety of sign systems these adolescents used to 

express who they are. Reflecting on this issue, I wrote: 

Signs permeate their existence. The students are not consciously 
aware of their use of signs yet their uses influence their very essence. 
They dress in a particular manner to tell the world that they are part of 
a gangster culture. They have even created a hand gesture which 
represents their gang. Their tagging is another way in which they 
express themselves through signs. (Taylor, 1995, p. 7) 

In many ways, the sunmier film project initiated my questions about 

adolescent identity and multiple sign systems. 
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The Birth of a Focus 

In the fall of 1995,1 hung out in Debbie's class once again, continuing 

to get to know the kids. That semester, Anna, Daniella, and Cindy remained 

in Debbie's class in the alternative program. In addition, four new female 

students joined the class. For the most part, I only really got to know two of 

the four new girls, Sylvia, who is another participant of this current study, and 

Nora. At the end of the semester, Cindy finished her credits and ofiBcially 

received a high school diploma. 

As I continued to observe the adolescents in Debbie's class, the 

question of how do we really get to know our students festered in my head. 

Two of the students in the class, Nora and Miguel, made the following 

statements: "Miss, when they look at us, you know they just think we're a 

bunch of gangstas ... and they're scared" and "You can't go into nobody and 

know anything about them, you can't understand their individual world, what 

they go through, what they think" (Taylor, 1996a, p. 1). The students in 

Debbie's class often remarked that they felt misunderstood by both their 

teachers or the adults in their lives. These comments were reminiscent of the 

statements made by many of my own students in New York and of my own 
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experiences as an adolescent. I wondered how as educators we could move 

away from automatically labeling and judging students on the basis of the 

ways in which they present themselves on the exterior: the ways they dress, 

carry themselves, and conduct their hves. These questions and numerous 

discussions with Debbie led me to the idea of a pilot study which would 

incorporate the issues of adolescent identity and the exploration of texts of 

diverse sign systems. 

At the end of the fall semester of 1995, Cindy received her high school 

diploma. She began her spring semester of 1996 at the local community 

college where she joined my reading class. It was at this time that Cindy 

came out of her shell to me. We talked during and after class, and I began to 

work more closely with Cindy, helping her with some of her writing for 

another class. 

The Spring 1996 Pilot Studv 

Through collaborative planning, Debbie and I devised a language arts 

curriculum for the spring semester in her altemative high school classroom 

which fostered the exploration of identity through the use of texts of different 

sign systems. We estabhshed that my role in her classroom would be as 
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researcher, and even though Debbie was not a co-researcher, she agreed to 

the project. My research focused on the ways in which the fourteen students 

in Debbie's classroom located, explored, created, and communicated their 

identities through reading, writing, art, and music. Using a modified version 

of Freire's (1970) cultural circles, we generated themes of adolescent identity 

and then explored these themes through various texts, i.e. literature, writing, 

art, music, and graflSti. Freire describes a cultural circle as "a live and 

creative dialogue in which everyone knows some things and does not know 

others, in which all seek together to know more" (1971, p. 61). Once our 

themes were generated, we explored them in terms of the experiences of other 

adolescents, objectifying the students' experiences for better understanding. 

Several of the generative activities conducted in the class provided the 

students with an opportunity to reflect deeply within, discover, and express 

components of identity. Students began by creating a collage of visual 

images, personal photographs, and words which represented "their world." 

Next, responding to several prompts, they wrote a letter to an imaginary 

adolescent abroad, describing themselves and their interests. Finally, they 

created a poster to represent their identity, using either conventional signs or 
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a symbolic language of their own. Some students constructed their own 

language of representation, such as circles to mean females or rigged lines to 

depict violence. 

Through my work with these adolescent students, I developed two 

quaUtative case studies (Merriam, 1988) to create descriptive portraits of their 

perceptions of identity (Taylor, 1996a; 1996b). Through participant 

observation (Spradley, 1980) in Debbie's classroom, informal open-ended 

interviews with students, and the collection of artifacts such as student 

writing, drawing, collages, and photographs, I cultivated a better 

understanding of what shaped their identities and how they communicated 

these aspects of themselves. The case studies focused on two adolescent 

students; Sylvia, who is a participant currently in this research study, and 

Miguel. 

In my report of the pilot study, I described both Sylvia and Miguel as 

Ught complexioned Mexican Americans, coming from a working class 

background. Both Sylvia and Miguel grew up in the same neighborhood. 

Miguel discussed the "compaz" or loyalty that he felt to the group of friends 

from his neighborhood with whom he had grown up through the years. 
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Miguel was, like most of the males in Debbie's class, a member of his 

neighborhood gang which is afBhated with a national gang. He was initiated 

into the gang during his freshman year of high school along with many of his 

friends from his "barrio" or neighborhood. Sylvia was never initiated into the 

gang but felt a strong commitment to her "homies" who are gang members. 

Sylvia and Miguel had lost several friends who have been killed due to gang 

violence and often talked about their feeUngs of sadness and hopelessness. 

The worlds of both Sylvia and Miguel were made up of many of the 

components which affect many other adolescents. Their music, clothing, hair 

styles, and language are the sign systems which represent many of their 

interests and behefs about the world. They appreciated rap music, especially 

"gangsta" rap, a unique form of rap music which expresses feelings about 

violence, drug use, and the loss of friends, many of the issues which Sylvia 

and Miguel dealt with on a day-to-day basis. Their clothing of baggy pants 

and shirts represented both the hip-hop tradition which is wide spread across 

the United States and their association with the gang in their neighborhood. 

Sylvia and Miguel wore mostly blue clothing to clearly show with which gang 
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they were afBliated. Their written and oral language also reflected their 

identity, carefully avoiding certain letters which represent their rival gang. 

In both Sylvia's and Miguel's case studies, I discussed the multi-

layered and often contradictory nature of the elements of their identities. For 

each adolescent, there was a dichotomy between the importance of their 

famihes and CathoUc rehgious beliefs and their friends, gang life or 

associations, and partying. Their friends were another type of family for 

them, yet many of the negative activities associated with these friends 

weighed on their consciences. For Sylvia, her family and friends were the 

most important elements of her identity, yet they were also a constant source 

of stress and anxiety. She felt that the lifestyles of her "homies" often led to 

much sadness and depression. She stated, "I used to dream when I was little; 

now I just hope to wake up the next day and see the sunshine" (Taylor, 

1996a, p. 38). Miguel battied with the concern of "being a sinner" rather than 

"living good" (Taylor, 1996a, p. 32). He wrote, "I guess you can say I'm 

reUgious but I'm also a sinner. I want to go to heaven. My biggest dream is 

to get to heaven and be hugged by Jesus, to be held in his arms because that 

is the ultimate love that anybody can have" (Taylor, 1996a, p. 30). 
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Exploring the elements of the identities of Sylvia and Miguel made me 

aware of the multi-layered nature of their worlds. Before the pilot study, I 

had spent much time working with adolescents and when I initially began the 

research study, I assumed that the identities of these adolescents would be 

one-dimensional. That is, I assumed that their identities would revolve 

around their associations with gangs. Through the experience of a cultural 

circle (Freire, 1970), however, when the students were encouraged to explore 

the many components of their identity in the classroom, I was able to 

understand the contradictory nature of their values and beliefs. To some 

extent, the process of objectifying their situations also led them to name these 

contradictions and begin to see them more clearly. 

Narrowing the Focus 

The pilot study I conducted with the adolescent students in Debbie's 

class sparked a further interest in the exploration of adolescent identity 

through multiple sign systems. As I discussed the pilot study with my 

professors, one of them questioned whether or not I had manipulated the 

curriculum in order to cany out my research study. This question greatly 

troubled me. We discussed the fine line between introducing certain 
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assignments which carried an agenda for my research and my simply 

observing the adolescents. Was I manipulating the adolescents' experiences 

to encourage them to think about identity? How could I understand the 

identities that adolescents construct and conmiunicate on a day-to-day basis 

without "manipulation"? What sorts of research methods were necessary for 

this type of investigation? These questions paired with two other situations 

which I will discuss below led me to design a second study. My plans for the 

second study (the dissertation study) held a broader sociocultural focus as I 

intended to construct ethnographic case studies of individual, female 

adolescents, focusing on the identities which they create through multiple sign 

systems. 

The two important situations which arose last spring also influenced 

the narrowing of my research focus. The administration at the alternative 

program where Debbie was teaching informed the students in Debbie's class 

that they would not be able to continue their attendance there because of a 

limit to the number of years one could remain at an alternative program. The 

students in Debbie's class were apprehensive about what would happen to 

them if they returned to regular high school. Debbie agreed to leave the 
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alternative program so that she could support these students in regular high 

school. In her words, she felt "they had a right to a normal education." The 

alternative program did not offer the students opportunities to explore options 

for the future. There were no facilities at the alternative program for sports, 

computer technology, or media arts. There were no social activities 

organized for these students. She felt that, as a volunteer, she could continue 

to advocate for her students as they attended regular high school. She spent 

much of the spring calculating the credits of her students, and processing the 

paper work which would allow her students to return to the local regular high 

school. As I supported Debbie in her decision, I thought about the ways in 

which I could continue to work with some of her students. Again, 

ethnographic case studies of each participant made sense because the 

research would allow me to follow each adolescent in their personal settings, 

i.e. at school, home, work, and so on. 

The question became which students should I work with for my 

research study. As I was debating this question, I had an "ah ha" experience 

which guided me to work with the female adolescents. Because so many of 

the social activities in Debbie's class revolved around the interests of the 
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male students and because I was curious about the females' perspectives, one 

Saturday, I invited Sylvia, Anna, Daniella, Cindy, and Nora, to my house to 

watch a movie and socialize. Only Sylvia, Anna, and Daniella were able to 

attend. After watching Waiting to Exhale (Schindler, 1995) we began to talk, 

and talk we did. After a three hour discussion, I realized, and it seems so 

obvious now, how much of their perspectives I had missed in the pilot study. 

The stories they told exemplified the many issues and conflicts that they 

encountered as they identified, shaped, and transformed their perceptions of 

their identities, of who they are and who they are becoming. Balancing the 

elements of being a marginalized, female, Mexican American adolescent, and 

becoming an adult, is a messy and often tension filled process. It was at this 

moment that I decided that my research study would examine how these 

female adolescents locate, create, and communicate their identities. I began 

to wonder what types of influences had affected their self-perceptions. Of 

what influence are their families, firiends, cultures, and society on their 

evolving sense of self? How do they express the elements of their identities? 

What sorts of sign systems do they employ to convey who they are and what 

they believe about themselves? 
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After the social gathering, I discussed my ideas with Debbie, asking for 

her feedback and also her feelings about my doing research with some of the 

students with whom she was working. At first, Debbie seemed somewhat 

apprehensive, a feeling I could understand fi*om any teacher, but the more we 

discussed the potential study, the more comfortable she became. I met with 

Sylvia, Anna, Daniella, Cindy, and Nora before the summer to share my 

ideas, and they received my research proposal with enthusiasm. 

Selection of Participants 

Initially, I intended to work with all five of the female adolescents: 

Sylvia, Anna, Daniella, Nora, and Cindy, whom I had gotten to know well in 

Debbie's classroom, beginning the study in the middle of August. As August 

approached, however, situations arose which reduced the number of 

participants to three. Both Daniella and Nora finished their high school 

credits in the spring semester. Daniella moved to a city approximately two 

hours away fi^om Tucson, to attend a junior college. Nora got married over 

the summer and began living with her husband on a ranch quite a distance 

outside of the city. Although I wanted to continue working with both 

adolescents, it would have been difficult to conduct research with Daniella 
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and Nora so far away. The research study developed into an exploration of 

the identities of three female, Mexican American adolescents: Sylvia, Anna, 

and Cindy. 

Mv Relationship with Debbie 

Before I describe the three participants, providing a more elaborate 

introduction to Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, and the nature of my relationship 

with them, I feel it is important to discuss my relationship with Debbie 

because, to a great extent, without Debbie, there would be no research study. 

Debbie and I began talking about adolescents the first year of my doctoral 

program. We found many commonalties in the types of experiences we had 

with marginalized adolescents even though our work with them took place in 

diverse settings. We often discussed at length our concerns with an education 

system that does not understand the youth of today, the unique and exciting 

experiences of working with adolescents who find themselves on the fiinges 

of society, and the fiiistration and sadness which we have felt in experiencing 

the loss of students who have died through violence and in witnessing the 

ways in which some students are shut out of the educational system. 
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Understanding my feelings of isolation being away from my classroom, 

as I stated earlier, Debbie generously invited me to join and observe her 

classroom in the spring of 1995. As I began to collaborate with her on 

projects for her class both during that summer and the following spring of 

1996, we spent much time negotiating my role in her classroom. As a 

researcher and a collaborating teacher, I felt it was necessary that I 

understood both the nature of the learning community that Debbie had 

constructed in her classroom and her perspectives about teaching. As I 

worked with Debbie, I learned to work through my own teaching intuition. 

When difficulties arose (for example if we had opposing perspectives on the 

appropriateness of particular situations in the classroom) Debbie and I met 

together outside of the classroom to discuss our viewpoints and negotiate and 

re-negotiate boundaries. We discussed and re-discussed my role, purposes, 

and intentions for the research study. Edelsky and Boyd (1993) note that the 

issues of "trust, respect, status, roles, and meaning" (p. 13) surface in the 

process of examining relationships in collaborative research. They continue, 

"Something seems to be a collaboration when it is non-hierarchical and non-

exploitative, when it is not based on relational opposites ... and when it is 
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voluntary" (p. 15). I developed a trusting and honest rapport with Debbie 

which enabled us to work through moments of tension. The collaborative 

relationship I shared with Debbie also entailed sharing my questions, ideas, 

and findings with her for her feedback and opinions. 

Since I began working with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy on this specific 

research study, Debbie and I have developed more than a collaborative 

"research" relationship; we have become fiiends and colleagues. Throughout 

the research, she has been a constant source of support, encouragement, 

guidance, and insight. As I collected data with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, I 

spent many hours talking with Debbie on the telephone and meeting with her, 

sharing experiences, data analysis, and writing. She has read through the 

many written drafts of this research study, providing insight and validating my 

analysis. As I stated earher, without Debbie, this research study would not 

have been a possibility. 

An Introduction to Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

Although I briefly mention Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy throughout my 

description of my background with the study, the following narrative provides 

a more elaborate introduction to the participants. Sylvia and Anna are third 
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generation Mexican American females and Cindy is a fourth generation 

Mexican American female. They were all bom in Arizona and speak English 

as a first language. They were exposed to Spanish throughout their 

upbringings, hstening to conversations between family members, but state 

that although they do understand some Spanish, they do not speak it. The 

participants come fi-om working class backgrounds; the parents of each 

adolescent at one time or another worked on a full time basis outside the 

home. All three adolescents were raised as Cathohcs and embrace the 

traditions of their religion quite seriously. At the time of the study, they 

ranged in age fi-om seventeen to twenty-one. 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy all had fiiendships with male adolescents who 

are involved in gangs. Each participant experienced great tragedy, having 

close fiiends who were killed as a result of gang violence or car accidents or 

committed suicide allegedly due to depression. For the most part, Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy were marginalized from school and academic life. At one 

point or another, each girl has dropped out of school for a period of time. 

The encouragement and positive reinforcement which they experienced in 

Debbie's class increased their self-esteem and determination to continue to 
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pursue their education. These adolescents are as diverse as any in their 

personalities, interests, abilities, family structures, employment, and 

appearances. Each participant balances her lifestyle in her own way between 

school, family obligations, and relationships. 

Sylvia 

Sylvia, a moderately plumb adolescent with large brown eyes and long, 

curly dark hair, is seventeen. She has lived in Tucson all her life with her 

parents and brother in a Mexican American, working class neighborhood in 

the southwestern part of Tucson. Sylvia is currently a senior at Castillo High 

School (a pseudonym). She is planning to graduate in the spring and would 

one day like to go to dental school to become a dentist. Sylvia feels good 

about school this year, keeping up with her studies. She has developed a 

trusting relationship with one of the counselors at Castillo and, in fact, works 

as a student aid for her one period a day. On the weekends, Sylvia works 

part-time at a mail order company which sells "old lady's clothing," 

processing orders over the telephone. 

Sylvia enjoys hanging out with her friends, going to the movies, and 

listening to music. In the past, she spent time hanging out with the "homies" 
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who are gangsters from the neighborhood, but over the course of this study, 

she has moved away from that Ufe spending more time at home with her 

family. At times she feels that her parents are too restricting, yet she does not 

want to disappoint them. Sylvia is very responsible about curfews and 

helping out around the house. She often cooks dinner for her family. 

In the spring of 1995, as I mentioned earlier, I worked closely with 

Sylvia on the pilot study. At &st, she seemed somewhat shy and distrustful 

but as I have gotten to know her through both the pilot study and this research 

study, I learned that once she feels comfortable with someone, she is more 

tiian willing to share both her experiences and feelings. She is a very 

sensitive adolescent who worries about her friends and families. Sylvia took 

her participation in the study very seriously, calling me to confirm or 

reschedule appointments, or to talk when she had something on her mind. In 

many ways, I have become a mentor to her, providing her with another adult 

with whom to relate. She wholeheartedly involved herself in the research 

study, responding to my data analysis and providing generous feedback. 
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Anna 

Anna is a tall, pretty, very thin adolescent who is seventeen years old. 

She was bom in Douglas, a city which borders Mexico and Arizona, but 

spent her childhood in California. In the sixth grade, she moved to Tucson. 

Anna's parents are divorced and her hving arrangements have fluctuated 

since she was a young girl, between living with her mother, her father, and 

her sister. Overall, she has hved mostly with her mother and step-father who 

in many ways she regards as her father. At the beginning of the study, Anna 

Uved with her sister, brother-in-law, two nephews, and her niece in an area 

that is also in the southwestem part of Tucson. She chose to live with them 

because she felt that she could get along better with her mother if they lived 

apart. Unfortunately, hving with her sister and her family became 

problematic as conflicts arose between Anna and her sister and brother-in-

law. In the middle of November one morning, she had a tremendous 

argument with her sister, and was asked to move out. After much debate and 

considering thoughts of running away, she decided to move back in with her 

mother, step-father, younger sister, and half-brother. The move was quite an 

adjustment for Anna, having to resume following curfews and other house 
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rules, but she has persevered, realizing that her priorities are to finish high 

school. 

Anna is currently a senior at Castillo High School. She aspires to 

graduate in the spring and go away to college to study media arts. She is 

involved in the media arts program at school, producing a morning news 

show three days a week. Anna also works part-time. Over the course of the 

study, she has had two jobs. The first was selling clothing in a dress store on 

a popular street hned with "fimky" clothing stores, restaurants, and cafes. 

She is currently a salesperson in a Mexican arts and crafts store in the mall. 

Anna enjoys the aspects of school which interest her, primarily her media 

class and hanging out with fiiends. She likes working because it provides her 

with a way to get out of the house and an income which allows her to be 

somewhat independent financially. Anna's independence is something which 

she values greatly. 

Anna spends much of her free time hanging out with her gangster 

friends whom she met in the alternative program. In many ways, she 

identifies with the gang, wearing mostly blue, baggy clothing, although she 

has never been "jumped in" or initiated. At times, her association with 
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gangsters causes her problems at school. On a few occasions during the 

research study, she was called in to the school office and informed that she 

was wearing too much blue. Although this is an issue that annoys her, 

finishing school is her priority at the moment. Anna is very aware of the 

ways in which she is perceived when she dresses like a "thug" or a gangster; 

hence, for work she dresses conservatively, in pants and a shirt. 

Anna was also enthusiastic about her participation in the research 

study. She always appeared honest and open about her feelings and 

experiences. Meeting with her was an exciting and fascinating experience. 

In some ways, she asked me as many questions about my own life as I asked 

about hers. She enjoyed the exchange between us of cultures and values. 

She has developed a curiosity about going to school in New York City, I 

think, in part, because of my influence, and together we have inquired about 

applications for New York colleges and have discussed the possibilities of 

her moving there. Anna, like Sylvia, wholeheartedly involved herself in the 

research study, volunteering insights and feedback. 
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Cindy 

Cindy is a small, thin twenty-one year old with long, brown, curly hair. 

She was bom in Tucson and grew up in the southwestern neighborhood 

where Sylvia hves. She has been living with her fiance, Tony, her daughter, 

Behna, and her fiance's father, since Belina was bom four years ago in a 

neighborhood nearby where she grew up. This past summer, Cindy and Tony 

were engaged after having been together for the past four years. They are 

planning to get married this May. Tony has been very supportive since 

Belina was bom, taking his paternal responsibihties seriously. 

Cindy is a quiet, somewhat shy individual. Once I began working with 

her in my reading class at the community college and later meeting with her 

for the research study, though, I discovered that she is an open, honest person 

filled with things to say. As I got to know Cindy, I realized that, like most 

people, she goes through various moods which affect whether or not she 

wants to participate in discussions. Our meetings varied, depending on 

whether or not she felt like sharing. I tried to go with the flow, never putting 

unnecessary pressure on her to talk. I was aware of the personal nature of the 



69 

questions and allowed her to control the extent to which we discussed various 

issues. 

As I mentioned earlier, Cindy attended an alternative program for 

teenage mothers, when she became pregnant the first semester of her senior 

year. Before that, she attended Castillo High School and was a successful 

student. Her experiences at the alternative program ended shortly after she 

gave birth to Belina because she refused to bring the baby to the day care 

center there. She was unhappy with the conditions of the nursery and felt 

more comfortable leaving the baby with her aunt. The administration at the 

alternative program explained that Cindy could only attend their program if 

she used the day care facilities. Cindy dropped out of the program and did 

not return to school until she joined Debbie's class a year and a half later. In 

between the alternative program for teenage mothers and Debbie's class, 

Cindy took care of Belina. Last spring, she began her first semester at a local 

community college with the intention of studying to become an elementary 

school teacher. 

At the beginning of the study, Cindy attended classes full time at the 

community college and worked part time at a yo-yo factory, putting yo-yos 



70 

together. While Cindy was at school, Behna attended the day care center at 

the community college. The yo-yo factory runs day, night, and weekend 

shifts when they have numerous orders to fill, allowing Cindy time to attend 

classes and work. Throughout the study, Cindy expressed her feelings of 

anxiety about her finances to help support herself and Tony, raise Belina, and 

organize a wedding. Tony works full time, contributing much of his income 

to their household financial obligations. Yet they often struggle to pay their 

bills and save money for the wedding. 

With these pressures in mind, towards the end of November of 1996, 

after several attempts to reschedule meetings, Cindy informed me over the 

phone that she no longer had time to participate in the study. She explained 

that she felt she had too many other obhgations and was unsure that she could 

balance all of the aspects of her hfe. At first, I was worried that perhaps I 

had overstepped the boundaries between us, but after discussing the situation 

with Debbie who was in contact with Cindy, I realized that there were no 

hard feelings between us, but as Cindy explained to me, she was very worried 

about her finances. Shortly after our discussion, Cindy stopped attending 

classes to work ftill time, attempting to gain a firmer hold on her financial 
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obligations. I decided to include Cindy in the written report of this research 

study because I believe the data I collected from her is valuable. I have kept 

in contact with her, writing cards and letters and communicating through 

Debbie, so that she kept abreast of my progress. 

The Researched and the Researcher: Our Relationship 

It is essential to discuss the nature of my relationship with Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy in this research study as we explored the ways in which tiiey 

create and conmiunicate their identities through multiple sign systems. As I 

reiterate in Chapter Three on research methods, the mode of my case study 

research was participatory (Merriam, 1988). Although I can never fiilly 

understand the perspectives of others, through time and interactions, Sylvia, 

Anna, Cindy and I estabhshed a trusting relationship founded on the 

principles of respect, honesty, and caring. This type of relationship allowed 

us to share perspectives and experiences. Our relationship was made up of 

the components which Mercado (1993) states are necessary for collaborative 

research. As Mercado writes, "We are learning from one another, no matter 

what their level of experience nor the background of the individual—shedding 

new hght on what it means to leam from 'more capable others' (Vygotsky, 
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1978)" (p. 98). Our relationship involved "being together," "being real," and 

"being open" (Mercado, 1993, p. 98). 

In "being together" (Mercado, 1993), Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy were 

aware that beyond the scope of the research study, I spent time with them 

because I cared and was interested in their lives. Our relationship was more 

than just one of researcher and researched. Rather I assumed various roles in 

their daily lives as they did in mine. I wore many hats including those of 

teacher, mentor, tutor, confidante, counselor, chauffeur, friend, interpreter, 

researcher, researched, data collector, and data analyst. In many ways these 

hats fit me well because I wore them before with the adolescents I was 

working with in New York. My interactions with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

centered around the research study, asking questions, looking for 

connections, collecting and analyzing data. On occasion, however, I gave 

them rides to work or school, helped them with their school work both in and 

outside of class, talked with them on the phone about problems they were 

having in school or at home, gossiped, gave advice for the future, provided a 

perspective when necessary, and sometimes just had flm talking, listening to 

music, and "kicking back" or hanging out. The girls also put on several hats. 
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including informant, interpreter, friend, supporter, researched, researcher, 

data collector and data analyst. Many of the interactions between Sylvia, 

Anna, Cindy, and me focused on the research study. They introduced me to 

their worlds and explained language terms used, cultural traditions, and styles 

of clothing, music, and hair. The girls also probed their concepts of identity, 

collected data (such as photographs and writings), and read and responded to 

my analysis of data and the case study narratives. At the same time, they 

phoned me to see how I was doing, encouraged me to keep writing, invited 

me to parties or the movies, and again enjoyed our times spent "kicking 

back." 

Our relationship entailed "being real," "sharing personal things about 

yourself' (Mercado, 1993) and discussing past experiences and beliefs. 

Many times, when I asked Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy questions, I would share 

my own perspective or examples from my own life. "Being open" means, 

"being approachable and making it possible for others to communicate with 

you because you are perceived as being accepting of both others and other 

viewpoints, even when these are different from your own" (Mercado, 1993, 

p. 100). "Being open" (Mercado, 1993) is a particularly formidable task when 
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those involved in the relationship are from diverse cultures and 

socioeconomic backgrounds. It entailed being sensitive to issues in a manner 

which was both respectful and empowering. I was able to engage in difficult 

conversations with the girls because we estabhshed trust over time. 

Aware that "What the interviewer is influences and maybe determines 

the kind of data he or she receives" (Measor, 1981, p. 55), I beheve that my 

gender was a positive force in the access that Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy gave 

me into their worlds. Although I was at the most eleven years older than they 

were, I could relate to many of the issues they had about relationships, 

growing up female in a man's world, and feelings of uncertainty and 

frustration. The many differences between our backgrounds and cultures 

incited curiosity, causing us to ask questions to learn from one another. As I 

stated at the beginning of this section, the relationship I had with Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy, like any relationship one has with another person, caused 

all involved to influence and learn from one another. 

At the beginning of this research study in August of 1996,1 met 

individually with each adolescent to discuss my ideas for the study and my 

expectations. I wondered what benefits they thought the research study 
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would provide for them. Each participant shared that they hoped that the 

study would give them new insights into their identities. Understanding the 

importance of negotiation, I asked Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy what sorts of 

roles they expected me to take on outside of the study. Besides being another 

adult that they could talk to, a mentor so to speak, they asked me to help them 

with their school work. 

I also received written permission from either their parents or the 

adolescent herself, as was the case with Cindy who is over eighteen, (see 

example in Appendix A), allowing me to follow them in all of the different 

environments they are involved in, i.e. school, work, home, and so on. A 

detailed description of the types of sites where I collected data, the research 

methods used, and the nature of my communication and interactions with 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, is presented in the following chapter. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

METHODS TO NAVIGATE THE UNPREDICTABLE 

Qualitative research assumes that there are multiple realities—that 
the world is not an objective thing out there but a function of personal 
interaction and perception.... Beliefs rather than facts form the basis 
of perception. (Merriam, 1988, p. 17) 

This qualitative, ethnographic case study explores the ways in which 

three Mexican American, female, working class adolescents locate, create, 

and communicate their identities through multiple sign systems. Following 

Merriam's statement quoted above, my research embraces and describes the 

multiple realities and unpredictable nature of the identities of these 

adolescents. As I worked with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, exploring how they 

construct identity jfrom their own personal and individual perspectives, I did 

not attempt "to find the 'correct' or 'true' interpretation of the facts, but 

rather to eliminate erroneous conclusions" (Bromley, 1986) so that 1 was left 

with "the best possible, the most compelling interpretation" (p. 38). My 

research demonstrates a focus "on process rather than outcomes or product" 
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(Merriam, 1988, p. 19), providing a "rich, 'thick' description" (p. 11) of the 

self-perceptions of these adolescents. 

The identity portraits of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy were developed 

through participant and non-participant observations, interviewing, and 

examination of written and visual artifacts. Merriam (1988) writes: 

An ethnographic case study ... is more than an intensive, hoUstic 
description and analysis of a social unit or phenomenon. It is a 
sociocultural analysis of the unit of study. Concern with the cultural 
context is what sets this type of study apart from other quahtative 
research, (p. 23) 

Each individual participant constitutes a unit of study. Their portraits are 

constructed through careful examination and observation of the ways in which 

these adolescents create and communicate their identities through multiple 

sign systems in their various personal contexts i.e. at school, in their homes, 

and at work. 

In this chapter, I describe the research methods which support my 

ethnographic investigation. These methods allowed me to collect much of the 

data to respond to the following research question: 
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What are the perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy about their 

identities, and how are these identities created and communicated 

through multiple sign systems? 

Tables 2.1, 2.2,2.3, and 2.4, a timeline of my experiences with the 

participants and detailed overviews of my data collection methods for each 

individual participant, providing a road map to understand the descriptions 

that follow of 1) the types of sites where I collected data, 2) the research 

methods used, and 3) the nature of my communication and interactions with 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy over the course of five months. The chapter 

concludes with an explanation of my approach to data analysis and writing. 
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Table 2.1 

A Time Line of Mv Experiences with the Participants 

Time Activities 

Spring, 
1995 

Met Debbie's alternative class of male adolescents 

Summer, 
1995 

Met Anna, Cindy (participants of this study), and Daniella, Anna's sister, 
conducted a study of the portrayal of gangs in film with Debbie's class 

Fall, 1995 Continued to hang out in Debbie's class; Met Sylvia (a participant of this 
study) and Nora 

Spring, 
1996 

Conducted a pilot study in Debbie's class with Sylvia and Miguel; taught 
Cindy reading at the community college 

Summer, 
1996 

Met with the female adolescents informally; began to think about research 
questions; met with the girls to talk about a potential study 

August, 
1996 

Met with Sylvia, Aima, and Cindy individually to discuss the research 
study and establish a schedule 

FaU, 1996 Conducted audiotaped interviews with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy monthly; 
collected field notes during informal meetings and non-participant 
observation weekly, collected visual, written, and auditory artifacts; met 
twice as a group; transcribed audiotapes; reflected on field notes and 
personal log; identified and began developing theoretical categories; 
shared emerging categories with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy for their 
feedback 

Spring, 
1997 

Completed analysis and writing, shared drafts periodically with Sylvia, 
Anna, and Debbie Smith for feedback 
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Table 2.2 

Data Sources and Data Collection Methods for Sylvia 

Participant Observation 
38 Phone calls (5-25 minutes) 
17 Individual informal meetings (1-3 hours); at school, restaurants, 

home, museum, clothing stores, driving in the car 
1 Group meeting (1 hour, audiotaped) at Anna's sister's house 

Non-Participant Observation 
17 Hang Outs (1-3 hours); during classes, school lunch times, at 

home, car wash, hospital, wake, funeral 
In-Depth, Open-Ended Interviews (45-60 minutes each, audiotaped) 

3 Interviews; 2 conducted in restaurants, 1 conducted at Sylvia's home 
Collection of Written, Visual, and Auditory Artifacts 

School pamphlets, oflBcial documents 
School texts; textbooks, articles, Uterature, computer software 
Personal letters 
Written school assignments 
Personal writing; journal entries, poetry 
Personal drawing, tagging 
Photographs of objects, places, people that represent Sylvia; i.e. 

work certificates, dolls, rehgious icons, pop culture icons, family, 
fiiends, home, school, mountains 

Samples of music appreciated (audiotaped) 
Photographs demonstrating clothing style, hair, make-up 

Collection of My Researcher Field Notes (FNs) 
Phone calls 
Individual informal meetings 
Group meeting 
Non-participant observations 
Notes and reflections from summer, 1995 and Spring Pilot Study, 1996 

My Researcher Personal Log 
Reflections and observer's comments 
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Table 2.3 

Data Sources and Data Collection Methods for Anna 

Participant Observation 
28 Phone calls (5-25 minutes) 
27 Individual informal meetings (1-3 hours); at school, work (a clothing 

store), restaurant, mom's house, sister's house, shopping mall, 
driving in the car, museum 

2 Group meetings (1 hour, audiotaped); at Anna's sister's house, 
a restaurant 

Non-Participant Observation 
27 Hang Outs (1-3 hours); during classes, school lunch times, car 

wash, wakes, funerals, work, mom's house, sister's house 
In-Depth, Open-Ended Interviews (45-60 minutes each, audiotaped) 

3 interviews conducted at restaurants 
Collection of Written, Visual, and Auditory Artifacts 

School pamphlets and oflScial documents 
School texts; textbooks, hterature, computer software 
Artistic books for leisure reading 
Written school assignments 
Personal writing, i.e. poetry 
Flyers for parties 
Photographs of objects, places, people that represent Aima, i.e. 

sunsets, religious icons, pop culture icons, family, friends, home, 
school 

Samples of music appreciated (audiotaped) 
Photographs demonstrating clothing style, hair, make-up 

Collection of My Researcher Field Notes (FNs) 
Phone calls 
Individual informal meetings 
Group meetings 
Non-participant observations 
Notes and Reflections from summer, 1995 and Spring Pilot Study, 1996 

My Researcher Personal Log 
Reflections and observer's comments 
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Table 2.4 

Data Sources and Data Collection Methods for Cindy 

Participant Observation 
17 Phone calls (5-25 minutes) 
12 Individual informal meetings (1-3 hours); at community college 

campus, work (yo-yo factory), restaurants, mother's home, museum, 
shopping mall, driving in the car 

2 Group meetings (1 hour, audiotaped); at Anna's sister's house, a 
restaurant 

Non-Participant Observation 
12 Hang Outs (1-3 hours); in between classes at the community 

college, car wash, at work, mother's house, hospital, wakes, funeral 
In-Depth, Open-Ended Interviews (45-60 minutes each, audiotaped) 

2 Interviews conducted at restaurants 
Collection of Written, and Visual Artifacts 

School official documents 
School textbooks 
Written school assignments 
Photographs demonstrating clothing style, hair, and make-up 

Collection of My Researcher Field Notes (FNs) 
Phone calls 
Individual informal meetings 
Group meetings 
Non-participant observations 
Notes and Reflections from summer, 1995 

My Researcher Personal Log 
Reflections and observer's comments 
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The Territories 

This research was conducted in Tucson, Arizona, a southwestern 

university city. Because the focus of the research revolved around Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy, the types of data collection sites varied depending on 

schedules and interests. Tables 2.2, 2.3,2.4 demonstrate that we met in 

locations such as the local high school campus where Sylvia and Anna 

attended, the yo-yo factory where Cindy worked, the homes of the 

participants, and their relatives, local restaurants, and stores. The unexpected 

occurrence of a car accident involving Daniella (the sister of Anna) and 

Miguel (a friend of the three girls) which I will describe in more detail in 

Chapter Four brought us together on several occasions in a hospital waiting 

room and later at a wake and flmeral. 

Castillo High School 

I often met with both Sylvia and Anna on the campus of Castillo High 

School where they were enrolled as seniors. Castillo High School is located 

on the southside of Tucson which is predominantly populated by Mexican 

Americans. Currentiy, the school enrolls approximately 1800 students, of 

which 87 percent are Mexican American, ahnost 12 percent are White, one 
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percent are Native American, and less than half a percent are Black. There 

are 130 teachers, approximately two thirds White and a third Mexican 

American. The school campus is surrounded by a large fence with three 

entrances which are guarded by one or two security guards clad in bright 

yellow jackets carrying walkie-talkies. In the morning, students enter the 

campus through either the front or back entrance. During school hours, 

students enter and exit through the front entrance where they are waved 

through or stopped to show identification. At the end of the school day, the 

front entrance is locked and the students may only exit through the back gate. 

The school campus itself is made up of a large two floor school building with 

an auditorium and a library, twenty portable classrooms, two gyms, a pool, a 

cafeteria, and a court yard. There are security guards and undercover poUce 

throughout the campus, patrolling the halls and courtyard. 

At the beginning of the study, I met with the Principal at Castillo to 

describe my study and ask for permission to shadow Sylvia and Anna through 

their classes and lunch times. The Principal required that I obtain written 

permission from the parents which I did immediately. Each time I visited 

Castillo, I entered the principal's office to get a visitor's pass and then met 
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either Sylvia or Anna at the flag pole in front of the school so that I could 

follow them through two to three hours of their morning or afternoon 

schedules. 

During the first semester of their senior year, the girls' schedules were 

as described in Table 2.5. 

Table 2.5 

School Schedules for Sylvia and Anna 

School Period Gina Anna 
Period One 7:40-8:34 Business Management Media Arts 

Period Two 8:40-9:50 Business Skills Business Skills 

Period Three 9:56-10:50 English English 

Period Four 10:56-11:50 Child Care Physical Education 

Period Five 11:50-12:25 Lunch Lunch 

Period Six 12:31-1:25 Student Aid Off Campus Work 

Period Seven 1:31-2:25 Spanish Off Campus Work 

Each time we entered a class for the first time, the girls introduced me to their 

teacher and briefly described the research study. Periods Two, Three, and 



86 

Five were excellent opportunities for me to observe both adolescents because 

they shared the same classes. Initially, the classmates of Sylvia and Anna 

were curious about who I was and what I was doing. One afternoon in late 

September, I was following Sylvia as she worked as a student aid in the 

school ofiSce. One of the other student aids asked Sylvia if I was her "PO" 

(parole ofiBcer). Sylvia explained that I was a researcher and that I was doing 

a study on identity. She added that I acted more as a mentor than a "PO" 

(FN, p. 44). As the semester progressed, I became better acquainted with the 

adolescents' teachers and classmates. 

My interactions with the adolescents varied in school. At times, I sat 

back and observed them interact with their teachers and peers. At other 

times, I helped them with an assignment individually or joined their small 

group discussions to partake in the conversation. I asked questions 

periodically to clarify my understandings of different situations. 

The Yo-Yo Factorv 

On several occasions, I visited Cindy at the yo-yo factory where she 

works part-time. The front room of the factory is a yo-yo museum with 

colorful displays which describe the evolution of the yo-yo and highlight 
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unique and unusual yo-yos. The back room is the actual workshop where yo

yos are put together by hand. The plastic faces are connected by metal bolts 

and then strung. Cindy works putting yo-yos together. She was hired to 

work by her aunt who is the production supervisor there. Cindy also works 

with her brother, mother, uncle, cousins, and several of the young men from 

her neighborhood. The yo-yo factory is owned by a middle-aged White 

couple who organize sales and manage the entire business. Each time I 

visited the factory, I remarked on the ethnic breakdown of the workforce. 

The managers and owners are White yet those who put together the actual yo

yos are Mexican American. Cindy enjoys working at the yo-yo factory 

because she is with her relatives and because she can work around her classes 

at community college. Often times, the production team works both day and 

night shifts or on the weekends giving Cindy added opportunities to work. 

Homes 

Throughout the research, I often met with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy at 

their homes or the homes of their relatives. Sylvia still lives at home with her 

parents, so we frequently met at her house. During the study, Anna lived first 

with her older sister and family and now lives with her parents. I spent time 
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with her at both homes. Cindy hves with her boyfriend, their daughter, and 

her boyfriend's father. Although I never went to her house, several of our 

meetings were held at her mother's home. All three adolescents live in the 

same area of town, the southwestem part of Tucson which is predominantly 

populated by working class Mexican Americans. Sylvia's and Cindy's 

parents hve only a few streets away from each other. 

All of the homes where we met are three-bedroom houses, furnished in 

contemporary styles. Photographs of various relatives and children, and 

rehgious icons abound the walls. Each living room has plush, circular sofas 

with entertainment centers housing televisions, cable boxes, and stereo 

systems. The dining rooms are neatly arranged with table and chairs, drawing 

images of large family get-togethers. 

With meetings at home came short visits with family. I was welcomed 

into each home and found that all parents involved supported the study. In 

many ways, getting to know the girls meant getting to know their families. I 

fondly remember moments playing with Sylvia's four year old nephew, 

chatting with Cindy's mother, or taUdng with Anna's sister. The families of 
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these adolescents were just as much a part of their homes, the physical 

structures in which they lived. 

"Grubbing" and Shopping 

Informal meetings often accompanied eating lunch or dinner in 

restaurants or fast food places or browsing clothing stores and walking 

around shopping malls. These types of environments encouraged a relaxed 

atmosphere where we could get to know one another and talk. I often took 

turns with the girls selecting places to eat. Sometimes they asked if we could 

eat somewhere that I often went to, hke a greasy spoon with a "university" 

crowd or a coffee house with "artsy" people. At other times they took me to 

places that they wanted to share with me, like a Mexican restaurant where 

you can get great "came asada," or a fast food restaurant for burgers and 

fries. The same was true of shopping. We took turns deciding which stores 

to explore. Browsing also gave me insight into their clothing styles and their 

interests and tastes. If we went into a clothing store, I had the opportunity to 

ask why they were looking at a pair of very baggy jeans, or a Dallas 

Cowboys jersey, or metallic blue nail polish. Eating and shopping provided 

us with texts to talk about our identities. 
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The University of Arizona Museum of Art 

I accompanied each of the girls to the University Museum of Art 

because I thought the exhibition entitled "La Cadena Que No Se Corta" or 

"The Unbroken Chain," an exhibition of traditional arts of Tucson's Mexican 

American community, could provide texts of multiple sign systems to 

facihtate discussion about concepts of identity. The exhibition was put 

together by Professor James S. Griffith, Jose Galvez, and Cynthia Vidaurri. 

Griffith (1997) writes: 

The title for this exhibition comes from an interview with Matilde 
Santa Cruz, a Tucson woman who creates the huge, tasty flour tortillas 
that are made only in Sonora and Southem Arizona. "My grandmother 
taught my mother," she explained, "and she taught me. And I've 
taught my children." Then she paused for a moment. "It's a chain that 
will never be broken!" (p. 3) 

The exhibition featured an overview of the traditional visual arts of Tucson's 

Mexican American community, from needlework, home altars, nativity 

scenes, low-rider bicycles, and "pinatas," to murals, decorative ironwork, and 

commercially made boots. GrifiSth labels these objects as "traditional" 

explaining that he does not use this term because these objects have remained 
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"static and unchanged from a remote past" but rather because these objects 

have "a sort of rootedness and continuity with the past" (p. 4). 

I visited the museum twice, once with Anna and Cindy one afternoon 

in November and once with Sylvia, the next afternoon. The experience was 

one that I will never forget. After strugghng with the concept of cultural 

identity during individual, informal meetings and interviews with all three of 

the adolescents, I was surprised and overjoyed with the enthusiasm and 

excitement that each adolescent demonstrated at the museum. Suddenly, the 

concept of cultural identity became very tangible. I elaborate on our museum 

visits at length in Chapters Five and Six which discuss the case studies. 

Participant and Non-Participant Observation 

As Tables 2.2,2.3, and 2.4 suggest, participant and non-participant 

observation (Spradley, 1980) were two important methods of data collection 

to explore how Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy create and communicate identity 

through multiple sign systems. Throughout my observations, I took detailed 

field notes either during observations or soon afterward. I found that carrying 

a small note pad each time I "hung out" or met informally with the girls 

provided me with a way to jot down comments or brief descriptions of 
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particular moments. During the course of the data collection, I periodically 

read through my field notes, analyzing text for categories and themes, 

discovering new questions or leads, and writing reflections. As Miles and 

Huberman (1984) write, "Analysis during data collection lets the fieldworker 

cycle back and forth between thinking about the existing data and generating 

strategies for collecting new often better quality data" (p. 49). My field notes 

comprised of insightful anecdotes, questions, possible categories, and 

connections to previous field notes. I made copies of my field notes as I 

collected them so that the multiple copies would allow for the highlighting of 

different themes in different colors as my analysis intensified. 

Participant and non-participant observation or "hanging out" were 

often conducted hand-in-hand. During informal meetings, for example at 

Castillo High School, there were moments when I talked with Sylvia and 

other moments when I acted as an outsider and simply "hung out," observed, 

and took notes. In the following paragraphs, I will briefly describe the 

diverse forms of participant and non-participant observations that are Usted in 

the Tables 2.2,2.3, and 2.4. 
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Telephone: Friend or Foe 

Many of my interactions with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy took place over 

the telephone at all hours of the day, from very early in the morning before 

school to very late in the evening. I had forgotten what an important form of 

communication the telephone is for adolescents. I kept a record of each 

telephone call, sometimes jotting down notes as I talked and hstened. Our 

conversations consisted of scheduling, confirming, and (unfortunately quite 

frequently) canceling and rescheduling meetings, discussing day-to-day 

happenings or problems, and sometimes requesting a possible ride to school 

or work or help with homework. These phone calls were initiated by both the 

participants and myself equally and occurred at least once a week. On a few 

occasions, Anna woke me to ask if I could give her a ride to school, Sylvia 

called to say "Whase up?," and Cindy called to say she couldn't get together. 

"Kicking Back" or Hanging Out 

I met informally with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy on an individual basis at 

restaurants for lunch or diimer, on school campuses, in shopping malls to 

browse and talk, at work where talking was limited, and at either their homes 

or the homes of relatives. Oftentimes I would pick them up in my car, and 
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our meetings would begin as we drove from one location to another. 

Throughout these informal meetings, our conversations ranged from specific 

questions that I might have regarding their identities to spontaneous issues 

that developed during our day-to-day lives. Occasionally, they brought up 

topics which related to an iuterview or a past observation that I made or 

discussed with them. For example, one Sunday evening as we were going to 

get some dinner at an Itahan restaurant, Sylvia told me that she was talking to 

her mom about how I talk differently than she and her parents do. In my field 

notes after dinner I wrote: 

She told her mom that I talk all high class with big words. I asked 
what she meant and she said that I talk differently from her and her 
family. She asked her father why and he said that it was their Mexican 
background. They use Spanish language structure. She used the 
example of "For I can go to the bathroom" instead of "So I can go to 
the bathroom." (FN, p. 75) 

At other times the girls asked for help with school work, advice about 

situations at home and work, or guidance for future plans. These informal 

meetings were hang out times where we estabhshed trust, got to know one 

another, and just talked. My field notes from these informal meetings reflect 

insights into their personahties and perceptions of their identities. 
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Group Kick Backs or Meetings 

Initially, when the research study began, I hoped that Sylvia, Anna, 

Cindy and I could get together as a group once every three weeks to socialize 

and discuss topics or questions which developed. I beUeved that these 

meetings would generate important and meaningful dialogue like the dialogue 

we had several months back which sparked the development of the focus of 

my study. Unfortunately, following the unpredictable nature of any 

ethnographic case study, several obstacles prevented us from having more 

than two group meetings. First, it was nearly impossible to organize a time 

when everyone was free to get together, between school, work, and family 

obhgations. Second, by the end of October, Sylvia and Anna were not 

speaking to one another and refiised to do anything together. The nature of 

their disagreement, which began subtly in the spring in Debbie's class, 

revolved around issues of true loyalty and friendship. So much for all three of 

us getting together. 

We did however have two successful group meetings. The first group 

meeting, when the four of us got together, took place in early October at 

Anna's sister's house. I picked Sylvia and Cindy up and brought them to the 
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meeting. The meeting lasted one hour and was audiotaped. Most of the 

dialogue revolved around the tragic automobile accident that Miguel, their 

friend, and Daniella, Anna's sister, were in and gossip about several of their 

friends. The second group meeting, which involved only Anna, Cindy, and I, 

took place in early November at a burger restaurant near the university 

campus. Again the meeting lasted one hour and was audiotaped. Anna and 

Cindy discussed their day-to-day Uves and their aspirations for the future. 

Although the plan for group meetings was not incredibly successful, I was 

glad that we were able to organize a few. These social gatherings initiated 

much conversation, allowing the girls to dialogue naturally about identity 

issues and peer influences. 

In-Depth, Open-Ended Interviews 

In-depth, open-ended interviews with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy were an 

important means of data collection for the study. These interviews provided 

me with insight into how these adolescents perceive their identities through 

multiple sign systems. As Seidman (1991) writes, "At the root of in-depth 

interviewing is an interest in understanding the experience of other people and 

the meaning they make of that experience" (p. 3). Although I was aware that 
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I could never completely understand the perspective of another (Schutz, 

1967), I felt that in-depth interviewing (Seidman, 1991) allowed me a way "to 

strive to comprehend" (p. 3) the adolescents and their perceptions of identity. 

Striving for an understanding, I used a model of in-depth, 

phenomenologically based interviewing (Schuman, 1982; Schutz, 1967; 

Seidman, 1991), using the same basic questions for all participants. I 

conducted a series of interviews with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, using 

primarily open-ended questions to faciUtate an exploration of each individual 

participant's responses. Sylvia and Anna were interviewed three times and 

Cindy was interviewed twice. 

The first interview centered on the life history of the participant, 

emphasizing discussion about their constructions of identity growing up, 

what sorts of multiple sign systems these entailed, their past role models and 

influences, and their process of becoming an adolescent. The second 

interview concentrated on how the participants currentiy create and 

communicate their identities through multiple sign systems, and the third 

interview reflected what factors influenced, shaped, and transformed their 

identities of "who they are" and "who they are becoming." Although all of 
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the interviews followed this structure and were guided by overarching 

questions (see Table 2.6 for examples), some questions also reflected the 

individual experiences of the gjrls. The informal meetings, "hang outs," and 

group get togethers also influenced the direction of the interviews. 

Table 2.6 

Sample Interview Questions for the Adolescents 

Interview Sample Questions 
#1 How do you think you would have described yourself as a young girl 

growing up, at home, at school, with friends, in the community? 
How would others, i.e. family, friends, school, have described you? 
Who did you admire as you were growing up, and why did you admire 
her? 
What sorts of experiences did you have that influenced you and how? 
What sorts of beliefs, i.e. religion, family, culture, influenced you as you 
were growing up? 
If you could list three symbols that represented you as a young girl, what 
would they be? 
How did you picture your fiiture as you were growing up? 

How do you think you would have described yourself as a young girl 
growing up, at home, at school, with friends, in the community? 
How would others, i.e. family, friends, school, have described you? 
Who did you admire as you were growing up, and why did you admire 
her? 
What sorts of experiences did you have that influenced you and how? 
What sorts of beliefs, i.e. religion, family, culture, influenced you as you 
were growing up? 
If you could list three symbols that represented you as a young girl, what 
would they be? 
How did you picture your fiiture as you were growing up? 

#2 How would you describe yourself now? 
How would others, i.e. family, friends, school, describe you? 
Who influences you now, i.e. family, friends, mentors? 
What sorts of beliefs, i.e. religion, family, culture, influence you now? 
How would you describe your culture? 
What sorts of expectations do you have for your fiiture? 

#3 How would you describe yourself now? 
What kinds of things make up who you are? 
Describe the way you dress, your make-up and hair? Explain why you 
make these choices. 
What sorts of things do you do that make you happy? 
What sorts of things do you do that make you sad? 
What is your greatest dream? 
What is your biggest fear? 
What sorts of expectations do you have for the fiiture? 
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All of the interviews with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy were audiotaped 

and lasted forty-five to sixty minutes. These interviews were scheduled much 

hke the informal meetings, on an individual basis, making sure that we had 

enough time for the entire interview and that we were in a place that was 

conducive to audiotaping. Again, scheduling was diflScult because of school, 

work, and family obligations. Sylvia's interviews were conducted once a 

month over the span of three months, twice in October, and once in late 

November. I interviewed Anna in October, November, and January and I 

interviewed Cindy two times in October. The time in between interviews was 

used for transcription and analysis. 

Collection of Written, Visual, and Auditory Artifacts 

Throughout participant and non-participant observations and 

interviews, I collected written, visual, and auditory artifacts to support my 

exploration of the ways in which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy develop and 

perceive their concepts of identity through multiple sign systems. As I stated 

in Chapter One, sign systems are the multiple ways of knowing that we 

employ to make meaning and communicate concepts, feelings, or self-

perceptions. Eisner (1994) identifies sign systems as "forms of 
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representation." He states that they are "devices that humans use to make 

pubUc conceptions that are privately held. They are vehicles through which 

concepts that are visual, auditory, kinesthetic, olfactory, gustatory, and tactile 

are given public status" (p. 39). 

The types of artifacts I collected took the forms of various sign 

systems. Babcock (1992) writes: 

ImpUcit in the conception and collection of artifacts is the assumption 
that cultures not only create, represent, and re-create their distinctive 
patterns through what they say and do, but through articulations of the 
material world, and that the former not only can be but, in many cases, 
can only be reconstructed and "read" through the latter. The making 
and using of objects {homo faber) coexist with language, thinking, and 
symbol-using {homo sapiens) in all definitions of humanity, (p. 205) 

I collected written texts, created by the individual participants or by school, 

parents, and fiiends. I also collected visual texts like drawings, and taggings 

(grafBti). I took photographs of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy during informal 

meetings so that I had visual texts of the ways in which they present 

themselves. I also gave each participant a disposable camera with many 

exposures so that they could photograph the types of objects and images that 

they beUeved represent their identities. The objects photographed ranged 

from reUgjous and pop culture icons, to clothing, and accessories. Babcock 
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(1992) refers to these types of objects as "artifacts" or objects "manufactured 

of modified by human hands" (p. 204). The images photographed included 

sunsets, views of the mountains in their neighborhoods, friends, family, and 

life at school. Because lyrical music, an auditory and written text combined, 

is such an important part of their identities, Sylvia and Anna provided me 

with samples of songs that represent who they are. As I collected written, 

visual, and auditory artifacts, I asked each of the participants to explain their 

significance, providing me with insights for analysis. 

Analysis of the Data 

My data collection and analysis for this study occurred simultaneously. 

As Merriam (1988) writes, "Analysis begins with the first interview, the first 

observation, the first document read. Emerging insights, hunches, and 

tentative hypotheses direct the next phase of data collection, which in turn 

leads to refinement or reformulation of one's questions" (p. 119). Keeping in 

mind that "the process of data collection and analysis is recursive and 

dynamic" (p. 123), I periodically reviewed data, i.e. field notes, interview 

transcripts, and written and visual artifacts, as they were collected, to modify 

and inform discussions during informal meetings, group meetings, and 
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interviews, and to enter "observer's comments" (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 

157) in my personal log to remind me of emerging connections. 

I examined data as they were collected, organizing field notes, 

transcripts, and artifacts, and then arranged the data into "manageable units, 

synthesizing them, searching for pattems, discovering what's important and 

what is to be leamed" (Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 153). As my research 

progressed, the data were analyzed inductively by means of constant 

comparison (Glaser & Strauss, 1967) and categories were derived fi*om the 

data, hi other words, as the data were examined, I looked for regularities and 

pattems of words, phrases, behaviors, images, and participants' perspectives. 

These pattems, which were color coded, became "coding categories" 

(Bogdan & Biklen, 1992, p. 166) that aided me in sorting the data. The 

categories derived fi-om the different data sources for each of the participants 

were compared to develop the individual case studies which are presented in 

Chapter Five. 

The development of the individual case studies involved a tallying of 

each category for each participant (see sample tally in Appendix B). I created 

a list for each participant of where examples of each category appeared and 
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how frequently they appeared. The process of tallying examples of categories 

guided me in shaping the studies and creating the overarching themes. The 

case studies are organized around these large, overarching themes to provide 

a parallel narrative analysis of each participant. Once these themes were 

constructed, I developed a graphic model to represent the integrated self 

identity portrait, or the whole self. This model went through several stages of 

development as I attempted to visually capture the fluid and dynamic nature 

of identity (see sample model draft in Appendix C, and see final model. 

Figure 5.1). Finally, the model guided me in conducting a cross-case analysis 

of all of the case studies. The comparative study of the individual case 

studies appears in Chapter Six. 

Participatorv Analvsis 

When women and girls meet at the crossroads of adolescence, the 
intergenerational seam of a patriarchal culture opens. (Brown & 
Gilligan, 1992, p. 232) 

The mode of my analysis was participatory; participants were involved 

in "all phases of research from conceptualizing the study to writing up 

findings" (Merriam, 1988, p. 170). As I collected data and looked for 

emerging coding categories, I continually asked Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy to 
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participate in the analysis. I shared the data collected, asked them for input in 

narrowing categories and definitions, and sought their help in developing the 

case studies. Brown and Gilligan (1992), during their study of female 

adolescents, describe inviting participants into the process of research. They 

asked girls to read their study's written report to examine "whether they felt 

they were sufBciently disguised and also where they found themselves in 

disagreement or having strong feehngs" (p. 232) about what was written. The 

researchers and participants later met and shared responses. Brown and 

Gilligan (1992) write, "For women to enter into relationship with girls means 

to break false images of perfection, to invite their most urgent questions into 

conversation, into relationship" (p. 230). As I worked with Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy, I wanted to estabhsh a relationship which would allow us to explore 

who they are and the ways in which they construct these identities through 

multiple sign systems. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A WINDOW INTO THE UNPREDICTABLE 

It is clear that the role of the ethnographer must vary from site to site. 
Kinds and intensity of participation that are appropriate, sex roles, 
obtrusiveness (participants may be more obtrusive than passive 
observers), and the multiplicity of demands on the ethnographer all 
vary greatly. There are no hard and fast rules. (Spindler & Spindler, 
1992, p. 64) 

As Spindler and Spindler state, an ethnographer can anticipate a 

multiphcity of situations to arise during a research study that necessitate 

flexibihty and an ability to take on diverse roles. This research study which 

explores the ways in which three Mexican American female adolescents 

locate, create, and communicate their identities through multiple sign systems 

was no exception. Throughout the study, as I mentioned previously, as a 

researcher I often confronted situations which were unpredictable as I 

attempted to understand the worlds of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. Meetings 

were postponed or delayed because of family and school responsibilities. 

Tragic situations arose which necessitated that I change my role as researcher 

to a role of mentor and friend. Ethnography entails shaping the research 

process around the real lives of individuals. Real life is not a linear process. 
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rather it fluctuates and progresses with time. In many ways the lives of 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy resembled a roller coaster with its highs and lows 

and as the researcher, I too had to ride the roller coaster. 

For a window into these highs and lows, I describe a slice of the 

ethnographic study or episodic accounts based upon field notes of four 

periods of time. Two of the periods described illustrate the highs and lows of 

the research experience or the moments when the research went smoothly and 

on schedule and when the roller coaster research experience took 

unpredictable turns and falls. The last two narrated periods were 

characterized by unpredictable, real life situations which arose during the 

study. These descriptions are included to paint a more detailed portrait of my 

experiences with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. 

The tone of my narration in this chapter reflects the frustration I often 

felt as I followed these girls through the highs and lows of their day-to-day 

lives. When interactions did not go as planned, I questioned my abilities as a 

researcher and the outcomes of the study. At the same time, sharing these 

accounts demonstrates the exciting, touching, thought-provoking, and overall 

fascinating moments which I experienced with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. 
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These experiences brought me closer to the participants, providing me with 

opportunities to further comprehend the tumultuous nature of their Uves. I 

was able to understand that being an adolescent in the I990's is a complex 

and often intense experience which encourages constant questioning and 

reflection. Pipher (1994) describes adolescent girls as "intense, changeable, 

internal, often cryptic or uncommunicative and, of course dealing with a 

different reahty" (p. 57). hi many ways, my interactions with Sylvia, Anna, 

and Cindy made me as researcher feel their turmoil, as if I was reliving the 

adolescent experience. 

A Glimpse of Texture and Color; 

Two Episodic Accounts of the Research Study 

Business as Usual: August 24th-26th. 1996 

The following episodic accounts describe interactions with Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy during a three day period at the beginning of the study. 

These accounts illustrate the highs of my experiences as researcher when 

meetings took place as planned and the research process went smoothly. 

Table 4.1 provides an overview of the first period of time described. 
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Table 4.1 

The First Period of Time: Business as Usual 

Dates and Times 
Saturday, August 24th: 4:00 p.m. 

Sunday, August 25th: 5:00 p.m. 

Sunday, August 25th: 5:30 p.m. 

Monday, August 26th: 11:00 a.m 

Monday, August 26th: 2:40 p.m. 

Monday, August 26th: 6:30 p.m. 

Interactions 
Telephone Conversation with Sylvia 

Telephone Conversation with Cindy 

Telephone Conversation with Anna 

Informal Meeting with Cindy 

Informal Meeting with Anna 

Informal Meeting with Sylvia 

Saturdav. August 24th: 4:00 p.m.. I phoned Sylvia to discuss our plans 

to meet on Monday, August 26th. We decided to meet at 6:00 p.m. at a local 

Mexican restaurant on the south side of Tucson for dinner. She gave me 

specific directions, knowing that I had just recently begun to find my way 

around that area. She seemed eager to discuss her experiences of her first 

few days of school with me (FN, p. 10). 
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Sunday. August 25th: 5:00 p.m.. I talked to Cindy on the phone to 

confirm our plans for the following day. We decided to meet on the 

southwestern campus of the community college in fi-ont of the day care center 

at 11:00 a.m. after her computer class. She reminded me that it would be her 

first day of school. Cindy gave me directions and I noted that the campus 

wasn't far from her parents' home (FN, p. 10). 

Sunday. August 25th: 5:30 p.m.. I talked to Anna on the phone about 

meeting the following day. She reminded me that she was now staying with 

her sister and her sister's family in a mobile home that was fiirther away than 

her mom's house. We decided to meet on the campus of Castillo High 

School where she is a senior at 2:30 p.m. after school was over. Anna 

reminded me that I would not be able to enter the firont gate because it is 

locked at the end of the school day. She explained that I should pick her up 

at the side gate. I was unsure of exactly where that was but I told her that I 

would find her. We talked about going to the mall to hang out for a few 

hours and talk (FN, p. 10). 
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Monday. August 26th: 11:00 a.m.. I picked Cindy up on the 

southwestern campus of the local community college. It was my first time 

there and I was late. Entering the gate, I noticed the hustle and bustle of 

students going to and from classes. Cindy was standing in front of the day 

care center with a book bag hanging over her shoulder. She looked anxious 

as if she was unsure of the certainty of my arrival. Getting into the car, she 

was extremely talkative and bubbly. We decided to go to Taco Bell, a fast 

food restaurant, for lunch. I noticed that Cindy was dressed in her new school 

clothes: a jeans squirt (half skirt and half shorts); black tee-shirt and sandals; 

full make-up of eye-shadow, eye-liner, mascara, and hpstick, and sunglasses. 

She looked very collegiate. We decided to leave Belina, her daughter, at the 

day care center while we left campus. 

Driving to Taco Bell, we flipped to the Mexican American radio station 

that plays Mexican and rap music. Occasionally, Cindy would sing the lyrics 

of the song playing. At Taco Bell, we ordered tacos. While we ate, we 

talked mostly about her wedding plans. Cindy and Tony planned to marry on 

May 10th. Her parents intended to pay for the baUroom and food at a local 

hotel, her aunt promised to make the traditional cake, and she intended to 
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wear the dress that her mother wore. She explained that at first she did not 

want to wear her mother's dress because it was too old-fashioned but then 

realized that wearing her mother's dress would be special to her. Cindy 

talked about her concern about financing the band, decorations, and 

miscellaneous expenses for the wedding. 

Cindy continued to talk about her financial worries. At this point she 

was not working. The income that Tony brings home goes to their car 

payments. How do they survive on such little money? Now they also have 

wedding ring payments. She showed me the engagement ring which I thought 

was a pretty, modest diamond solitaire. Cindy explained that she wanted the 

colors of the wedding to be purple and white. She also told me who will be 

in the wedding and what role they will play. She explained that she would 

ask her cousin to be matron of honor because she doesn't really talk to her 

best fiiend fi-om school and she knows that she will always be in touch with 

her cousin. This is not the first time I've heard this. Why don't the girls trust 

fiiendships with other girls? 

Cindy talked about how she thought day care was good for Belina, her 

four year old daughter, because she was rarely around other children. She 
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also stated that day care was a good way for Belina to get used to school. 

When they started out this morning she said to Behna "Okay honey, we are 

both going to school now." She felt that Belina was both nervous and excited 

about school. 

Cindy explained that she wanted to work but she was not sure how she 

would do it with Belina. I suggested that she try to get a job on campus so 

that she could work in between classes. She agreed that this was a good idea. 

She told me a little bit about her Pell grant, her student loans for community 

college, stating that the paper work still was not processed. 

We talked more about the study. Cindy asked me if I could help her 

with her school work, especially her reading class because I teach reading at 

the downtown campus of the community college. I told her that I would love 

to help her. I was confident that Cindy could keep up with her school work. 

She is such a bright young woman. I wonder what would have happened if 

she hadn't gotten pregnant when she was seventeen. 

I drove Cindy to her mother's house because she still had some time 

before her next class, reading. On the way home, she told me that she was 

never really into the gang stuff. She grew up in a neighborhood where many 
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of the boys were in a gang including both Johnny and Ricky, her two younger 

brothers, but she never claimed the gang or was ever jumped in. She 

explained that she thought her youngest brother, Ricky, has begun to want out 

of his gangster life. Listening to her talk, I realized that the gang really has 

httle to do with Cindy's life. She told me that she advised Ricky not to get 

his girlfriend pregnant. She said that he was too young and that he responded 

honestly that he respected his girlfriend too much to do that. Cindy said that 

she didn't want Ricky to make the same mistakes both she and Johnny, her 

other brother who also has a daughter, made. Wow! This was the first time I 

heard Cindy reflect that she made a mistake. 

We arrived at her parent's house and parked the car in the driveway. 

The neighborhood where her parents live face mountains that are shaped like 

a "W." Cindy and many of the young people from the neighborhood make a 

"W sign with their fingers to show that they are from the "Westside." There 

is a small patio in front of the house. I immediately noticed the patio chairs, 

two large adult chairs and two baby patio chairs for Belina, Cindy's daughter, 

and Gabriella, Johnny's daughter and Cindy's niece. The image reminded me 
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of the story of the three bears with a twist; the grandma chair, the grandpa 

chair, and the grandbabies chairs. 

Cindy's mother greeted us as we entered the house. Because this was 

my first time there, I received a short tour. They showed me the swimming 

pool and the back yard, a grassless terrain that is common in the desert setting 

of Tucson, where the children used to play when they were little. Again I 

noted the abundance of children toys outside by the pool. They must be for 

the grandchildren, I thought. We walked through the dining room where I 

noticed a large wooden table. The table evoked images of many large family 

dinners. In the bookshelves, behind the table, was a small religious altar with 

colorful votive candles. As we sat in the living room and talked with her 

mother, I noticed the many photographs of different shapes and sizes of their 

children and grandchildren which adomed the walls of the house. What a 

proud family! The dark living room was spotless with a circular sofa and 

entertainment center housing more photographs and a television. The house 

felt cool compared to the bhstering heat outside. 

I realized as we sat and talked that Cindy and Ricky, her youngest 

brother, are very close although they often bicker. Her mother told me with a 
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chuckle that they each call the other to check in every evening. I also noted 

that Belina and her cousin, Gabriella, are adored by their grandparents. 

Cindy's mother could not believe that we left Behna at the day care center. I 

realized 1) Cindy is not shy around her family; 2) Ricky is the baby of the 

family; and 3) Cindy's mother is very friendly. As I prepared to leave, Cindy 

and I secured plans to meet the following Wednesday. Cindy's mother said, 

"Don't be a stranger." What warm and loving people (FN, pp. 11-14)! 

Mondav. August 26th: 2:40 p.m.. I met Anna at Castillo High School 

although it took me a htde while to find her. As I approached the campus, 

traflSc increased with many cars blasting rap music through their windows. 

As I waited to get closer to the side gate, I could feel in my heart the booming 

bass beat of the music playing in the low rider car, "a custom-painted, 

elaborately chromed automobile that has been lowered till it almost scrapes 

the ground" (Griffith, 1988, p. 55), next to me. I spotted Anna and she got 

into my car. She seemed pretty excited to see me. As we drove away fi-om 

Castillo High School, she pointed out a large group of adolescents dressed in 

red and green, members of the rival gang. Anna told me that she was very 

worried about getting into trouble at Castillo because of her association with 
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her male friends who were gang members and wore blue. Anna was dressed 

in somewhat gangster clothes, wearing baggy blue jeans and a baggy white 

tee-shirt. She was by no means screaming blue, the color of the gang she 

associates with. 

She told me that she changed her school schedule so that she could 

attend school in the morning and go to work in the aftemoon. At the 

beginning of the summer, I had suggested to Anna that she try to get a job on 

a popular avenue here in Tucson that has "funky" stores, music clubs, and 

cafes. She was able to get ajob as a salesperson in a dress store. Hooray! 

When I asked her about her classes, her eyes ht up when she talked about her 

media arts class. She explained that when she first started media arts, the 

teacher asked her which branch of media arts she was interested in. She told 

him that she was interested in audio and the teacher rephed that audio is 

mostly what the male students select. Anna said she didn't care because that 

is what she really wants to do. The media arts teacher was impressed with 

her enthusiasm and put studio time into her schedule. Anna wants to go to a 

school in New York City for broadcasting. I hope she can stay on track and 

finish her credits for high school. She is also taking business arts or 
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computer, English, and physical education. She told me that Nando, an old 

and close male friend of hers from her childhood, was in her English class. 

She said she was ready for school this year. 

As we drove to the mall, Anna immediately flipped a tape of gangster 

rap music into the tape deck. As usual, she was well prepared with her music 

selection. As we moved our heads to the beat of the music, Anna talked 

about moving out of her mom's house. She is now living with her sister and 

family (her sister's husband and three kids). Although her sister Uves more 

out of the way, Anna said she feels better. She explained that she doesn't get 

along with her mother when she hves with her. 

Anna said that she likes working because she likes making money. 

When asked what she does with the money, she said that she uses some of it 

to go dancing at a club in Mexico across the border. I was surprised that she 

went dancing so far away. Anna really enjoys music though, and because of 

her age, she is under eighteen, there is no club in Tucson where she can 

legally go dancing. She likes one of the deejays/dancers in the club in 

Mexico who is half Mexican and half African American but explained to me 

that he lives too far away. 
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We entered the Tucson Mall, a typical American suburban mall with 

several department stores, a food court, a carousel, and numerous stores. We 

wandered through the mall, stopping at various stores that looked of interest 

to Anna. The types of stores which were attractive to Anna were trendy, 

young people's clothing stores with bell bottom jeans and bright pink baby 

tee-shirts in the window. As we walked around, I noticed the many other 

adolescents at the mall who wore the baggy jeans and baggy shirts, the 

gangster style. As we browsed, Anna described the women with whom she 

works. She explained that they are very different from her. She likes one 

woman who is a student at the local university. She described the woman as 

dressing really differently than she does with Hawaiian shirts and thrift store 

clothing. Anna stated that this woman encourages her to finish school. I 

found it interesting that as narrow as her world is in terms of accepting people 

that are different from her, Anna is able to value someone's interior qualities 

even though her exterior look is so different from Anna's gangster image. 

I think this gang stuff has more to do with friendship than anything 

else. Anna Ukes to feel a part of something but the gang is not the only thing 

which constitutes her identity. I reahzed that it was time for me to see her in 



119 

action in her own environment. I think these girls act differently when they 

are away from each other. Talking to Anna, I got the feeling that this year 

she wanted to avoid any trouble at school. 

As I drove her to her sister's house, we talked about how I could help 

her with school work. She said she was most worried about Enghsh and I 

reassured her that I would help her with any assignments or readings. I 

dropped her off in the driveway of her sister's mobile home (FN, pp. 15-17). 

Mondav. August 26th: 6:30 p.m.. I arrived at the restaurant a Uttle 

early and sat outside in the court yard, writing field notes fi'om my afternoon 

meetings. It was still warm outside in the sun, but I found a spot in the shade 

which refreshed me. At 6:15 p.m., I panicked because Sylvia had not arrived 

yet. I phoned her to see if she had forgotten about our meeting. She said that 

she had fallen asleep and was on her way. As I waited, I noticed the diverse 

clientele of the restaurant. The people eating at the restaurant were old, 

young, famihes, couples, Mexican Americans, and Whites. Because of its 

location on the south side of Tucson, a predominantly Mexican American 

area, I expected to see mostly Mexican Americans. 
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Sylvia arrived at 6:30 p.m., adamantly apologizing for being late. 

Having just woken up, she was dressed in sweat pants and a tee-shirt. She 

seemed very happy though. As we sat down to order and eat dinner, Sylvia 

explained that school was going well for her. The whole gang issue doesn't 

seem to effect her all that much although she said she often looks after the 

younger "pee wees," the youngest members of the gang, who seem to get into 

trouble often, throwing gang signs, wearing an abmidance of blue, and calling 

attention to the fact that they are gang members. She doesn't want anything 

to do with it but she can't help but get involved because it is a part of who 

she is. She tried to explain the situation to me but continued to say "It's just 

the way it is." She said that even her parents don't really know what that 

means. 

Sylvia described an argument that she had with Anna about wearing a 

maroon shirt. The colors of the rival gang are red and green and Anna 

thought that maroon was too close to red. Sylvia explained that it was just a 

shirt and that it doesn't mean anything to her. Anna let it go eventually. It 

seems that Sylvia is fighting to change her identity away from the whole gang 

image yet as she says it is always a part of her. 
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Trying to explain how violence has always been a factor in her life, she 

described vividly her recollection of being five years old and watching her 

favorite uncle shoot and kill himself in front of her. She stated that her family 

tried to get her to talk about it but she just retreated into herself. I was struck 

by how maturely she was able to talk about the experience. She had, in so 

many ways, dealt with adult issues and had come to terms with them. 

We planned out next meeting, talking about my spending time with her 

at school. She beheved that I won't have any problems with the school 

administration. She was also enthusiastic about getting together with Cindy 

and Anna. We parted each in our own car (FN, pp. 18-20). 

Business Out of the Ordinarv: October 14th-October 20th. 1996 

The episodic accounts described below demonstrate the unpredictable 

moments or the lows of my research experience when interactions with 

Sylvia, Aima, and Cindy were disrupted. For me as a researcher, these 

moments were filled with frustration and anxiety. Would we eventually 

meet? What would be the outcomes of these interactions? Experiences with 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy occurred during one week in October, in the middle 
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of the ethnography. Table 4.2 provides an overview of this period of the 

research study. 

Table 4.2 

The Second Period of Time: Business Out of the Ordinary 

Dates and Times Interactions 
Monday, October 14th: 7:35 a.m. Informal Meeting with Anna 

Wednesday, October 16th: 1:30 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Cindy 

Wednesday, October 16th: 2:00 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Sylvia 

Wednesday, October 16th: 5:45 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Sylvia 

Thursday, October 17th: 9:30 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Sylvia 

Saturday, October 19th: 3:00 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Sylvia 

Saturday, October 19th: 4:00 p.m. Interview/Informal Meeting with 
Sylvia 

Saturday, October 19th: 9:30 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Sylvia 

Sunday, October 20th: 4:00 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Anna 

Sunday, October 20th: 6:00 p.m. Telephone Conversation with Cindy 

Monday, October 14th: 7:35 a.m.. Standing by the flag pole at Castillo 

High School in front of the parking lot, waiting for Anna, I was anxious that 
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somehow I would miss her among all of the other students. Anna found me, 

however, and I began my morning of following Anna to classes. We went 

into the principal's ofiBce so that I could get my visitor's pass. Anna was 

wearing her usual baggy blue jeans, white and blue sneakers, and baggy white 

tee-shirt. Today I noticed the abundance of gold bangles, rings with colorful 

gemstones, and large hoop ear-rings that she wore. 

We first went to media arts where her teacher asked her if she would 

work with the toaster, the person who organizes the written text of the news 

show. I was impressed with the studio setting and the energy of the students 

as they prepared for the news show that morning. I tried to observe all of the 

many activities that were occurring but I was overwhelmed. The media arts 

teacher acted much like a television producer, checking to make sure that 

everything was in place for the news show. Anna seemed so confident as she 

added the new announcements and credits for the day on the computer. As 

she worked she joked with one of the other students about being a "thug" or 

gangster. We stayed in the media arts classroom through the news report so 

that Anna could see the work she had done with the other students. 
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We then went to business arts in the computer lab. The room reminded 

me of most computer classrooms, tables laid out in rows with about thirty 

computer work stations. Anna sat in her assigned seat and immediately 

opened the computer manual. I noticed the familiar tapping sound of fingers 

busily typing away as I sat and watched Anna. The computer teacher allowed 

students to work individually, periodically asking them to time themselves. 

As usual Anna finished her timed computer assignment quickly with no 

errors, a literacy in which she is proficient. One of her male fiiends in the 

computer class who is a member of the gang Anna associates with was called 

into the office. Before going he removed his blue shoe laces so that he 

wouldn't get into trouble. Smart boy. Blue is the color which represents their 

gang and they often get in trouble with the administration if they wear too 

much blue. Blue is also one of the school colors so it is difficult to understand 

how the administration differentiates between wearing blue to show school 

spirit and wearing blue to represent gang affiliation. 

At the end of computer class, we walked to English for the next period. 

The crowded movement of the halls reminded me of rush hour in the subway 

tunnels of New York City. In the stairwell, we stopped to talk to some of 
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Anna's male friends who are in the gang. They shook each others hands with 

the gang hand shake, one that I have yet to master. Arriving to the English 

classroom, I noticed that the desks were lined up on either side of the room, 

facing the middle of the room. The English teacher exemplified her usual 

energy and enthusiasm. As we sat down, I said "hello" to Nando, one of 

Amia's friends from childhood. That day, Anna was asked to write three 

poems on any topic. While they wrote their poems, the teacher asked them to 

think about what poetry is. As Anna worked, she told me about an essay that 

she wrote in English about her hero. She said that she wrote about her step

father. I asked her if I could get a copy to look at. She showed me one of the 

poems she wrote. In her poem, she expressed her feelings of hurt that her 

"locc" or friend was taken away from her. As I Ustened to her talk to her 

friends, I wrote down some of her oral language: "fool," "dude," "hard," 

"kicking it," "box," "okay well," and "I was like okay well." 

As we walked to the gym crossing the court yard, Anna told me that 

some of the adolescents in the rival gang are girls but that they would never 

"box," or fight. She said out of all the girls that "kick it" or hang out with the 
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gang she associates with, only she and Joanna, her friend, would box if they 

needed to. She didn't think that any of the other girls would box. 

During physical education, Anna did not dress down, or put on athletic 

clothing. This was a huge issue for her. She refused to dress for physical 

education and therefore did not get credit for any participation. Both Debbie 

Smith, her teacher who I mention earUer from the alternative classroom where 

I met Anna, and I suggested that she drop physical education because she 

didn't need the credits but she really liked the teacher. During the class as 

the rest of the students played volleyball, Anna and I sat on the side lines with 

one of her friends and talked. Her friend was different from Anna, what she 

would call a "rocker," or a person who listens to alternative music. They 

talked about funky make-up like blue nail polish and purple hair dye. Anna 

showed us a small feather that was stuck in her sneaker. She said it was her 

"Forest Gump" feather for good luck. I was unsure about what that meant. 

She and her friend talked about the plastic miniature "Alfs," the extra

terrestrial from a popular television show, which they collected. 

At lunch time, I left Anna as she walked over to the table where the 

boys in the gang and all of her friends sit in the school court at lunch time. I 
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was surprised at how regimented these kids were about where they sit. I 

knew that on any given day at lunch time I could find Anna at this table. 

Before leaving, we talked about meeting on Sunday to do one of the 

interviews. I told her that I would pick her up after her work at the dress 

store (FN, pp. 53-55). 

Wednesdav. October 16th: 1:30 p.m.. I am so fiiistrated.... First I 

found out that Cindy decided to work this afternoon after her class so we 

were not able to do one of the interviews. Ugh, I hoped we could reschedule 

to do the interview on Sunday after I would meet Anna. Why couldn't things 

go as planned? Cindy said her finances were really troubling her so she went 

to work instead of school today. I wished in many ways that she would stick 

with school (FN, p. 56). 

Wednesdav. October 16th: 2:00 p.m.. I found out firom Debbie Smith, 

my colleague who introduced me to the girls, that the kids ditched school 

today to do a pizza run. A pizza run is when the kids grab a pizza and run or 

take off in their cars. Great activity, huh? Sylvia was one of the kids. I 

called my answering machine after talking to Cindy to check to see if 

everything was on with Sylvia. I was supposed to interview Sylvia that 
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evening. There was a message from Sylvia saying she wasn't sure if she 

could do the interview because she ditched school and her father who is a bus 

driver saw her. I called Sylvia and she explained that she wasn't sure what 

was going to happen because her parents were not talking to her. She asked 

me to call her back later. This experience is a never ending adolescent roller 

coaster (FN, p. 56). 

Wednesday. October 16th: 5:45 p.m.. I called Sylvia to find out that 

her mother would not give her permission to go do the interview. I did not 

blame her but I was annoyed with Sylvia who waited till the last minute to 

ask her mom. I felt like I was back in elementary school when kids think that 

maybe their parents will give them permission to do something if they ask in 

front of the person they want to play with. We talked about potentially 

meeting on Saturday after she works to do the interview if her parents permit 

her (FN, p. 57). 

Thursday. October 17th: 9:30 p.m.. Sylvia called me tonight sounding 

very upset. No one was talking to her at home because they are angry with 

her for ditching school on Wednesday. Her mother wrote Sylvia a letter 

expressing how upset and disappointed she is with her. She doesn't 
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understand why Sylvia would do something hke that. Sylvia between sobs 

told me that she didn't know what to do. I suggested that she write her 

mother back and tell her honestly how she feels. Sylvia was worried and felt 

badly that she caused her mother pain but also knew that she should talk to 

her. She knew what she did was silly. I told her that I thought this was all 

part of growing up. Her brother interrupted the call to use the phone. We 

agreed to meet on Saturday. I told Sylvia to call me if she needed to talk 

(FN, p. 58). 

Saturday. October 19th: 3:00 p.m.. I called Sylvia to confirm that we 

were meeting. I told her I would pick her up at 4:00 p.m.. 

Saturday. October 19th: 4:00 p.m.. I picked Sylvia up at 4:00 p.m.. 

She met me outside of her house, on her driveway as I drove up. Again I 

noted the mountains shaped like a "W" in front of her house. We debated 

where to go for the interview and eventually decided to head over to a coffee 

shop downtown. Sylvia showed me the letter her mother wrote to her which 

after reading it seemed like a cry of desperation and compassion to 

understand her daughter and show how frustrated she was. I think that it was 

good for Sylvia to hear her mother's perspective. She talked to her mother 
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later and felt better. She said that her mother was happy to know that Sylvia 

had me to talk to. That made me feel really good. 

We sat outside at the coffee shop, me with my iced coffee and she with 

her Coke. The coffee shop was a setting which Sylvia was not accustomed to 

and every so often during the interview she would look around in amazement. 

All sorts of people sat on the patio of the coffee shop, talking loudly, debating 

about politics and hterature, and watching the beautiful desert sunset as the 

cool breeze blew. The interview was somewhat awkward at first. I think 

because it was more formal than our usual discussions. As we both got used 

to the tape recorder or rather forgot about it, the situation became more 

comfortable. 

After the interview, Sylvia told me that she was craving spaghetti so 

we decided to go for a bite to eat. We went to a small pizza and pasta shop 

nearby. As we sat outside in the dark, waiting for our spaghetti to arrive, 

Sylvia told me that she cooks dinner almost every night for her family and 

cleans up afterwards. I told her that I would love for her to cook for me. I 

had no idea she had so much responsibility. She said growing up as a 

Mexican American girl, she had to know how to cook. She learned to cook 
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through watching her mother and grandmother. As a child, she spent a lot of 

time with her father's mother. Now that she has passed away, Sylvia knows 

that she has to spend a lot of time with her mother's parents because she 

knows what it's Uke to lose a grandparent. 

As we drove back to her house, we talked about how I had begun to 

hsten to the Mexican American radio station which the girls listen to because 

they always turn to this station in my car. We drove to a supermarket near 

Sylvia's house to get a disposable camera so that she could take photographs 

of things that represent her. I look forward to seeing what she comes up with. 

Also she invited me to her nephew's birthday party tomorrow in the park. 

I believed that each time we met, Sylvia trusted me more and more. As 

I dropped her off, she asked me to call her when I got home so that she knew 

I was okay. She is so compassionate (FN, pp. 59-61). 

Saturdav. October 19th: 9:30 p.m.. I phoned Sylvia to tell her that I 

had arrived home safely. She was glad to know that I was all right. 

Sundav. October 20th: 4:00 p.m.. Anna called me from work to tell me 

that she could not get together because she had to go to a "came asada," or a 

barbecue with her friends. I was skeptical about the idea that she had to go. 
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Frustration—we decided to try and meet the next Sunday for the interview 

(FN, p. 61). 

Sunday. October 20th: 6:00 p.m.. I talked to Cindy on the telephone 

who said she wasn't feeUng well enough to do the interview. She complained 

of a migraine. We decided to meet on Wednesday at 11:00 p.m. after her 

first class. The roller coaster continues (FN, p. 61). 

The narrative descriptions of two periods of time during the research 

study illustrate the highs and lows as a researcher of conducting research with 

adolescents whose hves resemble the fluctuating motion of a roller coaster. 

These experiences frustrated me. However, as I shaped the research process 

around their hves, I was able to gain greater insight into what it was like to be 

a teenager in the 1990's. I had to be flexible, allowing the spontaneous 

movement of their day-to-day experiences to guide the course of the study. 

My steadfast determination demonstrated to Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy that I 

was committed to interact with them as researcher and mentor through thick 

and thin. 
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Two Real Life Tragic Events 

Two events occurred during the research study with Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy which affected all parties involved, including me, the researcher. I 

highhght these events because they disrupted the nature of the research 

process. Because of their traumatic nature, my role as researcher was 

superseded by my role as friend and mentor. These situations also allowed 

me to have experiences with the girls which provided insight into their lives 

on a deeper, more meaningful level because I was able to observe the many 

varied situations which arose in their hves. Including these events further 

emphasizes my need as researcher to shape the research process around the 

real hves of individual participants. Table 4.3 provides an overview of the 

sequence of events of two periods of the research study which were 

characterized by unpredictable, real life situations. 

Table 4.3 

Life's Tragedies 

Dates Real Life Events 
August 17th, 1996 The Tragic Story of Paul 

September 30th, 1996 Miguel and Daniella; The Car 
Accident 
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The Tragic Story of Paul 

Paul was one of the adolescent boys in Debbie Smith's class who 

attended the alternative program. Well known as a "tagger," or graflSti 

writer, Paul was a troubled adolescent who spent much of his time talking 

about partying, drinking alcohol, and smoking marijuana. He grew up and 

attended elementary school with many of the male students in Debbie Smith's 

class and was well liked by his peers. I did not know Paul well although on 

occasion during the spring semester when I worked in Debbie's class, I gave 

him rides downtown with some of the other boys so he could go and hang out 

with his tagger friends. On those occasions, we talked about the rap music 

and graffiti which originated in New York City. Paul received his high school 

diploma at the end of the spring semester of 1996, and was working as an 

electrical apprentice. He plamied to attend a community college in Tucson 

that fall. 

On August 17th, 1996, at the beginning of our research study, I 

received phone calls from both Sylvia and Anna informing me that Paul had 

shot himself in the head the night before on a camping trip with Johnny, 
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another boy from Debbie Smith's class, and some of his friends. In all 

honesty, I was too shocked to respond. In the past, I had heard about the 

deaths of friends of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy but I think because I had grown 

closer to these students, Paul's death greatly affected me. All I could wonder 

was how do these kids deal with death as a normal part of their existence? 

The girls believed that Paul had taken his own life, shooting himself 

intentionally. I sensed that Sylvia and Anna were also in shock. Anna said 

she couldn't beheve that this had happened because the last time she saw 

Paul, he seemed really positive. They called me because besides wanting me 

to know what had happened, they did not know how to get in touch with 

Debbie Smith, their teacher and friend. At the time, she was on summer 

vacation. They were concerned about how she would take the news. They 

promised to call me when they heard the details of the wake and fimeral. In 

the several days between the phone calls and the wake, I noted that Paul's 

death was publicized both in the newspaper and on television where reporters 

claimed that it was an accident. 

On August 20th, 1996,1 went to Paul's wake that was held at a funeral 

home downtown. Besides wanting to pay my own condolences and provide 
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moral support for the adolescents, I also felt that it was important for me to 

go because Debbie Smith was still on vacation. I expected her to return that 

evening in time for the funeral the following day. As I neared the funeral 

home, I noticed the many adolescents who sat and stood on the patio, talking, 

telling stories about their times with Paul, crying, and consoling one another. 

I was overwhelmed by the scenario, unsure of who I should talk to first. 

Many of the students, whom I had worked with in Debbie Smith's classroom 

at the alternative program, approached me with hugs. I entered the funeral 

home with Cindy, her father, her fiance, Tony, and her youngest brother, 

Ricky. In the pews sat many friends and family members who were crying 

and staring blankly ahead at the closed casket. At the front of the room, there 

was also a large poster of photographs of Paul through the years. 

Later, outside on the porch, I talked with Cindy and her family about 

our memories of Paul and the shock that we felt. As I was leaving, I saw 

Anna and her sister, Daniella, who were quite hysterical. I tried to console 

them with big hugs. They expressed concern about Paul's friends and left me 

to go find them. 
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I did not attend the fimeral the next day because I was overwrought 

with emotion. I could not understand how an eighteen year old boy could 

take his own life. Debbie Smith returned in time to attend the funeral with 

her students. A few days later, she and I met and vented our feelings. In the 

weeks to come as I continued to work with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, I tried 

to provide opportunities to talk about their feehngs of loss. In many ways, 

Paul's death added to their feelings of desperation. They will carry his 

memory with them forever (FN, pp. 7-10). 

Miguel and Daniella: The Car Accident 

At the begimiing of the fall semester of 1996, Miguel, a student I had 

worked with in Debbie Smith's class in the alternative program and of whom 

I wrote a case study, and Daniella, Anna's sister, embarked on their first year 

of junior college in a town about two hours from Tucson. Although they were 

apprehensive about Uving so far from home, they were determined to pursue 

their education. It was a difficult adjustment for them, but together they 

persevered. In many ways, Miguel and Daniella were heroes among their 

peers because they were trying to fulfill their dreams. During their first month 

of college, Debbie Smith, Anna, and Anna's family kept me informed of 
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Miguel's and Daniella's day-to-day experiences. We were all veiy excited 

for them. 

On September 30th, 1996, after having spent the morning following 

Sylvia at Castillo High School, I returned home to an emergency message 

from Debbie telling me that I must page her as soon as I got in. Once she 

returned my page, she informed me that she was at the university hospital 

because Miguel and Daniella had been in a car accident as they were 

returning back to junior college the night before. She explained that Daniella 

was in the intensive care unit at the university hospital and Miguel had been 

killed. My heart sank. "You can't be telling me the truth," I said. 

I rushed to the hospital to find Debbie Smith, Anna, Anna's mother, 

and Anna's step-father sitting in the waiting room of the intensive care unit. 

The setting was bleak and sterile. They shared the details of the accident 

with me, explaining that Miguel and Daniella had come home for the 

weekend because it was Miguel's great-grandmother's one hundredth 

birthday. They had decided to return to the junior college late Sunday night. 

On their way back, they hit a black Angus cow which they did not see. They 

were not wearing seat belts and Miguel died immediately when he was flung 
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from the car. Daniella was in critical condition but the doctors believed that 

she would eventually be okay. 

The events which took place that week were difficult and complex. 

Trying to maintain a level head, in some ways, I shifted into automatic gear or 

crisis mode, a mode that I had adopted in the past when I was teaching in 

New York City. My emotions were suppressed so that I could provide 

support for the adolescents, Debbie Smith, my colleague and friend, and the 

family members. I only released my emotions of grief when I arrived home 

each evening. That week, I spent most of my time with Debbie Smith and the 

adolescents in the hospital with Anna and her family, organizing a car wash to 

raise money to make tee-shirts in memory of Miguel, visiting Miguel's 

parents to pay respects, and of course at Miguel's wake and funeral. It was a 

tragic time for all involved. Miguel was a loving, warm, responsible person 

who touched all the people with whom he came in contact. During the pilot 

study, I worked closely with Miguel to develop his case study. He was 

admired by all of his peers and family because he had changed his life. He 

had left his life in Tucson and moved on to go to college. He wanted to 

become an English teacher one day. His friends would say "My homie. 
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Miguel, is a college boy." In many ways, Miguel inspired the adolescents 

from Debbie Smith's class to plan to finish high school and one day go to 

college. One evening, as I was driving home from the hospital, flipping 

through the radio stations, I came across a Mexican American young person's 

talk show that I had never heard before. As I listened to the radio show, I 

heard several dedications made in Miguel's memory. I was surprised to think 

that so many different people knew and loved Miguel in Tucson. As I stated 

earlier, he touched people with whom he came into contact. His death left all 

of the girls, but especially Anna, feeling hopeless and lost. Several weeks 

later, she wrote this poem: 

Will I have the strength 
to start another day 
knowing God will come 
and take my locc [friend] away 
empty is my dream 
If I were empty 
it wouldn't hurt so bad 
how can I be strong 
when I know 
All this hurt is here to stay 
how can I look 
forward to another day 
We live the life and 
go from day to day 
I'd give anything if 
my locc could stay 
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In my heart I know it's 
wrong cuzz death 
can break a bond that strong (M3) 

If their friend who had made so many positive changes in his life could not 

hve, why should they plan for the future? 

Miguel's wake and fimeral were incredible experiences. I have never 

seen so many people gather to remember a person. The wake and funeral 

service were held in a large church near Castillo High School. The church 

was decorated with an abundance of flowers and pictures of Miguel. As 

people entered the church, they were greeted by Miguel's mother, father, 

sisters, and brothers. The church was so crowded that the mourners stood in 

the aisles and at the back of the church. The priest who conducted both the 

rosary, the recitation of CathoUc prayers, at the wake and the funeral service, 

talked about his many discussions with Miguel. It was obvious that he knew 

him well. Looking around the church both the evening of the wake and the 

morning of the funeral, it was apparent that Miguel was a well known and 

greatly loved member of his community. On a beautiful, sunny, Tucson 

morning, the mourners exited the church and preceded in a caravan to the 

cemetery. Old, young, Mexican American, White, and African American, 
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friends, relatives, teachers, and counselors came to pay their respects. As 

people came and went, the music of Santana, a Mexican American rock 

group, played. It was his favorite music. 

Daniella, Anna's sister, stayed in the hospital for about a week and 

then returned to her mother's house. In many ways, Anna felt Uke it was her 

responsibility to take care of her sister. Daniella understandably did not want 

to return to the junior college where she was attending. She stayed in Tucson 

and spent most of that semester recovering both emotionally and physically. 

As I look back on that week, in many ways I remember it as a blur of 

emotions and people. As I stated earher, however, this experience which I 

shared with Debbie Smith, Sylvia, Cindy, and most particularly Anna was a 

window into their Uves. Several aspects of the situation stood out in my 

memory. First, I was amazed at the strength of all the women involved. Each 

time that I was in the hospital, I noticed the many women in Anna's family 

that came to give their support. One evening, both of Anna's grandmothers, 

her mother, oldest sister, youngest sister, and aunts all gathered together in 

the waiting room of the hospital to see how Daniella was doing and give 

support to her family. Anna's mother while caring for her daughter also 
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periodically went to visit her mother-in-law who was dying of cancer in 

another part of the hospital. For the most part throughout this entire 

experience, Anna's mother was strong and in control. Anna followed her 

mother's behavior. She spent several evenings sleeping in a chair next to 

Daniella's bed. She helped organize the car wash to raise money to make 

tee-shirts in Miguel's memory and she attended both Miguel's wake and 

flmeral. She was a pillar of strength. Miguel's mother herself was incredibly 

strong. She consoled Miguel's friends and family, stating that at least he 

made peace with God before he died. I was also struck by how supportive 

the friends of Miguel and Daniella were. During the time I was in the 

hospital, when I was visiting Miguel's family, at his wake, and funeral, I was 

amazed at how many adolescents showed up to be supportive and pay their 

respects. Family and friends are a very important part of who these 

adolescents are (FN, pp. 48-52). 

I include these narrative accounts of two periods of time and two real 

life events of the research study to demonstrate the roller coaster nature of the 

ethnographic research I conducted with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. These 

descriptions add texture and color to the three case studies of Sylvia, Anna, 



and Cindy which are presented in Chapter Five. Conducting participatory 

research with adolescents entails shaping the research process around their 

lives which often fluctuate like a ride on a roller coaster. As a researcher who 

also was a friend and a mentor, I had to be flexible and follow the sporadic 

flow and progression of their experiences. 
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CHAPTER nVE 

IDENTITY PORTRAITS OF SYLVIA, ANNA, AND CINDY 

In this chapter, I present the individual case studies of Sylvia, Anna, 

and Cindy, developed in response to the following research question: What 

are the perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy about their identities, and 

how are these identities created and communicated through multiple sign 

systems? Each case study is divided into four sections: (1) the individual 

elements of each participant's self identity, (2) the relational elements of each 

participant's self identity, (3) the tension, observation, reflection, and action 

which result from the conflict between the individual and/or relational 

elements of each participant's self identity, and (4) the integrated self identity 

portrait of each participant. Each section is composed of examples of texts of 

multiple sign systems to illustrate the elements and process of each 

participant's identity such as oral and written language, poetry, song lyrics, 

and photographs of representative icons and objects. 
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The construction of these sections of the case studies was guided by 

the data analysis. Once the data collection and analysis were completed, I 

returned to the literature of several fields of inquiry to support and elaborate 

my findings, including studies on identity construction and on the aspects of 

age, gender, race, and class which constitute a person's identity. This chapter 

begins with a discussion of the overarching theoretical fi-amework, a 

fi-amework which evolved as the data were analyzed. The firework is 

supported here by my analysis of researchers' and scholars' interpretations 

within these fields of inquiry. In discussing this fi-amework, I provide a 

working definition of "identity" (more specifically, adolescent identity), a 

description of the individual and relational elements of self identity, and the 

tension, observation, reflection, and action which transpire when there is 

conflict between these elements. Finally, I discuss the process of establishing 

an integrated self identity. Following the explanation of the overarching 

theoretical fi*amework, I present the three case studies. 
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The Integrated Self Identity Portrait: A Continuum of Individual and 

Relational Elements of Self Identity 

My true identity or one that I believe is true to myself has developed 
over time. The yin and yang of who I am seems to be more in 
harmony. I think my characteristics are neither male nor female. I am 
a caring, sensitive person who is independent. I have a loud voice that 
airs my views but can also be quieted. I am honest and responsible. I 
have nurturing qualities but I can also be competitive. I have a career 
but I want a husband and family eventually as well. I try to avoid 
relationships that devalue me. I do not feel a male defines me but 
rather I define myself What I do and how I interact with the world is 
who I am. All components combined make up my very essence. 
(Taylor, 1994, pp. 2-3) 

The quotation cited above is from a think piece on self and identity that 

I wrote when I first entered my doctoral program in 1994. I do not include 

this quotation here to validate myself as an authority on identity. Rather I 

include it to demonstrate an instinctual definition of identity, one which was 

created naively before I explored the theories of identity construction, but one 

which is also in accord with much of the research and literature on identity. 

Although Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy do not have much knowledge about the 

theories of identity, the ways in which they describe themselves echo the 

feelings behind the words in my think piece. Their discussions on identity 
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and their use of multiple sign systems to represent their identities exemplify 

the perspective that identity should not be viewed as a one-dimensional 

entity, but rather a continuum that is multi-faceted and continually changing, 

yet singular at any given time. 

Identity, as Roseneil (1996) writes, is a "sense of self' or a 

"consciousness of self' (p. 87). Marcia (1980), following Erickson (1968), 

adds to this definition, stating that identity is "an internal, self-constructed, 

dynamic organization of drives, abilities, behefs, and individual history" (p. 

30). Identity is not fixed or static, but rather it is "unstable, fluid, often 

contradictory, and always in progress" (Roseneil, 1996, p. 90). Erickson 

(1968) writes that identity is "a process 'located' in the core of the individual 

and yet also in the core of his communal culture" (p. 22). Identity is diflScult 

to describe and discuss because, as Herrup (1995) writes, it "is as multiple as 

the imagination, unstable, and infinitely 'morphable'" (p. 242). Through 

simultaneous experience and reflection, one's identity changes over time. As 

Erickson (1968) contends, "Identity is never 'established' as an 
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'achievement' in the fonn of a personality armor, or of anything static or 

unchangeable" (p. 24). 

The perspective of identity as a continuum moves away from what 

Walker (1995) describes as the modes in which identity "will dictate and 

regulate our lives, instantaneously pitting us against someone, forcing us to 

choose inflexible and unchanging sides, female against male, black against 

white, oppressed against oppressor, good against bad" (p. xxxiii). She 

continues: 

We have trouble formulating and perpetuating theories that 
compartmentalize and divide according to race and gender and all of 
the other signifiers. For us the hnes between Us and Them are often 
blurred, and as a result we find ourselves seeking to create identities 
that accommodate ambiguity and our multiple positionalities; including 
rather than excluding, exploring more than defining, searching more 
than arriving, (p. xxxiii) 

As I interact with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, I note that their perceptions of 

the elements of their identities and the ways in which these elements are 

represented through multiple sign systems change depending on the context of 

the discussions. Examined as wholes, their identities are fluid, dynamic, and 

contradictory yet at the same time, at any given moment, particular elements 
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of their identities are highlighted or emphasized. Their identities are multiple 

yet can be identified as singular at any given time. 

Adolescent Identity 

Adolescents are travelers, far from home with no native land, neither 
children nor adults. They are jet-setters who fly from one country to 
another with amazing speed. Sometimes they are four years old, an 
hour later they are twenty-five. They don't really fit in anywhere. 
There's a yearning for place, a search for solid ground. (Pipher, 1994, 
p. 52) 

As the preceding quote suggests, adolescence is a "passage" (Sheehy, 

1974, p. 16) or a "critical transition" (Petersen, Silbereisen, & Sorensen, 

1996, p. 5) between childhood and adulthood. The passage from adolescence 

to adulthood varies in terms of time depending on sociocultural traditions. 

Currently in the United States, "adolescence may begin around age ten and 

may last until around age twenty-two" (Pipher, 1994, p. 53). Generally, the 

beginning of adolescence is marked by pubertal change during the second 

decade of life. Puberty is the biological transition while adolescence is the 

social and personal passage. 

Adolescence is a time of "intense preoccupation with self, which is 

growing and changing daily" (Pipher, 1994, p. 52). Although I believe that 
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this identity construction is a continual process that evolves through 

adulthood, during the adolescent passage, as Meeus (1996) states, "The 

adolescent reviews his or her life, has to decide who he or she shall be, and is 

therefore confronted with choices and decisions regarding occupation, 

relationships, sexuality, and poUtics" (p. 87). These decisions are most often 

manifested through self-expressive statements of multiple sign systems. As 

Gardner (1982) writes: 

Because they are increasingly preoccupied with self-development, 
adolescents are typically concerned with nearly every facet-be it 
handwriting, clothing, or nicknames-of their own person. These trivial 
but telling details function as personal statements, determining how 
adolescents define themselves and how the community defines them. 
And because adolescents have an unstable image of themselves, they 
are concerned about how they are regarded by others in their society, 
(pp. 567-568) 

Adolescents use texts of multiple sign systems to process, create, and 

communicate their expressions of identity in the forms of hteracy, oracy, 

clothing, hair and make-up styles, music, and artistic objects and icons which 

they select for their personal spaces. Exploring perceptions of identity with 

Sylvia and Anna, ages seventeen, and Cindy, age twenty-one, I note their 

attempts to understand who they are, who they are becoming, and where they 
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fit into the world. I feel fortunate that I was able to join them in exploring 

both how they perceived and how they created their identities through 

multiple sign systems during such a vital passage in their hves. 

Based on these definitions of identity and more specifically adolescent 

identity. Figure 5.1, which follows, is a model of the ways in which the 

integrated self identity is constructed and represented through multiple sign 

systems. A discussion of the make up of the model or the individual elements 

of self identity, the relational elements of self identity, the tension, 

observation, reflection, and action which occur when any of the individual 

and/or relational elements are in conflict, and the integrated self identity 

follow Figure 5.1. 

The Individual Elements of Self Identitv 

Growing up mixed in the racial battlefield of Boston, I yearned for 
something just out of my reach—an "authentic" identity to make me 
real. Everyone but me, it seemed at the time, fit into a neat cultural 
box, had a label to call their own. (Senna, 1995, p. 5) 

The individual elements of the self identities of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, 

which are communicated through multiple sign systems, are characterized 
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Figure 5.1. The integrated self identity model. 

by each individual's attributes, abilities, roles, interests, appearances, future 

goals, and fears. Erickson (1968) refers to these components as "the style of 

one's individuality" (p. 50). Hancock (1989) labels the total composition of 

the individual elements as "the girl within," "a distinct and vital self which is 

"first articulated in childhood, a root identity that gets cut off in the process of 

growing up female" (p. 3). The terms "inner voice," "inner authority," or 

"subjective knowing" (p. 54) are used by Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, and 

Tarule (1986) to discuss the individual elements of a person's self identity. 
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They write that "as a woman becomes more aware of the existence of inner 

resources for knowing and valuing, as she begins to listen to the 'still small 

voice' within her, she finds an inner source of strength" (p. 54). 

I have selected the term "individual" for these elements of self identity 

because I feel the terms referred to above like "the girl within" (Hancock, 

1989) or "the inner voice" (1986) estabhsh a hierarchy where the individual 

elements are valued over the relational elements. "Individual" elements refer 

to the characteristics "of, for, or relating to a single human being" (Webster, 

1984, p. 357). Gofifinan (1963) writes that "what distinguishes an individual 

fi-om all others is.. . a general and central aspect of him, making him different 

through and through, not merely identifiably different, fi-om those who are 

most like him" (p. 56). The individual elements of the self identities of 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy constitute the ways in which they perceive 

themselves as individuals through multiple sign systems, as beings on their 

own. These elements are discussed in each of the case studies in five 

separate categories: (1) attributes, (2) roles, (3) interests, (4) appearances, 

and (5) dreams and fears. They move along a fluid identity continuum and 
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are highlighted and prioritized within each case study depending upon the 

context of the situation. 

The Relational Elements of Self Identity 

The relational elements of the self identities of Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy, which are expressed through multiple sign systems, are characterized 

by the ways in which each participant views herself either in relation to or in 

opposition of another person or groups of people. In other words, these 

adolescents define themselves as being connected to or separate fi-om other 

beings. Whether the same or different, coimected or separate, Herrup (1995) 

writes that "what we think of as 'self and what we think of as 'other' 

actually need one another to exist" (p. 250). Gilligan (1982) notes that when 

young women are asked to describe themselves, they include much 

information about other people and more particularly their relationships with 

others. Stem (1990) found, in her study, that the issues of separation and 

connection are dominant concerns of young women, yet female adolescents 

seldom place these concepts in opposition of one another. Rather, 

"separation and coimection are seen as two compatible aspects of a person. 
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These aspects not only coexist, but each can also function in the service of 

the other" (p. 84). Female adolescents "reveal not confusion but a 

conception of self that is, by its nature in relation to others. Thus, even 

separation and independence occur in the context of relationship" (p. 85). 

Viewing one's identity in terms of relationships is not a gender-specific 

perspective but rather a human perspective (Erickson, 1968). The studies 

conducted by Farrell (1990) and Billson (1996) demonstrate the importance 

of relationships in the identity construction of male adolescents. 

The relational elements of the self identities of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

can be divided into two categories: the inner world and the outer world. The 

inner world entails close relationships which are built on trust, respect, and 

caring. For Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, the relationships in their inner worlds 

are with family members, fiiends, and adult school mentors. These 

relationships are described in terms of the ways in which each relationship 

guides the girls in their process of identity construction. The family is an 

important source for identity because as Billson (1996) writes, "The family as 

a small group not only teaches its young the norms, skills, values, beliefs, and 
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traditions of the society, it also develops its own culture, including myths, 

norms, and values" (p. 8). Friends and peers are also "a major source of 

morals and values (Farrell, 1990, p. 4). The adults who Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy describe as mentors influence their identities at school. As Smith 

(1989) states, "The personal relationship between a student and a teacher 

might determine whether a student learns to read" (p. 355). The relationships 

which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy create in their inner worlds guide them in 

shaping the cultural, gender, class, religious, and linguistic aspects of their 

identities. These aspects of their identities are discussed in terms of texts of 

multiple sign systems. 

In contrast to their inner worlds, the outer worlds of Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy entail more distant relationships in which the girls feel distrustful, 

angry, and at times fearful. Their relationships in these outer worlds are with 

teachers, administrators, and students at school, and society, in a more 

abstract sense. These relationships are often conflicting experiences which 

emphasize their social locations of race, gender, class, and age, reinforcing 

their placement in, as Taylor, Gilligan, and Sullivan (1995) write, "a socially 
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marginalized position that does not grant a public hearing of their experience, 

strength, or knowledge" (p. 18). Colfer (1992), in her study of early 

adolescent girls, discusses her difficulty in "facing the growing reality that the 

teachers and the system helped create problems for the girls, including 

labeUng them at risk, and placing them in an academic 'risk' situation" (p. 

380). The relationships which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy have in their outer 

worlds often made them feel discriminated against and inadequate. These 

relational elements also guide them in defining the multiple cultural, gender, 

class, religious, and linguistic aspects of their self identities. 

Tension. Observation. Reflection, and Action 

Since the self, like the work you produce, is not so much a core as a 
process, one finds oneself... always pushing one's questioning of 
oneself of the limit of what one is and what one is not.... The 
question ... is no longer: Who am I? but When, where, how am I? 
(Minh-ha, in Bondoc, 1995, p. 168) 

The integrated self identity is a continuum, a fluid, dynamic process 

that unfolds and flows between the individual and the relational elements. 

The interactions which occur between the individual elements and/or the 

relational elements are sometimes compatible and at other times in conflict. 
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These interactions can take place between an individual element and a 

relational element or between two relational elements of self identity. These 

interactions cause tension for the individual which incites her to reflect, 

observe, and take action. The action could mean changing one's situation, 

elements of one's identity, the people with whom a person associates, or 

coming to terms with ambiguity. As Erickson (1968) writes: 

Identity formation employs a process of simultaneous reflection and 
observation, a process taking place on all levels of mental flinctioning, 
by which the individual judges himself in the light of what he perceives 
to be the way in which others judge him in comparison to themselves 
and to a typology significant to them; while he judges their way of 
judging him in the hght of how he perceives himself in comparison to 
them and to types that have become relevant to him. This process is, 
luckily, and necessarily, for the most part unconscious except where 
inner conditions and outer circumstances combine to aggravate a 
painful, or elated, "identity-consciousness." (pp. 22-23) 

Although this process is for the most part unconscious, as I asked 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy to express their perceptions of their identities, I 

encouraged them to think about identity on a conscious level. Through the 

process of encouraging them to raise their consciousness about their 

identities, I was able to understand the tension, observation, reflection, and 

action which occur as their integrated self identities unfold and progress. 
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This process influences and affects the ways in which they create and 

communicate their identities through multiple sign systems. 

The Integrated Self Identity 

A divided world, a world whose parts and aspects do not hang 
together, is at once a sign and a cause of a divided personality.... A 
fiiUy integrated personahty, on the other hand, exists only when 
successive experiences are integrated with one another. (Dewey, 1938, 
p. 43) 

The integrated self identities, which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy express 

through multiple sign systems, are in the process of becoming as they create, 

understand, shape, and adapt their individual and relational elements through 

tension, observation, reflection, and action. Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, 

and Tarule (1986) define this process of integrating identity as a form of 

"constructed knowledge" when individuals "integrate knowledge that they 

feh intuitively was important with knowledge they had learned fi-om others" 

(p. 134). Integrating one's identity entails "weaving together the strands of 

rational and emotive thoughts and of integrating objective and subjective 

knowing" (p. 134). Iventosch (1995) writes that "affirming the development 

of plural identities is problematic because it does not encourage integrity in an 
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individual, assuming that a person transits back and forth between different 

identities." She continues, "We need to develop a core that unites various 

aspects in ourselves. I beheve that this core is the self-perception as a subject 

of exploring one's own life and making it meaningful to oneself (pp. 23-24). 

As I explored perceptions of identity with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, I 

became aware of their processes of integrating the individual and relational 

elements to form and communicate their core identities through multiple sign 

systems. These integrated self identities are the centers which ground them 

as they attempt to understand their places in the world. They are fluid 

continua which change with context, mood, and time. Their integrated self 

identities resemble Rushin's (1981) description of a bridge: 

The bridge I must be 
Is the bridge to my own power 
I must translate 
My own fears 
Mediate 
My own weaknesses 

I must be the bridge to nowhere 
But my true self 
And then 
I will be useful, (p. xxii) 
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The information presented in each section of the case studies is drawn 

from the data collected during participant and non-participant observations, 

interviews, and the collection of texts of multiple sign systems such as 

written, visual, and auditory artifacts. Throughout the case studies, the 

information drawn from my field notes is cited FN with the page number from 

the field data for each case. Each direct quotation by the participants is cited 

with the specific interview and transcription page number. For example, I#1, 

p. 14 refers to the first interview (I#l) conducted with the participant quoted 

and p. 14 identifies the page number of the interview transcription. The 

artifacts which are presented in the figures and the narrative are cited A with 

the number. 

hi Chapter Two, I introduced Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy and discussed 

the process by which they became participants in this research study. To 

review briefly, Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy are Mexican American adolescents; 

Sylvia and Aima are third generation and Cindy is fourth generation. They 

are all Arizona natives and speak English as their first language. They come 

from working class backgrounds; the parents of each adolescent have at one 



163 

time or another worked on a fiill time basis outside of the home. The three 

adolescents were raised with strong Catholic beliefs and take their rehgion 

seriously. At the time of the study, they ranged in age from seventeen to 

twenty-one. These adolescents are diverse in their personalities, interests, 

abilities, family structures, employment, and appearances. Each balances her 

lifestyle in her own way between school, family obligations, and 

relationships. 
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Sylvia: A Sensitive, Teenage Warrior 

Monica: If you had to give three words to describe yourself, what 
would they be? 

Sylvia: Shy, friendly, but yet depressed inside. (Ii^2, p. I) 
Monica: What are three nouns to describe yourself^ 
Sylvia: A teenager, a teenage female, a student, but yet a 

warrior I guess you can say. 
Monica: A warrior? In what way? 
Sylvia: In that we always have to fight for what we want. Me 

being as a teenager now in the 90's, you know. 
Everything is always against us. It's not always what we 
need or what we want. (Iii2, p. 2) 

The Individual Elements of Svlvia's Self Identitv 

The individual elements of Sylvia's self identity are the ways in which 

she views herself as an individual as revealed by her use of multiple sign 

systems. This section begins with a brief description of Sylvia. I then discuss 

the individual elements of Sylvia's self identity, which are communicated 

through texts of multiple sign systems, in five separate sections; (1) attributes, 

(2) roles, (3) interests, (4) appearance, and (5) dreams and fears. Although 

these elements are discussed separately here, on a day-to-day, or moment-to-

moment basis, Sylvia highlights and prioritizes different aspects of herself 

depending on the context of her situation. 
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Sylvia is a tall, big boned, seventeen year old, Mexican American. Her 

light complexion and large brown eyes suit her friendly, talkative, maternal, 

and sensitive nature. Through my eyes, she is a warm, caring, loyal person 

who looks out for her friends and family. She only gets angry or upset when 

she feels that an injustice has been committed. Throughout and even after the 

formal research study ended, Sylvia often called me to talk and see how I was 

doing. On several occasions as I dropped her off in my car at her home, she 

asked me to call her when I arrived at my own home to assure her that I was 

safe. 

Sylvia is a responsible teenager, juggling the roles of dihgent student, 

obedient and responsible daughter, loyal and caring friend, and hard-working 

employee. Each night, she makes dinner for her parents, and frequentiy, she 

baby-sits for her nephew. Like most female adolescents, she struggles 

between staying a littie girl and becoming an adult. Her extensive Barbie doll 

collection represents the little girl within her. Her attempts to make decisions 

for the friture about school and potential career choices exemplify her desires 

to become an adult. The following section is a description of the individual 
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elements of Sylvia's self identity and the texts of multiple sign systems which 

she shared with me, during the time of the study. 

The Multiple Attributes of Sylvia 

From Sylvia's perspective, her personal attributes are multi-faceted. 

This perspective of multiple attributes resonates with the collaborative 

research I conducted with Pham (Taylor & Pham, in progress) on educators 

and their perceptions of identity. In our study, we note that participants often 

define themselves in terms of the multiple attributes they possess. As Sylvia 

briefly states above, she sees herself as "quiet, cahn, shy, and fiiendly" (I#3, 

p. 1). One afternoon after we visited the University of Arizona Museum of 

Art, Sylvia showed me a poem by an unknown author which she thought 

represented herself. The verses in the poem (A#l) which she highlighted 

were: 

I keep my mask right with me 
Everywhere I go. 
In case I need to wear it, 
So the real me doesn't show. 

I'm so afi"aid to show you the real me 
I'm afraid of what you'll do 
Perhaps you'll laugh, say things that hurt, 
and I might run from you. 



167 

I'd really like to destroy this mask. 
And let you see the real me 
I'd wish that you might understand, 
and love the me you see. 

When we see each other as we truly are 
Warm feelings fill the space. 
Support, respect and care express themselves 
in the smiles upon each face. (Anonymous) 

Sylvia explained that she liked these particular verses in the poem because 

they reminded her of herself. She likes to get to know people but, at first, she 

is afraid to show her real self. During our first informal meeting, Sylvia 

explained that she does not have very many fiiends. Most of the people she 

spends time with, outside of her family, are just acquaintances. She says, "In 

the end, all you have is yourself' (FN, p. 5). She feels that she has to be 

cautious about the people to whom she opens up (FN, p. 104). She views 

herself as "a flower" because she feels that she is easily hurt (I#2, p. 21). 

Sylvia has always been a shy person, but she states, "Once you start 

me up, you can't shut me up. I'm like, don't you even, you know I get real 

rowdy." She continues: 

It's like that's part of something I grew up with. I mean my 
grandfather's real shy and my dad's kind of shy to a certain point. But 
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at the same time we're all real loud. We can be real loud when we 
want to. We can be heard if we need to be. If there's something that 
we feel is wrong, we let them know. (I#l, p. 13) 

Sylvia feels that she is "real open about some stuff, but not all the time." She 

states that she can hold things in when she needs to (I#l, p. 2). 

On the other hand, Sylvia describes the temper that she has inherited 

from her family: 

The temper. That's how we all are. We're like I don't care, you 
know.... You walk into a bar or you walk into a quincenera [the 
coming of age party for fifteen year old Latina females] or you walk 
into any kind of social place, as soon as you walk in and you see 
somebody bothering you or giving you a dirty look, you, just that ruins 
your night, you're just like rrr, you know, you're Uke don't mess with 
me.(I#l,P- 3) 

Her temper only comes out with people that she knows well. Her description 

of her temper resembles her beUefs about speaking up when she feels that 

something is wrong. Sylvia also describes herself as "a rock" because she is 

stubborn. She states that she also inherited this trait from her father: 

I'm kind of like my dad. I hate it cuz we clash. We're so much alike, 
we bump each other all the time. We try to out do each other, I guess 
you can say. Who can be the meanest, who can be the most stubborn. 
Who is gonna budge and who is not. We try to push each other as 
much as we can and it will work, but not all the time. You some 
you lose some. (I#2, p. 21) 
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One of Sylvia's favorite cartoon characters is the Tazmanian Devil, a fiery, 

stubborn, httle, male animal with an enormous temper who often appears on 

Bugs Bunny cartoons. Sylvia likes "Taz," his nickname, because he 

represents her stubborn side. Figure 5.2 (A#2) below depicts two drawings 

of "Taz" which were created for Sylvia by a fiiend. The first sketch is "Taz" 

dressed as a female, or representing Sylvia, and the second sketch is "Taz" in 

his usual appearance. Like Sylvia, he is stubborn and has a fiery temper. 

Figure 5.2. "Taz" as Sylvia and "Taz" as himself 

Although her temper and stubbornness are two of her many attributes. 
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Sylvia feels that she is not the "little trouble maker" that she once was as a 

child. In those days she had "mean streaks" and in her words, "I just, if I 

didn't like you I didn't like you and that's all there was to it" (I#2, p. 1). As 

a teenager, she sees herself in more control of her temper; "I'm not always 

out there just trying to get what I want or trying to start trouble or nothing 

with anybody" (#3, p. 1). Sylvia explains that she views herself in terms of 

multiple attributes: shy, quiet, and caring; but also hot-tempered, and 

stubborn. 

Sylvia's Multiple Roles 

Throughout our work together, Sylvia often discussed the multiple 

roles which she plays in her life. The role which most stood out in my mind 

was that of "a warrior." Sylvia is a warrior because she always has to fight 

for what she wants. She states, "Me being as a teenager now, in the 90's, 

you know. Everything is against us. It's not always what we need or what we 

want. It's not all teenagers. I say it's teenage Hispanics and Blacks. That's 

what I think" (I#2, p. 2). Later, during this interview, Sylvia remarked that 

the 1990's are much worse for young people than the 1980's were. She said. 
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"Teenagers are more in gangs. They are having more kids. Instead of being 

teenagers, they are mothers.... Drugs have gone up which is kind of scary" 

(I#2, p. 12). She feels that as a teenager, growing up in the 1990's, she has to 

fight for what she believes in. She is a teenage warrior. 

Sylvia also sees herself as "a girl, a teenager, and a daughter." In a 

later interview, she explained why she describes herself in terms of these 

roles; 

S: A girl is a girl. A teenager, well I still have some growing up to 
do. A daughter, my mom and dad. 

M: How long do you think you are going to be a teenager for? 
When do you think it will end? 

S: It's gonna last a while. Um, hopefully I'll grow up pretty soon. 
Not that I'm not grown up but it's just that I still, you know, 
need to be under my mom's wings for a little while longer. 
Sometimes, but that's only like when stuff happens or I just need 
somebody there. I don't know. I guess I'm moving on, going 
on to bigger and better things. (I#3, p.l) 

Like many adolescents, Sylvia views herself as being in between childhood 

and adulthood. At times, she wants to be independent fi-om her parents but 

on other occasions, she enjoys the feelings of being "under their wings." Her 
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statements echo Pipher's (1994) perspective on adolescents; "Sometimes they 

are four years old, an hour later they are twenty-five" (p. 52). 

Sylvia perceives herself as a student but her perspective of her student 

role has changed over the course of the research study. Initially, she stated 

that she was "not a fast learner" or "a good student" because she was never 

"fascinated with school" (I#2, p. 7). During one informal meeting, we passed 

Dunkin Donuts, a fast food doughnut shop, near her old high school. Sylvia 

explained that she used to ditch or cut school during the winter with her 

friends and go this particular Dunkin Donuts shop for doughnuts and hot 

chocolate. She remarked that in those days she did not value her education 

but that she now does (FN, p. 105). In her most recent interview, she 

explained that she is not as bad a student as she once was because she is 

"more on track, more devoted to school work and stuff, and in class more." 

She feels that she is not "getting into trouble any more" (I#3, p. 10). 

Sylvia also works part-time at a mail order company, which sells 

elderly women's clothing, on Saturdays and Sundays. She processes 

telephone orders fi^om seven in the morning to three thirty in the afternoon. 



173 

Sylvia is a responsible and hard working employee. Although I was never 

able to visit Sylvia at work (her employers would not allow me to visit), I 

discerned from our conversations about work that Sylvia is well liked and 

valued by her employers. As an adolescent, it is difiScult for Sylvia to 

sacrifice her precious time on the weekends to work. She often does not go 

out with her friends on Friday and Saturday evenings because she must get up 

so early for her job (FN, p. 35, p. 41). She says, "Lots of nights, I wind up 

staying home. I just get tired cuz I have to go to work" (I#3, p. 11). Many of 

her co-workers view her as "a party animal" because she is much younger 

than they are and because she is always tired (I#3, p. 12). Sylvia tries to 

explain to them that she rarely goes out and that her fatigue stems from going 

to school all week long. Sylvia's job is important to her because it is a 

source of income and hence a bit of independence (FN, p. 35). The ways in 

which Sylvia defines herself through the multiple roles which she plays in her 

Ufe resonate with the self definitions of many Latina woman who balance 

family, career, and everyday life (Anzaldua, 1987). 
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Sylvia's Interests: Barbie Dolls. Oldies Music, and Pagers 

As I tried to understand Sylvia's interests and their connections to her 

identity, I found myself exploring her bedroom to discover texts to talk about. 

I remembered that as an adolescent, I used to decorate my bedroom, much to 

my parents' dismay, to suit my interests. As Danesi (1994) explains, an 

adolescent often "transforms his or her bedroom into a haven for protecting 

and sheltering the self." He continues; "In this private space, the adolescent 

unwinds, relaxes, and defines his or her symbohc universe through decoration 

(posters, photos), sounds (stereo equipment with appropriate tapes, compact 

discs, etc.), and tokens of peer fiiendship (gifts, memorabilia, letters, etc.)" 

(pp. 54-55). Sylvia's bedroom, filled with texts of multiple sign systems, is 

no exception. Gaining access to Sylvia's bedroom took time. She did not 

want me to see her bedroom when it was messy. One evening when we were 

conducting our last interview, Sylvia invited me to see her bedroom. She 

said, "It's finally clean so I'm not embarrassed" (FN, 115). 

Decorated in a black and white motif, Sylvia's bedroom is moderate in 

size. The rich, black carpet and fluffy black comforter sharply contrast the 
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white walls, bed posts, and bookshelves. Although the black and white 

colors add a feeling of adulthood to the room, the large Barbie doll and 

stuffed animal collection in two of the white bookshelves reminds me of a 

littie girl's room. Figure 5.3 is a photograph (A#3) which Sylvia took of her 

doll collection, a collection in which she takes great pride. Her Barbie dolls 

are not the ordinary dolls but rather the collection models, still wrapped 

carefully in their boxes and cellophane plastic. Sylvia has been collecting 

Figure 5.3. Sylvia's doll collection. 
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dolls since she was a Uttle girl. Often times these dolls are presents from her 

parents. They represent the Uttle girl in Sylvia. 

Another white bookshelf in Sylvia's room holds her stereo system, 

tapes, television, telephone, a large, fi^ed picture of her three year old 

nephew, and memorabilia from quinceneras and other social events. Like 

many adolescents, music is an integral part of Sylvia's existence. Sylvia's 

musical taste, much like her personahty, is varied. Many of her favorite 

songs are what she calls "oldies" or motown, songs by African American 

rhythm and blues singers from the sixties and seventies like "Marvin Gaye, A1 

Green, and Mary Wells" (I#2, p. 21). She was introduced to this music by 

her uncles: "It's all I heard when I was Uttle. My uncles, it was aU they 

Ustened to even now it's like their favorite music. That was music when they 

were Uttle" (I#2, p. 22). She was also introduced to the music of Santana, a 

Mexican American rock group from the sixties, by her parents and uncles. 

Instrumental compositions like "Se a Cabo" and "Samba Pa Ti," Sylvia's 

favorite Santana (1974) pieces, are slow, heart felt, musical texts which 

combine the rhythms of Mexican music and American rock and roll from the 
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sixties. These compositions remind Sylvia of the struggles which her father, 

uncles, and friends experienced. She listens to Santana when she feels 

melancholy and wants to remember times past. 

Sylvia also spends much of her time watching television, a common 

pastime of most teenagers. She watches television on and off for about seven 

hours each evening. Sometimes the television is on while she is doing other 

things. She watches sitcoms and series like "Home Improvement" and "New 

York Undercover." She likes "New York Undercover" because she thinks 

that one of the characters on the show is "fine" or good-looking. Sylvia 

really enjoys watching MTV, a national television station which plays music 

video. Listening to her describe the videos that she likes reminded me of my 

own adolescence, when the MTV station first began airing music videos. I 

was surprised, though, to hear that Sylvia likes all kinds of music videos. I 

naively assumed that she only would only like hip-hop, rap music, and rhythm 

and blues. Shesays, "Whatevercomeson, if I hke it, I'll watch it. I'll watch 

No Doubt [an alternative rock band], Sheryl Crow [a female folk vocalist], 

and some of Nirvana's [an alternative rock band whose lead singer overdosed 
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on heroin] songs. Yeah, and Metallica [a hard rock or heavy metal group]. 

They're pretty bad [bad generally means cool or good]" (I#3, p. 6). 

In her free time, besides Ustening to music and watching television, 

Sylvia also reads magazines hke YM, a magazine for young adolescent girls, 

and the newspaper. She Ukes to do crossword puzzles, or word search and 

finds, and she enjoys cooking. She enjoys going to the movies and playing 

with the Uttle daughters of her best friend (I#3, p. 7). Her favorite movie at 

the moment is "Toy Story," an animated film about the hierarchy of toys in a 

little boy's bedroom. She Uked the movie because she thought "the 

characters were fimny" (I#3, p. 4). 

Talking on the phone is an important endeavor in Sylvia's life. I was 

aware of her fondness of the telephone because she often called me to talk. 

As Danesi (1994) writes, for adolescents, "The telephone is perceived as a 

crucial 'pipeline' to other peers" (p. 55). Sylvia, however, depends more on 

her pager, a modem device which allows people to page you and leave a 

message. She often tells me to page her when I am trying to get in touch with 

her. The messages on her pager range from clips of oldies or motown music. 
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to a short statement like the following: "Hey, you reached Sylvia's pager. 

Leave a message and I'll get back with you. Late" (FN, p. 116). "Late" 

refers to the fact that she will talk to you later. Given her interests in 

collecting doUs, her varied musical taste, watching television and movies, and 

talking on the telephone, Sylvia's interests are as diverse as those of any 

adolescent. 

Svlvia's Appearance: Gangster to Preppv 

Throughout the research study, I noted the variety of Sylvia's clothing 

styles. The choice of clothing style is extremely important for adolescents 

because what you wear is a way to express who you are and with whom you 

associate. As Hollander (1988) states, "When people put clothes on their 

bodies, they are primarily engaged in making pictures of themselves to suit 

their own eyes, out of the completed combination of clothing and body" (p. 

452). At the beginning of the study, Sylvia dressed in a gangster style, with 

baggy jeans, shirts, and sneakers. This is the way many of her gangster 

friends dress and as she explained, "That was the more down [popular] way 

to dress" (I#3, p. 3). As Sylvia began to spend less time with her gangster 
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friends, her clothing style changed. She now dresses "more prep, just more 

me. It's not, the old way of dressing isn't me anymore so why dress like 

that" (I#3, p.3). She still wears jeans, shirts, and sneakers, but now her jeans 

and shirts are more form-fitted. Sylvia still does not wear red, however, 

because it is the color of the rival gang. Hence she wears blue, black, gray, 

and white. Although she associates less with her gangster friends, at school 

and in her neighborhood, Sylvia does not wear red because she does not want 

to appear as if she is claiming to belong to the rival gang. She has not worn 

red since her seventh grade year, when she began hanging around with her 

neighborhood gang friends. 

Sylvia's clothing style, even when she was dressing in a gangster style, 

varies depending upon the context in which she enters. On special occasions 

like going to church, social events, or work meetings, she wears "nice" 

clothing. She explains: 

If I have somewhere to go, you know if I have something to do where I 
have to get dressed, I'll wear nice pants or something. To a work 
meeting, or to a special occasion like a wedding or something. If my 
mom and dad have somewhere to go or to church. If I go to church, 
rU dress. (I#3, p. 2) 
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Sylvia rarely wears a dress unless she has to. Her nice clothes entail slacks, a 

shirt, and sandals. 

Sylvia's make-up and hair styles resemble a style currently popular 

with many of the Mexican American adolescent females in Tucson. Sylvia 

only wears make-up on special occasions or when she has enough time to 

apply it before school. Her make-up is subtle and attractive: a thin layer of 

foundation which is not noticeable; pink eye-shadow; black or brown mascara 

and eye-liner; and dark brown or maroon hpstick. Sylvia's hair is long, curly, 

and brownish red. She often wears it tied back in a scrunchie, an elastic band 

covered in cloth, or pulled up in a barrette. Sylvia has always had long hair 

although, for one year during the seventh grade, she had shoulder length hair. 

Sylvia's clothing, make-up, and hair styles are important texts of multiple sign 

systems which express components of her identity. 

Sylvia's Dreams and Fears 

Many of Sylvia's dreams revolve around her immediate future. She 

often talks about her hopes to graduate and go to college to become a dentist. 

She will be "the first girl, well about the second girl in Tucson to graduate 
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from the family" (I#2, p. 16). She states: "My greatest dream is to reach my 

goals, to become a dentist, and to make money, and get a house, and move 

out, and get married, and have kids" (I#3, p. 14). Her biggest fear at the 

moment revolves around her dream. She is worried that, in her words, "I'm 

not gonna accompUsh anything, that I'm not gonna graduate. That's my 

biggest fear. If I don't graduate, it's gonna be hard" (I#3, p. 14). The dreams 

and fears of Sylvia are important individual elements of her self identity 

because they are personal. 

The individual elements of Sylvia's self identity, which are 

communicated through multiple sign systems, encompass her multiple 

attributes, roles, interest, appearances, and dreams and fears. These multiple 

elements of her identity exists along a continuum and are highhghted during 

the many diverse interactions of her day-to-day Ufe depending on their 

context. Although Bateson (1989) writes, "This quahty of dividedness has 

always been a part of women's role" (p. 165). Rather, I believe that the 

multiphcity of the individual elements of one's self identity is a universal 

characteristic of all human beings. 
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The Relational Elements of Sylvia's Self Identity 

The relational elements of Sylvia's self identity, which are expressed 

through texts of multiple sign systems, are characterized by the ways in which 

Sylvia views herself either in relation to or in opposition of another person or 

groups of people. Sylvia defines herself as either connected to or separate 

from other beings. As Farrell (1990), according to Sullivan (1953), writes: 

"The self is a system created in our interpersonal relationships" (p. 3). These 

relationships guide Sylvia in creating and shaping the cultural, gender, class, 

religious, and linguistic aspects of her identity. I discuss the relational 

elements of Sylvia's self identity by representing the two spaces where her 

relationships take place; her inner world, and her outer world. Sylvia's 

relationships in her iimer world are based on trust, caring, and respect. 

Sylvia's inner world includes her relationships with (1) family members, (2) 

friends, and (3) adult school mentors. Sylvia's relationships in her outer 

world are more distant and involve feelings of distrust, anger, and sometimes 

fear. In Sylvia's outer world, I explore her relationships with (1) teachers, 

administrators, and students at school, and (2) society, a more abstract entity. 
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After I describe Sylvia's relationships in both her inner and outer worlds, I 

discuss their influences on the cultural, gender, class, religious, and linguistic 

aspects of Sylvia's identity, using the texts of multiple sign systems which 

Sylvia shared with me. 

Family: We've Always Stuck Together 

Family? Pretty much we always stuck together. We were always, 
always together. You know if something happened to one of us, we 
were all there. All the brothers, all my dad's brothers were always 
there. There was never time that anybody had to worry about, you 
know, are my brothers gonna be there or is my family gonna be there. 
We've always stuck together. There's never been a time when we let 
each other down at all. (I#l, p. 1) 

To Sylvia, her family is everything. It is the most important thing in 

her Ufe. The ties that bond her to her family are much greater than those that 

bond her to her friends. As she says, "Blood is thicker than water" (FN, p. 

2). From Sylvia's perspective, the members of her family are close, 

respectful, and supportive of one another. She states, "We've always stayed 

real tight cuz if something happens to one of us, we want to all be there in 

support of them" (I#l, p. 1). Later, she explains, "I don't have to worry if I 

am ever going to be alone. You know, I can always depend on somebody 
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being there for me if I have a problem whether it's my aunt, or my cousin. I 

know I always have somebody to talk to" (I#l, p. 2). As is the case with 

many Latina families, Sylvia's family is her source of support and, in turn, she 

feels a tremendous loyalty to and respect for her family members (Fahcov, 

1982; Garcia-Preto, 1982; Garcia-CoU & Mattei, 1989; Vasquez-Nuttall, & 

Romero-Garcia, 1989). 

Although she is very close to her family, Sylvia describes herself as 

coming from "a rough family." Growing up, many of her uncles and aunts 

were gangsters, exposing her to violence and drug dealing. When she was 

five years old, her favorite uncle shot and killed himself in front of her (FN, p. 

19). She does not feel that this exposure to violence has affected her life. 

Rather she feels that these aspects have always been a part of who she is. 

She states, "My family was always involved in the gangs. I don't remember 

where they were from, but I know that they had a gang. At that time, it was 

more about being Mexican American and the Raza.... It was always the 

Raza and the family" (I#2, pp. 13-14). As she was growing up, her father 

had problems with alcohol abuse. These were difficult, trying times for 



186 

Sylvia, her mother, and brother but through counseling and family support, 

her father was able to conquer his problems. She remarks, "It's cool now 

after his coimseling. Like I said, we are so tight. We are always there for 

each other" (I#l, p. 3). 

Sylvia's immediate family entails her mother, father, and older brother. 

Sylvia feels that both her mother and father influence the beliefs that are a 

part of her identity. Walker's (1995) statement about the ways in which her 

mother, godmother, and aunts influenced her thinking confirms Sylvia's 

adaptation of her parents' ways of thinking. Walker writes, "For all intents 

and purposes, their behefs were my own, and we mirrored each other in the 

most affirming ways" (p. xxx). Sylvia's father, who she describes as 

"stubborn," encourages her to stand up for what she believes in. Her mother, 

who Sylvia perceives as "shy and quiet," "always did what she could for 

what she wanted" (I#2, p. 2). Sylvia beUeves she has inherited her 

determination fi^om her mother. Sylvia feels lucky that she is able to be open 

with her parents. She states, "You know I'm real open with my family. I'll 

tell them if I'm doing something... cuz I wouldn't want something to happen 



187 

to me and them not know why" (I#l, p. 6). She values the closeness she feels 

to her parents, proudly displaying their wedding banner (see Figure 5.4) in her 

bedroom which she photographed to represent herself (A#4). 

Figure 5.4. The wedding banner of Sylvia's parents. 
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Sylvia also feels very close to her brother who is four years older than 

she is. During her childhood, when her parents would go out, Sylvia and her 

brother were often left with their paternal grandparents. She explains that she 

and her brother 'Vere always together" when they were httle. Although 

Sylvia experiences the usual younger sister/big brother rivalry, she states that 

"Without him, I don't think I'd be here today.... I depend on him a lot as a 

brother and as my friend. He was always there for me when I was little, 

when my mom and dad weren't there I would cry to him.... We don't talk 

about it. We just, it's there and we just deal with it" (I#2, pp. 3-4). 

Sylvia feels she is closest to her paternal extended family because they 

Uve in Tucson. Her paternal extended family includes her grandparents when 

they were hving, her uncles, aunts, and cousins. Sylvia's father was bom in 

Nogales, Arizona but grew up and eventually lived in Tucson. Sylvia's 

patemal "tata" or grandfather was "the real playfiil type." Her paternal 

"nana" or grandmother was "the real serious type but she had her fun side 

too." Sylvia reminisces about her paternal grandparents with a chuckle: 

"They were always all a kick. They were funny. I liked being around them." 
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She feels that she was as close to her paternal grandparents as she could be, 

explaining: 

Being the fact that I could never speak to them. I could not speak back 
to them in the languages that they spoke to me. I understood Spanish 
but I couldn't speak to them in the same language. I was as close to 
them as I could be. (I#l, p. 2) 

Although there was somewhat of a language barrier between Sylvia and her 

paternal grandparents, she always felt very close to them. As a child she 

spent a lot of time wdth her paternal "nana," grandmother, and now that she 

has passed away, Sylvia knows that she should spend more time with her 

maternal "nana" because she knows what it is like to lose a grandparent (FN, 

p. 60). Sylvia is not as close to her maternal extended family because they 

hve in San Antonio. Her mother has only lived in Tucson since she moved 

here with her parents during her sophomore year of high school. 

Sylvia's extended family of aunts, uncles, and cousins resembles the 

composition of a large gang. She has forty-eight cousins so, as she says, "It's 

hke we're our own gang" (I#l, p. 7). Of all her uncles, she admires her 

father's youngest brother the most because "he always seemed to reach the 

goals that he always set for himself He always pushed himself that much 
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more" (I#2, p. 2). He is currently a bilingual elementary teacher. Sylvia's 

love of "low rider" cars comes from her exposure to her uncles as she was 

growing up. GrifiSth (1988) describes a "low rider" as "a custom-painted, 

elaborately chromed automobile that has been lowered till it almost scrapes 

Figure 5.5. An example of a low rider. 

the ground" (p. 55) (see Figure 5.5 for an example of a low rider, A#5). 

He continues; 

The paint job is usually several coats and perhaps with a metal fleck, or 
a subtle shading of color from dark to light. Interiors are frequently 
customized, with options such as thick pile fabrics, swivel seats, 
chandehers, and even built-in TV sets. The steering wheel on many 
low riders is a tiny affair of chrome-plated chain. Hydraulic hfts are 
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often installed at all four wheels, so that either or both ends can be 
raised or lowered at will.... Low riders may be pickups or "classic" 
of the period between 1936 and 1950. (p. 55) 

Sylvia's greatest dream is to own a 1964 Impala low rider with all the 

accoutrements. Having watched her uncles work on and put together low 

riders, she has a great knowledge of the low rider styles and often reads Low 

Rider Magazine. On occasion, she invites me to go to "low rider" car shows 

with her family. Her love of low riders represents her admiration of her 

uncles and the times she has spent with them. 

Sylvia remarks that her family is much like the one portrayed in Mi 

Familia. a film about the three generations of a Mexican American family. 

She explains that "it's so much like our family in the sense that the family has 

always been really close. Even though we've been a rough, hard family, 

we've always been real tight" (I#2, p.2). 

Sylvia: A Catholic. Mexican American. Female. 

M: How would you describe the culture you come from? 

S: The culture I come from? Demanding, kind of 

M: What is the culture you come from? If you had to describe to 
someone from another country or continent even, like Africa, 
how would you explain the culture you come from? 
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S: It's a culture that I don't know nothing about. That's a good 
question, Monica. I hate this. I don't know. 

M: What would you say is part of your culture? 

S: What do I do that's part of my culture? 
It's kind of hard to say cuz I don't really follow my culture. (I#2, 
pp. 18-19) 

My conversation with Sylvia continued in this manner for quite some 

time. I naively assumed that culture would be an easy topic to discuss with 

Sylvia because throughout the study, she often pointed out and explained 

cultural and reUgious family traditions. In the abstract sense, away from 

tangible objects and situations, however, the cultural discussion was ahnost 

impossible. As I tried to explain what I thought culture meant, I too had 

difficulty coming up with examples of my own culture. I found myself 

describing particular rehgious hoUdays or family traditions. 

As we narrowed our discussion to the topic of religion, Sylvia 

struggled to explain the ways in which her Catholic beliefs affect her life. At 

first, she stated that her Catholicism has "a big influence" on her life but she 

is not sure how to explain the role which religion plays in her life; "I don't 
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know, to tell you the truth. It's there and I'm sure it has like a big affect on 

me. It's just hard to explain. I'm not sure. I don't know" (I#2, p. 16). 

Sylvia's parents did not take her to church but she got involved in 

Cathohcism through family members. She explains, "I would go like for 

hohdays and stuff but I never went to catechism or confirmation classes.... 

It's like I'm just one of those people who just goes every now and then when 

I need to, when I want to" (I#2, pp. 16-17). Sylvia always observes Lent, a 

period before Easter when you give up an aspect of your daily hfe. Last year, 

she and her mother gave up soda and sweets. Sylvia felt that observing Lent 

with her mother made the act of giving something up much easier for her (I#3, 

p. 9). 

In Sylvia's bedroom, over the head of her bed, she displays a fi^amed 

picture of "Our Lady of Guadalupe," "La Guadalupana," or the Virgin Mary 

(see Figure 5.6, M6). Sylvia photographed this picture to represent part of 

her identity. In this picture, the Virgin Mary appears as a dark-skinned, 

young woman who is giving roses to Juan Diego, a dark-skinned man. The 

manner in which the Virgin Mary is presented in Sylvia's picture is consistent 
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with the description that GrifiBth (1988) provides in his discussion of popular 

reUgious images in Tucson. He writes that the Virgin's "blue robe is strewn 

with stars, and she stands on a crescent moon supported by tiny angels" (p. 

43). Griffith (1988) explains the story of "La Guadalupana": 

In the year 1531, an Indian named Juan Diego was on his way to 
Mexico City when a beautiful woman called him over to a hill.... 
The woman told Juan Diego to ask the Bishop Zumarraga in Mexico 
City to build her a church on this spot. Juan relayed the message to the 
bishop who paid Uttle attention. After a second request had been 
denied, the woman told Juan Diego to gather roses from the hill, in his 

Figure 5.6. Sylvia's picture of"Our Lady of Guadalupe." 
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native cloak, and take them to the bishop as a sign. Juan Diego did so, 
and when he opened his cloak to lay the flowers at the bishop's feet all 
were amazed to find a likeness of Our Lady of Guadalupe imprinted on 
his garment.... Representations of this hkeness are found all over the 
Mexican world, and the dark-skinned Virgin who appeared to Juan 
Diego in the early days of New Spain is considered the special 
Protectress of the Americas, (p. 44) 

For Sylvia, "La Guadalupana" protects her in her day-to-day experiences. 

Although Sylvia was not raised going to church, she still has a strong Cathohc 

faith. Each time that we passed a church as we drove around Tucson, she 

immediately crossed herself, showing her respect for her reUgjon. 

As we continued to discuss culture, Sylvia explained that the culture 

she embraced fi-om her family is Mexican American. As a Mexican 

American female, although she does not always follow these expectations, 

Sylvia was raised to stay home, cook, and clean. She cooks dinner and 

cleans up each evening for her parents and brother. My surprise about her 

responsibiUties prompted her to state that, growing up as a Mexican 

American female, she has to know how to cook (FN, p. 60). Sylvia remarked 

that Mexican American women are not as respected as they should be, 

stating; 



196 

I haven't really grown up that much to say about me. I'm more; I 
would demand more respect then they used to way back in the days. 
I would hope that, being a Mexican American woman, that we got that 
much more respect. They're stronger than what people think they are. 
Within the family, they're more respected but, out in the real world, 
they're not reaUy that much more respected. They don't get the 
respect they should out in the real world. (I#2, p. 19) 

Sylvia's paternal "nana," grandmother, was weU respected by her sons, 

grandchildren, and husband; "My tata, my dad's dad, even he respected what 

she said and what she thought and what she felt" (I#2, p. 19). Comas-Diaz's 

(1989) description of the Latina version of "Super Woman" or the concept of 

"hembrismo" fits the portrait of Sylvia's paternal nana. She was a person 

with "strength, perseverance, flexibihty, and an abihty for survival" (p. 35). 

The traditional Mexican American perspective that Sylvia's parents 

have about Sylvia's future, because she is female, greatiy troubles her. 

Although I will discuss this in depth in a later section on tension, observation, 

reflection, and action, I describe Sylvia's feelings briefly here because they 

relate to the ways in which she perceives her Mexican American, female 

identity. During the research study, Sylvia discussed her plans to move out of 

her parents' home when she graduates fi-om high school to go to college and 
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become more independent. She feels that with her job she will be able to 

support herself on her own. Her parents are apprehensive about letting her 

move out because, in their eyes, a young girl does not move out of the 

parents' home until she is married (FN, p. 36). Two years before the study, 

when Sylvia was fifteen, she lived with her boyfiiend of that time. Her 

parents did not mind her Uving with her boyfriend because they thought that 

she would marry him. The relationship did not work out and Sylvia moved 

back home. Sylvia, talking about her feelings of frustration with her mother, 

states, "I'm planning on moving out on my own. You know, I don't need her 

to do it. I have a job now. You know what I mean. I'm not gonna be 

supported by somebody else. I can do things on my own, but yet she doesn't 

want me to do it. She doesn't want me to move out. It's pitiful" (I#2, p. 10). 

Sylvia feels that she will probably not move out until she is married because 

she did not want to hurt her mother. Sylvia is frustrated because her parents 

encourage her to do well in school and have career goals, yet she is not 

permitted to live independently from her family until she is married. Comas-

Diaz and Greene (1994) explain Sylvia's frustration as the result of 
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contradictions between the individualism of mainstream culture in the United 

States and the togetherness of Latina culture. These contradictions confuse 

Sylvia as she attempts to define her Mexican American, female identity. 

Several weeks after our discussion about culture, as we sat over an 

Italian dinner, Sylvia said that she had been thinking about her Mexican 

American culture. She believed that her culture was a difBcult topic to 

discuss because it is such a large part of her everyday life. With this in mind, 

I began to think of ways in which we could talk about these parts of her 

everyday life. I discovered that there was a museum exhibition at the 

University of Arizona Museum of Art which featured the traditional arts of 

Tucson's Mexican American community. Our visit to the museum provided 

texts for Sylvia to discuss her Mexican American, Catholic, female identity 

which she has created through the influence of her family. 

We explored the museum exhibition, stopping and discussing objects 

which reminded Sylvia of her identity. As we looked at an altar of "Our Lady 

of Guadalupe" or the Virgin Mary, Sylvia explained that the Virgin is often 

portrayed as either dark-skinned or "guera," Ught-skinned. She said, "It 
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doesn't really affect me. She's the same to me either way" (FN, p. 103). As 

we moved on to the "cascarones," party favors which are "eggshells that have 

been filled with confetti and decorated, to be broken over someone's head at 

a fiesta or party" (Griffith, 1988, p. 32), Sylvia explained that she used to 

collect these when she was a child. She either made them in elementary 

school or her mother bought them for her as presents. Sylvia and her family 

used to use the "cascarones" for Cinco de Mayo, the Mexican independence 

celebration on the fifth of May. They reminded her of her childhood, growing 

up as a Mexican American (FN, p. 103). As we continued through the 

exhibit, we stopped to look at a display of a large, three tiered, pink and 

white, "quincenera" cake with layers of mirrors and figures of young women 

in long, Cinderella gowns. Quinceneras are large, elaborate, coming of age 

parties for fifteen year old Latina young women. Sylvia stated that she 

regretted that she never had a quincenera because her parents could not afford 

one. She felt that she missed a significant rite of passage into her Mexican 

American female adulthood. Our experiences in the museum encouraged 
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Sylvia to think about the characteristics which her parents instilled in her 

Mexican American, CathoUc, female identity. 

Weeks later, during our final interview, Sylvia told me that the museum 

exhibit made her think about her grandparents and the differences between 

their upbringing and hers: "They were strict sometimes. They didn't really 

have an education, either. They were from the other side. They were from 

Mexico. They had a lot of their rules" (I#3, p. 8). Her grandparents were 

very superstitious, which is difiScult for Sylvia to comprehend. The museum 

exhibit also encouraged Sylvia to discuss the family traditions of various 

hohdays. She describes her family celebrations or hohdays as large family 

gatherings, whether they are celebrating Thanksgiving, Christmas, Easter, or 

somebody's birthday. These gatherings entail much cooking, eating, and 

celebrating. For Christmas, Sylvia's family usually makes tamales, rice and 

beans, and menudo. Christmas tamales consist of meat in red chile 

surrounded by com meal masa or dough which are steamed in com husks. 

Menudo is tripe cooked with stock, hominy, and pigs' feet. The more Sylvia 

and I discussed the traditions of her family, the more she was able to 
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articulate the influences her family have had on her Mexican American, 

Catholic, female identity. 

Sylvia's Working Class Background. When I asked Sylvia what her 

economic background was, she said that she is from a working class family. 

Because Sylvia is dependent on her parents financially, she views the class 

aspects of her identity in terms of the class status of her parents. She says: 

"I'm not poor. I can, we can afford what we want, what we need sometimes. 

But we can't get everything that we want or need" (I#2, p. 20). Both of 

Sylvia's parents have always worked outside of the home. Sylvia's father is a 

bus driver and Sylvia's mother works as a salesperson in a department store 

at the mall. Sylvia's older brother, who still lives at home, works as a chef in 

a restaurant and Sylvia herself works part-time at a mail order company 

which sells elderly women's clothing. Sylvia explains that she was often 

teased in elementary, junior high, and high school for being a "spoiled brat": 

"My mom works at one of these high class stores in Tucson and we always 

had clothes from there when we were litde. It's not that we could afford it. It 

was sales, discounts for working there, or it was on sale or clearance or 
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something" (I#2, p. 20). Sylvia is frustrated by the ways in which people 

perceived her economically in terms of the clothing she wore. She is proud to 

be from a family that works for what they want. 

Svlvia's Linguistic Identitv. Sylvia laughed when I asked her if she 

spoke Spanish. She explained that so many people assume that she speaks 

Spanish because she is Mexican American. Sylvia was raised speaking 

Enghsh, but as I mentioned earlier, her paternal grandparents spoke to her in 

Spanish. As she was growing up, she was able to understand some Spanish 

but she was unable to speak Spanish. She states, "My dad's family was more 

Spanish strictly. That's all they knew. They could understand us because 

they knew certain words and phrases in Enghsh but they were Spanish 

speaking" (I#2, p. 6). As Sylvia speaks, she often intermingles Spanish 

expressions with Enghsh, such as "guero" or hght-skinned boy, "traviersa" or 

a bad, httle girl, "nana" or grandmother, "tata" or grandfather, and "hejo" or 

there you go. 

One afternoon when we were hanging out, Sylvia explained that she 

was talking to her mother and father about how differently I speak than her 
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and her family. Her father explained that their language is different from 

mine because of their Mexican background. They often use a Spanish 

sentence structure when they are speaking Enghsh. Sylvia used the example 

of "For I can go to the bathroom." Her Enghsh teacher, who is also Mexican 

American, always corrects her when she makes this statement. Her teacher 

tells her that the correct statement is "So I can go to the bathroom." Although 

she does not speak Spanish, the hnguistic identity which Sylvia has 

constructed through the guidance of her family, incorporates Spanish 

expressions and grammatical structure into her Enghsh language. Sylvia's 

relationship with her family influences her perceptions of the cultural, gender, 

rehgious, class, and hnguistic aspects of her identity. 

Sylvia's Friendships: Blood is Thicker than Water 

As I mentioned earher, Sylvia feels that her family is more important 

than her friendships. In many ways, Sylvia views most of the peers she 

associates with regularly as acquaintances and not true friends. Many of the 

peers Sylvia hangs out with are from her neighborhood and in a gang. Her 

allegiance to the neighborhood where she grew up immediately transfers to 
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her loyalty to the gang. Although this changed through the course of the 

study, many of the aspects of gang culture have shaped Sylvia's perceptions 

of her identity. Peer cultures are important influences on the ways in which 

adolescents perceive themselves. The attitudes, customs, and language of a 

peer culture are often adopted by an adolescent (Farrell, 1990). The gangster 

elements of her identity, though, have caused her to feel troubled and 

conflicted. I discuss the tension, observation, reflection, and action which 

occurred for Sylvia between her relational elements which stem from her 

association with her gangster friends and her individual elements of her self 

identity in her section on tension, observation, reflection, and action. Sylvia 

also has one very close, non-gang associated, female friend whom she regards 

as a sister. Prior to the outset of the research study, Sylvia also had a 

boyfriend who she was very close to, but who abused her both physically and 

mentally. In the section below, I discuss the relational elements of Sylvia's 

self identity both in terms of her gang friends, her best friend, and her 

apprehension about having a boyfriend, and the ways in which she expresses 

these elements through multiple sign systems. 
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Sylvia as a Kind of Gangster: Walk the Walk and Talk the Talk. 

I'm a gangster inside but I'm not gonna be out there getting in 
trouble for it, you know what I mean. Since the gang started, I've 
always been down for the hood [neighborhood]. I've been asked to be 
jumped in but in respect for myself and my family, I decided not to. 

At the beginning of the study, Sylvia appeared much like the other 

students I knew from her neighborhood gang. Dressed in blue, black, or 

white baggy, baggy jeans and untucked, loose work shirts, she was the 

epitome of a gangster. The style of gangster clothing comes from the prison 

culture, when inmates were not allowed to wear belts, and their pants sagged. 

Sylvia admitted that her clothing style was influenced by both her friends in 

the gang and her aunts and uncles who were gangsters. She never wears red 

because it is the representative color of the rival gang. 

Sylvia's oral and written language at the beginning of the study also 

demonstrated her association with the gang. One afternoon, when I was 

looking for Sylvia, I paged her. The message on her pager was: "West up, 

cuzz? YoureachedSylviaandrilgetcacctoyou"(FN, p. 41). Briefly 

translated, "West up" is how are you doing or what's up from a person from 
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the west side of Tucson. "Cuzz" refers to a friend from the gang with which 

she associates. "Cacc" means back; her gangster friends never start a word 

with a "B" because it is the first letter of the name of the rival gang. In 

writing, she would use the "CC" together at the end of the word because 

"CK" together means a killer of a member of the gang with whom she 

associates. The name of the gang begins with a "C." Sylvia was also adept 

at "throwing signs" or using manual gestures to demonstrate her association 

with the gang. She usually made the sign of a "C" with her thumb and 

forefinger for the first letter of the name of the gang, and a "W" with her two 

middle fingers crossed and her pinkie and forefinger for west side. These 

manual signs were usually "thrown" or constructed while talking to friends in 

the gang or while taking photographs. Sylvia's relationship with her gangster 

friends was manifested in her appearance, the ways in which others perceive 

her, her manual gestures, and her written and oral language. 

For Sylvia, during her sophomore and junior years of high school, the 

gang represented "her other family." She has known many of her gangster 

friends for a long time because she has grown up with them in her 
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neighborhood. She has much respect and love for the members of the gang. 

She explains these sentiments of loyalty; 

If they were fighting, I would get in it. I'm not just gonna sit there and 
watch something happen. I'm not gonna rank out on them, to give up 
on them or not be there when they needed me. They're my other 
family. I wouldn't be able to hve with myself if I just left them there 
like that, you know what I mean. (I#2, p. 15) 

Even though Sylvia, towards the end of the study, moved away from her 

association with the gang, she still feels a great loyalty to them. During lunch 

time, at school, she sits with her fiiends from the gang. She would never 

disrespect them by wearing red, but her clothing style has become more 

preppy. At school, she looks after the younger "pee wees," the fourteen year 

olds, or youngest members of the gang, because they often get into trouble 

with rival gang members by throwing signs and calling attention to their gang 

membership (FN, p. 18). The tension and conflict (which I discuss in depth 

later) which she felt when she was hanging out with her gangster fiiends has 

caused her to move away from that lifestyle. 

A Best Friend. 

A good friend is somebody who will hsten to you and will be there 
when you need them. A good fiiend is somebody who would never 
hurt me. (I#3, p. 13) 
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Sylvia often discusses her strong relationship with her best friend, 

Christina. She describes Christina as a person who "has always been there" 

for her through thick and thin. In Sylvia's words, she is "like another sister to 

me" (I#3, p. 13). She explains: 

She's like, she's everything. But I guess it goes both ways. She's 
always told me that. She's always said that, cuz I've always given her 
a lot of respect and support and stuff. She's made some major 
mistakes in her life. She's got three kids to show for it but I've never 
ever put her down, cuz that's all her mom does. She puts her down for 
having her kids. You know it's like why is she doing that to her. It 
hurts me to see her mom do that to her. But Christina has always been 
there for me whenever I need somebody or someone. (I#3, p. 14) 

For Sylvia, Christina is a friend who is as close as any family member. She is 

a person who Sylvia looks up to because she struggled through problems with 

her children's father and her mother. Besides often talking on the telephone 

and spending time together on the weekends, Sylvia is the godmother of one 

of Christina's dau^ters, a role which Sylvia takes very seriously. Although I 

never met Christina (she did not attend school with Sylvia), she is alluded to 

frequentiy in my conversations with Sylvia. Her friendship with Sylvia is one 
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of mutual respect and caring. Sylvia gave me the following poem written by 

her neighbor to describe her friendship with Christina: 

A shoulder to cry on. 
An ear to bend. 
Money to borrow. 
Clothes to lend. 

Friday night movies. 
Afternoon walks. 
Being together. 
Our private talks. 
Mending our hearts. 
Crying those tears. 
Planning our futures. 
Voicing our fears. 

Our memories together. 
May they never end. 
Always together. 
Forever friends. (1993, M7) 

The Topic of Bovfriends. 

An ideal boyfriend is like a best friend. Someone who shows me that 
he loves me, who is gonna care about me, care about what I think, 
who is gonna show me how he cares. (I#3, p. 14) 

Sylvia is a romantic at heart, often listening to motown songs like "Side 

Show" by Blue Magic (1973), and "I Wanna Know Your Name" by the 

Intruders (1973), which describe the blues of a broken heart or a first love. 



210 

During the two years of the research study, however, Sylvia never dated 

anyone seriously. Her apprehension about getting involved with someone 

stems from her negative experiences of having a serious boyfriend during her 

freshman and sophomore years in high school. John, her boyfriend at that 

time, was both physically and mentally abusive to her, attempting to control 

all aspects of her life, including the way she dressed. These acts of violence 

confused Sylvia because she felt they were so in love. She explains; 

He would never hit me in front of my family. He would never hit me in 
front of my friends.... But when we were by ourselves, that's when 
he did it. He would hit me or pinch me and stuff but it would always 
be somewhere where I could cover it with a shirt or pants something or 
shorts. He never hit me on my face.... He would leave bruises on me 
and stuff and then he would always tell me: I'm sorry, I love you 
though. (I#l, p. 17) 

She Uved with John for several months with the permission of her 

parents because Sylvia and John were planning to get married (I#2, p. 11). 

Her relationship with John ended when he hit Sylvia in front of her parents, 

uncles, and brother at her grandfather's birthday party. Her family members 

beat him up on the spot and banned her from ever seeing him again (I#l, p. 

19). It took Sylvia a long time to readjust her life because when she was 
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involved with John, her identity revolved around him, his wants, and his 

needs. She felt "like a httle girl," depending on him to make her decisions for 

her (I#2, p. 11). After their break-up, Sylvia went through a process of re

discovery; "I was starting life over again, learning how to be independent, 

learning how to think for myself, learning how to dress for myself again.... 

So I had to figure out things. It's Uke learning how to walk all over again... . 

Now I see myself as an individual again. I grew up a lot since I was with 

him"a#2,pp. 11-12). 

Sylvia is relieved to be out of an abusive relationship but the scars are 

still with her two years later. In her words, "It scares me to be in a 

relationship now. I'll get into a relationship and I'll puU away. It's like I 

don't want to be there" (I#l, p. 17). She would like to have a boyfiiend but 

needs time on her own to regain confidence in a relationship. She talks to 

adolescent males on the phone but she is not dating anyone. Although 

traumatic, her experiences with John were lessons in life. She hopes that one 

day she will be able to trust someone enough to have a serious boyfiiend 

again. Her feelings echo the words of Gonzales (1994): 

The second time to love 
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we avoid absolutes, 
as the marshes refuses 
to be either land or water; 

we walk cautiously 
along frayed banks, 
like herons 
on hinged legs.... 

and every now and then 
we sun our frailties 
in the frank view of aUigators 
just to feel vulnerable again, (p. 73) 

Caring Adult School Mentors 

Although Sylvia has not always had positive experiences in school, 

during the research study, she estabUshed trusting relationships with her 

counselor and one of her teachers at Castillo High School. These 

relationships encourage Sylvia to take an interest and be successfiil in school. 

She does not feel isolated from her academic environment but rather feels 

connected as an active participant at school. She is not as "bad" a student as 

she used to be. She is "more on track, more devoted to school work and 

stuff, in class more, and not getting in trouble any more" (I#3, p. 10). She is 

more responsible and involved in school, and is determined to graduate in the 
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spring. She explains the different relationships she had with her teachers: 

"Some of them I can see eye to eye with. Some of them, I could just go head 

to head with those fools. I clash too much with some of them." She does, 

however, get along with Ms. White, the drop-out prevention speciahst, and 

Mr. Richardson, her business skills teacher. 

Sylvia has developed a relationship with Ms. White, a Mexican 

American woman who is a welcoming, caring, drop-out prevention specialist 

at Castillo High School. Sylvia works for Ms. White as a student aide. As 

she files papers and dehvers messages for Ms. White, she has estabhshed a 

relationship with Ms. White, regarding her as an adult to whom she can talk 

at school. Ms. White often expresses concern about Sylvia's feelings which 

makes Sylvia aware of how much Ms. White cares about her (FN, p. 87). 

Ms. White included Sylvia in a discussion group for adolescents who have 

had problems in school, which met once a week. These group meetings 

provided Sylvia with opportunities to talk about some of the difficult 

experiences she has faced with other adolescents who have had similar 

conflicts. Sylvia liked the group meetings because all of the group 
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participants were honest about their experiences and open to listen to one 

another. Knowing that others have sorrows like her own reminded Sylvia that 

she was not alone (FN, p. 26). 

Sylvia also estabhshed a relationship with her business skills teacher, 

Nfr. Richardson, a tall, thin, friendly. White male teacher. In his class, she 

learns typing and word processing skills. Mr. Richardson gives his students 

plenty of freedom to work at their own pace. He often invites them to spend 

their free periods in his classroom, catching up on work which is due. Mr. 

Richardson is also Sylvia's homeroom teacher and during his class she 

watches both the national news which is broadcast for high school students 

and the local, Castillo High School news. She describes her relationship with 

Mr. Richardson, stating, "He's cool. Me and him have started getting along 

more. Before, when I first started, I was hke the hard kid. I knew I wouldn't 

Uke him. But as time went by, it was just like we joked around in there a lot. 

He's pretty cool. He's a pretty easy teacher. He's pretty laid back" (I#3, pp. 

10-11). Besides joking around with him, Sylvia likes Mr. Richardson 

because he gives her a lot of support with her class work, making sure that 
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she knows which assignments are due or missing, and what her grade is at 

any given time. He helps her "keep on track" (I#3, p. 11). Sylvia's 

relationships with Ms. White and Mr. Richardson increase her self-esteem 

about school. She enjoys working with them because they demonstrate their 

concern about her success. 

Not Fitting In: 

Tales from a Mexican-American. Working Class Girl with An Accent 

We had to be mean to hve, to work to go to school on the other side of 
town, cuz of the way they were to me. They were always better than 
me because I was nothing but a Mexican from the other side of town. 
That's how they always looked at me. That's how they always treated 
me. The teachers themselves were hke, well she's not gonna be able 
to do this. Let's put her in a lower, in a learning class, or in this or 
that. (I#l,p. 14) 

Sylvia's experiences in school were not always positive. She attended 

both elementary school and junior high school on the east side of Tucson, in a 

predominandy White, middle class neighborhood. Her parents sent her to 

these schools because they beUeved that she would receive a better 

education. Sylvia states, "They thought it would be a better school because it 

would make me a better person" (I#l, p. 13). From her own perspective, she 
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explains: "I know if I would have stayed on my side of town, I would have 

been way different. I probably would have been one of the biggest hoodlums. 

You know what I mean? Going to school on the east side kept me out of 

trouble.... I didn't have nobody right there to push me to do something or 

to stay out late, in elementary" (I#2, p. 7). Although Sylvia beUeves that her 

attendance at schools on the east side kept her out of trouble, she faced other 

conflicts in school. 

Sylvia started school on the east side during first grade. She was 

bussed to school with other Mexican American students. Her memories of 

that time revolved around her feelings of being different from the other 

students. In her words, "It was like being in another world" (I#I, p. 13) or 

"like you went into two different worlds when you went in fi"om one side to 

the other" (I#2, p. 5). One of our conversations about her school experiences 

follows: 

M: What was it like? 

S: I didn't like it.... I wasn't on my side of town. I was with a 
bunch of White people that didn't really, I mean we just didn't 
fit in. We were the minority over there. 

M: And in what ways did you feel that way? 
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S: There was only a handful of Mexicans over there. I could count 
them all on one hand. There wasn't many other people than 
White people over there. 

M: So what kind of differences do you remember? 

S: Big cultural differences.... Over there (the east side), they 
didn't have to worry about anything. To me, what I always saw 
was that you didn't have to be in by a certain time, you didn't 
have to worry about that. Cuz everybody was always at other 
people's houses, you know what I mean, they were always 
outside until 12:00 o'clock at night. And on our side of town, 
our parents were always Uke get inside. You have to be inside 
cuz of this and that. (I#2, pp. 4-5) 

Sylvia felt very different from the other students in her school because she is 

Mexican American and working class. Sylvia's experiences resonate with 

Canaan's (1981) childhood memories of growing up as an African American: 

Since before I can remember, brownness was always compared to 
whiteness in terms that were ultimately degrading for brownness. 
Lazy, shiftless, poor, non-human, dirty, abusive, ignorant, uncultured, 
uneducated, were used to convey conscious and unconscious messages 
that brown was not a good thing to be and the ultimate model of things 
right and good was white.... There was an all powerful and real 
knowledge... that no matter how good, how clean, how pious the 
brown, they could not equal or reflect the ultimate good and right-
white. (p. 232) 
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For Sylvia, the majority of the students in her school were "pretty, little 

people" compared to herself and the other minority students who were "the 

lowhfes of the school" (I#2, p. 5). As "pretty, littie people," their lives 

encompassed "Wednesday family nights" and other family events whereas 

Sylvia saw her family as only having family celebrations on special occasions. 

Besides feehng like her life was so different from those of the majority 

of students from age seven to fourteen, many of her teachers and peers 

assumed that either she spoke Spanish or she spoke with an accent. She 

reflects: 

They always assumed that because we were Mexicans, we spoke 
Spanish, that we understand it and we were like the experts at it. And 
for some reason, I always wound up having an accent over there and I 
never, I guess it always happens that way. You never have one to 
yourself but over there, I had like a real strong accent.... People 
couldn't understand me sometimes and I was like, how can they not 
understand me? I have like no accent but they said that I had a real 
hard accent over there. (I#2, p. 6) 

Sylvia was raised speaking English, and in her words, "They never taught me 

Spanish when I was little." Sylvia expressed frustration because, at school, 

she was categorized as speaking Spanish or speaking with an accent because 

of her ethnicity. 
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In response to feeling so different, Sylvia remembered herself during 

elementary and junior high schools as a "traviersa" or a "bad, Uttle girl" who 

was "mean" and "rowdy"; "I was mean. I tell you. I was mean. I would get 

into trouble for hitting other girls and stuff. I'd be Uke get away from me, cuz 

I guess you could say they were mean to us too" (I#l, pp. 13-14). Similarly, 

Brown and Gilligan (1992), in their study of girls at the edge of adolescence, 

assert that when girls want to be heard, they are often mean and disruptive. 

They write, "These young girls tell stories of times when they refuse to take 

no for an answer. If they think someone is not Ustening, they will try again; 

and if that doesn't work, they can find creative, though perhaps disruptive, 

ways to be heard" (p. 43). Being mean for Sylvia was also a way to survive 

when she felt mistreated by and ahenated from the other students. As Lennon 

(1995) writes: "Alienation is a key ingredient to keeping girls and women 

performing according to plan" (p. 125), especially when they are from racial 

and class minorities. Although most of Sylvia's memories of her first eight 

years of school are negative, she did have a few fiiends or acquaintances who 

were White. As she says, "I had some White fiiends. You had to have at 



220 

least some White friends. You were in an all White school, I mean yeah" 

(I#l, p. 14). These friends were not as close to her as her friends from the 

neighborhood but, occasionally, she still sees them. 

Sylvia was also treated unfairly by her teachers during her elementary 

and junior high school experiences. Besides often being relegated to the 

slower learning classes, she felt the teachers favored the White students. She 

explains; 

They were more mean to us. And I didn't Uke it. You know, I didn't 
think it was fair. But who cared. You know, that's the way everybody 
got treated. You know, that's the way all the Mexicans got treated. 
And that's how we saw it. We were just like, yeah, just cuz she's a 
httle Whitie, she can do this, she can do that. Which was kind of true 
because you hardly ever saw any of the Mexican kids with those 
awards. You know they're doing patrolling and stufiF. We never did 
any of that, hardly ever. It was always somebody that was white. (I#l, 
p. 14) 

Sylvia felt that the minority students were treated differently because of their 

race and class. Consequently, Sylvia viewed herself as never being a "good 

student" or a "fast learner." She always had academic "problems in school." 

She felt that she could "never concentrate on one thing", that she was "easily 

distracted," and that she was never "fascinated with school." She states. 
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"I've never been like an 'A' student or a 'B' student. 'C's' were good for 

me. If I could get 'C's, I'd be a happy man" (I#l, p. 12). These feelings of 

inadequacy led her to hate school: "I hated school so I just never paid 

attention so I didn't really learn.... It wasn't somewhere where I wanted to 

be" (I#2, p. 7). Sylvia's experiences of being discriminated against in school 

correspond with much of the research that has been conducted on the long 

history of racism, and other forms of discriminatioii, particularly sexism, 

classism, ethnocentrism, and linguicism, in our schools (Nieto, 1992; 

Weinberg, 1977). Although Sylvia attended schools on the east side of 

Tucson because both she and her parents beheved she would receive a better 

education, her experiences in these schools proved to be lessons in 

discrimination, racism, and frustration. 

Sylvia's feelings of being different and as a result less than the White, 

middle class students in her elementary and junior high schools led her to 

beUeve that she was poor student who could never be successful in school. In 

many ways, the term "self-fulfilling prophecy" (Merton, 1948), referring to 

the ways in which the expectations of teachers correspond to the 
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performances of students, fits Sylvia's descriptions of herself as a student 

perfectly (Rosenthal & Jacobson, 1968). In Sylvia's eyes, she was often 

placed in slower classes and consequently saw herself as a "slow learner." 

Although Sylvia's feehngs of being a poor student cannot directly correlate 

with her teachers' expectations (Weinburg, 1977) fi-om an objective 

perspective, in her eyes, the ways in which she was treated differently in 

school affected her self-esteem as a student. 

An Integrated School Experience 

Everybody was treated as if they were some kind of criminal. 
Everybody, White kids. Black kids, Mexican kids, everybody was 
treated badly and then nobody liked each other over there. Everybody 
was so separated there. (I#l, p. 15) 

During Sylvia's fi-eshman year of high school, she attended an 

integrated school in the central part of Tucson. Upon entering the school, she 

expected that things would be easier for her because the school's population 

was integrated. Much to her dismay, the situation was worse; "I was used to 

if I liked this White girl, I could be her fiiend. But when we were at school, 

we were so separated.... It was like the Blacks were right there, the 

Mexicans are here, and the White people are there" (I#l, p. 15). Because of 
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the ways in which the students segregated themselves, Sylvia was expected to 

associate with the Mexican American students. This was problematic to her 

because the other Mexican American students saw her as different, as a 

"Mexican raised on the east side of town" (I#2, p. 8). Her Mexican 

American peers beUeved that she was "spoiled" and too innocent. As she 

states, "I didn't feel I fit in again. There I was again. I didn't feel I fit in.... 

I wasn't as bad as they were. I wasn't as much of a traviersa [a little trouble 

maker] as I thought I was.... I was like one of the littie angels" (I#2, p. 8). 

Sylvia's feeUngs of conflict between the ways in which she was perceived by 

the students in the schools on the east side and the students of the integrated 

school caused her to wonder where she would fit in. Sylvia felt, like Lee 

(1981) writes: 

she wasn dark enuf 
was smart enuf 
wasn rowdy enuf 
had a white girl fiiend 
cuz none of them would be. (p. 10) 

Sylvia's academic experiences in the integrated high school were also 

conflicting. Because of the size of the school, she felt lost in a fast paced 
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whirlwind. She had difficulty keeping up with her classes because she often 

did not understand the assignments or was afraid to ask questions. Unlike 

some of her relationships at Castillo High School, where she attended during 

the study, she did not make any connections with the teachers at the 

integrated high school, hi her eyes, at the integrated high school, "They don't 

care as long as you're not fighting, as long as you're not in the halls. It's up 

to the teachers to teach you. Sometimes in some of the classes, we didn't do 

anything, you know. I thought we were supposed to be doing work in class" 

(I#l, p. 15). Sylvia's academic experiences at the integrated high school did 

not discourage her from continuing her education, however, unlike her 

experiences in schools on the east side. Rather she chose to attend Castillo 

High School, a school closer to her neighborhood in south Tucson, which she 

attended during the study. 

Castillo High School proved to be a much better experience for Sylvia 

because "there were more Mexicans" and more of her neighborhood friends 

were there. Due to her loss of credits during her freshman year at the 

integrated school, however, she left Castillo for one year to attend an 
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alternative high school program, where we met and she worked with Debbie, 

her teacher and my colleague, who introduced me to the study's participants. 

Quickly finishing her credits and raising her self-esteem, Sylvia returned to 

Castillo High School, the school fi"om which she is determined to graduate in 

the spring of this research study. In a letter to her Spanish teacher during the 

fall of her senior year at Castillo High School, she wrote: 

This year my classes should be pretty easy. Most of my classes are 
electives, besides Senior Enghsh. School this year, I hope, will be the 
fiinnest year of all. Some of the goals I have for the future are... I 
plan to be a dentist after I finish all the schooling that it requires. 
Maybe after I reach my goals, I'll settle down and make a family. The 
reason I chose to study Spanish in my last year of high school is 
because it's only gonna give me that much more of an advantage in the 
world of work. 

Sylvia's letter to her teacher demonstrates her more positive feelings about 

school and her future. Attending Castillo High School after so many 

conflicting school experiences in the past proved to be beneficial to Sylvia's 

self-esteem as a student. 

Sylvia's distant relationships in her outer world are founded on 

mistrust, fear, and anger. These relationships involving teachers, 

administrators, and other students, as well as society in an abstract sense, 
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influence Sylvia's perceptions about her location in the world based on her 

race and class. As I stated earlier, Sylvia describes herself as a warrior 

because as a Mexican American, female adolescent growing up in the 1990's, 

she has to fight for what she wants. Her experiences in school until her junior 

and senior years of high school placed her in between two worlds, two worlds 

with which she did not feel any connection but rather she felt opposition. In 

many ways, these experiences signaled to her that, according to others, being 

Mexican American and working class made her inferior, either because she 

was not as intelligent as the White, middle class students, as was in the case 

in the schools on the east side, or she was more sophisticated than her 

Mexican American peers, in the integrated high school. The relational 

elements of Sylvia's self identity in her outer world force her to question 

where her place is in society in terms of her race and class. 

Tension. Observation. Reflection, and Action 

As Sylvia and I explored her perceptions of her identity through 

multiple sign systems, I noted important tensions that encouraged Sylvia to 

observe her situation, reflect on the conflict, and take action to change her 
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situation, helping her to shape her integrated self identity. During the 

research study, Sylvia often felt tension when (1) her individual elements 

conflicted with her family relational elements, and (2) her individual and her 

family relational elements conflicted with her relational elements which 

derived from her friendship with gang members. Below, I discuss each of 

these conflicts and the reflective process through which Sylvia continues to 

resolve them. 

Svlvia's hideoendence Versus Her Mother's Tradition 

My relationship with my mother, like all relationships with mothers, 
was extraordinarily complex, filled with love, longing, a need for 
closeness and distance, separation and fusion. I respected her and 
mocked her, felt ashamed and proud of her, laughed with her and felt 
irritated by her smallest flaws. I felt crabby after twenty-four hours in 
her house, and yet nothing made me happier than making her happy. 
(Pipher, 1994, p. 102) 

Like so many female adolescents, Sylvia expresses contradictory 

sentiments about her mother. Her individual elements are in conflict with the 

relational elements of her self identity which she constructed through her 

relationship with her mother. She loves the protection and care which her 

mother showers her with, yet she wants to begin to plan her future after high 
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school, a future where she would like to be independent. As Pipher (1994) 

writes, "Nowhere are the messages to mothers so contradictory as with their 

adolescent daughters.... They are to encourage their daughters to grow into 

adults and yet to keep them from being hurt. They are to be devoted to their 

daughters and yet encourage them to leave" (p. 103). As I mentioned earlier 

in Sylvia's section on her relationship with her family, and more specifically 

her Mexican American female identity, Sylvia feels tension as she is tom 

between the tradition of living at home until she is married and spreading her 

wings after high school to Uve independently, go to college, and work. Her 

desire to leave home before she is married greatly troubles her parents and 

more specifically her mother, yet Sylvia feels that she will be ready to live 

independently when she finished high school. 

While she was involved with John, her ex-boyfiiend, she was permitted 

to hve with him because, at the time, they were planning to be married. Her 

mother did not mind her leaving home to hve with John because she beheved 

they would get married (I#2, p. 10). After careful reflection and observation 

of her situation, Sylvia states: 
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It's like she's two-faced [referring to her mother]; you know what I 
mean? I'm only two years older and I'm planning on doing it on my 
own, moving out on my own, you know. I don't need her to help. I 
have a job now; you know what I mean. I'm not gonna be supported 
by somebody else. I can do things on my own, yet she doesn't want 
me to do it. She doesn't want me to move out. It's pitifiil. (I#2, p. 10) 

Her mother wants her to stay home until she is married because that is what 

she herself did. Sylvia's mother got married when she was a junior iu high 

school and then moved out of her parents' home. During her senior year, she 

had her first child, Sylvia's older brother. Sylvia feels that she will either stay 

home until she is married or move out earlier and risk hurting her mother. 

During an informal meeting, over dinner, Sylvia again discussed her 

feelings of fiiistrations about her decisions for the future. During our 

discussion, she explained that her apprehensions about staying at home next 

year also come fi"om the restrictions that her parents placed on her. As I 

listened to Sylvia, I was reminded of my own adolescence and the conflicts I 

had with my own parents, and more specifically my mother, over curfews and 

decisions about the future. Sylvia was confused: "They want me to fulfill my 

dreams but they don't want me to leave their side" (FN, p. 77). She was 
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frustrated throughout her process of reflection because she felt ready to be 

independent and make her own decisions. 

Later during the study, in our final interview, Sylvia seemed to change 

her perspective, stating that she is still a teenager because she has "some 

growing up to do." She continues, "Not that I'm not growing up but it's just 

that I still need to be under my mom's wings for a httle while longer. 

Sometimes but that's only when stuff happens or I just need somebody there" 

(I#3, p. 1). Sylvia views herself as beginning to move to adulthood. She 

defines adulthood as "having her own responsibihties, being educated, being 

able to take care of yourself and others if you have to, and just knowing 

where the limit is on everything" (I#3, p. 1). During the research study, 

although Sylvia never took formal action to resolve whether or not she is 

going to move out in the future, she did reconcile her feelings about her 

mother and their relationship of being both dependent and independent. 

Towards the end of the study, Sylvia seems more content and at peace with 

the concept that she both needs her mother at times and at other times can 

stand on her own two feet. 
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Although I do not think that Sylvia has resolved these feelings of being 

both separated from and connected to her mother, I think she has come to 

terms with the ambiguous nature of their relationship. Reflecting on my own 

experiences of being a daughter, there are still times when I feel both 

dependent on and independent of my mother. As Pipher (1994) writes, 

"Daughters struggle to individuate, but also need their mother's guidance. 

They resist their mothers' protection even as they move into dangerous 

waters... . Most girls are close to their mothers when they are young, and 

many return to that closeness as adults" (p. 105). Perhaps Sylvia is entering 

adulthood, and returning to the closeness of her mother. Her action involved 

reconciling or coming to terms with her perceptions of her relationship with 

her mother. 

Getting Respect Without Gang Association 

Sylvia's friendship with her gang member neighborhood friends created 

tension between her own individual elements of her identity, her relational 

elements which are constructed through her relationship with her family, and 

her relational elements which she created in her relationships with her gang 
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friends. Although she was asked to be jumped in, or initiated into the gang, 

she says, "In respect for myself and my family, I decided not to... . I think it 

would be a real big disappointment to my family if my family heard that I was 

in a gang" (I#l, p. 6). Joining a gang would cause her parents to worry about 

her safety and well being. As Sylvia watches her younger cousins become 

involved in gangs, she is concemed about and frightened for them. This is 

another reason why she does not want to be involved in gang life because she 

wants to be a positive role model for her cousins. She reflects: 

I'm a role model to them cuz they've already told me, Sylvia you're 
hard, man. You're down for yours [You support and are loyal to the 
gang in your neighborhood], are you down for me? It's hke, I'll 
always be down for you but I've always asked them to not get jumped 
in. For me, for you, for your mom and dad, and for your family. Don't 
get jumped in (I#l, p. 7). 

Observing the types of violent situations that arose during her 

association with the gang, Sylvia reflects on the many deaths of friends 

caused by gang violence. Besides wanting to protect her family from her own 

violent death and the deaths of her cousins, she mourns the loss of her friends. 

She remarks: 

What affects me the most is that somebody who I saw just the day 
before is all of a sudden gone over night. And it's like saying 
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somebodyjust disappeared, you know. It hurts. It hurts a lot. It's like 
saying that your brother got shot or your cousin got shot. It's like you 
worry, like are they okay? You know, is he still around? And then to 
find out that they're not there no more. A part of you is gone. You 
know that's like my other family right there. It's like no different than 
hearing that your family member has been shot. (I#l, p. 8) 

In her eyes, the only solution for the gang situation to improve is if her gang 

fiiends stopped "gangbanging." She describes "gangbanging" as when they 

were "out there shooting at people, you know, going out and doing drive-bys 

[shooting at cars of rival gang members]" (I#l, p. 8). Although Sylvia 

beheves that some of this violent gang activity has stopped due to the loss of 

three gang members, she is still firightened for the future. She reflects, 

"We've lost enough, you know. And I don't want it to continue. I'm afi^d 

for them. What if it gets worse?" (I#l, p. 11). 

Sylvia, through observation and reflection, decided to take action and 

end her Ufestyle of violence and loss. Through eyes filled with tears, she 

explained to me that she was recently re-acquainted with a cousin who is a 

member of the rival gang. To her, "blood is thicker than water," or her family 

is more important than any fiiendships she has whether the gang is her second 

family or not (FN, p. 2). She was overjoyed to re-gain the fiiendship of her 
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cousin. Respect, a very important quality to Sylvia, can be gained through 

other means besides being in a gang. She states, "I mean I get my respect 

and I'm not jumped in. You don't always have to be part of the gang just to 

get your respect" (I#l, p. 7). Stopping her association with the gang did not 

mean that she was not friends with its members, rather it lessened the 

frequency of the time she spent with them. 

Sylvia, however, changed her clothing style and oral and written 

language to reflect that action she undertook to disassociate herself with the 

gang. She no longer wears baggy jeans and shirts, which are the gangster 

style. Rather, Sylvia is more preppy, wearing more closely fitted clothing. 

She still does not wear red, the color of the rival gang, but does wear maroon, 

a shade of red. The elements of her everyday oral and written language no 

longer indicate her gang association. She uses the "B," the first letter of the 

rival gang, without crossing it out. She writes "CK" together although these 

letters together indicate a killer of a member of the gang in her neighborhood. 

"C" is the first letter of their name. 
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Sylvia's disassociation with the gang also afifected some of her 

friendships with the gang members. In particular, she had difficulties with 

Anna, another participant of the study. At the beginning of the study, Sylvia 

described an argument which she had with Anna over wearing a maroon shirt. 

Sylvia remarked that it was only a shirt and that it did not mean anything. In 

my field notes, I reflected that Sylvia was changing her identity, moving away 

from the relational components which she constructed through her friendships 

with members of the gang (FN, p. 19). In October, towards the middle of the 

study, as Sylvia associated less and less with the gang and Anna associated 

more and more with the gang, they stopped talking (FN, p. 64). Although it 

hurt Sylvia to lose Anna as a friend, she stuck by her decision. 

Although Sylvia still feels some loyalty to her neighborhood friends from 

the gang, she beheves that she can be friends with anybody regardless of their 

gang association. She states: 

I've had friends that were of the rival gang. Yeah, people were mad at 
me and stuff but, heh, if they are gonna respect me, if they are gonna 
talk to me in a respectful manner, why can't I give them that respect 
back? They're just somebody else. I mean they're hum^. It's not all 
about the colors [the color representations of the gangs]. (I#l, p. 12) 
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From Sylvia's perspective, gangs and the tragic violence which is associated 

with gangs stems from the ways in which the dominant. White, middle class 

want to control the minorities. She explains her perspective: 

Well the way I look at it now, and you know no offense, but it's like I 
feel that that's how the White people want it. You know why should 
we kill off the Mexicans when they'll do it themselves? Why should 
we kill off the Blacks when they'll do it themselves? You know, that's 
how I see it. And I tell my friends, why do you guys do it, man? Why 
do you guys go out there and hit on each other when you're just gonna 
kill somebody that's just like you? TTiey're like you, man. Wedl 
have the same blood running through each other. We're as dark on the 
inside as we are on the outside. Everybody, I mean even a Black 
person, a White person, a Mexican man, an Italian man, anyone, I 
mean a Chinese person, an Asian person, anyone, we all bleed red. 
Nobody else bleeds any other color. And its scary, cuz why do we 
have to kill each other? (I#l, p. 12) 

Sylvia grew tired of watching members of her own ethnic group kill one 

another. More so, her perspective on humanity encouraged her to believe that 

the killing should end. Sylvia took action and decided to disassociate with 

her friends in the neighborhood gang. 

During the course of the study, Sylvia worked through two sources of 

tensions which developed between her individual elements and her relational 

elements. Through observation, reflection, and action, Sylvia came to terms 
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with the conflict she felt as she struggled to separate from her mother and yet 

stay connected to her. Although she did not take formal action, Sylvia is 

more content with the ambiguities of her relationship with her mother. She is 

able to conclude that as she moves to adulthood, there are moments when she 

depends on her mother and other moments when she is independent of her 

mother. Sylvia also made decisions to terminate her association with 

members of her neighborhood gang because through observation, and 

reflection, she realized that the gangster lifestyle was hurting her family and 

herself. Each of these tensions were difficult for Sylvia to sort through yet 

she was successful. These tensions may develop again for Sylvia as she 

continues to shape and create her identity through multiple sign systems. 

Svlvia's Integrated Self Identitv Portrait 

Her individual and her relational elements in both her inner and outer 

worlds, combined with the changes she has made through tension, 

observation, reflection, and action constitute Sylvia's integrated self identity 

portrait which I constructed at the time of the research study. Who is Sylvia? 

She is a warm, friendly, shy, female adolescent, who at times demonstrates a 
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fiery temper and stubbornness. She perceives herself as both a littie girl and 

an adult, wanting to be both dependent on and independent of her mother. As 

a Mexican American, working class female, she is a "warrior" because she 

has to fight for what she beheves both in school and in society. Sylvia takes 

her education seriously now and is confident about her fiiture plans to become 

a dentist. She enjoys her fiiendship with Christina, her best fiiend, and hopes 

to, one day, have a boyfiiend whom she will be able to trust. 

Sylvia surrounds herself with texts of diverse sign systems to represent 

both the individual and relational self elements of her identity. She collects 

Barbie doUs which represent the httle girl within her. Her preferred music of 

motown represent her strong allegiance to her family, and more specifically to 

her uncles. The rehgious icons in her bedroom represent both her Catholic 

rehgion and her Mexican American heritage. The unity which she feels with 

her family gives her the strength and determination to be successfiil. Her 

language combines the two worlds which she belongs to: her Mexican 

American background combines both English language and Spanish words 

and granmiatical structures. The ways in which Sylvia presents herself to the 



239 

world, toward the end of the research study, demonstrate her disassociation 

with her friends who are gang members in her neighborhood. She aspires to 

own a 1964 Impala low rider car because she thinks "it would be cool." 

At the end of the research study, Sylvia is at peace with herself, seeing 

herself as "more of a calm, stay home person." She rarely goes out unless it 

is to go to the movies with her best friend, Christina. She is more of a "laid 

back home person" who prefers being "home than out screwing around with 

everybody" (I#3, p. 11). As her favorite group, Santana, sings; 

Everything is coming our [her] way 
Relax my bones 
No more troubles 
Sisters, brothers. 
We all can't see how 
Everything is coming our way 
( S a n t a n a ,  1 9 7 4 ,  M S )  

This integrated self identity portrait of Sylvia reflects the five month 

period of time which constituted the research study. It is a glimpse of time in 

her identity construction, a moment of self-examination of an adolescent who 

is still in the process of becoming. She is, as Bateson (1990) writes. 
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"composing her hfe," "constructing a hfe that is her own central metaphor for 

thinking about the world" (p. 241). 
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Anna: Sensible and Loca 

I am going to be in control of my life 
I am never going to be alone 

I am never going to understand my family 
I am scared to be alone 
I am going to be rich 

I am going to make all my dreams come true 
I am going to travel everywhere I dream 

I am never going to forget my friends 
I will never let anyone hurt me (Anna's "I Am" Poem, A#1) 

The individual elements of Anna's self identity entail the manners in 

which she perceives herself as an individual as revealed by her use of 

multiple sign systems. I begin this section with a short description of Aima. I 

then discuss the individual elements of Anna's identity, which are expressed 

through texts of multiple sign systems, in five separate sections: (1) attributes, 

(2) roles, (3) interests, (4) appearance, and (5) dreams and fears. Although I 

discuss these elements separately here, on a day-to-day and moment-to-

moment basis, Anna highlights and emphasizes different aspects of herself 

depending upon the context of her situation. 

The Individual Elements of Anna's Self Identity 

So far has she gone 
into herself, 
that the taunting voices 
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from the outside calling 
her Loca, Loca 
reach her as bright beams 
of hght lining the road 
to the kingdom where 
she is the sole ruler. (Cofer, 1994, "Una Mujer Loca") 

"Loca" in Spanish has several meanings. The most common is crazy 

but it also means fantastic or terrific (Cofer, 1994). Anna originally received 

the nickname of "loca" from her older sister, Daniella. Daniella gave her this 

nickname after she experienced several explosive arguments with Anna and 

witnessed Anna's disputes with their mother. Anna adopted the name and 

often refers to herself as "loca," a term which embraces both the crazy and 

explosive nature of her temper and the wonderful spark of her personality. 

Anna and I chose to include this poem at the beginning of her case study 

because in so many ways the poem illustrates her personahty. Anna becomes 

"loca" when she is unhappy or angry with a situation. Much like earher lines 

of the poem, when Anna "closes her eyes, the world empties from her head," 

allowing her to escape the hectic aspects of her life at home, and to retreat to 

herself where she can think, kick back or hang out, and hsten to music. Most 

importantly, Anna is thirsting to become the "sole ruler" of her kingdom. 
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independent, away from her family, and exploring the world and all of its 

wonders. 

Anna is a tall, very thin, attractive, seventeen year old, Mexican 

American with wavy, long, rich, dark hair and a sparkling smile. As I spend 

time hanging out with Anna, she is often approached and complimented by 

young adolescent males of all types and sizes, whether they are preppies, 

gangsters, "nerds," or "vaqueros" (Mexican American cowboys). Anna's shy 

smile response indicates to me that she is not aware of her stuiming good 

looks. These compliments usually roll off of her back. Unaware of the 

attention which she draws, however, Anna is greatly concerned with her 

appearance. She spends approximately an hour each morning getting ready 

for school, ironing her clothes, putting on her make-up, and blow-drying and 

styling her hair. She does not like to see other people besides family 

members without her make-up completed and her hair styled. 

Concerned with aesthetics, Anna is also an observant, curious teenager 

who is intrigued by the world around her. Whenever we walk around in a 

shopping mall, or on the university campus, for example, she often comments 
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on the appearances of others in the environment, the rich colors of a mural, or 

the unusual design of a building. Her fascination with the world is an 

important asset to the research study because Anna asks me as many 

questions about my own life experiences and perspectives as I ask about hers. 

Our relationship involves exchanging details of our lives, comparing our 

stories, and learning from one another. 

Anna's personahty fluctuates depending on the context of the situation. 

Around people she does not know well, she seems shy and somewhat quiet. 

On the other hand, around her friends and family, Anna can be "loca" or 

crazy at times with a sharp tongue and strong temper. Anna has no problems 

fighting for what she believes in whether it is a home, in school, or at work. 

She is also a very sensible person balancing her obligations at home, doing 

chores and caring for her littie sister and brother, in school, especially in 

classes which she enjoys and is interested in, such as media arts, and at work, 

being punctual, working diligently, and keeping busy even when there are no 

customers. She struggles to become independent from her family so that she 

can explore and discover what the world has to offer her. 
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The Multiple Attributes of Anna 

Anna perceives her personal attributes as multi-faceted depending upon 

the context of her situation. Much like the ways in which Anna changes her 

appearance to suit the context of her experience, her personality 

accommodates the "ambiguity" and "the multiple positionahties" of her 

identity (Walker, 1995). At home and among her friends, Anna is a "loud" 

person who airs her views when she is angry or annoyed (I#l, p. 2). Her 

older sister, Daniella, as I mentioned earUer, named Anna "loca" because of 

her fierce temper and sharp tongue. Anna often refers to herself as "loca." 

Figure 5.7 on the next page, is a copy of two tags, or graflSti writings, 

of the name "loca" which were written for Anna by a friend from the 

altemative high school program she attended last year and which represent 

one of the individual elements of her self identity. These tags are written in 

two different styles; grafiSti style and gangster. The bubbly, round lettered 

style on the left is considered more of a graffiti or artistic tag whereas the tag 

on the right side in sharp, jagged lines is more of a gangster tag (Smith, 

1997). Besides the actual words, the graffiti tag symbolizes Anna's interest 
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in tagging and aesthetics. The gangster tag indicates her allegiance to the 

gang (see Figure 5.7). 

Figure 5.7. "Loca" tagged in two different styles. 

Anna perceives herself as "real sangrona" or "real hard headed, 

stubborn, and mean," traits which she acquired from Daniella, her older 

sister, and her mother (I#l, p. 4, 6). Fiercely tempered and sharp tongued 

with those who Icnow her, Anna is quiet and shy when she is around strangers 

or with people whom she does not feel comfortable. These people can be 

described as those who encompass her outer world, a world of mistrust, 

anger, and fear. Anna is more quiet and shy at Castillo High School during 
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the begmning of the school year, but as she makes more friends, she feels she 

can be herself (#3, p. 9). 

Anna believes that Daniella also taught her to stand up for herself and 

in her words, "She showed me not to let anybody push me around. That's 

why I am like I am now" (I#l, p. 4). Her confidence to be assertive 

increased throughout the time span of the research study, allowing her to be 

able to confront her employer and her teachers when she felt there was an 

injustice committed. Anna provided an example of her courage to stand up 

for herself with her employer, describing her reactions to an incident at work 

when she would not tolerate the way her boss was talking to her. Her boss 

confronted Anna and blamed her for her older sister's, Daniella, lateness to 

work. She states: 

He was kind of yelling at me Uke, "This isn't a high school game, you 
know. She should have showed up or could have called us and told 
us." And he was telling me exactly what he should have told her or 
what he should have told the person that hired her. And I told him that 
he didn't need to be telling me that because I came to work. I showed 
up on time. It was my fault for recommending her but it's not my fault 
that she didn't show up. And I told him that. I'm not gonna sit there 
and take it from him. So I told him. (I#3, p. 1) 
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Anna refuses to be treated unfairly and is not intimidated or afraid to stand up 

for what she beUeves. She criticizes her boss for yelling at her about her 

sister's work habits because she feels that he would have been more 

productive if he had spoken to Daniella in person. Anna's assertiveness goes 

hand in hand with her determination. In her words, "I don't give up easily" 

M ,  p. 10). 

Anna also views herself as becoming independent, a characteristic 

which is very important to her. She says, "I'm not completely independent 

but I want to be" (I#3, p. I). Anna enjoys the moments when she is able to 

do things for herself, like buy herself clothes, or find her own ride to school 

or work. She does not like to rely on anyone for help, especially not her 

mother (I#3, p. 5). She explains: "I try my hardest, you know, to do things 

for myself so I don't have to depend on people" (I#3, p. 13). Throughout the 

study, Anna battled for her independence. Initially, in September of 1996, 

she was hving with her oldest sister, brother-in-law, and their three children 

because she felt that she gets along better with her mother when they live 

apart and because her oldest sister allowed Anna some freedom to go out 
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with her friends (I#3, p. 6; FN, p. 16). These living arrangements only lasted 

until the middle of November, when Anna had a huge argument with her 

oldest sister and her husband. Anna returned to her mother's home and 

although she often protests about her curfew of one o'clock in the morning on 

the weekends, she abides by the rules. In some ways, she is just waiting until 

she graduates from high school, turns eighteen, and goes to college so that 

she can move out of her mother's house (FN, pp. 110-114). The tension 

which prevailed during her transition from her oldest sister's to her mother's 

homes is further discussed later. 

Although Anna appears very feminine, in her eyes, she is tough, 

"hard," and equal to any male adolescent. She is not afraid to fight with 

anyone, especially if it involves gang rivalry. Anna regards herself as a 

gangster and her gangster friends, who are mostly male, are her "loccs" or 

"homies" (loyal friends). Being tough is an important trait for Anna because 

it allows her to be treated as an equal by the males in the gang, and not as a 

sexual object hke most girls who associate with gangs. On the other hand, 

many of the males gang members look up to Anna as a maternal figure 
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because she is respected and because she looks out for and takes care of 

them. Her outside toughness gains the male gangsters' respect but her 

kindness and care are qualities which they greatly value. 

Anna explains that she has changed quite a bit since she was a child, 

because when she was httle, she was "prissy" or ladylike, a "tatde tale," 

always ratting on her friends and sisters who were misbehaving, and a "good 

girl," always behaving properly (I#2, p. 7; I#3, p. 1). She states, "Cuz when I 

was little, I was like prissy. The only thing I still have from that time is my 

hair" (I#2, p. 7). Anna's long hair is the only symbol which she still has from 

her childhood, representing her femininity. Anna became less prissy and 

more of a tomboy, during the fifth grade, when she began to spend time 

working with her step-father who is a handy-man and a plumber (I#3, p. 2). 

Anna perceives herself in terms of multiple attributes, depending upon 

the context of her situation. She is shy and quiet when she is uncomfortable, 

stubbom, "loca," or crazy when she is not treated fairly, independent when 

she is able to be, and tough and caring with her friends in the gang. 
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Anna's Multiple Roles 

Much like the multiple attributes which make up some of the individual 

elements of her self identity, Anna discusses the multiple roles she plays in 

her life. Corresponding with the research I conducted with Pham (Taylor & 

Pham, in progress) on educators and the ways in which they perceive their 

identities, Anna assumes different roles or "wears different hats" depending 

on the context of her situation. Anna perceives herself as a female 

adolescent, who is struggling to survive in a world of injustices and violence. 

She attributes her struggle to the time in which she is growing up, the 1980's 

and 1990's. Although this issue was difficult for her to explain, she stated 

that her life would have been different if society was more accepting. She 

explains: "The way things are [the violence and turmoil of the streets] is what 

makes us who we are. That's why we are like this [gangsters] and that's why 

we kick it [hang out] with who we do [her gangster friends]" (I#2, p. 1). 

When I asked her how that made her feel, she stated: "Just mad but what can 

we do. Just mad and like violence, it kills our friends. Well, it just makes us 

mad. It hurts. That's all it is" (I#2, p. 1). In her eyes, the turmoil of her life 
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is a part of herself that she will always have whether she remains in Tucson, 

hanging out with her gangster friends, or she moves away. 

Anna also views herself as a daughter, a role which is at times 

problematic for her. Again, she Ukes to see herself as independent yet she 

gready values her family. Her parents were divorced when she was a very 

young child, she does not remember exactly when, and she has been raised by 

her mother and step-father who she often refers to as her father. She is close 

to her mother yet they often argue: "My mom would do anything for us but 

then I don't know she has her days" (I#l, p. 4). Anna has a "love-hate 

relationship" with her mother because they are so much alike, both hot 

blooded and quick tempered. She feels that her mother still views her as "a 

Uttie girl" whereas she views herself as becoming an adult (I#l, p. 2). 

Taylor, Gilligan, and SuUivan (1995), according to Zimmerman (1991), 

describe two questions which encompass the tension that Anna feels with her 

mother: "How can a daughter be compliant and simultaneously ftilfill her own 

unique potential? How can she go beyond her mother yet stay in relationship 

with her?" (p. 85). At the same time, how can Anna's mother protect and 
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nurture her daughter while allowing her the freedom to grow into her own 

person? 

Anna greatly admires her step-father whom she views as her father. 

She feels that he understands her differently than her mother, seeing her as a 

more independent adult. She states, "He knows how we are [referring to 

herself and her older sister, Daniella]. He has an idea but he doesn't know 

for sure" (I#l, p. 3). As I mentioned earUer, in the fifth grade, Anna began 

spending a lot of her time with her step-father, helping him with his work as a 

handy-man and a plumber. He has encouraged her to be tough and hard

working. She enjoys being his daughter and admires the ways in which he 

has always treated her as his own. She explains: "He'd do anything for us. 

And I know he wiQ. Cuz me and him used to be close, close, close. I would 

tell him everything, well ahnost everything. But he'll do anything for us. 

He'll try his hardest for us and we're not even his kids. I mean he doesn't 

have to but he does" (I#l, p. 5). She continues: "Well, I see him more as my 

dad than my real father. I fnean I love my dad. There's no way I can't but 
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like he's never done anything for me" (I#l, p. 5). Anna values her role as 

daughter to her step-father. 

Anna's roles as sister and aunt entail being a caregiver. She is the third 

in age of four sisters and she has one younger step-brother. As I mentioned 

earher, Anna's oldest sister Uves with her husband and three children. While 

Anna hved with her oldest sister, she often took care of her two nephews and 

one niece. Anna acts as caregiver to her younger sister and step-brother, 

often watching and providing them with moral support. She is closest, 

however, to Daniella, her sister, who is a year and seven months older than 

she is. Althougji they too have their explosive moments, as Anna was 

growing up, she "always wanted to be hke" Daniella (I#l, p. 3). She felt that 

Daniella has taught her to stand up for what she beheves in and that DanieUa 

knows her well: "Daniella knows things about me that nobody knows, that 

my mom doesn't know. And that's why Daniella knows how I get. So that's 

why Daniella calls me crazy, well" (I#l, p. 3). After Daniella was in the car 

accident, which I describe in detail in Chapter Four, Anna slept by her 

hospital bed in the intensive care unit, worried that Daniella would wake up 
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in the middle of the night and be afraid. Throughout Daniella's recovery, 

Anna stood by her, helping her to dress her wounds, take her medicine, comb 

and style her hair, apply her make-up, and get dressed. As her sister, she felt 

it was her responsibihty to care for Daniella in her times of need (FN, p. 49-

51). 

Anna identifies herself as a gangster or a "thug," a role which she 

greatly values. She is very loyal to the gang and feels that her gangster 

friends are her other family. As a female gangster, she exphcitiy does not get 

involved romantically with the male gangsters with whom she associates: "I 

don't want them to think that that's why I kick it with them" (I#2, p. 6). 

Anna does not, however, see her gangster role as the only part of herself She 

states: "I'm not just a gangster and that's it. I want things too, just Uke other 

people do that aren't hke us, that don't hang around with us (I#3, pp. 2-3). 

Anna explains, "I want to go to school. I mean I want to do something. I 

want to make my mom and my step-dad proud of me" (I#2, p. 2). She does 

not want people and especially school oflBcials to simply judge her values 

because she is and dresses like a gangster. She believes that her identity is 
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multi-faceted, including her aspirations for the future and her desire to explore 

the world (FN, p. 35). 

Anna's role as student developed and evolved over the course of the 

research study. In our first interview, she remarked that she did not really see 

herself as a student because she wasn't always interested in school. 

She states: "If Uke I wasn't really into it, I didn't care" (I#l, p. 9). During the 

research study, Anna took her role as student more seriously, stating, "I'm 

usually pretty happy and in a good mood when I'm at school except for every 

now and then" (I#3, p. 8). In her classes which she enjoys and finds 

interesting, like media arts, she is confident to ask her teacher questions and 

she is enthusiastic about learning. In the past, she has feared asking questions 

because she did not want to appear stupid. 

Finally, Anna is a hard working employee. EHiring the research study, 

she held two different jobs at different times. During the summer and fall of 

1996, she worked as a salesperson in a fashionable dress store on an avenue 

in Tucson which is reputed to be "fimky," with thrift stores, restaurants, 

trendy, styhsh clothing stores, and music clubs. I visited Anna on several 
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occasions, and noted her diligence and dedication to her job. Although the 

other employees were very different from Anna in their clothing styles and 

interests, she worked well with them. Anna hates sitting still and when there 

were no customers in the store, she often ironed and folded clothing, priced 

ethnic jewelry, and arranged merchandise on the shelves (FN, pp. 64, 71-72). 

In December, she changed jobs and began working as a salesperson at 

a Mexican import crafts store in one of the large shopping malls in Tucson. 

She did not enjoy this job as much because there was less to do. The store is 

filled with shelves of pottery, glass ware, small ftimiture, and other ethnic 

items. Although she had more responsibility, closing the register and the 

store in the evenings, Anna felt bored at this job. When business was slow, 

there was nothing to arrange (FN, p. 118). Anna enjoys working because 

earning an income allows her to be more independent, buying her own 

clothing and musical compact disks. She also, on occasion, contributed part 

of her income to her mother's household to help pay for expenses (FN, p. 16). 

Anna values the multiple roles which she plays in her life and believes that 

they contribute to her identity. 
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Anna's Interests: Hid-Hop or Ganesta Rap Music and Art 

Although Anna lived in two different places during the course of the 

study, her oldest sister's and mother's homes, visiting both of her bedrooms 

enabled me to gain insight into her interests and the ways in which she 

represents herself through multiple sign systems. Her bedrooms in either 

home were decorated in more of a makeshift manner than Sylvia's bedroom 

because of her transitions from one place to the other, but Anna still 

decorated her bedroom to suit her interests. Both of her bedrooms were fairly 

small with dark carpeting. The bookshelves in each bedroom held numerous 

musical compact disks, photographs of family members, and memorabiha of 

special events such as past graduations and quinceneras, or coming of age 

parties for Latina fifteen year olds. Her stereo system was displayed 

prominently, exemplifying its constant use. In her oldest sister's home, Anna 

displayed a wide array of photographs of friends and gangster signs in blue. 

Figure 5.8 (AM) is a photograph of Anna's bookshelves, a slightly blurry (to 

protect anonymity) glimpse of her photographs, stereo system, and compact 

disks (see Figure 5.8). 
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Figure 5.8. Anna's bedroom bookshelves. 

Music is an integral part of Anna's identity. Whenever I drive Anna 

anywhere, she often brings a tape with her for our hstening pleasure in my 

car. I find myself listening to many of her tapes even when she is not with 

me. If she forgets to bring a tape with her when we are driving, she 
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immediately adjusts the radio station playing in my car to find one which she 

Uke, usually "Hot 97" or "Cahente," a Mexican and hip-hop radio station 

(FN, 101). Anna's taste in music varies depending upon her mood and 

setting. 

The music to which she listens the most is hip-hop or gangsta rap. 

Samuels (1995) explains hip-hop or rap music, stating "'Hip-hop,' the music 

behind the lyrics, which are 'rapped,' is a form of sonic bricolage with roots 

in 'toasting,' a style of making music over records" (p, 243). Rock and Rap 

Confidential (1995) attributes the wide spread appeal of gangsta rap to "its 

uncritical embrace of youth abandoned by society." (p. 98) The article 

describes an example of the ways in which gangsta rappers attempt to speak 

to all young people who feel disenfi'anchised by society: 

When Ice Cube (a famous gangsta rapper) spoke at Locke High School 
in South Central Los Angeles on December 6, he took the mic right 
after the principal had explained that only students who had shown 
"academic improvement" had been allowed into the gym. "I'm here to 
talk to everybody outside," Cube said, "everybody who's ditching 
school today." On that firm foundation, gangsta rap is evolving into 
America's most important voice of unity, (p. 98) 
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Anna's appreciation of gangsta rap also parallels her perception of being a 

gangster. Danesi (1994), in his study of the signs and meanings of 

adolescence, discusses the ways in which an adolescent's musical selection 

follows their selections of the types of people or "chques" with whom they 

associate. 

The lyrics of gangsta rap describe stories of violence, drugs, hfe on the 

streets, and the loss of friends to gang rivahy, issues which Anna deals with 

on a day-to-day basis. The following is a verse from a gangsta rap song 

which Anna Ustens to entitled "Locc 2 da Brain" by Brother Lynch Hung 

(1995) (A#5): 

Now take a lesson from a sac town 
I was standing in the middle of the street 
and talking shit to your circle 
and there ain't no blastin so you must be blufifin 
Threw up my sign and grabbed my millimeter nine 
and started bustin on niggaz 
and watching every mother fiiccer try to run. 

The lyrics describe a confrontation between members of rival gangs from one 

side's perspective. "Talking shit" refers to insulting someone. He "threw up 

his sign," his manual gesture, to show his gang affihation and possibly the 
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part of town he is from, "grabbed my miUimeter nine," his gun, and "started 

bustin on niggaz," shooting at people. Although, to my knowledge, Anna has 

never been involved in any shootings, she has had confrontations with 

members of a rival gang, where they "talked shit" and "threw signs." 

Anna also enjoys popular rhythm and blues musical groups hke "Boyz 

to Men," oldies or motown, some country, and Mexican music. Although 

Anna does not speak Spanish, she often sings along with the Mexican lyrics: 

"I don't know what they're saying and I'll sing it anyway" (I#2, p. 8). While 

she was working in the dress store and through one of her "rocker" friends at 

school, Anna began to appreciate "alternative music." She says; "I like 

alternative music now cuz I started liking it more when I started working at 

the dress store. Well, I actually like some rock songs that they play on 

"KFMA [an alternative radio station]" (I#2, p. 8). 

Anna watches television when she has spare time between school and 

work. She likes to watch the sitcom "Ned and Stacy," which is a comedy 

about a male and a female roommate who pretend that they are married, 

because she finds it funny. She also, on occasion, views "Beverly Hills 
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90210," a series which illustrates the day-to-day issues of a group of 

adolescents who hve in California. More frequently, Anna watches MTV, a 

national television station which plays music videos. She particularly likes its 

programs entitled "Rap City" and "MTV Jams" because these programs 

feature rap or hip-hop music videos (I#3, pp. 4-5). 

Besides music and television, Anna appreciates art, especially 

Chicano art and tagging. Although she does not beheve she has any artistic 

talent, she enjoys reading books about art. She showed me some notes which 

she took from a book on Chicano art which she borrowed from a friend (see 

figure 5.9). Figure 5.9 (M6) is a copy of a short sampling of Anna's notes 

on Chicano art, demonstrating the ways in which she works diligently if she is 

interested in something (FN, p. 53). 

When I visited the University of Arizona Museum of Art with Anna, 

and we explored their permanent collection, I was struck by her careful 

examination of each painting or object. As we walked through the exhibit, 

each time she was drawn to a piece of art, she would take a moment to 
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observe it, and then make insightful, interpretive comments, referring to small 

details and their symbolic meanings. Although I knew that Anna was a 

person who paid close attentions to details both in the ways she presents 

herself to the world and perceives the world around her, I had no idea of her 

sharp eye for visual signs and their significance until we went to the museum 

(FN, p. 98). During her fi-ee time, Anna also hkes to hang out with her friends 

from the gang, watch movies, read fashion magazines and Low Rider 
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Figure 5.9. Anna's notes on Chicano art. 
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Magazine, and hang out by herself and listen to music. Her varied interests of 

music and art are as diverse as those of any adolescent. 

Anna's Appearance: A Gangster and Sometimes Not 

As Danesi (1994) writes, "Clothes become powerful signifiers of 

gender, sexuality, identity, and cUque values" (p. 76). Anna varies her 

clothing style to suit the context of her situation. For Anna, her clothing is an 

important way for her to express and present her identity Anna, most often, 

dresses in a gangster style, with baggy, baggy pants or jeans, large, loose, 

untucked work shirts, and sneakers. Her style indicates to those around her 

that she is a gangster. Figure 5.10 is a drawing of a female gangster dressed 

in gangster style, with big, baggy pants and shirt (A#7). The color of one's 

clothing is an important sign of which gang you are "down for" or you 

represent. Anna's clothing is either blue, black, white, or gray to indicate her 

allegiance to her gang. She never wears red because red is the representative 

of the rival gang. Anna dresses in gangster style when she attends school but 

she is careful not to wear too much blue because the school officials at 
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Castillo High School are vigilant about the colors their students wear. The 

school color monitoring is somewhat ironic from Anna's perspective because 

blue is one of the school colors. Anna has dressed in this style since she was 

a sophomore in high school. She states, "In my freshman year, I used to wear 

tight pants. I would dress hke normal, well not normal but like I would dress 

in regular clothes, like a preppy" (I#3, p. 2). 

Figure 5.10. Gangster clothing style. 
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At work or sometimes for chm^ch, Amia dresses differently, more 

"preppy" as she would call the style, in cropped or tight fitting shirts, more 

fitted slacks, and sandals. She explains her reasons for her work clothing 

style: "Cuz like if someone goes in and sees me dressed like that, then they 

just get a different picture of me. They see me as a kid, just as a kid, like a 

gangster well. They just see me completely differently. I mean when they 

see me like this [she was dressed in work clothing], they just seem to treat me 

different" (I#3, p. 2). One Saturday afternoon, as I was shopping along the 

avenue where Anna worked, I stopped in the dress store to say hello. I 

noticed that Anna was dressed in her work clothing, flowery slacks and a 

white, tight fitted, tee shirt. An hour later, as I continued to shop, I ran into 

Anna who was browsing some of the other stores on the avenue during her 

break. She had changed into her gangster clothing because she did not want 

anyone to see her dressed in a preppy style (FN, p. 86). 

Anna takes great care in applying her make-up and styling her hair. As 

I stated earlier, she spends at least an hour getting ready in the morning. On 

one occasion, I arrived at Anna's house to find she was not quite ready for 
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our meeting. I had the privilege of watching her methodically apply make-up 

and style her hair. Her make-up is unusual: with plucked thin eyebrows 

which look as if they are drawn with an eyebrow pencil; brown eye-shadow 

on her eyehd to contrast the white eye-shadow above her lid; liquid black eye 

Uner and mascara. Anna wears a hght powder and a dark, maroon or brown 

Upstick. The striking, facial portrait which she designs is one of contrasts: the 

white eye shadow in opposition of the brown eye shadow and dark liner; and 

the white powder in contrast with the dark Upstick. She explained that her 

make-up style has developed through the influence of her mother, her older 

sister, Daniella, and fashion magazines. She explains: "I would look at 

magazines and see what the different styles I liked and then I would try and 

do it" (I#3, p. 3). Anna wears her long, brown hair loose and very wavy. For 

Anna, her clothing, make-up, and hair are significant texts of visual sign 

systems which present elements of her identity. 

Anna's Fears and Dreams 

Anna's biggest fear is to lose a friend or family member. As I 

discussed in Chapter Four, Miguel's death in the car accident with Daniella, 
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in October, greatly troubled Anna. As she was mourning her loss, she felt 

very hopeless about her life. She did not want to think about the future, 

because, in her eyes, at that point, she believed that "nothing ever works out 

how you want it to" (I#2, p. 10). Death is her biggest fear but not her own 

death; rather she fears the death of her loved ones. She explains; 

My own death doesn't really scare me. I don't really think about it that 
much. And like it doesn't scare me because when I die, it's not over. 
Well, I don't think it is as far as I believe, I don't think it's over. I'll 
see Miguel again and I'll see Paul [her friend who shot and killed 
himself at the beginning of the study] again and I'll be happy and I'll 
never cry again. I'll be at peace. And before I would never really 
think about that and then now I do cuz like basically cuz after Miguel, 
you know. Just the way he saw things made me realize it. (I#3, p. 14). 

More recently, Anna's greatest dream is "to travel a lot and see 

different things." Her future aspirations after spring graduation are to go to 

college in New York City and study media arts. She is not sure that she will 

always be interested in media arts: "For now, I want to work in music and 

audio but I may not be interested in that forever. When I go to school, I 

might find something that I really love to do" (I#3, p. 15). Anna would one 

day like to be married but she explains: 

I want to do everything first. I want to have my own everything for 
myself. That way I won't have to depend on my husband or he won't 
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think he is doing something for me. I don't want to be married for a 
long time. I don't see myself tied down.... not for a long time, like 
maybe ten years. (I#3, p. 14) 

She would one day like to have children, but again, not for a long time. She 

wants to "grow up first" and become "an adult" (I#3, p. 14). Anna, in 

describing her dreams, concludes, "I just know that I want a lot. I don't want 

to just sit. I don't want to ever feel hke I can't do anymore than that, than 

what I have right now" (I#3, p. 15). 

The Relational Elements of Anna's Self Identity 

The relational elements of Anna's self identity, which are presented 

through texts of multiple sign systems, encompass the manners in which Anna 

perceives herself in relation to or in opposition of another person or groups of 

people. Through these relationships of connection or disconnection, Anna is 

able to define and understand her identity. As Stem (1990) describes in her 

study of conceptions of separation and connection in female adolescents, 

"These young women's discussions of separation and independence uncover 

a basic premise that assumes the presence and importance of relationships. 

Thus, separation is not pitted against connection but involves a redefined 
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ability to respond to the other" (p. 85). Anna's relationships influence the 

ways in which she creates and shapes the cultural, gender, class, rehgious, 

and Unguistic aspects of her identity. 

I discuss the relational elements of Anna's self identity in two parts, 

differentiating between the relationships she has in her inner world and those 

she has in her outer world. Anna's inner world is characterized by feelings of 

trust, caring, and respect. Her relationships in her inner world involve (1) her 

family, (2) her friends, and (3) adult school mentors. Anna's relationships in 

her outer world are based on feelings of distrust, anger, and sometimes fear. 

These relationships involve (1) teachers, administrators, and students at 

school, and (2) society, in a more abstract sense. Anna's relationships in her 

inner and outer worlds are discussed through the texts of multiple sign 

systems which she provided, in terms of their affects on the cultural, gender, 

class, rehgious, and linguistic aspects of her identity. 

A Strong Family through Thick and Thin 

As I reflected on how I would describe Anna's family, I thought about 

the many different situations which I experienced with Anna in her family 
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context. What stood out first and foremost in my mind is the incredible 

strength exhibited by the women in her family during their time of crisis. As I 

described in Chapter Four, Daniella, Anna's older and closest sister, and 

Miguel, a good friend of both Anna and Daniella, were in a car accident in 

October, 1996, towards the beginning of the research study. Miguel was 

tragically killed and Daniella was seriously injured. It was a difiRcult time for 

all involved. Besides mourning Miguel's death and worrying about 

Daniella's recovery, Anna and her family were also concerned about the 

health of Anna's step-grandmother who was djdng of stomach cancer. She 

died during Daniella's recovery in the hospital. 

As I sat in the waiting room of the intensive care unit at the hospital for 

several days and nights with Anna's family, I watched and observed the 

female role models with whom she was raised. In my field notes, that week, I 

wrote; 

Although much of this week seems like a blur to me, one observation 
truly stands out. Throughout this unfortunate tragedy, I have witnessed 
the incredible strength of the women in Anna's family. Anna's oldest 
sister, mother, youngest sister, aunts, grandmothers, and Anna herself 
have joined together to form a crisis team. Each of these women 
displayed energy, love, care, control and support. These are the women 
who have raised Anna to be independent and strong. (FN, pp. 50-51) 
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As strong tempered as these women are, during this traumatic crisis, these 

women stood together to support and console one another. Anna's step

father and younger step-brother were also pillars of strength. Several weeks 

later, I talked to Anna about my observations. She remarked that Miguel 

always said that the women in Anna's family were tough and strong (I#l, p. 

7). Although Anna often felt finstrated with her mother and sisters, she says, 

"My mom would do anything for us" (I#l, p. 4). 

Anna's experiences with her family are unusual in the traditional sense 

of a "family unit" with a white picket house, two parents, and 2.5 children. 

Her family, in a modem 1990's sense, however, is rather conventional. Anna 

was bom in Douglas, Arizona, and when she was a young child, her parents 

were divorced. She and her sisters spent part of their childhood Uving with 

her real father. Anna states, "Well, we really weren't with him but he left us 

at his brother's house. So we were hving with my tio [uncle] for a while and 

then my mom picked us up and that's when we moved to California" (I#l, p. 

1). She lived in California until she was in sixth grade, when she moved to 

Tucson. Anna's mother married her step-father before moving to California 
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and Anna has lived with her mother and step-father, for the most part, ever 

since. During Anna's sophomore year, both Daniella, her older sister, and 

she sneaked out of their house and did not return until the next day. Anna's 

mother was furious with them and asked them to leave. They lived with their 

real father and his new family for one month in Sierra Vista, a small city a 

few hours from Tucson, which did not work out well. As Anna explains, 

"We hated it there" (I#l, p. 5). 

During the beginning of the research study, Anna lived with her oldest 

sister and her family for several months because she feels that she gets along 

better with her mother when they are living apart (FN, p. 16). While living 

there, Anna often argued with her brother-in-law whom she dislikes because 

he often criticizes her step-father (FN, p. 32) and consequently her oldest 

sister asked her to leave. In November, Anna moved back to her mother and 

step-father's home. Although it was a difficult transition for Anna, her 

mother enforces a strict curfew whereas at her oldest sister's home, she could 

come and go as she pleased, Anna has adjusted well and is relatively content 

to be home (FN, pp. 110-114). 



275 

As I stated earlier, Anna struggles to be independent from her mother 

who she feels still sees her as "a little girl" yet she greatly respects and loves 

her (I#l, p. 2). She is very fond of her step-father who she regards as her 

father and who she feels accepts her emerging adulthood. Anna loves her 

younger sister and step-brother and enjoys spending time with them (I#l, p. 

5). Anna is closest to Daniella, who after her accident, has moved back to 

her mother's home. The strong temper, which all of the females in Anna's 

family possess, frequently spark arguments between them but as I wrote 

earlier, through thick and thin, they are always there for each other. The 

tension between Anna and her mother is discussed later. 

Anna does not often discuss the members of her extended family. Her 

"nana" or her maternal grandmother lives in Douglas, several hours away 

from Tucson. In describing her relationship with her "nana," Anna states, "I 

don't even see her that much but like when I do see her, when we go down 

there for Christmas, I like to talk to her. I like to sit with her and talk to her. 

We're not all close, close" (I#l, p. 7). Anna does not often see her paternal 

"abuela [grandmother]." She explains: 
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My abuela, well, I can't really talk to her cuz I don't speak Spanish. 
But she took care of us a lot when we were httle kids. I don't 
remember it. I've seen pictures and they always tell us. Then like we 
didn't talk to her for a long time cuz my dad didn't talk to her. And if 
my dad doesn't talk to them then he thinks that we shouldn't. That's 
why we don't talk to a lot of our cousins. (I#l, p. 8) 

Although Anna does not feel particularly close to her grandmothers, they 

were both at the hospital during Anna's family crisis. 

Anna: A Cathohc. Mexican American Female. Although CathoUcism 

was not strongly emphasized as Anna was growing up, she views her 

Cathohc faith as an important part of her identity. She explains, "Like 

church, it wasn't a big part of our life, not really. We tried, but we wouldn't 

go all the time. Like my mom would try and say well, we're gonna go but we 

never would go all the time, Uke keep going" (I#2, p. 2). Anna does not 

attend reUgious services on a regular basis, but she does take her rehgious 

beliefs seriously. She describes some of the Catholic beUefs that have been 

passed down to her through her family: 

There are certain things we beUeve in like when somebody passes 
away. My mom was telling us, you know how we [Aima and 
Daniella] always go to Miguel's grave, she said you're not supposed to 
go that often like that because you have to let him be put to rest. (I#3, 
p. 7) 
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During our visit to the University of Arizona Museum of Art, at the 

exhibit entitled "La Cadena Que No Se Corta," or "The Unbroken Chain," 

which featured the traditional arts of Tucson's Mexican American 

community, we came across a large nativity scene which portrayed the scene 

of the birth of Jesus. Besides the traditional images of Bethlehem and the 

holy family, this nativity scene also included a Mexican market and a 

Cathohc church. The church reminded Anna of a Cathohc church in 

Hermosillo, Mexico (about four hours from Tucson) (FN, p. 96). Anna 

explains: 

In Hermosillo, Fve never been there but you know, there's like a kind 
of altar. Well there's a big statue of her, the Virgen [the Virgin], where 
everybody goes to pray to her and there's like these stairs to get to the 
top. People, well like mostly Mexicans, they believe that if you make a 
promise to her, like when Daniella was in the hospital, like if you ask 
God to help you or to let you keep her, that's like a sacrifice that you 
make. Like my dad [step-dad] said he would walk on his knees if he 
[God] would hke let us keep Daniella and he did. He hasn't gone yet 
but he has to go. ... People make different sacrifices. Some people 
dress like monks for the rest of their hves like if you go in that town, 
you'll see them dressed like that. (I#3, p. 7) 
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Although Anna has never been to Hermosillo, she beUeves in the importance 

and effectiveness of making promises to God. For Anna, these traditions 

represent her faith in God. 

Anna took several photographs of Cathohc icons to represent her 

identity. The first photograph, shown in figure 5.11, has three, small portraits 

of "Our Lady of Guadalupe," or the Mexican-American, Virgin Mary (M8). 

This is the "Virgen," whose statue Anna refers to when she is describing the 

church in Hermosillo, Mexico where people go to pray and make promises to 

God- As I mentioned in Sylvia's case study, "Our Lady of Guadalupe" has 

Figure 5.11. Anna's portraits of "La Guadalupana." 
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downcast eyes and hands folded in prayer. Her blue robe is decorated with 

stars, and she stands on a crescent moon supported by angels. Legend has it 

that in 1531, "La Guadalupana" appeared to Juan Diego on a hill on his way 

to Mexico City. The woman asked him to ask the bishop in Mexico City to 

build a church on the hill. Juan Diego relayed the request, but the bishop paid 

little attention. The woman told Juan Diego to gather roses in his cloak and 

bring them to the bishop as a sign. Juan Diego did so and when he opened 

his cloak to lay the roses at the bishop's feet, they were amazed to find the 

imprint of "Our Lady of Guadalupe" on the cloak. The image of "La 

Guadalupana" is found all over the Mexican and Mexican-American world 

(Griffith, 1988). For Anna, having these portraits of the "Virgin of 

Guadalupe" in her bedroom protect her against the evils of the world. 

Anna's second photograph is of a wooden crucifix, with a silver Jesus, 

which hung in her bedroom at her oldest sister's home (see Figure 5.12). For 

Anna, the crucifix represents her strong Catholic traditions and her beliefs 

that Jesus Christ died for her sins (A#9). Anna also photographed a colored 

portrait of a small baby which has the words "A baby is God's way of saying 
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Figure 5.12. Anna's crucifix. 

the world should go on" (see Figure 5.13) written on the bottom of the 

portrait Althou^ this portrait does not belong to Anna, it is her 

niece's, she chose to use the portrait to represent her faith because she felt 

these words give her hope for the future. Although she feels burdened by the 

many deaths of her fiiends, the many babies in the world remind her that life 

does go on. To Anna, these three photographs represent her Cathohc faith. 

Besides these symbols, like both Sylvia and Cindy, Anna always makes the 

sign of the cross each time we drive by a Cathohc church to show her respect 

for her faith. 
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Figure 5.13. "The World Should Go On" portrait. 

For Anna, many of the aspects of her Mexican American culture follow 

closely along with her Catholic traditions. When I asked her about her 

Mexican American traditions, she described family holidays such as 

Christmas and Easter. She says: 

For Christmas, we make tamales and menudo and like we always try to 
go to my nana's [grandmother] house and be all together. And like 
when everybody goes to Douglas, [a city not far from Tucson], which 
we haven't been doing lately, everybody will go to Douglas and then 
we'U all be there.... At midnight we all get to open our presents. I 
like when we all get together like that. Cuz we get to see all my 
cousins. (I#2, p. 3) 
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Anna explains that Christmas tamales are made of meat in red chile 

surrounded by com meal masa or dough which are steamed in com husks. 

Menudo, a Mexican tradition for Christmas, is tripe cooked with stock, 

hominy, and pigs' feet. Easter is not as big a hoUday for Anna and her family 

as Christmas, but they do observe Lent, giving something up during that 

period and never eating meat on Friday. 

Anna easily discussed the rehgious aspects of her Mexican American 

culture, but she had a much more diflScult time explaining the cultural aspects 

of her Mexican heritage. Our discussion went as follows: 

Monica: If someone asked you what is your culture, what would 
you say? 

Anna : I wouldn't know what to say. 

Monica: How would you describe, like your Mexican background? 
Some people would view that as your culture. 

Anna: Uh, huh [yes]. I don't know. I wouldn't know what you 
mean. I don't know how. I don't know what that means. 

Monica: What culture means? I'm not sure I know what culture 
means either. 

Anna: I don't know. 
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Monica: Well, I would say you're part of like a teenage culture. 
You have, part of you is a gang culture, part of your 
influences are probably a female culture. 

Aima: Uh, huh [yes]. (I#2, pp. 3-4) 

Our conversation continued in this manner for quite a while as Anna 

and I struggled to understand what culture meant and how to explain one's 

culture. For Anna, the religious traditions of her Mexican American culture 

are an important part of her cultural heritage. Because Anna used so many 

religious icons to represent her culture, she was confused when I attempted to 

separate reUgion from culture. In terms of her heritage or ethnicity, she 

regards herself as both a Mexican and an American. When Anna goes 

dancing in a night club over the Arizona/Mexico border in Mexico, she feels 

different from the Mexican people. She explains, "I feel different cuz we 

don't have the same ways.... Not just the language but I don't know. It's 

hard to explain. Things are different here. Yeah, when I go to Mexico, I feel 

different" (I#2, p. 5). Anna attributes her feelings of difference to the 

language barriers; she does not speak Spanish, as well as the different 
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standards of living. Anna perceives herself as a Catholic, Mexican American 

female. 

Anna was raised with strong Mexican American, female role models. 

These women taught her the values of "hembrismo" (Comas-Diaz, 1989), or 

"strength, perseverance, flexibility, and an ability for survival" (p. 35). 

Anna's mother wants her to pursue her dreams in the future, whether she 

remains in Tucson or moves to New York City. Anna has confidence in 

herself and knows that she will be successful once she is independent. 

Currently, she feels as if she is preparing herself for the future as she juggles 

her responsibilities of both school and work. On the other hand, Anna was 

also raised to help her mother at home with chores, "washing dishes, cleaning 

and vacuuming" (I#2, p. 6). Anna feels, although she does not always enjoys 

doing these chores, that these responsibilities have only encouraged her future 

independence. Her step-father also influences Anna to be strong and 

determined about her goals for the future. 

Anna's Working Class Background. Anna views her economic status 

in terms of her mother and step-father because she has never been completely 
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independent. She explains that her family is working class, because, in her 

words, "we weren't poor, but we didn't have everything. We always had 

what we needed. It was not like we weren't gonna eat or anything like that" 

(I#2, p. 5). Anna's step-father once served on the police force and now 

works independently as a plumber and a handy-man. Anna's mother has 

worked on and off since Anna was Uttle. On occasion, Anna contributes 

some of her income to the household expenses. 

Anna's Linguistic Identity. Anna grew up literate mostly in English, 

although when she was very little, she was exposed to Spanish. When her 

patemal "abuela [grandmother]" took care of her when she was a child, she 

spoke to Anna in Spanish. Anna thinks that she probably understood Spanish 

as a child but has forgotten most of it since then (I#2, p.4). Anna intermingles 

Spanish expressions and words in her EngUsh spoken language. Anna has an 

"abuela," or a "nana" not a grandmother, she is a "sangrona," or a hot 

tempered person, and she does not like to hang out with "vaqueros," or 

Mexican cowboys. Whenever she talks about a person with a Mexican name, 

she uses a Spanish pronunciation. She pronounces my name, Monica, with a 
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Spanish pronunciation, with a rounder "o" sound. Although Anna does not 

speak Spanish, her Mexican American background affects her Uteracy and the 

linguistic aspects of her identity. 

Anna's Friendships: Strength and Pride 

Although I am missing you 
I'll find a way to get through 
Living without you 
Cuz you were my sister, my strength, and my pride 
Only God may know why 
Still I will get by 

Now that you're gone 
Everyday I go on 
But life's just not the same 
I'm so empty inside 
And my tears I can't hide 
But I'll try to face the pain 
(Eastmond, 1996) 

These lyrics, selected by Anna, represent the ways in which she values 

her fiiendships. Although the song refers to a "sister," Anna beUeves that 

these lyrics could signify any of her fiiends, male or female. To Anna, her 

fiiends are her "strength and her pride' and she would greatly miss them if 

they were to leave her. These lyrics also represent Anna's fear of the death 

of her fiiends through gang violence or other causes. She does not want to 



287 

have to "face the pain" of losing another friend. Most often, Anna discusses 

her friendships with her gangster male friends. Occasionally, however, she 

also talks about one or two female friends who are not gangsters. Below I 

will discuss the relational elements of Anna's self identity through the 

representative sign systems in terms of her relationships with an all male gang 

and with her other female friends. 

Anna's Place in the Gang. Anna perceives herself as a gangster and 

feels a strong allegiance to her gangster friends and the gang. For Anna, "the 

gang not only defines" her "position in society but it becomes" one of the 

bases for her conception of herself (Thracher, 1927, p. 30). Anna began 

hanging out with her gangster friends two years ago, when she met them at 

the alternative program, in Debbie Smith's classroom. I first met Anna at the 

same time. Through the two years that I have known her, and more 

specifically the past six months that we have focused on this research study, I 

have noticed the increase in Anna's association and loyalty to the gang. They 

have become her "other family" (FN, p. 15). I asked Anna about the changes 

that I observed between the time she began the alternative program when she 
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was not affiliated with a gang and one and a half years later when she 

considered herself a gangster. She states: 

Well, because before we [Anna and Daniella] went to the alternative 
program, before we started kicking it [hanging out] with them, me and 
Daniella were always down for this gang. And like people who are in 
our nei^borhood knew that. Cuz we used to kick it in our 
neighborhood. Now they're weak but back then there were more of 
them and we used to kick it with them. But they didn't last like so we 
stopped kicking it with them and then that's when we went to the 
alternative program. We just started kicking with them more and more 
and we got close to them. (I#l, p. 10) 

Anna explains that before she entered the alternative program, she associated 

with a gang in her own neighborhood which was part of the same national 

gang as the one with which she now hangs out. The gang in her 

neighborhood slowly died out so when she began the alternative program, and 

began hanging out with the gangsters in her class, she became close to them 

and her loyalty grew. She now perceives herself as a member of the gang 

althou^ she has never been jumped in, or initiated. She was supposed to be 

jumped in last year but "not enough people showed up" (I#l, p. 11). Even 

though she has not been jumped in, "everybody knows that we'll [Anna and 

Daniella] put it down for them [or fight for them]" (I#2, p. 1). 
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Being a gangster affects the ways in which Anna portrays herself, 

through her appearance, oral and written language, and manual gestures. 

Anna dresses like a gangster, wearing large, baggy jeans, untucked, extra-

large work shirts, and sneakers. The style of gangster clothing comes from 

the prison culture, when inmates were not allowed to wear belts, and their 

pants sagged. As O'Brien (1995) writes, "An untucked looseness and a 

baggy non-chalance are another way of living extra large" (p. 234) or living 

well. Anna only wears clothing in blue, black, white, or gray, and she never 

wears red because it is the color which represents the rival gang. Anderson 

(1994) explains that a gangster's physical appearance is important, whether it 

is certain kinds of clothing, jewehy. or style of dress, because a gangster's 

outward image indicates to others with whom she associates. 

Anna's written and oral language at times reflect her gang afiSliation. 

When she is speaking with her gangster friends, she uses words like "fool" or 

"cuzz" to refer to friends. She does not use words that begin with "B" 

because it is the first letter of the name of the rival gang. In her personal 

writing, for example in the word "kiccin [hanging]," she does not write the 
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letter "CK" together because they refer to the killer of a member of her gang. 

"C" is the first letter of the name of her gang. These orthographic rules are 

universal for members of this national gang (Lavigne, 1993). 

Anna uses manual gestures or "throws signs" to demonstrate her 

afGhation with the gang. These signs are usually thrown when she is hanging 

out with her gangster friends, when she is taking photographs, and when she 

is having a confrontation with members of a rival gang. Figure 5.14 is a 

photograph of two gangsters who are throwing two manual signs, the "C" and 

the "W" (A#l 1). Anna makes a sign with her thumb and forefinger for a "C", 

to show her afSliation with the gang, whose name begins with the letter is 

"C". She also makes a "W" with her two middle fingers crossed and her 

pinkie and forefinger to indicate that she is afShated with the west side of 

Tucson. Anna's sense of belonging to the gang affects her clothing style, 

language, and gestures. 

Being a Female Gangster. Although Anna has never been jumped in or 

initiated into the gang, she is accepted by the male gang members as an equal. 
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The ways in which Anna is accepted in the gang are unusual because in most 

Mexican American gangs, the girls who hang out with gang members are 

usually sexually involved with one or more of the male members of the 

gang (Moore, 1991). Di Anna's eyes, these types of girls are "hood rats," or 

Figure 5.14. Two manual gang signs. 

girls who simply hang out with the guys in a particular gang because they are 

dating them, not because they feel any loyalty to the neighborhood or the 

gang itself Anna considers herself a loyal gangster who would do anything 

for the "hood [neighborhood]." She has never dated anybody in the gang and 
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never plans to because she does not want them to think of her in that way. 

She does not want to be viewed as a sexual object. She explains: 

I'll put mines down for them. I'll do everything for them. I just don't 
want them to think differently of me if I actually go out with one of 
them or mess [kiss, or be sexual] with one of them. I just don't want 
them to think tiiat that's why I kick it with them. And then they might 
see me different, you know, and I don't want that. Cuz I've never ever 
messed with a guy from there or anything or like talked to him or 
nothing. (I#2, p. 6) 

The male gang members do not treat Anna differently as a female because she 

is not prissy and she states, "I do what the guys do" (I#2, p. 6). She is 

treated, however, as more of a maternal figure because they have respect for 

Anna and because she often looks out and cares for them. 

You could run the streets with your fools 
I'll be waiting for you 
Until you get through 
I'll be waiting 

I ain't never been the type to wait at home alone 
Just cuz we bone don't mean you own me nigger, 
I'm grown.. . 
I gotta run the streets too (2pac, 1996) 

Anna selected these lyrics (A# 12) to help explain how her gender 

affects the ways in which she is perceived in the gang. She feels that she is 
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like the female character in the song because she understands the gangster life 

of her male friends, but she also has to "run the streets" or be a gangster. So 

often, her male gangster friends complain to Anna that they would like to find 

a girlfriend that is like Anna because she understands their lifestyle as 

gangsters. They want to date or go out with girls who will also give them the 

freedom to lead their gangster hves (I#3, p. 5). 

Anna and I discussed the types of male adolescents with whom she 

would want to go out. Anna is of the opinion that she has to date a gangster 

type because he is the only kind of male with whom she would have things in 

common. She states, "I guess it could be somebody different but that's like, 

that's probably why we would get along. And most preppies or other guys 

aren't attracted to me" (I#3, p. 13). If she did like someone who was 

different from her, she explains, "I would want their approval, the guys' [her 

male gang friends] approval. I would want him [a potential boyfriend] to be 

able to get along with them like I would want him to be able to come with me 

when I do things with them" (I#3, p. 13). Anna does not intend to give up 
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her gangster lifestyle or friends for a potential boyfriend. Being a gangster is 

an important part of her identity, but not the only part of her identity. 

Anna's afShation with the gang affects her experiences at Castillo High 

School, where she attends. There are a group of students at Castillo who are 

members of the rival gang. She is immediately perceived as a gangster from 

the west side because of her clothing and the friends with whom she hangs 

out. At the beginning of her first semester at Castillo, she was worried that 

she would have serious confrontations with the members of the rival gang. 

As I shadowed her through classes, she would often point out who belonged 

to the rival gang (FN, pp. 15, 39, 53, 80). Although nothing transpired 

between Anna and the rival gang members, on occasion she does argue with 

them (I#l, p. 3). These arguments entail name-calling and throwing signs. 

During the research study, Anna was also sent to the administrative 

office at Castillo High School on several occasions and was warned that she 

was wearing too much blue. The administrators cautioned her that she was 

on a "gang Ust" and they were watching her behavior. Anna is annoyed by 

the ways in which she is judged because of her association with the gang: 
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"I'm not just a gangster and that's it. I want things too, just like other people 

do that aren't like us, that don't hang around with us. Preppies want the same 

thing that I do" (I#3, p. 3). She wants to go to college, be successful in the 

future, and make her parents proud. 

Anna knows that one day she will have to move away and leave her 

gangster life, because she wants to make a future for herself. It will be 

difiBcult for Anna to go away because, she asserts, "I have a lot of love for 

everybody cuz you know we're Uke a family. And to leave them like that for 

good, I don't know if I can. But like I want to have my own life. I want to 

go to school and I want to do everything for myself, but I'm never gonna 

leave it, you know" (I#2, p. 2). She explained that she will never "leave it" 

because her gangster life will always be a part of her, in her heart. Anna 

beheves that to be successful she must leave Tucson: 

Cuz if I stay here, that will be all I have. I love it and everything but 
it's not all good. There's some bad but I mean that's all I know now. I 
want to go to school. I mean I want to do something. I want to make 
my mom and my step-dad proud of me. I can't do it here. (I#2, p. 2) 
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Anna's life as a gangster and her friendships with her close, male gangster 

friends will always be a part of her life but these elements may not always be 

priorities of her Ufe. 

Anna's Female Non-Gangster Friends. Anna has a few close, female 

friends who are not associated with the gang. She likes to hang out with them 

when she wants to be "just girls" or when she wants to talk about "girl 

things" which she can't tell her male friends (I#3, pp. 10,13). Anna beUeves 

that a good friend is someone who "you can be comfortable telling them 

anything about yourself Somebody that's honest, doesn't he to you at all for 

anything. Somebody that will always be there for you and hsten to you" (I#3, 

p. 12). Although I have never met any of Anna's close, female friends, she 

often refers to them in our conversations. 

I have met one of Anna's more distant, female friends, Julia, who is in 

her physical education class at Castillo High School. She is very different 

from Anna, "a pretty girl with dyed purple hair and fimky jewehy" (FN, p. 

40). Anna perceives Julia as "the rocker type" or the "downtown" type. 
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because she dresses in an alternative manner and listens to alternative music. 

Anna describes Julia; 

She's cool. Most of her friends are cool. Like when you see them, 
you think that they're just dorks, that they're just weird and that they 
just want attention but most of them really don't care. They're just 
cool. Like some of her friends I didn't like because of the way they 
were, and then when I met them, they were pretty cool. (I#3, p. 10) 

Although Anna perceives herself as a gangster who dresses differently from 

Julia and Ustens to hip-hop music for the most part instead of alternative 

music, she does not judge Julia. Rather she accepts her as a friend and enjoys 

her company. 

Adult School Mentors 

Although Anna has not always had positive relationships with her 

teachers, during this research study, she connected with two of her teachers at 

Castillo High School where she attends. These relationships have encouraged 

Anna to be interested in school and attend her classes regularly. She feels 

that this year she is enjoying school because she likes her media arts class 

and she has made several new friends. She is more responsible about school 

than she was in the past and she is determined to graduate in the spring. 
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Anna feels that her relationships with each teacher vary, depending upon how 

comfortable she is with them. She does not feel like her English teacher 

really knows her because, Anna explains, "She's Uke a good teacher but she 

doesn't really pay attention to us. It'sjust like do this and that's it. Do what 

you're supposed to do and that's it. That's as far as it goes" (I#3, p. 10). On 

the other hand, Anna gets along well with Mr. Walters, her media arts 

teacher, and Ms. Stein, her physical education teacher. 

Anna has developed a trusting student/teacher relationship with Mr. 

Walters, a friendly, thoughtful. White, media arts teacher. Mr. Walters runs 

his class in the manner of a news station, making sure that students fulfill the 

requirements of their contract. He assigns them points for each endeavor that 

they accomphsh. Three mornings a week, there is much hustle and bustle in 

his classroom/news station as students prepare the set and the various 

announcements which they will make on the air, arrange videos and the text 

that will be shown during the newscast, and organize the cameras for the 

broadcast. The atmosphere fostered in his class encourages students to get to 

work (FN, pp. 39, 53). At the beginning of the semester, Anna approached 
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Mr. Walters and asked him if she could work the audio branch of the news 

program. He was surprised by her request because usually only males study 

this part of media arts but her enthusiasm influenced him to allow her studio 

time (FN, pp. 16-17). During &st period each day, Anna works in the audio 

room. 

Anna feels that Mr. Walters is a good teacher because he often takes 

the time to explain to her how to perform different tasks in his class and 

because he treats her with respect. He reminds her of how she is doing in the 

class and motivates her when she starts to "slow down." Anna asserts: 

Mr. Walters is like the best teacher I have.. . . He's like real cool cuz 
I don't give up when I'm with him. Like if I don't understand 
something, I'll keep asking him and asking him. Usually I won't do 
that cuz I don't want to feel stupid. Like I don't want to be asking 
somebody over and over again but there I'll do it cuz I want to learn. 
So he knows that I don't give up very easy. (I#3, p. 10) 

Anna is comfortable asking Mr. Walters for help because she trusts him and 

she is not afraid that he might think she is stupid. She beheves that he 

genuinely cares about her success in his media arts class. Anna finds the 

ways in which Mr. Walters approaches her questions to be beneficial: "I'll 

just say I don't understand but like he'll ask me, what part don't you 
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understand, why don't you understand? And nobody else really takes the 

time" (I#3, p. 11). Most importantly, Anna appreciates having Mr. Walters 

as a teacher because he takes the time to help her understand. She concludes, 

"He wants us to start realizing that we're gonna have to work for what we 

want, that's all. He's real cool. I like him" (I#3, p.11). Anna values Mr. 

Walters because he treats her as a responsible adult and does not discredit her 

because she is female. 

Anna has also estabhshed a student/teacher relationship with her 

physical education teacher, Ms. Stein. Ms. Stein is a tall, athletic, muscular. 

White teacher. Anna continues to attend physical education class not because 

she needs the credits but rather because she likes Ms. Stein. She refuses to 

dress down for the class, or change into athletic clothing, because she is shy. 

Because she is not dressed appropriately, she never gets credit for her 

attendance, yet she goes to physical education class simply to hang out with 

Ms. Stein (FN, p. 40). While the class plays volleyball or basketball, Anna 

sits on the sidelines and talks to her teacher. Anna describes Ms. Stein, as 

being "real cool." Although she knows that Anna is a gangster, Anna 
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believes that Ms. Stein sees her as "a good kid." Ms. Stein often advises 

Anna about her future: "She just basically tells us how she doesn't want us to 

end up giving up our dreams for a man. She wants us to do our thing first cuz 

that's how she is. She wants us to be strong, like not get trapped down for a 

guy" (I#3, p. 11). Anna appreciates the useful advice that Ms. Stein provides 

for her and the ways in which she encourages her to be successful in the 

future, regardless of her gender. Anna's relationships with Mr. Walters and 

Ms. Stein have increased her motivation to finish school and go on to college. 

She values these teachers because they have demonstrated that they care 

about her success. 

Anna's inner world entails her relationships which are based on trust, 

respect, and caring. These relationships involve her family members, fiiends, 

and adult mentors at school and function as the relational elements of her self 

identity, which are manifested through texts of multiple sign systems. These 

elements involve the cultural, gender, religious, class, and linguistic aspects of 

her identity. 

Experiences of Prejudice 

If I ruled the world 
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I'd free all my sons 
Black diamonds and pearls 

If I ruled the world (Nas, 1996) (A#13) 

Throughout the research study, occasionally Anna discussed her 

relationships in her outer world which are based on mistrust, anger, and fear. 

During our first interview, when we talked about her school experiences in 

the past, she stated that for middle school she attended a magnet school 

which she hated. Her strong feelings of hatred for the school were derived 

from her experiences of prejudice and discrimination while she was a student 

there. Because of the magnet status of the school, the student population was 

mostly White. Based on her experiences there, Anna felt that the teachers 

favored the White students and gave them privileges. She gives an example 

of this type of discrimination: "Like student council was White for the White 

kids well" (I#l, p. 9). She does not have fond memories of her experiences in 

middle school because she was made to think about her position in society as 

a Mexican American. 

Anna addressed the issues of racism and discrimination on a broader 

level when she talked about the ways in which she feels uncomfortable when 
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she enters an establishment in Tucson where there are mostly White people. 

She does not feel that it is fair or just that people automatically create an 

image in their head when they see the color of her skin. She says: "I mean I 

do it too but like when they see you, they have an idea in their head of what 

you're hke already. And I have it too but I don't know, it goes both ways" 

(I#2, p. 5). Although she admits that she judges people by their outward 

appearance too, she feels that when you give somebody a chance and get to 

know them, then race, class, or reUgion do not matter. Anna uses the 

example of her relationships with both Debbie Smith, her teacher from the 

alternative program and her current mentor, and me. Anna believes that 

although our skin colors are different and we have varied background, we can 

relate to one another because we are interested in sharing perspectives (FN, 

p. 118). 

Anna also uses the example of her friendships with students at school 

who belong to different cliques. Although initially when she met Julia's 

rocker friends, she was put off by their multi-colored hair and unusual tattoos 

and body piercings, once she got to know them she realized that they were 
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"cool" and not that different from herself (I#3, p. 10). Anna does not like the 

outside world to judge her because one of the elements of her identity is being 

a gangster. She often states that she also has dreams and goals for the future 

that involve college and a career. Listening to Anna reminded me that 

although she does not often talk about her experiences of being discriminated 

against, these situations occur on a regular basis and cause her to think about 

the Mexican American aspects of her identity and the position she is placed in 

because of her race, social class, and gang affihation. Her thoughts and 

feehngs about discrimination resonate with the words of Morales (1981); 

I am what I am and I am U.S. American. I haven't wanted to say it 
because if I did you'd take away the Puerto Rican.... I am what I am 
and you can't take it away with all the words and sneers at your 
command.... See! here's a real true honest-to-god Puerto Rican girl 
and she's in college Hey! Mary come here and look she's from right 
here a South Bronx girl and she's honest-to-god in college now. (p. 14) 

Anna wants to be given a chance before any one makes a judgment about 

her based on her race, class, gender, or association with members of a gang. 

Tension. Observation. Reflection, and Action 

As Anna and I explored her perceptions of identity through multiple 

sign systems, I noted the apparent tension between her individual elements 
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and her relational elements. This tension encouraged Anna to observe her 

situation, reflect on the conflict, and take action to change her situation, 

helping her to shape her integrated self identity. For Anna, during the 

research study, she often felt tension when her individual elements conflicted 

with her relational elements, when her feelings of independence confronted 

her mother's protection. Below, I discuss this conflict and the ways in which 

Anna navigated throu^ this tension. 

Anna's Adulthood Versus her Mother's Little Girl Perception of Anna 

Growing up requires adolescent girls to reject the person with whom 
they are most closely identified. Daughters are sociahzed to have a 
tremendous fear of becoming like their mothers. There is no greater 
insult for most women than to say, "You are just hke your mother," 
And yet to hate one's mother is to hate oneself. (Pipher, 1994, p. 103) 

Like many female adolescents, Anna is struggling to become an adult 

who is independent from her family, and in particular from her mother. 

Although she loves her mother and knows that her mother would do anything 

for her, she feels that her mother still sees her as "a little girl" (I#l, p. 2) and 

is very protective. Anna does not want to depend on her mother yet to some 

extent she has to because she cannot afford to Uve on her own and her mother 
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will not permit her to leave home until she is eighteen. Anna does not like to 

abide by her curfew of 1:00 a.m. on the weekends, yet her mother stands firm 

about her house rules. Besides their struggle of separation versus connection, 

Anna and her mother have similar personaUties of very strong tempers which 

cause their arguments to be quite explosive (I#l, p. 6). Living together is a 

challenge for both of them. 

Trying to find a situation that could work for both Anna and her 

mother, Anna moved into her oldest sister's home at the beginning of the 

research study, in August, 1996. She hved with her oldest sister, brother-in-

law, two nephews, and her niece. Anna explained during our first informal 

meeting that she gets along better with her mother when they Uve apart (FN, 

p. 16). Because Castillo High School is close to her mother's house, after 

school she would spend time with her mother, but each night she would sleep 

at her oldest sister's home. Living at her oldest sister's home proved to be a 

satisfactory situation at the beginning. Anna kept up with her school 

assignments and worked at the dress shop on a part time basis. On the 

weekends, Anna had the fi"eedom to go out with her fiiends without a curfew. 
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She helped her oldest sister take care of her children and she kept her 

bedroom there tidy and clean. 

Anna's only serious problem with living with her oldest sister's family 

was that she does not like her brother-in-law because he often puts her step

father down (FN, p. 32). Anna says bitterly, "That's what makes me so mad, 

that's part of the reason I hate my sister's husband so much. Cuz there's 

nothing he can say that makes him better than my step-dad. And he thinks 

he's better than everybody and that's why I hate him" (I#l, p. 6). She has no 

respect for her brother-in-law because besides maligning her step-father, he 

does not treat her sister well, taking Utde responsibility for the children and 

often inciting arguments with her. At the end of October, Anna remarked that 

she was not getting along with either her brother-in-law or her oldest sister 

and she suspected from her observations that they were going to ask her to 

move out. She was concerned that she would have to move back in with her 

mother who places numerous restrictions on her life (FN, pp. 66-67). 

Anna's difficulties with her oldest sister and brother-in-law augmented 

gradually through the first part of November. Each argument or confrontation 
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she had with them increased in intensity and severity. One early November 

morning, I went to pick Anna up at her oldest sister's house to give her a ride 

to school. She was not there when I arrived and met me at Castillo High 

School. She explained that she stayed at her mother's house because her 

oldest sister had removed things from her bedroom hke her lamp and her 

brother-in-law commented that she was eating too much of their food. 

Listening to her story, I wrote in my field notes that I wondered when she 

was going to move out of her sister's home (FN, pp. 78-79). 

As I predicted, Anna was asked to leave her oldest sister's home in the 

middle of November by her brother-in-law. From her perspective, he became 

angry with her because she was taking a shower and he wanted to take a 

shower. In a rage, he threw her out of the house, telling her that she could no 

longer live there. Anna did not know what to do and went to Debbie's 

apartment with Daniella, her older sister, and two of her gangster fiiends to 

come up with a plan of action. Through much hysteria and escalated 

emotions, Anna and Daniella talked about running away from home (FN, p. 

110). After several hours of dialogue and reflection with Debbie, Anna and 
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Daniella decided to return to their mother's house. Although Anna did not 

want to live with her mother and her curfews, she reasoned that she only had 

six months until she graduates from high school and goes to college. With 

those goals as her priority, she was able to accept living at home. Before 

Anna and Daniella left Debbie's apartment, Debbie called Anna's mother and 

told her that they were on their way. Anna's mother provided the perspective 

of her oldest daughter who was frustrated with Anna because she was coming 

home at all hours of the night. Anna's mother was concerned that Anna 

would continue this behavior in her home (FN, p. 111). 

The first few weeks at Anna's mother's house were difficult for Anna 

but she has prevailed. Once she adjusted, her priorities became getting 

through the last semester of high school, hving at home, finishing school, and 

working. She goes out with her friends in the evenings but makes sure that 

they take her home before her curfew. These decisions are challenging for 

Anna because she would prefer to hang out with her friends, but her future 

goals are her driving force. Anna seems to get along better with her mother, 

perhaps because she is determined to fulfill her dreams, or she is not home 
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often because of work, or she has given herself a chance to be close to her 

mother. 

The time frame of the research study for Anna was a time of tension 

and preoccupation with her relationship with her mother. She was frustrated 

with her batties to be independent and yet still have a caring connection with 

her mother. Anna's mother has always been a model of independence and 

strength for Anna, yet as Anna begins to mime that role, her mother is 

overprotective and restrictive. Throughout the conflicts Anna experienced 

both in her oldest sister's home and her mother's home, she observed the 

situations, and tried, through reflection, to make rational decisions. Her first 

reactions were usually emotional and irrational but as she thought about the 

consequences, she took logical action. Her first action was to try to 

ameUorate her hving situation with her mother when she moved into her 

sister's home. The second action was to move back to her mother's home 

and change her social habits. None of these decisions were simple for Anna 

and as she continues to live with her mother for her last semester of high 

school, she may face other challenges with her mother or both she and her 
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mother may grow to accept the ambiguous nature of their relationship. They 

may come to terms with the separate but connected nature of their 

relationships. They may begin to understand that their similarities in 

personahty can bring them together rather than isolate them. 

Anna's Integrated Self Identity Portrait 

Anna's integrated self identity portrait at the time of the research study 

entails the individual and relational elements of both her inner and outer 

worlds, combined with the changes she has made through tension, 

observation, reflection, and action. Who is Anna and what constitutes her 

identity? She is a shy female adolescent who is assertive and determined to 

be successful. She does not give up easily on a challenge and can 

demonstrate a sharp tongue and a fierce temper. She thirsts for her 

independence so that she can explore the world and all it has to offer her. 

Anna is a tough female who is not afiraid to fight for what she believes in. 

Anna juggles the roles of daughter, sister, student, hard working 

employee, gangster, and fiiend. She believes that each of these roles are 

parts of her identity, although she highlights individual roles depending upon 
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the particular context in which she is involved. Anna is conflicted between 

her role as teenage daughter and independent adult. She takes pride in her 

family but she resents when they restrict her. Throughout the time frame of 

the study, she worked through her conflicts of living at home and abiding by 

the house rules of her mother. Anna has decided to make her future a 

priority, staying in her mother's home and accepting her restrictions until she 

is able to move out on her own. Anna is an active student at school when she 

is interested in her classes. She is particularly fascinated with media arts and 

would like to pursue a career in audio and music production. Anna hkes to 

have a part time job because it allows her to begin to feel independent, with a 

small income of her own. Her role as gangster and her friendships with the 

male gang members are a significant part of her identity. In many ways, she 

regards them as her other family. 

Anna surrounds herself with texts of diverse sign systems to represent 

both the individual and relational elements of her self identity. Mostly, she 

dresses as a gangster because that is the way she wants to be perceived by the 

outside world. In her gangster environment, both her written and oral 
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language and her gestures reflect her membership in the gang. Clothing, oral 

and written language, and gestures are forms of protection so that people do 

not discover the true Anna. Anna takes great care with her make-up and hair 

because she is concerned with her outward appearance. Her fascination with 

presentation has encouraged her to be very observant and curious about the 

world around her. Anna likes to appreciate art. Her musical taste is as 

diverse as her personality. She favors hip-hop music but also enjoys oldies, 

or motown, rhythm and blues, and alternative. Anna embraces the Cathohc 

traditions of her Mexican American culture, displaying rehgious icons in her 

bedroom and following behefs about promises to God. 

As a Mexican American adolescent, Anna was raised with strong 

female role models. She aspires to be equally strong and independent, hoping 

to move to New York City to go to college and study media. Anna wants to 

get married but not for a long time. She wants to fulfill her dreams before she 

settles down and has a family. Anna does not like to be judged by the way 

she presents herself either because of her skin color or her association with 

the gang. She perceives herself as a person who is multi-faceted and has 
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many different wants and needs. She concludes, "I just know that I want a 

lot. I don't want to just sit. I don't want to ever feel like I can't do anymore 

than that, than what I have right now.... I've changed a bit this semester 

because now I know I can do what I want" (I#3, p. 15). 

This integrated self identity portrait of Anna reflects the five month 

period of time which constituted the research study. It is a moment of time in 

her process of identity construction, a glimpse at the ways in which she is 

creating and shaping her Ufe. She is "building" her "own universe" and 

"belongs to" herself and "not to any one people" (Anzaldua, 1981). 
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Cindy: A Mother and a Future Wife 

The discussion of Cindy's identity is not as rich as the discussions of 

the other two participants because Cindy ended her participation in the study 

in November, 1996 because of the pressures of her financial obhgations 

which are discussed later. 

The individual elements of Cindy's self identity are the ways in which 

she views herself as an individual. This section begins with a description of 

Cindy and then a discussion of the individual elements of Cindy's identity in 

five separate sections: (1) attributes, (2) roles, (3) interests, (4) appearance, 

and (5) dreams and fears. Although these elements are discussed separately, 

Cindy emphasizes different elements of herself depending on the context of 

her situation. 

The Individual Elements of Cindv's Self Identity 

My place in life would be as a mother of a three-year old little girl, 
Belina, and as a future wife. I have been hving with Tony, my fiance 
and the father of my daughter, for four years. We recently got engaged 
and will be getting married in May. Although we have encountered 
many obstacles, we have been able to overcome them together. (A#l) 
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The preceding paragraph is the introduction to an essay entitled "My 

Place in Life" that Cindy wrote for her writing class at a local community 

college. Having to reflect upon her place in life fits perfectly with our 

exploration of identity. Cindy perceives herself as a mother, first and 

foremost, of her beautifiil, three year daughter, Belina. Next, she views 

herself as the fixture wife of her fiance, Tony, and the father of her child. 

These are the most important roles that she plays in her life. 

Cindy is a small, very attractive, twenty-one year old, Mexican 

American. Her light complexion, long ,curly hair, and twinkling eyes are her 

most striking features. Cindy is a shy and quiet individual who only speaks 

assertively when she feels comfortable with people. She has strong opinions 

which she airs depending upon her mood and the people who surround her. 

Cindy's moodiness affected our discussions; sometimes she shared quite a bit 

and other times she was very quiet. I was aware of the personal nature of the 

questions and allowed her to control the extent to which we discussed various 

issues. 
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Cindy lives with her daughter, Belina, her fiance, Tony, and her 

fiance's father. She moved out of her own home several months after she had 

Belina. Her living arrangements are not ideal for her but they allow her some 

independence fi^om her parents. Cindy is a responsible mother who often 

puts her child's needs in front of her own. During the time of the research 

study, Cindy took her second semester of classes at a community college and 

began a new job. She struggled to balance her obligations between being a 

mother and caring for her daughter, working part-time at the yo-yo factory to 

contribute to the household expenses which she shared with Tony, and being 

a college student at a local community college where she hoped to initiate her 

pursuit of a degree in elementaiy education. Besides these responsibilities, 

Cindy was trying to save money for her wedding in May, 1997. 

With these pressures in mind, towards the end of November, 1996, 

after several attempts to reschedule meetings, Cindy informed me over the 

phone that she no longer had time to participate in the study. She explained 

that she felt she had too many other obligations and was unsure if she could 

balance all of the aspects of her life. Shortly after our discussion, Cindy 



318 

stopped attending classes to work full time, attempting to gain a firmer hold 

of her financial obhgations. 

The Multiple Attributes of Cindv 

Cindy describes herself as a person who has always been really shy 

and who keeps to herself. Most of her family members, fiiends, and teachers 

know her by her shyness and quietness (I#l, p. 1). When she feels she has 

something important to say, however, Cindy airs her views loudly. She is an 

independent person who doesn't care about the judgment of others. She says, 

"I get along with everybody unless they give me a reason not to" (I#l, p. 2). 

Cindy was very close to her mother as a child but when she became an 

adolescent, she did not talk to her mother very much. Like Anna, Cindy feels 

she gets along better with her mother when they hve apart fi-om each other. 

Since Cindy moved in with her fiance, three years ago, Cindy speaks to her 

mother at least once a day and works with her at the yo-yo factory (I#l, p. 3). 

Cindy's Multiple Roles 

Throughout the research study, Cindy discussed the multiple roles she 

plays in her life. On a day-to-day basis, she balances her roles between being 
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a mother, a fiancee, a daughter, a sister, an employee, and a student. Cindy 

prioritizes her role as a mother. In her words, "I am taking advantage of 

being able to enjoy watching my daughter grow up and I only hope that I can 

provide her with a stable and happy future" (I#2, p. 4). She enjoys caring for 

her daughter but in some ways, Cindy wishes that she would have waited a 

little before having a baby so that she could have graduated fi^om high school 

with her class. She realizes that getting pregnant in high school made her 

grow up faster than she was supposed to (I#2, p. 3). Cindy feels very close to 

her daughter, Belina, because as she states, "I'm always with her all day, you 

know, cuz Tony has to work and stuff' (I#2, p. 7). 

Cindy regards herself as a future wife. She is very excited about her 

plans to get married to Tony in May, 1997 (FN, p. 22). In her eyes, they have 

a secure and equal relationship where they share the decision making. She 

explains, "We talk about things before we do it and stuff. Always, we don't 

do anything without talking to the other person about" (I#l, p. 4). Since 

Cindy became pregnant with Belina, three years ago, Tony has always stood 

by Cindy and helped her with the responsibilities of raising a child. Cindy 
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states, "Tony helped a lot, at the time he also struggled through jobs to keep 

to his responsibihties as a father" (I#l, p. 4). She plans to be as good a wife 

as she is a mother. 

Cindy's role as daughter is also an important aspect of her identity. 

She has always been very close to her father and regards herself as "Daddy's 

httle girl" (FN, p. 37). Whenever she needs to borrow money or someone to 

talk to, she approaches her father. Cindy has a more fluctuating relationship 

with her mother, hke most female adolescents do with their mothers. When 

she was a child, she was very close to her mother but as she became an 

adolescent, she grew distant and often fought with her. Reflecting on that 

time, she says, "I just kept to myself, locked myself in my room, and that's 

about it" (I#l, p. 3). Now that she has a daughter and Uves apart from her 

mother, she feels much closer to her. They often talk on the telephone each 

day and work together at the yo-yo factory. When Cindy is caring for 

Belina, she often does it at her mother's house where she is more 

comfortable. Although Cindy's independence is very important to her, she 
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has come to terms with the ambiguities of her relationship with her mother. 

She is both independent of and dependent on her mother. 

As Cindy spends time with her parents, she also enjoys her time with 

her two younger brothers. Her brother, Johnny, who is two years younger 

than Cindy, also has a daughter who is two years old. Cindy and Johnny are 

very close because they are only a few years apart. They often get together 

with their children for play dates. Cindy is also close to Ricky, her youngest 

brother, who is sixteen years old. Although Cindy often fought with Ricky as 

she was growing up, she feels very protective over him. Besides talking to 

her mother on a daily basis, she likes to talk to Ricky to make sure that he is 

all right. During our discussions, Cindy often talked about Ricky and her 

concern that he would get his girlfiiend pregnant. She does not want him to 

make the same mistake both she and Johnny made by having a child too 

early. She does not regret having Behna but she knows that her life is 

different than she planned it to be. She wants Ricky to learn from their 

experiences (FN, p. 13). Cindy values her relationships with her brothers. 
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Cindy is a hard working employee, who appreciates earning an income 

that will help her to pay off all of the many financial debts she has 

accumulated and to pay for her future wedding ceremony and reception. 

Cindy worked at a yo-yo factory part time at the beginning of the research 

study and full time towards the end of the study. The yo-yo factory is divided 

into two rooms. In the fi-ont room, there is a yo-yo museum with colorful 

displays that describe the evolution of the yo-yo and highlight unique and 

unusual yo-yos. The back room is the actual workshop where yo-yos are put 

together by hand. The plastic faces are connected by metal bolts and then 

strung. Cindy works putting yo-yos together. She was hired to work by her 

aunt who is the production supervisor there. Cindy also works with her 

youngest brother, Ricky, mother, uncle, cousins, and several young men from 

her family's neighborhood. Cindy is a dihgent worker who gets along well 

with her employers, a middle-aged. White couple. She enjoys working at the 

yo-yo factory because she is with her relatives. At the beginning of the study, 

working at the yo-yo factory was convenient for Cindy because she could 

work around her classes at the community college. She often earns an 
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overtime salary because the production team works both day and night shifts 

when they have large orders to fill (FN, p. 34). 

Cindy was also a student during the research study. Throughout her 

schooling experiences, she has been the type of student who was quiet and 

did her work. She explains, "I was hke a nerd cuz I would just keep to 

myself. I was just quiet. Iwouldjustdomy work. I mean I had fiiends and 

stuff but I would just keep to myself mostly" (I#l, p. 4). Cindy was 

consistently a good student through elementary, junior high, and high school. 

For high school, she attended Castillo High School and was a successfiil 

student there who received A's and B's until the first semester of her senior 

year, when she became pregnant. 

Once she informed her school counselor of her pregnancy, she was 

placed in an alternative classroom at Castillo High School and later was 

asked to switch to an alternative program for teenage mothers. Her 

experiences at the alternative program ended shortiy after she gave birth to 

Belina because she reftised to bring the baby to the day care center there. 

She was unhappy with the conditions of the nursery and felt more 
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comfortable leaving the baby with her aunt. The administration at the 

altemative program explained that Cindy could only attend their program if 

she used the day care facilities. Cindy dropped out of the program and did 

not return to school until she joined Debbie's class, a year and a half later, at 

the altemative program (I#l, p. 7). The spring of 1996, before the study, 

Cindy began her first semester at a local community college with the intention 

of studying to become an elementary school teacher. In college, Cindy 

perceives herself as a responsible student, who keeps up with her work. 

During the research study, Cindy took four courses and felt she was being 

successful. 

Cindy's Interests: Dallas Cowbovs and a Variety of Music 

As I tried to understand Cindy's interests and their connections to her 

identity, I mostly observed the texts of multiple sign systems which she 

discussed or displayed in our informal meetings. Cindy continually talks 

about her love and die hard loyalty to the Dallas Cowboys, a popular 

professional football team fi"om Dallas, Texas . She watches every one of 

their games faithfully with her family. She has always been into the Cowboys 
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since she can remember because her whole family loves the Cowboys (FN, p. 

62). She tries to purchase as much clothing, like jerseys and wind breaker 

jackets, with the Cowboys logo on them as she can for both herself and 

Belina. Her wedding colors match the colors of the Cowboys, gray and blue 

(FN, p. 92). 

Cindy enjoys a variety of music, often singing along with the lyrics of a 

song which are playing on the radio, in my car, as we are driving around 

Tucson. She frequently announces that she likes a particular verse of a song 

or she bought the tape of a particular group. Cindy likes rhythm and blues, 

Spanish, country, and just variety. She explains, "I've never really had a 

favorite. I hstened to variety, rap, and all that. Don't you notice I know all 

these songs from everywhere. I'm always singing.... I listen to anything. It 

doesn't matter to me. I don't really care" (I#2, p. 9). 

During her spare time, Cindy enjoys playing with and caring for her 

daughter. Cindy also likes to go shopping, especially for clothing for Belina 

and herself. She purchases mostly designer clothing because although she 

knows that it is expensive, she feels it is better quality (FN, p. 62). Cindy 
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enjoys reading but lately has little time to do it for pleasure. She explains, "I 

hke to read but I don't really have the time to do it. I go to school and I just 

get lazy. I don't feel like reading when I get home from school" (I#2, p. 9). 

She prefers to read fiction books and fashion magazines when she has the 

time. When Tony and Cindy can afford it, they enjoy going to see action 

movies. 

Cindy's Appearance 

Cindy's appearance is important to her as she likes to look put together 

and tidy. She dresses in basically one clothing style, which Cindy would 

probably call her own individual style. She usually wears straight jeans, 

shorts, or skirts, form fitted tee-shirts or shirts, and sandals or sneakers. She 

hkes to wear designer clothes but explained that she would never mix the 

designers in an outfit. For example, she would never wear Guess, a popular, 

expensive designer, jeans with a Levis, another designer, shirt (FN, p. 94). 

Cindy explains that she dresses however she wants to. She does not adhere 

to any particular clothing style or group. While she was growing up, Cindy 
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and her brothers were given a set budget each year for clothes. She describes 

her mother's allocation of clothing money: 

My mom would always spend the same amount on everybody. She 
would give us whatever like three hundred dollars to start off and we 
got whatever we wanted to get with the three hundred dollars. When 
we ran out of the three hundred dollars, that was it. So if you wanted 
expensive clothes, you only got two pairs of pants and that was on you. 
(I#2, p. 1) 

Because Cindy's mother allowed her to buy the clothes that she wanted as 

she was growing up, she has developed her own individual style. 

Cindy, as I mentioned earlier, values wearing clothing with the Dallas 

Cowboys logo on it. I asked Cindy if her brothers' membership in their 

neighborhood gang affected the ways in which she dresses. She responded 

that blue is her favorite color, the representative color of the gang, so she 

doesn't mind wearing blue. Cindy, however, will wear red on occasion, the 

color of the rival gang, because she does not feel afiBliated with the gang 

whatsoever. Her fiance was once a member of the rival gang. Cindy would 

never wear the letters "CK" together because she would feel as if she was 

disrespecting her brothers because "CK" means a killer of a member of their 

gang. 
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Cindy's make-up and hair styles resemble a popular style among many 

of the Mexican American adolescent females in Tucson. Her make-up is 

subtle and attractive: with a light powder; pink eye-shadow; black or brown 

mascara and eye-hner; and red Upstick. Cindy's brown hair is long and curly. 

She often wears the front locks pulled up in a barrette. She has had long, 

wavy hair since she was a small child. Belina also has long hair Uke her 

mother's. Cindy's clothing, make-up, and hair styles are important ways for 

her to express elements of her identity. 

Cindy's E)reams and Fears 

E>uring the research study, Cindy hoped to become as good a wife as 

she is a mother. She looked forward to her May wedding and often talked 

about her plans for the ceremony and those involved. Tony and she plan to 

find their own house when they can afford it after their wedding. Cindy 

wants to make sure that she will be able to provide everything for her 

daughter. She does not want to have any more children at the moment 

because she wants to focus on Belina. She explains: 

Cuz it's hard nowadays to raise a bunch of kids with everything that's 
going up and stuff. It's hard and I know if I raise just Belina then I'll 
be able to get her the things that she wants, you know. Like if she 
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wants expensive clothes, she'll get them because I don't have to 
budget between her and another one. Maybe, I'm not saying, I'm not 
gonna have any more kids, maybe along the way, sooner or later, 
maybe I'll change my mind. I don't know If I do, it's not gonna be 
until after we get settled down and get a house and are stable and stuff. 
M ,  p. 4) 

Cindy would like to become an elementary school teacher but her priority 

right now is to take care of her family and their finances. 

Her biggest fear would be to have to apply for food stamps and 

welfare. When she became pregnant, her parents were concerned about her 

well-being and suggested that she and Tony go on welfare. She explained, 

"That was no future for me. I didn't want to be hving off welfare my whole 

life. I preferred that we struggle on our own, eventually building a stable 

environment for our future together as a family" (I#l, p.7). Although it is 

difficult to work, plan a wedding, and raise a family, Cindy is determined to 

overcome her financial obstacles without the help of the government. 

The Relational Elements of Cindy's Self Identity 

The relational elements of Cindy's self identity are characterized by the 

ways in which she views herself either in relation to or in opposition of 

another person or group of people. Cindy defines herself as either connected 
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to or separate from other beings. I discuss her relational elements in terms of 

two spaces; her inner and outer world. Cindy's relationships in her inner 

world are based on trust, respect, and caring and involve her family members, 

and more specifically her daughter, future husband, and immediate family. 

Throughout the research study, Cindy rarely discussed the friends with whom 

she associated. She remarked that she never has time to hang out with or talk 

to friends because she is either working or taking care of Belina (I#2, p. 1). 

Cindy's relationships in her outer world are more distant and involve feelings 

of distrust, anger, and sometimes, fear. She experienced these types of 

relationships mostly with school administrators and counselors when she 

became pregnant and attempted to finish her high school degree. Cindy's 

relationships in both her imier and outer world are described and then 

discussed in terms of their influence on the cultural, gender, class, religious, 

and linguistic aspects of Cindy's identity. 

Cindy's Familv 

Cindy's immediate family of Belina, her three year old daughter, and 

Tony, her fiance, are very important to her. Cindy and Tony share the 
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responsibilities of raising a daughter and of earning incomes to pay their 

finances. Cindy has known Tony for four years and feels very close to him 

because "he stood by her" when she became pregnant. She was looking 

forward to marrying him because they were together for so long and she was 

ready to "make it official" (I#2, p. 2). She states, "We're always gonna have 

some connection anyway no matter what cuz of Belina" (I#2, p. 3). 

Cindy and Tony both take care of Belina, depending on who is working 

and who is at home: 

Well, if I need a baby-sitter and Tony's home, he'll watch her. He 
buys her everything she needs. He like doesn't make me do everything 
like if Behna gets up in the middle of the night and cries, he doesn't 
wake me up. He gets up and checks to see what's wrong with the 
baby. He's good. (I#2, p. 6) 

Cindy feels she is closer to Belina because she spends more time with her. 

She explains, "She's more close to me though, because like I'm always with 

her all day you know cuz he has to work and stuff. So she sees me more than 

she sees him. She's closer to me I think, but I mean she is close to her dad 

too. He takes her to the store with him sometimes" (I#2, p. 7). When Cindy 
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attended classes, she left Belina at the day-care on campus and she often 

brings her to work. Belina is her hfe. 

She is very close to her father and refers to herself as "Daddy's little 

girl." When she was growing and even to the present time, Cindy's father 

has always tried to support her and her decisions. She reports; 

Well, just like if my mom told me that I couldn't do something, I'd run 
to my dad. I'd say, "Dad, please" and he'd be like "Yeah, go ahead." 
Like if I needed money, but he's still like that with me.... Like now 
I'll ask my mom if she has twenty dollars I can borrow or whatever and 
she'll be like "no." I'll ask my dad and he'll just give it to me. He 
won't even ask. "Just don't tell your mom," he'll tell me. (I#l, p. 2) 

Cindy's father always taught her to be a leader, not a follower. She learned 

from her father, "Just cuz somebody is doing it, don't do it just cuz they're 

doing it. If you're gonna do it, you're doing it for yourself' (I#l, p. 3). 

Cindy has taken this advice to heart, basing her decisions purely on what she 

believes in. 

Cindy greatly treasures her mother although she did not always feel this 

way. When she was a child, she was very close to her mother. She states, "I 

would follow her everywhere. I was her shadow. I would never let her go" 

(I#l, p. 3). As a teenager, she said, "Me and my mom didn't get along good. 



333 

We were always fighting.... We just never really got along" (I#l, p. 3). 

Now that she does not hve with her mother, however, Cindy feels very close 

to her mother, talking to her on the telephone every day and working with 

her. 

Cindy values her relationships with her younger brothers. She says 

when she was growing up, she was very close to Johnny, who is two years 

younger than she is. She explains, "We grew up together and people used to 

think we were twins cuz when we were young, my mom used to dress us 

alike and stuff. We looked almost alike even though we don't look alike 

now" (I#l, p. 2). She has a lot in common with Johnny because they are both 

quiet and they both have Uttle daughters. Cindy also appreciates her youngest 

brother, Ricky, although when they were growing up, they would often argue. 

She shows her concern for Ricky by calling him daily to see how he is doing. 

Both Johnny and Ricky were involved in their neighborhood gang growing 

up, but their gang activity had Uttle affect on Cindy's life. They are less and 

less involved in the gang as their obligations and responsibilities increase. 
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Johnny must work full time to help support his girlfriend and daughter and 

Ricky now works at the yo-yo factory. 

Cindy: Being a Female. CathoUc. Mexican American. Growing up in a 

household with two younger brothers, Cindy was often treated differently 

because of her gender. She felt isolated from her brothers because she could 

not participate in their activities. She says, "I was the only girl, well, so there 

was nothing for me to do. It was two boys there, you know playing around 

and stuff. What was I to do, you know. I was by myself'(I# 1, p. 5). As 

adolescents, her brothers had more freedom than she did; 

My brothers used to get away with more stuff than me just cuz I was a 
girl. My dad used to tell me you're a girl. My brothers would do the 
same thing and then they would get away with it. But I don't 
remember what, hke stupid stuff. My brother, for instance, could stay 
out all night. He didn't have a curfew. But I used to always get a 
curfew cuz I was a girl. (I#2, p. 6). 

Cindy's frustration about curfews reminded me of my own experiences with 

my parents and curfew. My younger brother never had a curfew, but I always 

did until I went away to college. Cindy's father and brothers play on a 

neighborhood softball team. Cindy has never played on the team because her 

parents worry that she is too fragile. She states, "They didn't want me to 
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break. I was too little, they said" (I#2, p. 7). Although Cindy was treated 

differently growing up than her brothers, because she is female, her 

relationship with Tony is balanced and equal because they share the 

household responsibiUties. 

Being Cathohc is very important to Cindy and Tony. They were both 

raised as Cathohcs and want their daughter to grow up in the Catholic faith. 

Belina was baptized by her uncle, Johnny, Cindy's younger brother. Johnny 

is Belina's "nino," or godfather and Cindy is Johnny's daughter's "nina," or 

godmother. Although Cindy, Tony, and Behna attend church services only 

every once in a while, they value their faith. Cindy explains her perspective 

on reUgion; 

Like my mom says, you can't say you're a good Catholic just because 
you go to church every weekend.  That 's  not  what  a  good Catholic  is . .  
.. As long as you have faith. It would be nice to go every weekend 
but you don't have to. Like people think just because they go to 
church every weekend that God's gonna, you know, take them even 
though no matter what sins they commit as long as they go to 
church on Sunday, you know. Which isn't true. You know, you're not 
supposed to sin. (I#2, p. 2) 
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Cindy believes that her faith is more important than going to church every 

Sunday. Whenever Cindy passes a church, she crosses herself to show 

respect to her faith. 

Cindy does not feel that her Mexican American heritage has any affect 

on her hfe or her identity. She is fourth generation Mexican American which 

could account for the ways in which she perceives herself more as an 

American than as a Mexican. I asked her if there were any traditions she 

valued from her culture and she responds, "No, not to me. I'm my own 

person so I don't care. I'll do whatever I need to do" (I#2, p. 5). She feels 

that her ethnicity has never been an issue for her. 

Cindy's Working Class Identity. Cindy was raised in a working class 

environment. Her father has always worked in an air conditioning company, 

where he is now a manager. Cindy's mother only began working once Cindy 

was in junior high school. When Cindy was a child, her father did not let her 

mother work. She states that "he said that she should stay home and watch 

us. She used to baby-sit all the time on the side, though" (I#2, p. 7). Cindy's 

mother works with Cindy at the yo-yo factory. Growing up, Cindy always 



337 

had what she wanted. At the time of the study, both Cindy and Tony were 

working to support themselves and Belina. Although they struggle, Cindy 

regards herself as working class. 

Cindy's Linguistic Identitv: Enghsh Mostlv Cindy was raised 

speaking English although both of her parents speak Enghsh and Spanish. 

Her mother and her "tias [aunts]," spoke Spanish first at home and then 

learned English at school (I#2, p. 5). Cindy understands some Spanish 

because she explains, "My mom would talk with us in Spanish and I would 

know what she's talking about. I just, I wouldn't be able to respond back in 

Spanish. Sometimes I understand part of what she is saying in Spanish but 

not the whole thing" (I#2, p. 8). Cindy incorporates Spanish words and 

expressions into her English. 

Being a Teenage Mother 

Cindy had positive experiences in school until she became pregnant the 

first semester of her senior year. At the time, she was attending Castillo High 

School. She was seventeen when she was pregnant and she reports, "When 

everyone found out I was pregnant, right away I was what they called 'a baby 
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having a baby'" (I#l, p. 7). When she realized she was pregnant, she went to 

talk to a school counselor. Cindy describes the advice her counselor gave 

her: "She told me to stop doing my work in whatever classes I was taking 

because I wasn't staying at Castillo High School" (I#l, p. 7). After spending 

a short time in an alternative classroom at Castillo, Cindy and Tony 

transferred to a program for teenage parents. As Cindy explains, "Boy, was 

that a mistake. The alternative program for teenage parents put me way off 

schedule as far as school goes" (I#l, p. 8). 

After having Belina in March, 1993, Cindy was required to bring her to 

the day-care facilities on the campus of the alternative program for teenage 

parents while she attended school. Cindy remarked, "I wasn't impressed 

with the nursery facihties at all. They didn't keep it clean and the kids were 

always running around with their noses running" (I#l, p.8). She continued, 

"Because I didn't want to take Belina to their nursery, the administration of 

the program informed me that I was no longer to attend their school. They 

told me that parents willing to leave their children at the nursery had first 
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priority" (A#l). Cindy stopped attending the alternative program and gave up 

school altogether for a while. 

Two years later, Cindy was introduced to Debbie Smith, her teacher 

and my colleague, through her younger brothers who were in Debbie's 

alternative high school classroom which was not afBhated with the teenage 

parent program. Cindy spent one summer session and one semester in 

Debbie's classroom, finished her credits, and received her high school 

diploma. From Cindy's perspective, school and society discriminated against 

her because she was a teenage mother. She wished that she had had more 

guidance when she first became pregnant because she was so close to 

graduating on time. Although she enjoyed caring for Belina during the two 

years when she was not in school, she beUeves that she lost two years of her 

education. These experiences in her outer world made Cindy realize that she 

could not trust school or society. 

Tension, Observation. Reflection, and Action 

Throughout Cindy's participation in the study, I noted the tension 

between her individual elements and her relational elements. Cindy tried to 
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balance her life as mother, fiancee, daughter, employee, student, and 

participant of this study, but she found the task challenging and problematic. 

The tension she experienced prompted her to observe her situation, reflect on 

the conflicts, and take action to change her situation, helping her to shape an 

integrated self identity which fit comfortably. Below, I discuss the nature of 

Cindy's tension and the reflective process through which she resolved her 

conflict. 

Balancing Checkbooks and Lifestvles 

Cindy's financial worries prevailed as topics of discussion for Cindy as 

we met informally and talked about her identity. She was worried about how 

she and Tony would be able to fulfill all of their financial obUgations between 

their car and wedding ring payments, food and supphes for themselves and 

Belina, child care while she attended class at the community college, and 

expenses for the wedding in May (FN, pp. 11,22). Besides their current 

expenses, Cindy and Tony hoped to save enough money so that they could 

move into their own apartment or house after they were married. Cindy does 
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not like living with Tony's father because she does not feel completely 

comfortable or as if her home is her own space (FN, p. 38). 

Towards the beginning of October, 1996, Cindy began to postpone om^ 

meetings and miss some of her classes at the commmiity college because she 

preferred to work at the yo-yo factory (FN, p. 56). When she did attend 

classes during the day, she would work in the evenings. I wondered how she 

could manage to go to school all day, attending four classes and doing her 

homework, work the night shift at the yo-yo factoiy, wash clothes, cook 

dinner, and clean her home, and take care of Belina. She stated that it was 

hard work but she felt it would pay off in the long run (FN, p. 63). In 

November, our meetings became less and less frequent. I would call Cindy 

and leave messages for her to call me back, but she never returned my calls 

(FN, pp. 69, 82,87,88). 

I met with Cindy for the last time in the middle of November, 1996, 

although at the time, I did not know it would be our last meeting. She 

explained that she had dropped her reading class at the community college 

because she found the course load too demanding. She talked about how 
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happy she was to be woiidng so much because she was finally able to start 

paying everyone back to whom she owed money (FN, p. 92). The next time I 

called Cindy to confirm our meeting, she informed me that she could no 

longer participate in the study because she did not have time. She was too 

busy with school, work, and her family. A few weeks later, Cindy dropped 

out of all of her classes and began to work fiill time. 

Cindy felt tension between providing for her family, participating in the 

study, and pursuing her education. Observing the hectic nature of her life as 

she juggled all of her responsibilities, after some reflection about her finances, 

she took action and gradually readjusted her lifestyle so that she was able to 

be more productive financially. Although her decisions were difficult to 

make, Cindy felt that those were her priorities at the time. 

Cindy's Integrated Self Identitv Portrait 

Her individual and relational elements in both her inner and outer 

worlds, combined with the changes she made through tension, observation, 

reflection, and action, encompass Cindy's integrated self identity at the time 

of the research study. Who is Cindy? She is a quiet, shy young woman who. 



343 

at times, voices her opinions and her individuality loudly. Cindy takes pride 

in being a good mother and she hopes that she will be as good a wife as she is 

a mother. She values her relationships with her parents and her younger 

brothers. Cindy regards her CathoUc faith as an important part of her identity 

and shares her religious behefs with her daughter. Although she was raised 

according to the stereotypical image of a female, Cindy shares an equal 

relationship with her fiance, Tony. As a fourth generation Mexican 

American, she does not feel her heritage affects her day-to-day existence. 

Cindy speaks Enghsh primarily but incorporates Spanish words and 

expressions into her oral language. 

Cindy decided to end her participation in the study and drop her 

classes at the community college because she wanted work full time at the 

yo-yo factory so that she could estabhsh a firmer hold on her financial 

responsibilities. After her wedding, she hopes that her family can move into a 

new apartment or house and hve a stable existence. Perhaps, she will return 

to community college to finish her degree in elementary education. 
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CHAPTER SIX 

COMPARISON OF THE CASE STUDIES: 

TOWARD INSIGHTS AND UNDERSTANDING 

The purpose of this study is to describe the ways in which Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy perceive, create, and communicate their identities through 

multiple sign systems. The individual case studies in the preceding chapter 

were discussed from the perspective that identity is a fluid, often 

contradictory entity which is in the process of becoming. They are described 

in terms of (1) the individual elements of each participant's self identity; (2) 

the relational elements of each participant's self identity; (3) the tension, 

observation, reflection, and action which result from the conflict between the 

individual and/or relational elements of each participant's self identity; and 

(4) the integrated self identity portrait of each participant. 

In this chapter, I explore the similarities and differences among the 

participants' perceptions of their identity in four parts, moving toward 

insights and understanding. The four parts follow the framework used to 

present the individual case studies in the preceding chapter. Part One 
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discusses the multiple attributes, roles, interests, appearances, and dreams 

and fears which make up the individual elements of each participant's self 

identity. Part Two focuses on the many relationships in which the 

participants are involved or the relational elements which inform the cultural, 

gender, class, religious, and hnguistic aspects of their self identities. These 

relationships occur in either their inner or outer worlds; and are based upon 

either trust, respect, and care or distrust, anger, and fear. The participants' 

relationships which take place in their inner worlds involve family members, 

friends, and teachers and counselors who act as mentors. Their more distant 

relationships in their outer worlds are with teachers, administrators, and 

students at school, and society, in a more abstract sense. Part Three 

describes the tension, observation, reflection, and action which transpire 

when the individual and/or relational elements of each participant's self 

identity are in conflict. Finally, Part Four provides a conclusion, examining 

the integrated self identity portraits of the participants which are made up of 

their individual, and relational elements as well as the changes they made 

through tension, observation, reflection, and action. 
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By comparing the individual case studies, my intention is not to make 

generalizations about female adolescents and their perceptions of identity or 

even about these three particular teenage girls and the ways in which they 

communicate their identities. Nieto (1992) beUeves that "case studies can 

help us look at particular situations so that solutions for more general 

situations can be hypothesized and developed." However, she asserts that a 

case study demonstrates the uniqueness of an individual: 

It is important to underscore that no case study of a single individual 
can adequately or legitimately portray the complexity of an entire 
group of people.... It is important then, to understand each of the 
case studies as one example of the ethnic experience within the United 
States rather than as the model by which all students of a particular 
group should be understood. Although it is always easy to 
overgeneralize, it is hoped that the complexity of the case studies 
themselves will help to counter this tendency, (pp. 7-8) 

By making comparisons across the three case studies, I hope to provide 

insights into the complex and multi-faceted nature of the identity perceptions 

of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. As Hemip (1995) writes: 

There will always be a need to label—categorization is fundamental to 
our understanding of our world. But if we understand that such 
categories are dynamic ones, based not on transcendental truths but 
on the cultural forces of a particular place and time, then perhaps we 
can acquire the agihty and flexibihty needed to keep those categories 
fluid and open to future articulations, (p. 250) 
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The Individual Elements of Self Identity 

The individual elements of each participant's self identity entail the 

ways in which she views herself as an individual through multiple sign 

systems or the facets which set her apart individually as distinct from others 

(Franz, Cole, Crosby, & Stewart, 1994). The sum total of these elements 

have been referred to as "the girl within" (Hancock), "an inner voice" or 

"subjective knowing" (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986). 

These elements include each participant's multiple attributes, roles, interests, 

appearances, and dreams and fears and constitute a system of ideas, attitudes, 

values, and commitments. For Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, each element is 

highlighted or prioritized at different times, depending on the context of their 

situation. 

Multiple Attributes 

From the perspectives of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, their personal 

attributes are multi-faceted and move along a fluid, dynamic identity 

continuimi. Rather than polarize their attributes, viewing themselves as either 

shy and quiet or loud and hot-tempered, they define their characteristics in 

terms of their situations and the people by whom they are surrounded. 
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Around outsiders or people they do not trust, Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

describe themselves as quiet and shy. When Sylvia feels comfortable with 

people, she becomes "real rowdy" (I#l, p. 13) and open (I#l, p. 2). Both 

Sylvia and Anna report that they are stubborn and have strong tempers which 

escalate when they feel that an injustice has been committed. Anna 

specifically explains that she is not afraid to stand up for what she believes in 

(I#3, p. 10). Sylvia sees herself as a character hke the Tazmanian Devil who 

has a fiery temper (I#2, p. 21) whereas when someone angers Anna, she 

becomes "loca" or crazy with a fierce, biting tongue (I#l, p. 2). Cindy feels 

for the most part that she is a quiet, shy, friendly person who airs her views 

only when she needs to (I# 1, p. 1). As she says, "I get along with everybody 

unless they give me reason not to" (I#l, p. 2). 

Anna and Cindy emphasize their feelings of independence. Anna 

defines independence as not having to rely on others for anything. She 

explains: "I try my hardest, you know, to do things for myself so I don't have 

to depend on people" (I#3, p. 13). As an adolescent hving at home for the 

last semester of her high school career, she is desperately waiting to be able 

to move out of her mother's home (FN, pp. 110-114). Cindy perceives her 
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independence as the opportunity to disregard the judgment of others, a belief 

which often guides her actions (I#l, p. 2). 

Multiple Roles 

Bateson (1990), in her study of five women and the ways in which they 

compose their lives, quotes Johnetta, one of her participants, "I don't think I 

have ever fiilly and completely dealt with all those double and triple and 

quadruple roles" (p. 165). Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, as adolescents, also 

describe themselves in terms of the multiple roles they play, depending on the 

context of their situations. 

All three participants discuss their roles as daughters, yet they each 

value being a daughter differently. For Sylvia and Anna, their roles as 

daughters are problematic because although they feel very connected to their 

families, they want to be independent. Sylvia fluctuates between wanting to 

still be a child and becoming an adult. She juggles her need to be 

independent and her appreciation for being under her parents' wings (I#3, p. 

1). Anna, on the other hand, perceives herself as ready to be treated as an 

adult. Her mother finstrates her because she still views her "as a little girl" 

(I#l, p. 2). Cindy enjoys her role as daughter and feels close to her mother 
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because she no longer lives at her parents' home. When she was growing up, 

she often argued with her mother but now she perceives her mother as 

enormous provider of support (I#l, p. 3). 

Each participant also embraces the role of student. Sylvia and Anna 

remark that their roles as students have evolved over the course of the study. 

Sylvia states that, in the past, she was not "a good student" and was not 

"fascinated with school" (I#2, p. 7) but now perceives herself as "more on 

track, more devoted to school work and stuff, and in class more" (I#3, p. 10). 

Anna explains that she never viewed herself as a student before her senior 

year, the time period of this research study, because she wasn't always 

interested in her classes. Anna is now enthusiastic about the learning she is 

doing in her classes which interest her, like media arts (I#3, p. 8). Cindy has 

always viewed herself as a responsible, successful student, until she became 

pregnant her senior year and was asked to attend an alternative program for 

teenage mothers (I#l, p. 4). Once she had Belina, her daughter, she dropped 

out of the program because she was unsatisfied with the conditions of the 

nursery where she was required to leave Belina every day (I#l, p. 7). Cindy 

returned to school a year and a half later and resumed her responsible student 
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habits of keeping up with her work. During the study, she attended classes at 

the local community college until, towards the end of the fall semester, her 

financial pressures outweighed her academic goals. Having to choose 

between school and work to fulfill family obhgations, Cindy opted to drop out 

of school. Her role as student fluctuated depending upon the other factors in 

her life. 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy ail have part-time jobs and are responsible 

and hard working employees. Sylvia processes telephone orders at a mail 

order company, which sells elderly women's clothing, on Saturdays and 

Sundays. Anna held two different part-time jobs as a salesperson at two 

different times during the research study. Her first job was in a fashionable 

dress store and her second job was in a Mexican import crafts store in one of 

the large shopping malls in Tucson. Cindy works part-time at a yo-yo 

factory. Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy appreciate working because earning 

incomes allows them to be more independent. 

As female adolescents, both Sylvia and Anna comment on their 

struggles to survive in a world of injustices and violence. Sylvia describes 

herself as "a warrior" because she always has to fight for what she wants 
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(I#2, p. 2). Anna perceives herself as a gangster, a lifestyle which she values 

because this role unites her with her friends, yet it's a lifestyle which is also 

filled with death and violence. Anna states that her life would have been 

different if society was more accepting: "The way things are [the violence and 

turmoil of the streets] are what makes us who we are. That's why we are like 

this [gangsters] and that's why we kick it [hang out] with who we do [her 

gangster friends]" (I#2, p. 1). 

Both Anna and Cindy value their roles as sisters. Anna, one of four 

daughters and one son, is closest to her older sister, Daniella, who she feels 

has taught her to stand up for what she beUeves in. Growing up, she always 

wanted to be like Daniella, imitating her makeup styles and musical taste. 

She explains, "Daniella knows things about me that nobody knows, that my 

mom doesn't know" (I#l, p. 3). Cindy is the oldest daughter in her family 

and has two younger brothers. Although she often fought with them as she 

was growing up, Cindy is very close to Johnny, her middle brother, and 

Ricky, her youngest brother. She especially feels protective over Ricky and 

wants him to leam from both Johnny's and her experiences of having babies 

as adolescents (FN, p. 13). 
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Cindy, unlike the other participants, most importantly, views herself as 

a mother and a future wife. She feels very lucky to have Belina, her three 

year old daughter, and in her words, "I am taking advantage of being able to 

enjoy watching my daughter grow up and I only hope that I can provide her 

with a stable and happy future" (I#2, p. 4). She looks forward to her 

marriage to Tony, her fiance who is Behna's father. She feels that they have 

a secure and balanced relationship where they share the responsibihties of 

raising a child (I#l, p. 4). She hopes to be as good a wife as she is a mother. 

Multiple Interests 

Music is an integral part of the identities of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, 

and for most adolescents, as Danesi (1994) writes, "a means for identifying 

with peers" (p. xi). Wuulff (1988) in her study of twenty girls in a South 

London microculture, explains that musical taste is an important way to 

differentiate and define the youth styles of various adolescent groups. Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy appreciate a variety of musical styles and each has her own 

particular preference. Sylvia's favorite music is what she calls "oldies" or 

motown music of Afiican American rhythm and blues singers firom the sixties 

and seventies like "Marvin Gaye, A1 Green, and Mary Wells" (I#2, p. 21). 
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Sylvia's uncles introduced her to motown music when she was growing up 

and whenever she listens to it, she identifies with them. Anna favors hip-hop 

music or gangsta rap because this music parallels her role as a gangster. The 

lyrics of gangsta rap describe issues Uke violence and life on the streets which 

Anna deals with on a day-to-day basis (I#2, p. 8). Cindy Ukes all kinds of 

music, stating; "I've never really had a favorite. I hstened to variety, rap, and 

all that.... I Usten to anything. It doesn't matter to me. I don't really care" 

(I#2, p. 9). Cindy embraces many different types of music because she does 

not identify with any one group. 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy each have their own particular interests of 

multiple sign systems which inform who they are. Sylvia takes pride in her 

large collection of carefully wrapped Barbie dolls. In her eyes, these dolls 

represent the fact that at times she is still a little girl. Anna appreciates art, 

and more specifically Chicano art and tagging. Although she claims that she 

possesses no artistic talent, she enjoys reading books about art. Her artistic 

curiosity and her keen eye for visual signs and their significance become more 

and more apparent as I interact with Anna. Cindy is a loyal fan of the Dallas 

Cowboys, a popular football team. She watches each of their football games 
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with her family faithfully. She even purchases as much clothing with the 

Dallas Cowboy logo as she can for both herself and BeUna (FN, p. 92). 

Cindy shares her enthusiasm for the Cowboys with her family members, 

providing them with a common interest. As I have mentioned earlier, the 

interests of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy are as diverse as any adolescent's. 

Appearances: Clothing. Make-up. and Hair Stvles 

Often the only information teenagers have about each other is how they 
look. (Pipher, 1994, p. 56) 

The choices of clothing style are particularly important to Sylvia, Anna, 

and Cindy because what you wear is a way to express who you are and with 

whom you associate. As Danesi (1994) explains, for adolescents, "in a more 

fundamental anthropological sense, style eclecticism constitutes a normal 

feature of subcultural codes" (p. 79). He continues; 

Fashion is also an ideological statement. Teens who see themselves as 
antisocial and iconoclastic will convey this through their clothing 
selections.... Clothing communicates. Like language, it can be 
endearing, offensive, controversial, dehghtful, disgusting, foolish, 
charming, and the Ust could go on and on. (p. 80) 

Anna and Sylvia vary their clothing style depending upon their context of and 

the messages they want to convey. Anna, most often, dresses in a gangster 
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style, with blue, black, white, or gray baggy, baggy pants or jeans, large, 

loose, untucked work shirts, and sneakers. Her style indicates to those 

around her that she is a gangster and belongs to the gang on the west side of 

Tucson, because blue is their representative color. She never wears red 

clothing because red is the color of the rival gang (I#3, p. 2). Anna dresses 

differently or in a more preppy style with tight fitting shirts and slacks when 

she goes to work or church because she feels that she is often judged on the 

basis of her clothing style. She explains: 

Cuz like if someone goes in and sees me dressed hke that, then they 
just get a different picture of me. They see me as a kid, just as a kid 
like a gangster, well. Theyjust see me completely differentiy. I mean 
when they see me like this [she was dressed in work clothing], they 
just seem to treat me different (I#3, p. 2). 

At the beginning of the study, Sylvia dressed in a gangster style with 

baggy pants and shirts because she spent a lot of time with her gangster 

fiiends. As the study progressed, however, and Sylvia began to spend less 

time with her gangster friends from her neighborhood, her clothing style 

changed and became more "prep" (I#3, p. 3). She stills wears blue, black, 

gray, and white jeans, shirts, and sneakers, but now her jeans and shirts are 

more form fitted. Sylvia still does not wear red, however, because she does 
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not want to appear as if she is claiming loyalty to the rival gang. On special 

occasions, going to church, social events, or work meetings, Sylvia varies her 

clothing style to suit her context, wearing "nice clothes" such as slacks, 

shirts, and sandals (I#3, p. 2). 

Cindy dresses in a "preppy" or regular style with straight jeans, shorts, 

or skirts, form-fitted tee-shirts, and sandals or sneakers. She does not follow 

any particular clothing style or group. Cindy also wears mostly blue clothing 

in part because it is her favorite color and because it is the color of the Dallas 

Cowboys. She does wear red on occasion, even though her brothers belong 

to the neighborhood, west side gang whose representative color is blue. 

Sylvia's and Cindy's make-up and hair styles resemble the popular 

style of many of the Mexican American adolescent females in Tucson. They 

each wear mostly pink eye-shadow, black or brown mascara and eye-liner, 

and red, brown, or maroon lipstick. They both have long, curly, brown hair 

which they usually wear pulled back. They both explain that they have had 

long hair all of their lives, a symbol of their femininity. Anna's make-up and 

hair styles are sUghtly different and unique, corresponding with her interest in 

the visual and the ways in which she appears visually. Anna creates a 
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striking facial portrait with sharp color contrasts, using white face powder and 

dark brown or maroon hpstick, plucked, thin, dark eye-brows, white eye

shadow, and black liquid eye-liner and mascara. Her style has developed 

through the influence of her mother, her older sister, Daniella, and fashion 

magazines. She wears her long, brown hair loose and wavy. For Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy, their clothing, make-up, and hair are significant texts of 

visual sign systems which present elements of their identities. 

Dreams and Fears 

The dreams and fears of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy vary depending upon 

their personal situations during the research study. Each set of dreams and 

fears illustrates their individual visions of the future. Sylvia focuses on her 

immediate future, reporting that she hopes to graduate from high school in the 

spring and go to college to become a dentist. She states, "My greatest dream 

is to reach my goals, to become a dentist, and to make money, and get a 

house, and move out, and get married, and have kids" (I#3, p. 14). Her 

biggest fears are that she is "not gonna accompUsh anything" and that she is 

"not gonna graduate" (I#3, p. 14). Anna also hopes to graduate from high 

school in the spring and eventually go to New York City to study media arts. 
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She reflects about her future aspirations: "I just know that I want a lot. I 

don't want to just sit. I don't want to ever feel like I can't do anymore than 

that, than what I have right now" (I#3, p. 15). Anna fears the deaths of her 

friends but not her own death because she is sure that when she dies, she will 

be with her friends in heaven who have ah^eady passed away (I#3, p. 14). 

Cindy hopes to become as good a wife as she is a mother. She is excited 

about her May wedding and once married, she intends for her family to move 

into their own house or apartment. Cindy would like to study to become an 

elementary school teacher but at the moment wants to concentrate on taking 

care of her family and their finances (I#2, p. 4). Cindy's biggest fear would 

be to have to apply for food stamps and go on welfare. She wants her family 

to be self-suflficient financially (I#l, p. 7). 

The individual elements of the self identities of Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy, which are communicated through multiple sign systems, entail their 

multiple attributes, roles, interests, appearances, and dreams and fears. These 

multiple elements of their self identities function along a continuum and are 

emphasized and de-emphasized during the many diverse interactions of their 

day-to-day Hves depending on the context. Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, for the 
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most part, are used to weaving their multiple individual elements to construct 

their identities. These adolescents girls resemble the women who Bateson 

(1990) describes as in the process of "composing a life." She writes: 

Women today, trying to compose lives that will honor all their 
commitments and still express all their potentials with a certain unitary 
grace, do not have an easy task. It is important, however, to see that, 
in finding a personal path among the discontinuities and moral 
ambiguities they face, they are performing a creative synthesis with a 
value that goes beyond the merely personal. We feel lonely sometimes 
because each composition is unique, but gradually we are becoming 
aware of the balances and harmonies that must inform all such 
compositions, (p. 232) 

The Relational Elements of Self Identity 

The relational elements of the self identity of each participant, which 

are expressed through texts of multiple sign systems, encompass the manners 

in which she perceives herself in relation to or in opposition of another person 

or groups of people. As Franz, Cole, Crosby, and Stewart (1994) write: 

On the one hand, identity sets each individual apart as distinct fi-om 
every other. Simultaneously, interconnection is the foundation of 
identity. These two facets exists not as mutually exclusive poles, but 
instead as two faces of the same coin. It is not the case that a person is 
at one moment somehow separate and at another somehow connected; 
rather, at every moment, what makes the individual unlike any other 
individual—to herself and to others—is that she has a unique 
constellation of relationships to other people, (p. 326) 
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The relational elements of the self identities of each participant are discussed 

in terms of their relationships in their inner and outer worlds. The inner 

worlds of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy are based upon the quahties of trust, 

respect, and caring and involve their close relationships with (1) family 

members; (2) friends; and (3) adult school mentors. Their outer worlds entail 

more distant relationships where they have feelings of animosity, doubt, and 

fear with (1) teachers, administrators, and students at school; and (2) society, 

a more abstract entity. The relationships of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy guide 

them in the ways in which they create and define the cultural, gender, class, 

religious, and linguistic aspects of their identities. 

Families 

For Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, their relationships with their family 

members are significant influences and sources of support. Colfer (1991), in 

her study of at risk adolescent girls, observes that the family members of her 

participants are "major actors" in their hves (p. 294). Delgado and Humm-

Delgado (1982) explain that in Latino famiUes, the extended family is defined 

as the primary social support system. Both the structure of each participant's 
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family and the ways in which each adolescent values her family vary, 

depending on the individual participant. 

Sylvia's family entails her immediate family of two parents and her 

brother, and her extended family of grandparents, uncles, aunts, and cousins. 

She views her family as the most important aspect of her hfe, and in her eyes, 

"Blood is thicker than water" (FN, p. 2). She does not worry about ever 

being alone because she knows that she can always depend on her family 

members (I#l, p. 2). She appreciates the closeness she feels to her mother 

and father and is aware of the ways in which they have influenced the behefs 

which constitute her identity (I#2, p. 2). She values her relationship with her 

older brother although at times they bicker and partake in the typical sibling 

rivahy of any brother and sister. She states that "without him, I don't think 

I'd be here today.... I depend on him a lot as a brother and as my friend. 

He was always there for me when I was httle, when my mom and dad weren't 

there I would cry to him" (I#2, pp. 3-4). Sylvia is particular close to her 

paternal extended family, her uncles, aunts, and cousins, because they live in 

Tucson. She describes her family as analogous to the one in the movie "Mi 

Familia" because she explains that "it's so much like our family in the sense 



363 

that the family has always been really close. Even though we've been a 

rough, hard family, we've always been real tight" (I#2, p. 2). 

Anna's family structure is less traditional than Sylvia's family 

structure. She currently hves with her mother, step-father, younger sister, and 

step-brother. At the beginning of the study, she hved with her oldest sister 

and her family because she felt that she gets along better with her mother 

when they Uve apart (FN, p. 16). Although Anna's feelings about her family 

and especially her mother often fluctuate because she resents the ways in 

which her mother perceives her, she is ready to be treated as an adult and not 

a child; her family has always been there for her through thick and thin. 

During their time of crisis when Daniella, Anna's older sister, and Miguel, 

both Anna and DanieUa's friend, were in a severe car accident, the women in 

Anna's family demonstrated strength and resihence (FN, pp. 50-51). As 

Anna reports, "My mom would do anything for us" (I#l, p. 4). Anna is very 

fond of her step-father whom she regards as her father and has a loving 

relationship with her siblings. She is particularly close to her older sister, 

Daniella, who she describes as a significant influence on her growth (I#I, p. 
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5). Anna is not as close to her extended family as Sylvia because many of her 

extended family members do not live in Tucson. 

Cindy's immediate family entails her three year old daughter, Belina, 

and her fiance, Tony, who is Belina's father. Cindy has been involved with 

Tony for the past four years and looks forward to marrying him in the spring 

(I#2, p. 2). She feels close to him because they have shared the 

responsibilities of raising Belina since she was conceived (I#l, p. 6). Cindy 

cherishes Belina who brings her great joy. She is also close to her parents 

and brothers. Cindy refers to herself as "Daddy's Uttie girl," explaining that 

her father has always supported her in her decisions and has taught her to 

follow her own instincts (I#l, p. 2). Cindy treasures her mother now although 

she did not always feel this way. During her high school years, she often 

argued with her mother, but now that she is a mother herself, and lives 

independently fi-om her parents, she values her relationship with her mother 

and the support she provides for her. Cindy also appreciates her relationships 

with both Johnny, her younger brother, and Ricky, her youngest brother. 

Being CathoUc. Mexican American, and Female. Throughout the 

research study, for Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, the topic of culture was difficult 
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to describe without tangible objects and situations to point to and interact 

with. Each participant discusses the influence her family has on her beliefs 

about the religious, cultural, and gender aspects of her self identity. Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy were all raised as CathoUcs growiog up, although going to 

church regularly was not emphasized in their households. As Zambrana 

(1994) writes, "Roman CathoUcism is regarded as the primary religion of 

Latinos.. . . The church has served to channel frustration and aggression that 

otherwise could not be resolved satisfactorily in situations of emotional stress 

and hfe crisis" (p. 141). Sylvia beheves that her Catholicism has "a big 

influence" on her life but she is not sure how to explain the role which 

rehgion plays in her world (I#2, p. 16). For Anna, the traditional behefs of 

Catholicism which have been passed down to her through her family are 

important considerations in her day-to-day life. For example, she beheves in 

the effectiveness of making promises to God when something has gone wrong 

in her family. When Daniella, Anna's older sister, was in the intensive care 

unit of the hospital after her severe car accident, Anna's step-father promised 

God that he would climb the stairs of a church in Hermosillo, Mexico, on his 

knees, if Daniella recovered (I#3, p. 7). Cindy values her Catholic faith and 
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believes that her faith is more important than going to church every Sunday 

(I#2, p. 2). Each participant crosses herself each time she passes a church to 

show her respect to her faith. For each participant, their Cathohc behefs 

guide their interpretations of the world around them. 

Both Sylvia and Anna use portraits of "Our Lady of Guadalupe" to 

represent the rehgious aspects of their identities. "Our Lady of Guadalupe" is 

considered "the special Protectress of the Americas" (GrifiBth, 1988, p. 44) 

and her image is found all over the Mexican and Mexican American worlds. 

These portraits of "La Guadalupana" represent protection and safety against 

the evils of the world. Anna also provides photographs of a wooden crucifix 

with a silver Jesus (A#9) and a colored portrait of a small baby with the 

phrase "A baby is God's way of saying the world should go on" (A#10). For 

Anna, the crucifix signifies her behefs that Jesus Christ died for her sins. The 

baby portrait reminds her to have hope for the fiiture, to counteract her 

feelings of hopelessness which are caused by the many deaths of her close 

friends. Catholicism is an important aspect of the identities of Sylvia, Anna, 

and Cindy which they have adopted fi*om their families. 
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Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy approach their Mexican American cultural 

identities from diJBferent perspectives. For Sylvia, a visit to the University of 

Arizona Museum of Art, where there is an exhibit on the traditional arts of 

Tucson's Mexican American community, proves to be a good stimulus for 

discussion. The exhibit reminds Sylvia that her cultural identity is closely 

linked to her ties with her family. Being third generation Mexican American, 

she discusses the diverse lifestyles of her grandparents when they lived in 

Mexico, her family traditions which revolve around the reUgious hoUdays, 

and the fact that her culture is embedded in her everyday life (I#3, p. 8). 

Sylvia was raised with the behef that "La Raza" and "La Familia" are the 

most important parts of her identity (I#2, p. 13). 

For Anna, many of the aspects of her Mexican American cultural 

identity follow closely along with her CathoUc traditions. She does not 

regard reUgion separately from culture and many of her cultural elements 

revolve around rehgious hohdays like Christmas and Easter (I#2, p. 3). In 

terms of her ethnicity, she regards herself as both a Mexican and an 

American. When she is in Mexico she feels like she is more of an American 

because of the language barrier and the different standards of living. 
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However when she is in a pubhc place in Tucson where there are a lot of 

White people, she feels very Mexican (I#2, p. 5). 

Cindy, on the other hand, as a fourth generation Mexican American, 

feels that her heritage has no affect on her life or her identity. When asked if 

there are any traditions she values from her Mexican American culture, she 

responds, "No, not to me. I'm my own person so I don't care. Til do 

whatever I need to do" (I#2, p. 5). The differences between the ways in 

which Sylvia and Amia embrace many of the Mexican traditions in their 

identities versus the rejection of Mexican cultural values displayed by Cindy 

can be attributed to the differences in how long their famihes have lived in the 

United States. Both Sylvia and Anna are third generation Mexican American 

whereas Cindy is fourth generation Mexican American. 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy have received diverse messages about their 

gender identities from their famihes. Although Sylvia has always been 

encouraged to be successfiil in school, her parents have raised her 

traditionally as a female to stay home, cook, and clean (FN, p. 60). Sylvia 

would hke to move out of her parents' home when she finishes high school so 

that she can become more independent and go to college but her parents 
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believe that she should remain at home until she is married (FN, p. 36). 

Sylvia feels she has received mixed messages about her role as a Mexican 

American female: her family demonstrates to her that Mexican American 

women are well respected within the family and she has been encouraged to 

do well in school and have career goals but her parents want her to live at 

home until she is married. Much like Sylvia, Cindy was raised traditionally in 

terms of her gender. Growing up with two younger brothers, she was often 

treated differently because of her femininity, having to adhere to stricter 

curfews when she was living at home than her brothers, and being told she 

could not play softball because she is too fragile (I#2, p. 7). In the study of 

adolescent females conducted by Taylor, Gilligan, and Sullivan (1995), they 

describe the ways in which several of their Latina participants, like Cindy, 

complain that their brothers are accorded greater privileges. 

Anna, however, was raised with strong Mexican American, female role 

models and beheves that in the fiiture she should pursue her dreams and go 

wherever they take her. She has great confidence in herself as a young 

woman and knows that she will be successful once she is independent. Her 

views about her gender identity are anything but traditional (I#2, p. 6). 
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Anna's comments about her gender resonate with the statements of Ortiz 

(1994) based on the research of Zavella (1987). Ortiz reports: 

Although Mexican American women have long been characterized as 
adhering to traditional roles in the family (that is, placing their families 
ahead of themselves, deferring to tiieir husbands and fathers, and 
carrying all of the household responsibihties), empirical evidence 
demonstrates that Chicanas are active participants in both home and 
work environments, (p. 16) 

Each participant perceives their gender identity in part through the influences 

of their families. 

Working Class Backgrounds. Each participant in the research study 

describes herself as coming from a working class background. For the most 

part, they associate their class status in terms of their parents' economic 

status. The ways in which they define working class correlates with Weber's 

(1961) perspective that members of the working class are defined by mostly 

blue collar employment, the levels of their incomes, and the extent of what 

they own. Anna explains that her family is working class, because, in her 

words, "We aren't poor, but we don't have everything. We always have 

what we need. It isn't like we aren't gonna eat or anything like that" (I#2, p. 

5). Sylvia reiterates the same statement, explaining that both of her parents 
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have always worked and her family has what they need most of the time. She 

is proud to be from a family that works for what they want (I#2, p. 20). 

Cindy was also raised in a working class environment where both of her 

parents worked for the most part. She feels that she has always had what she 

wants. During the time of the study, both Cindy and Tony work to support 

themselves and Behna (I#2, p. 7). 

Linguistic Identities. Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy explain that they were 

not raised speaking Spanish, but rather grew up speaking Enghsh as their first 

language. Each participant reports that they were exposed to Spanish as they 

were growing up through their parents, grandparents, aunts, and uncles but 

they were never encouraged to leam Spanish. Their discussions of their 

Unguistic identities echo the sentiments of Moraga (1981) who writes: 

Although my mother was fluent in it, I was never taught much Spanish 
at home. I picked up what I did leam from school and from over-heard 
snatches of conversation among my relatives and mother.... It was 
through my mother's desire to protect her children from poverty and 
illiteracy that we became "anglocized"; the more effectively we could 
pass in the white world, the better guaranteed our future, (p. 28) 

As Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy speak Enghsh, they often intermingle Spanish 

expressions, grammatical structure, and words into their spoken English. 
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Their Mexican American background affects the linguistic aspects of their 

self identities. 

Friendships 

The ways in which Sylvia, Anna, and Ciody discuss their friendships 

demonstrate their range of attitudes about the value of friendships. Because 

Cindy has a daughter and a future husband, she rarely has time to associate 

with friends and therefore does not really consider anyone a close friend (I#2, 

p. 1). She values her family first and foremost. Sylvia, like Cindy, 

appreciates her relationships with her family members more than her peers 

because she views most of the peers she associates with as her acquaintances 

and not her true friends. At the beginning of the study, Sylvia's clothing style 

and language demonstrate her association with the gangsters in her 

neighborhood and resemble the descriptions below of the ways in which 

these friendships influence Anna's appearance and language. Sylvia, 

however, during the course of the study, decides to stop hanging out with her 

gangster friends, and therefore her clothing style and language change and 

become more preppy. Sylvia's fiiendship with her best friend, Christina, is 

an important part of her life and identity because she feels she has someone to 
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talk to with whom she shares mutual caring and respect (I#3, p. 14). Sylvia 

cites the following verses from a poem her neighbor wrote to describe her 

friendship with Christina; 

Our memories together. 
May they never end. 
Always together. 
Forever friends. (A#7) 

Anna's friendships are very important to her, especially those 

relationships she has with her gangster friends. She perceives her friends as 

her "strength and pride" (Eastmond, 1996) and she would greatly miss them if 

they were to leave her. Anna perceives herself as a gangster and feels a 

strong allegiance to her gangster friends and the gang. For Anna, "the gang 

not only defines" her "position in society but it becomes" one of the bases for 

her conception of herself (Thracher, 1927, p. 30). Being a gangster affects 

the ways in which Anna portrays herself, through her appearance, oral and 

written language, and manual gestures. Anna dresses like a gangster, with 

blue, black, white, or gray large, baggy jeans, and untucked, extra-large work 

shirts, and sneakers, to demonstrate to the outside world that she associates 

with a gang from the west side of Tucson. She uses particular expressions 
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and word structures which are commonly used by many of the members of 

her gang nationally. Anna also utilizes manual gestures or "signs" to 

demonstrate her affihation with the gang. 

Anna's association with the gang also informs her identity as a female. 

Anna is treated by her male gangster friends as an equal because she refuses 

to get involved romantically with any of the male members of the gang. She 

does not want to be viewed as a sexual object. Anna also remarks that she is 

not prissy and therefore the males know she is equal to them in strength and 

determination (I#2, p. 6). She is treated with respect because she often looks 

out and cares for the male gang members. 

hi terms of dating, Sylvia and Anna have distinct perspectives because 

of their personal experiences. Sylvia describes an abusive relationship in 

which she was involved two years before the study. She feels she would like 

to have a boyfriend but still needs time on her own to regain confidence in 

relationships, in general. She says, "It scares me to be in a relationship now. 

I'll get into a relationship and I'll pull away. It's like I don't want to be 

there" (I#l, p. 17). Anna would like to have a boyfriend but feels she could 

only date a male who is a gangster type because he is the only kind of 
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adolescent with whom she would have things in common. She does not want 

to date anyone in her gang but she does want to date a gangster. She explains 

that if the person she dated was different from her, he would have to be 

accepting of her gangster friends and her friends would have to accept him 

(I#3,p. 13). 

Caring Adult School Mentors 

Both Anna and Sylvia talk about adult school mentors at Castillo High 

School, where they attend, who have encouraged them to take an interest and 

be successful in school. They have had opportunities to connect with 

teachers and mentors who model an "ethic of caring." Noddings (1994) 

states that "an ethic of caring" involves "modeling, dialogue, practice, and 

confirmation" (p. 176). She furthers: 

Teachers model caring when they steadfastly encourage responsible 
self afBrmation in their students. Such teachers are, of course, 
concerned with their students' academic achievement, but more 
importantly, they are interested in the development of fully moral 
persons.... Such teachers treat students with respect and 
consideration and encourage them to treat each other in a similar 
fashion. They use teaching moments as caring occasions, (pp. 176-
177) 
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Besides modeling caring, caring teachers must have open and honest dialogue 

with their students where "conclusions are not held by one or more of the 

parties at the outset" (p. 177). This type of dialogue occurs only teacher and 

student know each other well and have developed trust over time. Caring 

teachers also encourage students to practice caring through supporting one 

another in peer interactions. Finally, teachers who embrace the ethic of 

caring confirm their students because as they come to understand what their 

students want to be and what they can approve in their students, they know 

what to encourage (p. 177). 

For Aima and Sylvia, they have developed trusting relationships with 

particular teachers because they value them as good teachers. In their eyes, 

much Uke the components which Noddings (1994) Usts for an ethic of caring, 

a good teacher is approachable, respects a student, takes the time to explain 

particular tasks, and cares about her success in her course and in the future. 

For example, Anna appreciates Mr. Walters, her media arts teacher, because 

he takes the time to help her understand. She states, "He wants us to start 

realizing that we're gonna have to work for what we want, that's all. He's 

real cool. I like him" (I#3, p. 11). Mr. Walters values Anna and treats her as 



377 

a responsible adult. Sylvia has a similar relationship with Mr. Richardson, 

her business skills teacher, who teaches her typing and word processing. 

Besides feeling like she can approach Mr. Richardson when she has a 

question, Sylvia likes her teacher because he provides her with a lot of 

support in her class work, making sure that she knows which assignments are 

due or missing, and what her grade is at any given time. 

Anna has also estabUshed a student/teacher relationship with Ms. 

Stein, her physical education teacher. Anna appreciates Ms. Stein because, 

although she is aware that Anna is a gangster, Ms. Stein does not judge her. 

Rather she views Anna as "a good kid." Ms. Stein often provides Anna with 

advice for the future: "She just basically tells us how she doesn't want us to 

end up giving up our dreams for a man. She wants us to do our thing first cuz 

that's how she is" (I#3, p. 11). Sylvia has also developed a trusting 

relationship with Ms. White, the drop out prevention specialist at Castillo 

PCgh School for whom she works as a student aide. She regards Ms. White as 

an adult at school to whom she can talk. Ms. White often expresses concem 

about Sylvia's feelings which makes Sylvia aware of how much Ms. White 

cares about her (FN, p. 87). Both Anna and Sylvia appreciate these teachers 
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and mentors at school because they have demonstrated that they care about 

their success. 

Schools, Societv. and Discrimination 

Describing their outer worlds, Cindy, Anna, and Sylvia all discuss 

negative school relationships which they have had in the past. These 

relationships are based on mistrust, anger, and fear and have informed them 

about issues of discrimination, prejudice, and racism. Cindy describes the 

ways in which she was asked to leave when she became a pregnant teenager 

at Castillo High School: "When everyone found out I was pregnant, right 

away I was what they called a 'baby having a baby'" (I#l, p. 7). When she 

realized she was pregnant, she went to her counselor at school who told her 

to stop doing her class work because she would not be remaining at Castillo 

(I#l, p. 7). Cindy and Tony transferred to a program for teenage parents until 

Belina, their daughter, was bom. Because Cindy was unsatisfied with the 

conditions of the nursery at the alternative program for teenage parents, she 

refused to bring Belina there every day. The administration informed her that 

she was required to use their day care facihties or they would give her spot at 

the program to someone else. Consequently, Cindy dropped out of school for 
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a few years, although she only needed one semester of credits to graduate. 

Two years later, Cindy did finish her credits and received her high school 

diploma but she feels frustrated that school and society discriminated against 

her because she was a teenage mother. As Farrell (1990) writes, "Teenage 

pregnancy is considered a social problem by policymakers and the media" (p. 

78). Cindy's experiences of being a teenage mother and student have made 

her mistrustful of school and society. 

Both Sylvia and Anna describe instances in their school histories of 

experiencing racism and discrimination based on race and class. Sylvia 

attended both elementary and middle schools on the east side of Tucson 

where most of her school mates were White and middle class. She states: 

We had to be mean to live, to work to go to school on the other side of 
town, cuz of the way they were to me. They were always better than 
me because I was nothing but a Mexican from the other side of town. 
That's how they always looked at me. That's how they always treated 
me. The teachers themselves were like, well she's not gonna be able 
to do this. Let's put her in a lower, in a learning class or in this or that. 
a#l,P- 14) 

Besides feeling different and inferior to her classmates, Sylvia also explains 

that she was never a good student or a fast learner and always had academic 

difficulties (I#I, p. 12). Anna's memories of middle school are similar to 
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Sylvia's comments about her elementary and middle school experiences 

because she attended a magnet school where the student population was 

mostly White. Anna reports that the teachers at the magnet program were 

prejudiced because they favored the White students. For example, "the 

student council was White for the White kids" (I#l, p. 9). Both Sylvia and 

Anna do not have fond memories of these experiences because they were 

reminded of the ways in which society discriminates against them because of 

their race and class. 

Anna's and Sylvia's experiences of being discriminated against in 

school correlates with much of the research that has been conducted on the 

long history of racism, and other forms of discrimination, particularly sexism, 

classism, ethnocentrism, and linguicism, in schools in the United States 

(Nieto, 1992; Weinberg, 1977). As Nieto (1992) writes, "Each of these 

discriminations is based on the perception that one ethnic group, class, 

gender, or language is superior to all others. In the United States, the norm 

generally used to measure all others is European American, upper middle 

class, English speaking, and male" (p. 21). Nieto continues: "Discrimination 

based on perceptions of superiority is part of the structure of schools, the 
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curriculum; the education most teachers receive; and the interactions among 

teachers, students, and the community" (p. 21). Attending programs which 

they beheved would be more enriching and would provide them with a better 

education, proved rather to be lessons in discrimination, racism, and 

frustration for Sylvia and Anna. 

Sylvia's experiences of discrimination continued when she entered an 

integrated high school at the beginning of high school. She assumed that her 

school situation would be more comfortable at an integrated school, but 

found, much to her dismay, that she was in between two worlds. She did not 

fit in with the White, middle class students because she was Mexican 

American, and working class but she also did not fit in with the Mexican 

American, working class students because she was considered spoiled and 

"too White" (I#2, p. 8). Again, she was faced with questioning what cultural 

and class aspects made up her identity and where did these factors place her 

in society. 

Anna discusses the issues of racism and discrimination on a broader 

societal level when she talks about how she feels when she is in a public 

place which is mostly populated by White people. She resents the fact that 
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others often judge her because of the color of her skin. She remarks; "I mean 

I do it too but hke when they see you, they have an idea in their head of what 

you're like already" (I#2, p. 5). Although Anna admits that she judges people 

by their outward appearance also, she feels that everybody should be given a 

chance regardless of their race, class, or religion (FN, p. 118). Anna 

practices these beliefs at school with her friends who are not gangsters. For 

example, she is friends with Juha, a girl at school who is a "rocker" or who 

listens to alternative music, dyes her hair purple, and has several piercings. 

Initially, Anna was put off by her outward appearance, but once she got to 

know her she realized that Juha was not that different from herself (I#3, p. 

10). 

The relationships which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy have in their outer 

worlds are founded on mistrust, fear, and anger. These relationships 

involving teachers, administrators, and other students, as well as society 

influence the perceptions of these adolescents about their locations in the 

world based on their race, class, and situations (for example, Cindy's 

pregnancy). The interactions which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy have with 

people in their outer worlds remind them of the pervasive presence of racism 
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and discrimination in their day-to-day lives. These types of experiences leave 

them feeling hopeless and discouraged. 

Tension, Observation, Reflection, and Action 

As Sylvia, Anna, Cindy, and I explore their perceptions of identity 

through multiple sign systems, several sources of tension are manifested 

between their individual and relational elements and among their relational 

elements. These experiences of tension encourage the adolescents to observe 

their situations, reflect on their conflicts, and take actions to change their 

situations, helping them to shape their integrated identities. The ways in 

which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy sort through and navigate their tensions are 

similar to the ways in which Paul (1994), in her study of a young adult 

woman's relational world, describes the experiences of Pat. She writes: 

Another sahent issue in Pat's young adulthood is the intricate 
intertwining of self-and relational-development as she struggled to 
define the dififerent dimensions of her newly emerging adult self in the 
context of various close relationships. Each relationship seemed to 
contribute to her self-development in a unique way, challenging Pat to 
integrate and synthesize the dififerent messages into a cohesive self. In 
fact, at times, others' expectations for Pat's self-definitional work 
contrasted and competed with one another, (p. 185) 
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Independence Versus Connection with Mothers 

For Sylvia and Anna, tension arises between their individual and their 

relational elements which involve their mothers. Like many adolescent 

females, Sylvia and Anna express contradictory feelings about their mothers. 

They love the protection and care which their mothers provide for them, yet 

they want to become independent of their mothers. They are experiencing the 

inevitable conflict which most daughters and mothers feel because as Pipher 

(1994) writes, "To have a self, daughters must reject parts of their mothers. 

Always mothers and daughters must struggle with distance—too close and 

there is engulfinent, too distant and there's abandonment" (p. 104). 

Sylvia struggles with her plans for the future because she wants to 

move out after graduation in the spring, to become independent, Uve on her 

own, work, and go to college. Her parents, and more specifically her mother, 

on the other hand, want her to hve at home until she is married. She is tom 

between the tradition of hving at home until she is married or spreading her 

wings and finding her independence. Sylvia feels frustrated, because two 

years, she was permitted to hve with her boyfriend because her parents 

beheved that they would eventually marry (I#2, p. 10). She is bothered that 
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she could leave the house if she was dependent on a male but not if she was 

independent. She states, "They want me to fulfill my dreams but they don't 

want me to leave their side" (FN, p. 77). These sentiments resonate with the 

discussion of Latina girls in the study conducted by Taylor, GilUgan, and 

Sullivan (1995) on their feelings of disconnection with their famihes versus 

the American culture. They write, according to Soto (1979), "Being in two 

cultures can provide intrapsychic or interpersonal stress according to the 

degree to which a girl or woman tries to adhere to strict traditional values 

while at the same time adopting new and conflicting values" (p. 63). 

As the study continued, Sylvia seemed to come to terms with her 

ambiguous relationship of being both dependent on and independent of her 

mother. She feels that at times she needs to be under her mother's wings 

whereas other times she can act independently. She appears content with her 

plans after graduation of remaining at home as she begins to go to college 

(I#3, p. 1). As Pipher (1994) writes, "Most girls are close to their mothers 

when they are young, and many retum to that closeness as adults" (p. 105). 

Does her acceptance of ambiguity between her and her mother signal that she 

is moving towards adulthood? 
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Anna, also, describes the conflict and tension she feels with her mother 

as she struggles to become independent. She does not want to depend on her 

mother yet as a seventeen year old with a part time job; to some extent, she 

has a choice. During the study, Anna attempted to hve with her oldest sister 

and family so that she would have more freedom from her mother but these 

Hving arrangements proved to be disastrous because for the most part, Anna 

strongly dislikes her brother-in-law. Returning to her mother's home, Anna 

was forced to abide by the house rules. Anna and her mother struggle 

between feeling separated and connected because as de Waal (1993) 

explains, "The mother is one of the most important people in teenage girls' 

worlds of experience" (p. 35) and teenage girls often speak rebelUously about 

the ways in which their mothers try to limit their freedom. 

Anna has made the decision to live in her mother's home until she has 

finished high school in the spring. Her future dreams drive her to tolerate and 

abide by her mother's rules although at times she feels challenged because 

she wants to hang out late with her friends or not go to school. Anna is 

frustrated as she battles to be independent and yet connected to her mother at 

the same time. Anna perceives her mother as an ideal role model of a strong. 
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independent woman yet when she tries to explore her own independence, she 

is told that she is still a little girl. As Anna and Sylvia continue to hve with 

their mothers, they may face other challenges with their mothers or all parties 

involved may grow to accept the ambiguous nature of their relationships. 

Morales (1981) reflects about her feelings of conflict with her mother, 

echoing the discussions of both Anna and Sylvia; 

Ceci says "It takes three generations. If you resolve your relationship 
with your mother you'll both change, and your daughter will have it 
easier, but her daughter will be raised differently. In the third 
generation the daughters are free." (p. 56) 

Being a Mother and Fiancee Versus Being a Student 

Cindy felt tension as she attempted to juggle her roles as mother, 

fiancee, daughter, employee, student, and participant of this study. 

Throughout the study, she describes the financial worries about which both 

she and Tony, her fiance, are concerned. She hsts the various debts or 

expenses, including their car and wedding ring payments, food and supplies 

for themselves and BeUna, child care at the community college, and expenses 

for the wedding in May (FN, pp. 11, 22). Besides their current financial 

obhgations, Cindy and Tony intend to move into a new apartment or house 
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after the wedding. As the study progressed, Cindy began to postpone our 

meetings more and more and occasionally to miss some of her classes at the 

community college so that she could work extra hours at the yo-yo factory 

(FN, p. 56). By November, Cindy informed me that she could no longer 

participate in the study because she did not have the time. She was too busy 

with work, her family, and school. A few weeks later, she dropped out of her 

classes so that she could begin to work fiill time. Cindy felt tension between 

providing for her family, participating in the study, and pursuing her 

education. After some reflection, she took action and opted to drop out the 

study and school so that she could attend to the aspect of her life which was 

her priority, her family. 

To Be a Gangster or Not to Be A Gangster 

During the research study, Sylvia also experienced tension between 

herself, her loyalty to her family, and her friendships with the gangsters in her 

neighborhood. Sylvia moums the violent death of her gangster friends, 

stating: 

It hurts. It hurts a lot. It's like saying that your brother got shot or 
your cousin got shot. It's like you worry, like are they okay? You 
know, is her still around? And then to find out that they're not there no 
more. A part of you is gone. You know that's hke my other family 
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right there. It's hke no different than hearing that your family member 
has been shot. (I#l, p. 8) 

She wants the violence to stop and in her eyes, the only way this can happen 

is if her gangster friends terminate their gangster lifestyles. Sylvia is 

concerned that her association with the gangster may worry or trouble her 

parents, but more importantly, she wants to be a positive role model for her 

cousins, and to her that means, not being a gangster. 

Although it was a difficult decision for Sylvia, through reflection and 

observation, she decided to end her lifestyle of violence and loss. In her 

opinion, respect can be gained through other means besides being in a gang 

(I#l, p. 7). Sylvia changed her clothing style and language to reflect the 

action she undertook to disassociate with the gang. For Sylvia, her decision 

has not meant terminating her friendships with the gang members; rather the 

amount of time she spends with them has decreased. She feels that she can 

be friends with anybody, regardless of their gang association. She is tired of 

witnessing members of her own ethnic group kill one another. 

Throughout the study, each participant experienced tension and conflict 

as she attempted to explore her perception of her identity. The tensions 
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which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy confronted during the study were tackled with 

observation, reflection, and action. Each of their tensions were difBcult to 

sort through, yet the adolescent females were successful at making their 

decisions and changes during the time of the study. These conflicts or 

conflicts that are similar to the ones they experienced may arise again as 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy continue to shape and create their identities through 

multiple sign systems. 

Conclusions: Integrated Self Identity Portraits 

The integrated self identity portraits of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy at the 

time of the study, entail their individual and relational elements as well as the 

changes and actions they took through moments of tension, observation, and 

reflection. Their integrated self identity portraits reflect their core selves 

which unite the various different elements and experiences which constitute 

who they are and who they are becoming. As Iventosch (1995) writes: 

Without that core, whatever prestigious group or external social role 
we identify ourselves with, we will not develop a self-reliant and 
coherent decision-making abiUty as a whole person. This core is the 
integrity of self-perception of "who I am" and develops through 
making connections among various social facets of one's life. (p. 24) 
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Who are Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy and what constitute their identities? 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy all describe themselves as shy and quiet when they 

are around people with whom they do not feel comfortable. Both Sylvia and 

Anna view themselves as stubbom adolescents with strong tempers when 

they feel an injustice has been committed. Anna does not give up easily on a 

challenge and often stands up for what she beheves in. Cindy is generally a 

quiet and shy female who at times voices her opinions and individuahty 

loudly. Sylvia and Anna struggle with their mothers because they want to be 

independent. Sylvia fluctuates between wanting to be treated as a httle girl 

who is safe under the wings of her parents and wanting to be treated as an 

adult who can make her own decisions. Anna thirsts for independence so that 

she can discover all that the world has to offer her. Cindy appreciates her 

independence as she hves with Tony, her fiance, and Belina, her daughter. 

Cindy, Anna, and Sylvia all juggle various roles in their hves. Cindy 

values her role as mother and future wife, first and foremost, over her roles as 

daughter, employee, and student. She takes great pride in her daughter and 

the strong relationship she has with Tony. Anna balances her roles as 

daughter, sister, gangster, student, and employee. She beheves that each of 
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these roles is a part of her identity, although she prioritizes various roles 

depending upon the context of her situation. Anna values her relationships 

with her family, yet during the time of the study, she is ready to try out the 

lifestyle of an independent adult. Throughout the course of the study, she 

worked through her conflicts of Uving at home and abiding by the house rules 

of her mother. She has become an active student, especially in her media arts 

class, and plans to graduate in the spring and go to college. Ann values her 

role as a gangster and views the gang as her other family. Sylvia also 

balances the different roles in her life of daughter, teenager, friend, student, 

employee, and warrior, focusing on her role as daughter primarily. Sylvia 

greatiy values her family and feels that in the long run her family members are 

the people she can rely on. Like Anna, Sylvia struggles for her independence 

from her mother but reconciles herself to understand that she can be both 

independent from and dependent on her mother. Sylvia takes her education 

seriously and looks forward to her potential future as a dentist. 

Anna, Sylvia, and Cindy surround themselves with texts of diverse sign 

systems to represent both the individual and relational elements of their self 

identities. Anna dresses mostly as a gangster because that is the way she 
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wants to be perceived by the world around her. In her gangster world, her 

oral and written language, manual gestures, and musical preference of gangsta 

rap reflect her gangster status. Sylvia, through the course of the study, 

decided to terminate her association with the gang and hence alter her 

clothing style, oral and written language, and gestures. She wants the outside 

world to view her as more of a preppy, regular person. Her musical taste 

reflects her strong allegiance to her family and her openness to people who 

are different from her. Cindy dresses in a preppy style and listens to a variety 

of music so that she is not afShated with any particular group. Anna who 

appreciates the visual aspects of the world likes to look at and read about art. 

Sylvia collects dolls which represents the httie girl within her. Cindy is fond 

of the Dallas Cowboys, a passion she has shared with her family members. 

Although Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy are all Mexican American, Catholic, 

and female, they perceive their cultural, religious, and gender identities in 

different ways. Sylvia views her culture as strongly tied to her family and 

cultural traditions are often associated with family get togethers. Her religion 

is important to her although it was never emphasized in her home. Her 

language reflects both the Mexican and the American aspects of her identity. 
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Living between two cultures, she has different perceptions of her gender 

identity than her parents. She wants to be independent from her parents 

before she is married. Anna perceives her CathoUcism and her Mexican 

American background as synonymous. She views her cultural traditions as 

relating to rehgious rituals and hoUdays. As a Mexican American female 

adolescent, she was raised with strong female role models who encourage her 

to be independent and pursue her dreams. Cindy emphasizes her Cathohc 

faith more than her Mexican heritage. As a fourth generation Mexican 

American, she does not feel her ethnic background has had any affect on her 

identity. Cindy was raised as a stereotypical female where her brothers 

received more privileges because they are male. These gender experiences 

have encouraged Cindy to have an equal relationship with Tony, her fiance. 

These integrated identity portraits of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

demonstrate the multi-faceted nature of the ways in which they perceive 

themselves. They do not characterize themselves through polarized extremes, 

but rather emphasize that context and situation affect the aspects of 

themselves that are highhghted at any given point in time. Their identities are 

not fixed and static but rather progress, flow, and unfold as was demonstrated 
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in their descriptions of the tensions which they worked through. They are in 

the process of becoming. These portraits provide a ghmpse at a moment in 

time of the identity constructions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy. 
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CHAPTER SEVEN 

IDENTITY EXPLORATION; 

CONCLUSIONS AND IMPLICATIONS 

What am I to conclude from this study of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy and 

their explorations of their perceptions of identity through multiple sign 

systems? The purpose of this study was not to provide generalizations about 

all female adolescents and their identities; rather, the presentation of the three 

case studies provide rich, descriptive portraits of the identity perceptions of 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy during a five month period of their late adolescent 

experiences. Through in-depth interviews and informal discussions, as well 

as through observations and an examination of collected written, visual, and 

auditory artifacts, I sought to understand how they perceived their identities 

and how these perceptions were expressed through multiple sign systems. By 

observing, following, hstening to, and talking with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, I 

was able to describe some of the multi-faceted characteristics of the complex 

identities of adolescent females. This study encouraged me as a researcher to 

Usten to the perspectives and stories of adolescent females who are often 
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silenced, neglected, or judged on the basis of their exterior appearances or the 

ways in which they present themselves to the outside world. As Taylor, 

Gilligan, and SuUivan (1995) write in their study of girls who are silenced, 

"Too often girls are talked about and talked at, but rarely are they spoken to 

or listened to" (p. 191). They continue, "If girls' voices do not centrally 

inform the direction of policy and programs, their needs are likely to be 

misconstrued and their strength and resihence ignored or lost" (p. 191). 

Through my research, I encourage all educators, whether they are teaching 

middle or high school students, or preservice teachers, to listen closely to the 

voices and stories of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy and embrace and value the 

multiple aspects of their identities. 

The research question which guided the inquiry was: What are the 

perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy about their identities, and how 

are these identities created and communicated through multiple sign 

system? Particular attention was given to (1) the individual elements of each 

participant's self identity, (2) the relational elements of each participant's self 

identity, (3) the tension, observation, reflection, and action which resulted 

from the conflict between the individual and/or relational elements of each 
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participant's self identity, and (4) the integrated identity portrait of each 

participant. Incorporating the interpretations which were discussed in the 

individual case studies in Chapter Five and the movement towards 

understandings and conclusions in the cross-case analysis in Chapter Six, I 

will explore the integrated self identity portraits of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy 

and the elements and factors, generally mentioned above, which constitute 

their perceptions of their identities. The following sections discuss some of 

the major conclusions which may be drawn from an analysis and 

interpretation of the data. Finally, important imphcations for female 

adolescent education and future research on adolescent identity will be 

described. 

Conclusions 

Exploring the identity perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy and the 

ways in which their identities are created and communicated through multiple 

sign systems supported the concept that identity is complex, dynamic, and 

multi-faceted. The identities of the participants encompass elements which 

were derived from each participant individually as well as from their 

relationships of connection to or opposition of others. Discussing concepts of 
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identity with the participants exemplified that one's identity is a process 

which is continually evolving and transforming. This transformative process 

involves experiences of tension, observation, reflection, and action which 

encourage an individual to adjust, add, or discard particular elements of one's 

identity. Each participant's integrated self identity entails their individual and 

relational elements as well as the changes made through tension, observation, 

reflection, and action (see Chapter Five for the model of the integrated self 

identity). 

The Individual Elements of Self Identitv 

The individual elements of each participant's self identity involve the 

manners in which she perceives herself as an individual or the characteristics 

which differentiate her from others (Franz, Cole, Crosby, & Stewart, 1994). 

These individual perceptions are expressed through the use of multiple sign 

systems. These elements constitute "the girl within" (Hancock, 1989) or a 

person's "inner authority" (Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tarule, 1986) 

and are made up of each participant's multiple attributes, roles, interests, 

appearances, and dreams and fears. Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy all highlight and 
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emphasize distinct elements at diverse points of their day-to-day interactions 

which are determined by the context of their situations. 

Each participant, throughout the course of the study, described herself 

in terms of multiple attributes which fluctuate in importance on a fluid identity 

continuum. Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy defined their characteristics in terms of 

their situations at a given moment and the people involved in those situations 

rather than identifying themselves in polarized extremes, as either shy or loud, 

cahn or hot tempered. These three adolescents perceived themselves as shy 

and quiet when they were around outsiders or people with whom they were 

not comfortable. Sylvia and Anna reported that they were stubborn and hot 

tempered but distinguished their tempers as fieiy and explosive for Sylvia and 

bitter and "loca" or crazy for Anna. Cindy explained that she only airs her 

views when she feels she needs to. Both Anna and Cindy highlighted the 

importance of feeling independent firom their parents. 

The multiple roles which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy play in their lives are 

important individual elements of their self identities. These multiple roles 

vary depending upon the context of their situation. Each participant 

discussed the importance of her role as daughter, yet Sylvia and Anna were 
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often troubled when they played the role of daughter. They struggled 

between the feelings of connections they had to their mothers and their thirst 

for separation. Cindy expressed her pleasure in being a daughter now that 

she has a daughter of her own but explained that when she was hving at home 

she often argued with her mother. Anna and Cindy greatly valued their roles 

as sisters; Anna highlighted her relationship with her older sister, Daniella, 

and Cindy discussed the closeness which she feels to her two younger 

brothers. The roles of student and employee were embraced by all three 

participants. Sylvia and Anna remarked that their roles as adolescents in a 

world of injustices and violence often caused them to fight for what they 

beUeve in. As a gangster, an important role which Anna played, she was 

often annoyed that the outside world immediately saw her as only a gangster 

and not the other roles she played in her Ufe. Unlike Sylvia and Anna, Cindy, 

predominantly, saw herself as a mother of Belina, a three year old daughter, 

and a ftiture wife to Tony, Belina's father. 

The multiple interests of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy constituted important 

individual elements of their self identities. Music, which Wuulf (1988) 

describes as an important means for adolescents to distinguish themselves 
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from one another, was an interest which was shared by all three participants. 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy all enjoyed a diverse selection of musical styles but 

each had her own particular preference. Besides music, each participant 

expressed interest in an individual hobby of multiple sign systems which 

contributed to the ways in which she expressed who she was. Sylvia 

described her Barbie doll collection which represented the littie girl within 

her. For Anna, a very visual person, she appreciated art, and especially 

Chicano art and tagging. Cindy was a fanatic about the Dallas Cowboys, a 

popular national football team, an interest which she inherited from her 

immediate family and which she and her family actively pursued during the 

research study, when they would get together to watch football games. 

The ways in which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy constructed their 

appearances through clothing, make-up. and hair stvles were valuable means 

to express who they were and with whom they associated. Anna and Sylvia 

alternated their clothing style depending upon the context of their situations 

and the ways in which they wanted to be perceived. Anna, for the most part, 

emphasized her gangster role and dressed as a gangster. For work or church, 

however, she usually dressed in a more preppy style because she did not want 
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other people to make judgments about her because of her clothing. Sylvia 

initiated the study wearing mostly gangster clothing but as her association 

with her gangster friends dissipated, she began to dress in a more "preppy" 

style. Like Anna, Sylvia changed her clothing style to suit her context, 

wearing nice clothes when she went to church or special occasions. Cindy 

dressed in a preppy style throughout the study. In her eyes, she had a 

clothing style that didn't pertain to any specific group. The make-up and hair 

styles of Sylvia and Cindy were similar to the popular styles of many 

Mexican American adolescent females in Tucson. Anna, who is a more 

visual individual, spent much time artistically constructing her make-up and 

hair compositions. 

Finally, the dreams and fears of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy constituted 

individual elements of their self identities. Their dreams and fears differed 

depending upon their individual situations and visions for the future. Sylvia 

discussed her immediate future, hoping to graduate in the spring, go to 

college, and become a dentist. Her fears involved not graduating and being a 

disappointment to her family. Anna described her intentions to graduate in 

the spring and move to New York City where she wants to study media arts. 
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Anna feared that her friends would leave her through death. The future of 

becoming a good wife and continuing to be a good mother were the kinds of 

hopes which inspired Cindy. She was concerned about her family's financial 

situation and feared that she and her future husband would not be able to 

support their family independently. 

The Relational Elements of Self Identity 

The relational elements of the self identities of Sylvia, Aima, and 

Cindy, which were communicated through multiple sign systems, concerned 

the means in which they viewed themselves in relation to or in opposition of 

another person or groups of people. These relational elements were 

discussed in terms of the participants' relationships in either their inner or 

outer worlds. The relationships of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy informed them in 

terms of the ways in which they constructed and shaped the cultural, gender, 

reUgious, class, and linguistic aspects of their identities. 

In their inner worlds where they felt trust, respect, and caring, Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy described their relationships with their families. Both the 

importance placed on the family and its structure differed in terms of the 

individual participant. For Sylvia, her family entailed her immediate family of 
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two parents and her brother, and her extended family of grandparents, micles, 

aunts, and cousins. Sylvia considered her family the strength and support of 

her life. Anna's family structure was less conventional, encompassing her 

mother, father, step-father, two older sisters, one younger sister, and one 

younger step-brother. Although Anna often resented the ways in which her 

mother restricted her freedom, her family was always there for her through 

thick and thin. Cindy's family encompassed her immediate family of her 

three year old daughter and her fiance, Tony, and her parents and younger 

brothers. She valued her daughter and future husband first and foremost but 

also greatly depended on her parents and brothers for love and support. 

Throughout the research study, Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy discussed the 

influences their famihes had on their beliefs about the religious, cultural, and 

gender aspects of their self identities. Each participant was raised as a 

Catholic and believed that her Catholicism was a significant aspect of her 

identity. Sylvia had difficulty explaining the influence of Catholicism on her 

day-to-day life, yet she knew that it affected her. Anna discussed the ways in 

which her Cathohc traditions were passed down through her family. Cindy 

valued her Cathohc faith over attending church on a regular basis and hoped 
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to raise her daughter as a Cathohc. The image of "Our Lady of Guadalupe" 

was pervasive among the rehgious icons which Anna and Sylvia 

photographed to represent their identities. 

Each participant perceived ihe,\r Mexican American cultural identities 

from diverse perspectives. For Sylvia, being Mexican American continued to 

tie her to her family. She was raised to believe in the power of "La Raza" 

and "La Familia." Anna regarded her Mexican American culture as 

connected to her Cathohc rehgion. hi terms of ethnicity, she viewed herself 

as both a Mexican and an American depending on the context of her situation, 

such as whether she is in the United States or Mexico. Cindy, on the other 

hand, as a fourth generation Mexican American, felt that her ethnicity had no 

affect on her identity. 

The gender identity messages which were transmitted through the 

family were different for each participant. Sylvia described being raised 

traditionally as a Mexican American girl, learning how to cook and clean. 

She discussed the confusion she felt because her parents often encouraged her 

to have career goals and be successful in school, yet she was restricted to stay 

home until she is married. Much like Sylvia, Cindy was raised traditionally 
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in terms of her gender. Growing up with two younger brothers, she was often 

treated differently because of her femininity. Anna, on the other hand, was 

raised with strong female, Mexican American role models who demonstrated 

that she could do anything she wanted to if she set her mind to it. 

Working class was the term used by all three participants to describe 

their socioeconomic status. Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy associated their class 

with that of their parents. Each participant explained that both of their 

parents had woiiced outside the home at one point or another and that they 

always had what they wanted or needed. 

Although many assume that Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy speak Spanish 

because they are Mexican American, they grew up speaking English as their 

first language. They were exposed to Spanish growing up but did not speak 

any Spanish during the time of the study. Their linguistic identities, however, 

involved EngUsh intermingled with Spanish expressions, grammatical 

structures, and words. 

The ways in which Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy discussed their friendships 

demonstrated their range of attitudes about the value of fiiendships. Cindy 

explained that she rarely had time for friends because she was so busy raising 
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her daughter and supporting her family. Sylvia also placed her family above 

her friendships, explaining that her friends were really only acquaintances. 

During the study, she decided to stop hanging out with her gangster friends, 

changing her clothing and language style. She did however emphasize her 

relationship with her best friend, Christina, whom she perceived as a sister. 

For Anna, her relationship with her gangster friends greatly affected her 

identity. Being a gangster influenced the ways in which Anna portrayed 

herself, through her appearance, oral and written language, and manual 

gestures. Her association with the gang also compounded her gender 

identity. Anna was treated as an equal by her male "homies" or gangster 

friends because she made a point of not getting involved with them 

romantically. 

Anna and Sylvia also talked about the ways in which a few of their 

adult school mentors at Castillo High School, where they attended, 

encouraged them to take interest and be successfril in school. These adult 

school mentors were approachable, showed their respect for the students, 

took the time to explain tasks and assignments, and cared about their 
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successes in school and the future. They valued Anna and Sylvia for who 

they were versus immediately judging them in stereotypical ways. 

In their outer worlds, Cindy, Anna, and Sylvia described the 

conflicting school relationships which they had in the past. These 

relationships were based on mistrust, anger, and fear and informed them 

about issues of discrimination, prejudice, and racism. Cindy recounted her 

personal story of being told to leave school the first semester of her senior 

year of high school because she was pregnant, although she only needed one 

last year of credits to graduate from high school. Once in an alternative 

program for teenage parents, she was successfiil until she had Belina, her 

daughter, and refused to bring the baby to the day care center on their campus 

because she was dissatisfied with the conditions of the nursery. She was 

informed by the administration that she could not attend the program if she 

did not use the day care facilities. These experiences of being discriminated 

against because she was a teenage mother led Cindy to feel mistrustful of 

school and society. 

Both Sylvia and Anna reported instances of racism and discrimination 

in their school experiences because of their race and class. Sylvia, who 



410 

attended elementary and middle schools on the east side of Tucson in schools 

which were predominantly White and middle class, described always feeling 

different and inferior to her classmates. Her memories of those experiences 

were of being a slow or bad student. Anna attended a magnet middle school 

which was mostly populated by White, middle class students. She resented 

the fact that her teachers demonstrated prejudice by favoring the White 

students. These experiences for Sylvia and Anna reminded them of the ways 

in which they are often discriminated against in society because of their race 

and class. Anna expressed her frustration with society because so often she 

felt she was judged because of the color of her skin. She explained that every 

one should be given a chance regardless of how they look on the outside. 

Tension. Observation. Reflection, and Action 

As Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy explored their perceptions of their 

identities through multiple sign systems during the research study, several 

sources of tensions were manifested between their individual and relational 

elements and among their relational elements. These experiences of tension 

were tackled through observation of the issue, reflection on the conflict, and 
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action taken to ameliorate the situation. These tactics helped each participant 

to shape her integrated self identity. 

For Sylvia and Anna, tensions arose between their individual and their 

relational elements which involve their mothers. Similar to the sentiments of 

many female adolescents, Sylvia and Anna expressed contradictory feelings 

about their mothers. On the one hand, they appreciated the love and 

protection their mothers suppUed for them, but on the other hand, they wanted 

to be regarded as adults who were separate from and independent of their 

mothers. For Sylvia, she could not decide whether she wanted her mother to 

treat her as a httle girl or as a grown woman. She wanted to be independent 

and move out of her parent's home when she graduated from high school, yet 

she appreciated the nurturing her mother provided for her. Through the 

course of the study, Sylvia was able to come to terms with the ambiguous 

nature of her relationship with her mother, of being both dependent on and 

independent of her mother. 

Anna had a similar conflict with her mother although, during the 

beginning of the study, she went as far as to hve with her oldest sister and 

family for several months so that she could live apart from her mother. These 
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living arrangements did not work out for Anna and she returned to her 

mother's home half way through the study. Although she was unhappy about 

having to abide by her mother's house rules, she made the decision to hve 

there until she finished high school in the spring. Weighing her priorities, she 

realized that her future of attending college in New York City was more 

important then going out with her fiiends and potentially breaking her 

mother's rules. These decisions were difficult for Anna and her feelings of 

frustration perpetuated throughout the study as she continued to battie to be 

both connected to and independent of her mother. 

Cindy's tension was of a different nature from the tension which Sylvia 

and Anna experienced. She grew frustrated during the research study as she 

attempted to balance her roles as mother, fiancee, daughter, emolovee. 

student, and participant of the study. Her financial obhgations weighed on 

her conscience and were often topics of discussion between us. As the study 

progressed, Cindy began to postpone our meetings more frequently and 

occasionally missed some of her classes so that she could work extra hours. 

By November, she dropped out of the study because she needed to focus on 

work, her family, and school. A few weeks later, she dropped out of school 
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so that she could work full time. Cindy felt tension between providing for her 

family, participating in the study, and pursuing her education. After some 

reflection, she opted to drop out of the study and school so that she could 

fulfill her obligations as a responsible mother and future wife. 

Sylvia, during the research study, also experienced tension between 

herself, her loyalty to her family, and her fiiendships with the gangsters in her 

neighborhood. She expressed great sorrow and despair about the many 

violent deaths of her gangster friends. Breaking her ties with her gangster 

friends would prevent her parents from being worried about Sylvia's well 

being and would allow her to be a positive role model to her younger cousins. 

Although these decisions were challenging for Sylvia, after some reflection, 

she realized that respect can be gained through other means besides being in a 

gang. Disassociating with the gang changed her clothing style and her oral 

and written language. 

Integrated Self Identity Portraits 

The integrated self identity portraits of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, during 

the five month time frame of the research study, entailed their individual and 

relational elements as well as the changes and actions they took through 
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moments of tension, observation, and reflection. Their integrated self identity 

portraits reflected their core selves which united the various different 

elements and experiences which constituted who they are and who they are 

becoming. Who were Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy and what constituted their 

identities? 

Sylvia was a quiet, shy adolescent who sometimes wanted to be treated 

as a httie girl and other times wanted to be independent like an adult. Her 

doll collection represented the litde girl inside, yet she hoped to go to college 

and become a dentist. Her success in school during the study encouraged her 

aspirations for the future. For Sylvia, her family was the most important 

aspect of her life because she could always rely on her family members for 

support, protection, and love. Being Mexican American and Catholic 

continued her connection to her family. She viewed her identity as a female 

in two distinct ways: one as the nurturer and the care-giver who tends to 

things in the home and the other as the independent woman who is well 

respected by all. Although during the study she was troubled by her 

frustrations of being both connected and separate from her mother, she was 

able to come to terms with a more ambiguous relationship with her mother. 
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She also chose to disassociate with her gang friends from her neighborfiood 

because she did not want to perpetuate her pain and suffering. Sylvia looked 

forward to her ftiture graduation and entrance into college. 

Anna was a sensitive adolescent who could be quiet and shy or loud 

and assertive depending upon the people surrounding her. When she felt an 

injustice was committed, she often became "loca" or crazy and had no 

problems standing up for what she believed in. As a visual person, she 

appreciated Chicano art and tagging. Anna perceived herself as an 

independent adult who was ready to make her own decisions without the 

input of her mother or other family members. Her struggles with her mother 

demonstrated her thirst to spread her wings and explore the world. She 

balanced her roles as daughter, sister, gangster, student, and employee. She 

valued each of these roles at different times depending on her circumstances. 

Anna's family was important to her and during the study she worked through 

her conflicts of living at home and abiding by the house rules of her mother. 

She inherited her Cathohc beliefs from her family which she perceived as her 

Mexican American culture. She was raised with strong Mexican American 

female role models who encouraged her to pursue her dreams. Besides the 
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importance of her family, Anna regarded the gang as a significant source of 

support and love. She remarked that the gang was her other family. Her 

clothing, musical preference, oral and written language, and gestures reflected 

her gang association. She was an active student at school, especially in her 

media arts class, and intended to graduate in the spring and go to college. 

Cindy was a reluctant, quiet female who at times aired her opinions and 

uniqueness loudly. Juggling several roles at once, Cindy valued her roles as 

mother and future wife, first and foremost, over her roles as daughter, 

employee, and student. She took great pride in her daughter, BeUna, and the 

strong relationship she had with Tony, her fiance. Cindy did not perceive 

herself as part of a particular group and hence appreciated a variety of music 

and dressed in a "preppy" or regular clothing style. She was fond of the 

Dallas Cowboys, a popular national football team, and shared her passion 

with her family members. Cindy was close to her immediate family, often 

spending time with her parents and brothers. From her perspective, her 

culture entailed her Catholic faith more than her Mexican heritage. As a 

fourth generation Mexican American, she did not feel her ethnic background 

affected her perception of her identity. Through the course of the study. 
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Cindy felt conflicted as she attempted to balance the various roles she played 

in her life. 

These integrated identity portraits of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy illustrate 

the complexities of the ways in which they perceived themselves. Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy described their identities in terms of multiple levels rather 

than polarized extremes, demonstrating the effect which their contexts and 

situations had on the selection of certain aspects of their identities to be 

highlighted. Their identities were not fixed entities, but rather compositions 

which flowed, progressed, and evolved through tension, observation, 

reflection, and action. These portraits exemphfied how the identities of 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, over the course of five months, were in the process 

of becoming. 

hnpUcations firom Identity Exploration for Educators 

As Sylvia, Anna, Cindy, and I explored their perceptions of their 

identities through multiple sign systems, several imphcations for 

teachers/researchers of adolescents, and teacher educators arose. The 

following nine sections below highhght and describe the suggestions and 



418 

recommendations which evolved through the course of my research 

experience. 

Adolescence: A Time of Identity Construction 

Adolescence, and especially late adolescence, is characterized by the 

process of constructing one's identity (Marcia, 1980). It is a passage 

between childhood and adulthood when a young person evaluates who they 

are and who they are becoming. As educators, we must acknowledge that 

our students are in the process of constructing their identities and provide 

them with classroom opportunities for these identity explorations. As Muuss 

(1996) writes: 

Rather than foster a moratorium-hke exploration of individual growth 
experiences, schools require adolescents to suppress their creativity, 
individuahty, and identity exploration to the routines of a skill- and 
knowledge-oriented curriculum. Thus schools seem to be encouraging 
foreclosure to the extent that they demand conformity to the status quo 
and submission to authority rather than aiding the adolescent in the 
search for and exploration of a personal identity, (p. 81) 

Allowing adolescents to talk about the ways in which they perceive 

themselves encourages self-exploration and fosters discussions which are 

relevant to the hves of our students. Muuss (1996) indicates that "Identity' 

formation thrives when there are opportunities for exploration of divergent 



419 

ideas, controversial issues, and alternative ways of thinking and behaving" (p. 

82). 

Providing opportunities for identity exploration in the classroom also 

enables the teacher to get to know the multiple aspects of their students' 

identities, rather than creating a one-dimensional perspective of each student. 

For example, Anna appreciated her physical education teacher, Ms. Stein, 

because Ms. Stein perceived her as both a gangster and a "good kid." She 

was able to see and embrace the multiple nature of Anna's identity. 

Classroom discussions revolving around the topic of identity also give 

students a chance to talk about the mutual concerns and worries which they 

share. Sylvia expressed these feelings when she described her experiences 

with the discussion group for adolescents to which Ms. White, the drop-out 

prevention speciaUst, at Castillo High, introduced her. She stated that the 

discussion group was valuable to her because she felt that she was not alone 

in her sorrows. 

Exploring identity in a classroom of adolescents requires several 

important factors. First, a safe environment where students feel willing to 

take risks and voice their opinions should be encouraged. Second, educators 
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must be flexible, allowing students both the time and space necessary because 

identity construction is a process which evolves through time sporadically. 

Finally, as educators, we should not be afraid of tension and "a sense of 

disequihbrium to surface in the classroom" (Taylor & Fox, 1996, p. 90) 

because discussing identity is a complex, messy process which involves 

sharing personal perspectives and reveaUng aspects of one's perception of 

oneself. As Scapp states in a dialogue with hooks (1994): 

Not every moment in the classroom will necessarily be one that brings 
you immediate pleasure but that doesn't preclude the possibility of joy. 
Nor does it deny the reality that learning can be painful. And 
sometimes it is necessary to remind students and colleagues that pain 
and painful situations don't necessarily translate into harm. (p. 154) 

Sign Svstems: Means for Expressing Identity 

If we encourage only those forms of communication that highhght 
language, many types of meanings will necessarily be neglected 
because they simply are not amenable to linguistic expression (Rowe, 
Harste, & Short, 1988, p. 11) 

I chose to encourage Sylvia, Arma, and Cindy to use texts of multiple 

sign systems, for example, song lyrics, clothing, religious icons, photographs, 

and gestures, to express their identity perceptions because they employ 

multiple sign systems on a regular basis to make meaning of the world around 
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them and where they fit into the world. By narrowing the sign systems 

appropriate in the classroom to only oral and written language, we prevent the 

use of other ways of knowing which may better communicate and convey 

feelings or ideas about identity. Noll (1995) provides an example, stating, 

"The way in which music can be used to convey a particular emotion will 

necessarily be different than the way in which either language or visual art 

might be used to express it" (p. 81). Students who are encouraged to 

communicate in a variety of sign systems are more apt to take risks and 

express their sincere beliefs because they feel more comfortable with a 

particular sign system. In Noll's (1995) study of the construction of meaning 

of Lakota and Dakota young adolescents through multiple sign systems, she 

writes, "It became clear early in the research that these young adolescents 

construct meaning in their Uves, not only through language, but also through 

sign systems such as art, music, and movement (or dance)" (p. 250). 

Allowing our students to communicate through various sign systems provides 

them with opportunities to create texts which are relevant and meaningful to 

their lives. Educators should encourage students to express themselves 



422 

through multiple sign systems, rather than solely placing value on texts of 

written and oral language. 

Cultural Discussions: A Need for Tangible Objects 

Initially during the research study, Sylvia, Anna, Cindy, and I struggled 

to discuss perceptions of culture in abstract forms. Our conversations were 

circular, continually returning to the question of what does the term "culture" 

entail. As we discussed possible definitions, we found ourselves focusing on 

reUgious holidays and rituals. Again, these were difficult topics to discuss 

without tangible objects or texts of multiple sign systems We found ourselves 

searching for representative objects like portraits of the "Virgen of 

Guadalupe" and other religious icons to provide us with vehicles to explore 

concepts of culture, values, and beliefs. For example, when we visited the 

University of Arizona Museum of Art, we were able to examine artifacts or 

artistic objects which the participants associated with their culture. We had a 

starting point for discussion. 

Discussions about definitions of personal cultures are nearly impossible 

without tangible texts. In my preservice teaching course, for example, I 

introduce dialogue about personal conceptions of culture by asking students 



423 

to bring in three tokens to represent their cultural identities in some way 

(Taylor & Fox, 1996). Students are encouraged to use these tokens to begin 

thinking about their culture beliefs. Fox (Taylor & Fox, 1996), similarly, asks 

her preservice education students to bring in a text which represents their 

cultural heritage in some way. These texts provide students with ways to 

encounter and illustrate their cultures. Educators who wish to engage their 

students in discussions on culture should consider employing tangible objects 

or artifacts (provided by either the educators or the students) as texts to 

prompt dialogue. 

These Female Adolescents Are Literate 

Throughout the research conducted with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, I 

noted the vast amount of literacy which pervaded their day-to-day hves. 

These adolescents frequently utilized both "conventional" hteracy, or reading 

and writing, and "unconventional" Uteracies, or music, art, and movement, to 

express their perceptions of their identities. They provided poetry, musical 

lyrics, non-fiction excerpts, personal reflections, and magazine articles to 

create vivid and rich portraits of themselves. Photographs, drawings, clothing, 

and music added the color and texture to these portraits. 
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Observing tbe important role which Uteracy plays in the ways in which 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy express their identities both in and out of school 

settings dispels the popular myths which label Mexican American, working 

class, female adolescents as "slow leamers" or "ilUterates." These popular 

myths evolve when a particular form of hteracy is deemed appropriate, 

acceptable, and the sign of a hterate person by society. As Brian Street 

(1995) writes (with J. Street): 

If, as we argue, there are multiple hteracies, how is it that one 
particular variety has come to be taken as the only literacy? Among aU 
of the different hteracies practised in the community, the home, and the 
workplace, how is it that the variety associated with schoohng has 
come to be the defining type, not only to set the standard for other 
varieties but to marginalize them, to rule them off the agenda of hteracy 
debate? Non-school hteracies have come to be seen as inferior 
attempts at the real thing, to be compensated for by enhanced 
schoohng. (p. 106) 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy, through their explorations of identity, clearly 

demonstrate the dominant role which hteracy, interpreted in a broad sense to 

encompass writing, reading, visual arts, music, and movement, plays in their 

everyday experiences. Indeed, each adolescent regularly employed multiple 

hteracies to make sense of her world. Educators should be aware of the types 

of hteracies which are favored in their classrooms, remembering to consider 



425 

and value the multiple literacies which their students utilize in their day-to-

day lives. 

Seeking to Understand Our Students as Individuals 

We are in search of the true America—an America of multiple cultures, 
multiple histories, multiple regions, multiple realities, multiple 
identities, multiple ways of living, surviving, and being human. 
(Darder, 1995, p. 230) 

Embracing the sentiments of the quotation cited above, the research I 

conducted with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy demonstrated the importance of 

embracing and seeking to understand the multiple identities of our adolescent 

students, rather than judging them on assumptions made based on their race, 

class, or gender. Too often under the guise of being teachers who embrace 

diversity, we fall into the trap of making assumptions about our students 

based on past experiences with other students who appeared similar. These 

misconceptions of our students are perpetuated and adopted by their peers, 

other teachers, and administrators. We must remind ourselves, as Fox and I 

advise in an article entitled "Valuing Cultural Diversity" (1996), "That culture 

is not static, but a dynamic, highly contextualized entity" (p. 90). As 

educators, we need to value each student as an individual who embraces 
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several different cultures. We taust be aware of the ways in which each 

student incorporates these various cultures through her own unique formula 

and combination to form her identity. 

In their narratives of their relationships with people in their outer 

worlds, Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy each described moments where they were 

stereotyped, judged, or discriminated against because assumptions were made 

about their Uves or situations. Sylvia recounted memories of being 

discriminated against during elementary school and middle school because 

she was one of the few Mexican Americans in her class. She perceived 

herself as a "slow," "not very good" learner because upon entry to these 

schools, her teachers assumed that she would need remedial classes and 

hence she was immediately placed in the lower level classes. Both her 

teachers and her peers at the time assumed that she spoke Spanish because 

she was Mexican American. Sylvia grew up speaking Enghsh as her first 

language. Sylvia felt lesser than the other White, middle class students 

because she was treated differently than they were. 

Anna discussed her fiiistration with teachers and other adults who 

perceived her as only a gangster because of her clothing style without 
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considering the many goals and aspirations she had for the future. She stated, 

"I'm not just a gangster and that's it. I want things too, just like other people 

do that aren't like us that don't hang around with us" (I#3, pp. 2-3). Cindy 

explained the discrimination she faced when she became pregnant her senior 

year at Castillo High School. She was immediately labeled as "a baby with a 

baby" and was sent to attend an alternative program for teenage parents. Her 

role as student was considered less important than the potential harm she 

could cause remaining in regular school. Her difficulties with the 

administration at the alternative program after she had the baby and their 

insistence that she used the day-care facilities whether or not she was 

satisfied with the conditions of the nursery further perpetuated her beliefs that 

being a teenage mother was a negative position to be in. She needed one 

semester of credits to receive her high school diploma yet the school system 

provided every obstacle possible to block her completion of school. These 

real life examples demonstrate the necessity as educators to move away from 

assumptions about our students (quite often prejudicial assumptions) and the 

cultural aspects which constitute their identities. We must instead make an 

effort to truly get to know the multiple dimensions of our students. 
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Caring Adult School Mentors 

You'll need people to guide you into conversations that seem foreign 
and threatening. You'll need models, lots of them, to show you how to 
get at what you don't know. You'll need people to help you center 
yourself in your own developing ideas. You'll need people to watch 
out for you. (Rose, 1989, pp. 47-48) 

During the research study, both Sylvia and Anna described 

relationships which they estabhshed with adult mentors at school who were 

either their teachers, or as was the case with Ms. White, the drop-out 

prevention speciahst. Sylvia and Anna both emphasized that these adult 

mentors were involved and interested in their learning and their fiitures which 

encouraged them to take risks, ask questions, and be successful in their 

classes. Althou^ the concept sounds simple, these adolescents valued their 

adult mentors because their mentors cared about them. As Noddings (1994) 

writes, "An ethic of caring prefers acts done out of love and natural 

inclination" (p. 174). Once Sylvia and Anna felt that their mentors cared 

about them, they began to trust them and take risks in their classes. For 

example, Anna explained that in the past she never wanted to ask questions 

because she did not want to appear stupid, yet in Mr. Walters class she felt 

comfortable eisking questions because she knew he would not criticize her but 
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rather provide her with useful answers. Her trust in him enabled her to take a 

step forward with her learning. This trust also encourages students to become 

willing to experiment with new concepts or as Rose (1989) describes, in the 

quote above, to be introduced and guided into new territories. Students need 

role models and mentors who can lead them through foreign domains. 

Educators who care about their students are not afraid of the multiple 

aspects of their students' identities, whether these aspects are negative or 

positive to the public eye. For example, Anna appreciated Mr. Walters 

because although he was aware that she was a gangster, he accepted her for 

who she was. He did not dwell on her gangster role and yet he did not 

criticize her either. He valued Anna in his classroom as a whole person with 

her own individual interests and history. As Noddings (1994) writes, "If, 

without knowing a student—what he loves, strives for, fears, hopes—I merely 

expect him to do uniformly well in everything I present to him I treat him like 

an unreflective animal" (p. 178). Again, as educators, we must get to know 

and respect the multiple aspects of our students' identities and we must 

demonstrate our caring. For it is through caring that we truly connect with 

our students and lead them into a world of many options and possibilities. 
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My Reflections as a Researcher 

Women studying women reveals the complex way in which women as 
objects of knowledge reflect back upon woman as subjects of 
knowledge. Knowledge of the other and knowledge of the self are 
mutually informing because self and other share a common condition of 
being a woman. (Westkott, 1979, p. 422) 

Conducting research with Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy was a powerful 

experience for me because the study moved beyond the parameters of just 

collecting data. I was involved in a relationship with the participants which 

evolved over the period of a year and a half and took on the semblance of the 

multi-faceted nature of their identities. Our relationship was on multiple 

levels where each person involved played several roles including the role of 

researcher, adult mentor, friend, career counselor, teacher, chauffeur, data 

collector and analyzer, and researched. Our research process evolved into, as 

Acker, Barry, and Esseveld (1991) describe, "a dialogue between the 

researcher and the researched, an effort to explore and clarify the topic under 

discussion, to clarify and expand understanding; both are assumed to be 

individuals who reflect upon their experience and who can communicate 

those reflections" (p. 140). Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy were more than just 

subjects of the study; they were also participatory researchers who were 
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involved in the evolution of the study every step of the way. Besides helping 

to collect data, they guided me through the preliminary analysis of the data as 

weU as the final data analysis. Their comments on initial drafts helped to 

shape and revise the written research report. 

Our relationships were based on trust, caring, respect, and concern for 

one another. Because our relationships moved beyond simply researcher and 

researched, at times, I had to remove my researcher hat to provide emotional 

support or to simply Usten the stories of the girls. The moments in which I 

did not act as researcher strengthened our trust. Although the formal study 

was conducted over a five month period, over the course of a year and a half 

as our relationship evolved, these adolescents became an integral part of my 

life, and I became an important part of theirs. EstabUshing this type of 

relationship with Sylvia and Anna especially (and somewhat with Cindy) 

enabled me to construct vividly colorful and detailed portraits of their 

identities. 

Although our relationship involved trust and caring, there were 

moments during the research process when I was apprehensive about the 

outcomes of the study. Following, observing, and getting to know three 
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adolescent females to construct ethnographic case studies involved shaping 

the research process around their real Uves. As I grew to leam, the lives of 

Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy were unpredictable and at times meetings bad to be 

re-scheduled or canceled. Besides the erratic nature of their day-to-day 

schedules, I was concerned about asking the adolescents questions which 

were too personal and unanswerable. I frequently wondered if meetings were 

re-scheduled because I had overstepped the boundaries established between 

myself and the participants. No matter how trusting and open a relationship, 

as a researcher, I had to mold the research process to allow for 

unpredictability and a renegotiation of boundaries set between Sylvia, Anna, 

Cindy, and myself. Educators interested in conducting case study research 

should understand that, unlike a more scientific model, case study research 

entails a relationship between researcher and researched which moves beyond 

the research study, involving trust, openness, negotiation, and commitment. 

Identity Exploration: Raising the Consciousness of the Female Adolescents 

I feel that this situation has made me see some parts of me that I hadn't 
really seen before. Monica has let me talk about or she asked me to 
talk about stuff that I had never talked about before. I like the fact that 
I had somebody to talk to about stuff I never thought about sharing 
with anybody. In some ways, I feel like I was an egg waiting to shatter 
but Monica helped me open up littie by little. (Sylvia, A#9) 
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As Sylvia stated so eloquently, participating in an ethnographic 

research study which explored identity through multiple sign systems 

influenced Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy in the ways in which they perceived 

themselves. They were encouraged to think about the elements of their 

identities and understand how these elements together entailed who they 

were. By thinking about identity, they discovered aspects about themselves 

of which prior to the study they were not consciously aware. As Middleton 

(1993) states: 

For those being researched, research is an intervention in their hves. 
This is true of any social research.... Feminists, in particular, have 
argued that as a process of intervention, research can bring about 
change in the way people perceive their hves and may, in fact, 
stimulate them to make changes, (p. 74) 

Although Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy did not exphcitly discuss changes in 

their self-perceptions or future plans, throughout the smdy, I noted the 

influence of both my relationship with them as researcher and mentor as well 

as the process of identity exploration. Anna, as a result of our many 

discussions about her future career plans and her interests in art, decided to 

apply to college in New York City to pursue a degree in media arts. During 
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informal meetings with me, Sylvia often revisited past questions or 

discussions after she had time to reflect and at times share insights with her 

parents. For example, after a particularly arduous struggle with the concept 

of culture, Sylvia spent a week reflecting and conducting her own personal 

investigation of what culture meant to her. Ehiring an informal meeting, she 

explained that she spent the week asking her parents questions about their 

culture and observing her everyday cultural practices. By participating in the 

research study, Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy experienced moments of 

consciousness-raising. Researchers should remember that any social research 

involves some aspects of consciousness-raising, a process which at times is 

uncomfortable, problematic, and unpredictable for both the researcher and the 

researched. 

The Power of Case Study Research 

The case studies of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy consist of their personal 

narratives from their own voices as well as photographs, poetry, song lyrics, 

clothing, and objects which they selected to represent themselves. These 

case studies are rich, descriptive representations of the identity perceptions of 

these adolescents which demonstrate the trust and care which evolved 
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between Sylvia, Anna, Cindy, and me. The use of texts of multiple sign 

systems provides meaning which potentially could not be expressed in words. 

Their voices, which are so often silenced, were given a chance to be heard 

loudly through the construction of these case studies. As Bissex (1990) 

writes, "The end of the case study should be insight, not control—an 

understanding of others and of ourselves that helps us to be educators, not 

manipulators" (p. 73). The case studies of Sylvia, Anna, and Cindy provide 

detailed and multi-textual portrayals of the identity perceptions of adolescent 

females which demonstrate to educators and pohcy makers that we must 

hsten to the voices of our students and understand and accept the multiple 

aspects of their identities. 

The intentions for conducting this research study were to construct 

case studies of female adolescents which could be read by teacher educators, 

educators who work with adolescents, and preservice teachers. These case 

studies are the narratives or stories of the ways in which Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy perceive and communicate their identities. By retelling their narratives 

through case studies, I am able to provide other educators with a window into 

the real lives of adolescents. Carter (1993) explains that story is another way 
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of knowing and states, "It is important to remember that stories, because of 

their multiplicity of meaning and resistance to interpretation, teach in 

ambiguous ways" (p. 10). Reading the case studies of Sylvia, Anna, and 

Cindy will provide adolescent educators and preservice teachers with stories 

to interpret, draw information from, and act as vehicles to incite discussions 

of their own narratives and perceptions of identity. Fisher, Fox, and Paille 

(1996) write that story "is especially useful in dealing with situations that 

encompass differing motivations, causality, conflict, and it allows one to 

connect and interpret events. Story is central to the organization of 

knowledge and to the processes of comprehension and thinking" (p. 434). 

These case studies are a means through which educators can understand the 

multiplicity of the identities of our adolescent students and the value of 

acknowledging each student as an individual. My hopes are that these case 

studies are read, not as formulaic portraits of female adolescents, but rather as 

narratives which encourage multiple interpretations on personal and 

pedagogical levels. 
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Implications for Further Research 

The research process involved in exploring identity perceptions with 

three female adolescents was intense and thought-provoking. As I look to the 

future, several ideas for further inquiry come to mind: 

1. Although this study provides adequate portraits of the identities of 

three female adolescents, it is only the beginning. I would be 

interested to conduct a similar study over a longer period of time, 

perhaps during several transitional periods, from childhood to 

adolescence and then adolescence to adulthood. 

2. This research study examined the identity perceptions of Sylvia, Anna, 

and Cindy during a crucial transitional period of their lives. Each was 

about to embark on a new journey in life. These participants should be 

contacted and interviewed five years from now to observe the choices 

they made in terms of their schooling, career, and aspirations. As 

adults, how will their perceptions of their identities change and grow, 

and which aspects of themselves will they highlight and emphasize? 

3. This study involved the identity perceptions of three Mexican 

American, female adolescents in Tucson. How would their identity 
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perceptions differ if they were from different regions of the country, or 

settings which were more rural or more urban? What would the 

identity perceptions of female adolescents of distinct cultural and 

socioeconomic backgrounds be? How would their identity 

perceptions be similar or different to the identity perceptions of Sylvia, 

Anna, and Cindy? I intend to conduct further research of identity 

perceptions of other female adolescents of diverse backgrounds and 

situations. 

4. Finally, case study research conducted with a diverse group of female 

adolescents could provoke dialogue between the participants, providing 

them with an opportunity to make connections between their situations 

and perceptions as well as understand their differences. Discussion 

group sessions could be organized to encourage girls to talk to one 

another about their perceptions of their identities and share texts of 

multiple sign systems. 
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APPENDIX A 

PERMISSION SLIP 

Dear Participants and parents; 
I just want to take a moment to talk about the research study that I am 

conducting with you and your daughters. I know that I have discussed the 
topic individually with the participants but I thought I would give a short 
overview. I am interested in exploring and understanding the ways in which 
the girls shape and create their identities. I would like to find out how their 
famihes, fiiends, and cultures influence their self-perceptions and how they 
communicate these perceptions through language, music, dress, and 
movement. I plan to continue to meet with each participant each week to talk 
informally and shadow them at school, work, home, and with friends. I will 
interview them three times, audio-taping and transcribing the interviews. 
Also, we will meet every three weeks as a group to talk about the process and 
the information I've collected. 

I have talked with the girls about helping them with their schoolwork 
and acting as their mentor as a way to make sure we all benefit from the 
process. Also, I have asked them to help me analyze the information that is 
collected and read through the final drafts to make sure their identity is 
sufficiently disguised and the written information is accurate. 

Please feel free to call me at any time at 690-9041 if you have any 
questions or comments. At some point or another, I will see all of you. 

Please take a moment to fill out this permission shp that allows you or 
your daughter to participate in the study. Also, indicate whether or not you 
feel comfortable pubhshing the study. Throughout my writing, I will use false 
names to refer to the participants. 

I authorize myselC'my daughter, , to participate in the 
research study with Monica Taylor. 

I do/do not authorize the pubhcation of the study. 

Parent/Participant's Signature Date 
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