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ABSTRACT 

This interdisciplinary study examines the education and migration experiences of 

children, and their families, in a migrant-sending community in Mexico. It seeks to 

inform U.S. policy-makers campaigning for anti-immigrant legislation who have failed to 

examine the historical consequences of the contradictions existing between policy and 

practice. Additionally, it argues against U.S. educational practice that begins with 

intervention models based on deficiencies for immigrant and migrant students, rather than 

build on rich linguistic and cultural resources these children bring to the classroom. 

Data were collected for this ethnographic study over a period of 3 V^ years to examine 

historical and sociocultural backgrounds, dialect variations in patterns of communication, 

attitudes toward education, and causal roots of the migratory work experience. The 

researcher lived as a participatory member of a rural community in Guanajuato, Mexico, 

and conducted 81 formal interviews with parents, children, teachers, administrators and 

elders. 

The results of this research are deeply rooted in history. The U.S. political economy 

played a key role in establishing patterns of migration northward. The first members of 

the community began working in the United States in 1942, because of the Bracero 

Program, a contract between the United States and Mexico whereby low-cost seasonal 

workers were sent to U.S. growers to fulfill the demand for field labor. Because families 

lived fi-om subsistence farming practices, the appeal was great to head North, work 

temporarily, and return home. Though the Bracero Program officially ended, and many 
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workers were denied legal access to the United States, the demand for cheap labor has not 

subsided. Agribusiness continues to seek Mexican workers, encouraging undocumented 

passage by guaranteeing work opportunities. 

Children have been socialized into this work pattern, and today most believe they 

eventually will have to work en El Norte, though they would prefer to stay home. Women 

assume familial responsibilities and traditional roles are transformed, as females become 

heads of household. Children who travel with their fathers or parents are penalized within 

the U.S. school system when viewed as empty slates, yet these children have much to 

offer U.S. multicultural classrooms in the way of diverse perspectives and experiences. 
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Chapter 1 

INTRODUCTION 

I view our times as shadowed by violations and erosions taking place 
around its: the harm being done to children: the eating away of social 
support systems; the '̂savage inequalities" in our schools; the spread of 
violence: the intergroup hatreds; the power of media: the undermining 
of arts in the lives of the young. And then I think of the "light that some 
men and women will kindle under almost all circumstances, " and that 
makes me ponder (and sometimes wonder at) the work that is and might 
be done by teachers at this problematic moment in our history. 

(Maxine Greene, 1997, p. I) 

Our times are shadowed. A perilous shadow of resistance and intolerance toward 

people from other nations hovers over the United States. Its existence is ironic 

considering the history of the settling of our country. Yet the umbra of this shadow is 

saturated with an elitist status complex and it is laced, especially, with anti-Mexican-

immigrant sentiment. Politicians and public policy, both ill-informed, target those outside 

middle and upper-class white America with a combination of blatant and subtle racist 

actions contributing to the attrition of multicultural diversity. California's Proposition 

187', followed by Proposition 227', the all-English curriculum drive, recent anti-welfare 

legislation and the militarization of the United States-Mexico border are all evidence of 

movements made without a full analysis of systemic sociocultural, historic and economic 

issues concerning both countries. There are dangers in not identifying causal roots of 

problems before trying to change them. There are dangers in knowing, and caring, too 

' Proposition 187 forbids "undocumented immigrants necessary social services such as health care and 
education" (Hitzfeider. 1995, p. 1). 
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little. Old and erroneous stereotypes are perpetuated and, at best, create indifference 

among U.S. citizens. 

Media play a heavy hand in our knowing - or not - thus influencing our attitudes and 

perspectives. Headlines announce the continuing saga of a president's possible sexual 

misconduct while notification of three undocumented workers' deaths, due to 

dehydration in the desert crossing, lands on page 32. A reexamination of priorities seems 

appropriate. Chomsky's words hit hard but true: "Let everybody be crazed about 

professional sports or sex scandals or the personalities and their problems or something 

like that. Anything, as long as it isn't serious of course, the serious stuff is for the big 

guys. "We" take care of that." (1997, p. 2). Passive citizenship. We consume what we 

are fed. 

I remember a photograph of San Miguel de Allende, a colonial town in Mexico, 

pictured on the front page of the Arizona Daily Star's (a Tucson daily) travel section 

(Tanod, 1995). It showed the town square with rows ofpapelpicado, a tissue paper art 

where numerous geometric cuts are made into beautifully detailed and intricate designs, 

streaming from the cathedral to the local public gathering spot. The byline referred to this 

delicate art form as someone's "dirty laundry" hanging out to dry! Clearly, the lack of 

cultural knowledge can perpetuate inaccurate depictions of ways of life differing from 

that of the mainstream, a catalyst for erroneous judgments of others. 

It has been argued that not all poorly designed policies stem solely from 

' Proposition 227 is an anti-bilingual initiative that seeks to enforce an all English curriculum in the state of 
California. 
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misinformation. The U.S. political process has evolved to the point where the target goal 

of many politicians is to get elected rather than create noteworthy lines of action. In 

analyzing present policies such as California's Proposition 187, Marcelo Suarez-Orozco 

states with remarkable clarity, "Slogans that new immigrants are driven into the wealthy 

post-industrial democracies by the magnet of the welfare state or to commit crimes may 

be catchy in political campaigns but are empirically dubious and intellectually dishonest" 

(1995a, p. 18). It is easy to shift the blame of societal problems to those with little voice. 

Recent welfare laws and anti-immigrant legislation have denied tax-paying immigrants, 

including permanent residents, the right to Medicaid benefits and Supplemental Security 

Income for the elderly and disabled, though these same immigrants may continue to serve 

in our country's military. The "reform" removes a "safety net they help pay for" (Soros, 

1996, p. 23). History has shown a pattern of policy creation that serves the needs of 

politicians and large corporate interests that they represent at immigrants' expense. One 

dramatic example is the once-upon-a-time open-door policy to low paying foreign farm 

workers, sustaining agribusinesses and kindling the undocumented workers' migration, 

promoted by California's former governor Pete Wilson who later spearheaded 

Proposition 187 (Suarez-Orozco, 1995a). Whatever slant best helps the political career is 

the one assumed. The contradiction continues even today and the consequences are not 

superficial. H. Trueba (1995) calls it the "postindustrial paradox" where both "Europe 

and North America seek cheap foreign labor to make their economies more 

internationally competitive, while rejecting laborers emd their families socially and 

preventing them fi'om becoming part of the nation on the ground that the long-term 
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presence of foreigners (especially people of color) puts ethnic and cultural purity at risk" 

(p. xiv). 

This slavery mentality embedded in a history of colonization and institutionalized 

racism - a part of the hegemonic apparatus of society - gives rise to today's exploitation. 

It echoes the brutal insensitivity of the past. A lack of systemic understanding regarding 

current problems, self-serving political gains, or a toxic combination of both, lead to 

misguided and unjust policies deeply in need of reconstruction. Unfortunately the hardest 

hit losers in the political games are children, since public policy is often directed at the 

level where it will have its greatest impact - in our educational institutions. The 

reproduction of what is depicted as society's paragons plays out in the classroom, which 

creates a chasm between the "haves" and the "have nots." Certain lives and experiences 

are valued over others, lowing children's self-esteem and erasing ancestral pride. 

California's latest in its line of attempts to expunge the rights of ah-eady marginalized 

people is Proposition 227. Its "End bilingual education in California" slogan vilifies 

cultural heritage. Cloaking the policy under a pro-immigrant stance has been insulting for 

those who see it for what it is. The legislation sacrifices parental choice, ignores the 

advice of teachers in the classroom and suggests that equal educational opportunity for all 

signifies teaching in only English. Would we put the same size uniform on all children to 

provide them with equal clothing? From a macro perspective, bilingual and multilingual 

skills are needed in today's global economy. Our government preaches international 

relations and world markets but local politics do not match. We are creating a negative 

and enduring aftermath when children are not prepared to deal effectively with other 
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nations because states mandate the obliteration of bilingual programs rather than focus on 

improving them. "Ethnic languages can be divisive, the thinking goes" (Crawford, 1998, 

p. 5). Policymakers not familiar with educational research err in their judgment and 

Proposition 227 is the perfect example. Creating a new policy based on the belief that 

English as a second language can be fully learned in a one-year school program, and that 

learning the dominant language at the sacrifice of the native tongue will cure all ills, 

ignores second language acquisition research. 

Gloria Andzaldua (1987) expresses her personal experience with what she calls 

"linguistic terrorism." She writes, "In childhood we are told that our language is wrong. 

Repeated attacks on our native tongue diminish our sense of self The attacks continue 

throughout our lives" (p. 58). In years past, teachers would punish students for using 

Spanish in the classroom by putting them in closets or applying corporal punishment. 

Now we are expanding the "Spanish is bad" attitude with creating the possibility of civil 

suits against teachers speaking an other-than-English language in their classrooms. 

Documented and undocumented immigration represents a complex series of issues. 

Selective media attention, policies attacking minorities, military build-up along the 

border and educational "reforms," which feed xenophobic ideologies, all cry out for in-

depth transnational research. Conventional studies of Mexican immigrant students, for 

example, focus on deficit learning models based on inaccurate stereotypic views 

concerning cultural differences and on students' achievement after arrival and enrollment 

in the United States school system. Antecedent experiences remain a mystery and are 

ignored (Macias, 1990) even though educational researchers recognize the importance of 
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building on prior linguistic and cultural knowledge (Delgado-Gaitan, 1987; Gonzalez, 

Moll, Floyd-Tenery, et al., 1993; McCarty & Schaffer, 1994; Mehaa, 1980; Phillips, 

1983). Cultural discontinuities due to dramatic changes in expectations, social role 

assignments, and various other differences make schooling experiences difficult 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 1987; Macias, 1987). Results of student performance on standardized 

tests, (themselves a form of discrimination), perpetuate the myth and the stigma of 

immigrant students as "low achievers." Intervention programs are then created to "correct 

the problem" and suppositions arise "that there is something fundamentally wrong with 

minority cultures, and that there is nothing one can do to change it" (H. Trueba, 1993, p. 

151). Unite these educational difficulties with the U.S. sociopolitical environment and the 

problems seem insurmountable. How can Latino students possibly manage the "changing 

responses to American pressure for conformity in the face of racism, exploitation, and 

rejection by mainstream society" (H. Trueba, 1995, p. xiv)? 

Causal Roots 

Contrary to the beliefs of those seeking simple answers to difficult questions, the issue 

of migration from Mexico to the United States is complex and varied. The consequences 

for both Mexican families and the U.S. government are equally complicated. 

Approaching the topic within a myopic fi^amework of "simple economics" offers an 

unfair assessment of a situation where human lives and experiences are reduced to 

numbers, and both liberals and conservatives can fmd the adequate statistics to back their 

stances. "Past research on migration has overlooked important ingredients which require 



new research designs" (Stoltman & Ball, 1971, p. 55). Answers concerning motives, 

historical precedence, and sociocultural factors can only be found with attention to, and 

an analysis of, global relationships and local knowledge. Solutions begin systemically 

with empirical data, not conjectures. 

To this end, the present research simultaneously examines the driving forces behind 

Mexican workers' decisions to come to the United States, and the educational 

experiences of children in rural Mexico. While these two themes may at first appear 

unrelated, both are directly relevant to everyday life in many areas of rural Mexico. This 

study is, therefore, multifaceted, interdisciplinary and deeply contextualized. It seeks to 

inform U.S. immigration and education policy by critically confronting the social 

injustices occurring in both countries, which contribute to the increasingly one-way 

migratory journey North. It critiques stereotypical views of why many Mexicans come to 

the United States. It documents histories and life stories. It identifies resources, 

socialization experiences and educational processes of rural Mexican children. 

This work does not purport to offer a panacea to all policy woes. It does, however, 

offer a new perspective, an image of life before coming to the United States, and of life 

as it is experienced by those left behind, to add balance to the one-sided North American 

view of immigrants, in order to help change false representations and crude stereotypes. 

Specifically, I have three major objectives; 1) to examine the motives and issues 

concerning the mass immigration and influx of migrant workers into the United States, 2) 

to understand the role of formal education in the lives of rural Mexicans, providing a base 

for future cross-cultural or comparative educational research, and 3) to augment the 



19 

paucity of research concerning prior educational and socialization experiences of 

Mexican students before arriving in the United States. 

To fulfill these objectives, I undertook a long-term ethnographic study in two rural 

Mexican communities. Four questions guided this research; 

1. What form and function does formal education assume in the lives of community 

members? 

2. What impels or impedes community members to search for work in the United 

States? 

3. What are the socioeconomic implications for families who remain in the community? 

4. What are the pedagogical implications for recently immigrated students, or children 

of migrant workers, attending schools in the United States? 

To answer these questions, specific linguistic, cultural, and social attributes 

contributing to patterns of behavior need to be examined. Values and expectations of 

community members and teachers must be considered as well. Furthermore, fundamental 

to this inquiry is an emphasis on relationships. The structure of society, the economic 

undertones, the composition of the community, the physical setting, the culture of the 

school and the innerworkings of family dynamics all impact a child's life. They are 

separable only on paper. These interconnected relationships continually shift and redefine 

themselves: some impinge, others reinforce. Sorting through these complexities is 

challenging but vital to a community-based, yet transnational, study. 

Empirical data were collected over a 3 14 year period through ethnographic fieldwork 

in a rural, migrant-sending community in central Mexico. I do not attempt to describe life 
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in all of rural Mexico, as ethnographic work cannot be generalized. Other rural 

communities may, however, share some of the same charactenstics and the reader can 

grasp the essence of commonalties likely to occur. Though most of the data were 

collected in one particular region, the community is by no means static, when crossing 

borders is on the minds of many. Since transnational issues are addressed, some 

interviews were conducted with family members presently living and working in Arizona 

who were originally from the community studied. 

Mexico is a highly diverse nation, and the differences between cities and farming 

areas are far greater than I had imagined. The campesinos (agricultural laborers) often 

live in ejidos (common land), dedicating their lives to farming. "In some ejidos it has 

become difHcult to find a family who does not have at least one of its members (the 

father or one of the older sons) working in 'El Norte'. Many who began emigrating for a 

one-time work opportunity, little by little began to leave systematically and some . . upon 

legalizing their migrant situation, bring their wife and children with them" (Fierro, 1991, 

p. 24). It is not uncommon to find communities, such as the one in this study - El 

Nacimiento - populated primarily with women, children and the elderly since younger 

male figures are working in the cities or in the United States. 

The following passage describes two different settings in the community. These 

descriptions provide an introduction to the context, and to my role within that context, as 

I listened to the community members (principally women), and learned of their everyday 

experiences. 

Claribel's sun-faded rebozo covers her graying hair and encircles her 
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prematurely wrinkled face. Her plump figure bespeaks a fat-laden diet as well as 

the stress of having given birth to ten children. The darkness of the soot-covered 

brick kitchen.. . partially obscures her features. But the corncob fire in the feir 

comer, normally used for cooking tortillas, counters the darkness enough to let me 

see the feeling behind her words and her wisdom. Her arm is elbow deep in an old 

lard bucket now used for making cheese. She gently and reflexively stirs the 

formless substance as she shares with me the stories of her life. 

In another home, Rosa sits on a tiny throw rug with her dry, bare legs curled to 

one side. She speaks quietly as she nurses her three-month-old baby. The contrast 

between the newborn's skin and the overworked hands cradling him is stark. The 

room is empty save for a refiigerator and a double bed, one of two this family of 

nine shares in their two-room house (Uttech, 1997b, p. 23). 

Interdisciplinary Quests and Perspectives 

The very nature of a community study demands the integration of various disciplines. 

Though the research focuses on educational issues and is based on data collected through 

anthropological and feminist methodologies, political science, economics, women's 

studies and sociology all play indispensable roles. For example, the issues of immigration 

require an examination of the impact of political structures, policies and economics. 

Gender issues and power relations concerning Mexican women who are traditionally 

stereotyped as submissive in a "machismo" culture, take control as heads of families 

carrying heavy burdens, thus appealing to issues in women's studies. And finally, the 
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impact of vanishing male figures in the daily routines and socialization patterns of the 

children petitions input from sociology. This interdisciplinary approach allows for the 

combing through of vital issues to depict holistic experiences and contextualized lives. 

The theoretical underpinnings of the research reflect this interdisciplinary approach. 

Critical theory and poststructuralist feminist theories inform the study; critical theory and 

Marxist paradigms help us understanding the macro forces and issues particularly when 

discussing documented and undocumented immigration, while feminist, multivoiced texts 

gathered at the local level aid in the analysis of micro observations. 

Poststructural feminist theory emphasizing "reflexive, multivoiced text grounded in 

the experiences of those studied (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p.28) translates to the use of 

poststructural feminist methodologies. In the use of interviews as the primary data 

collection technique, for example, reflexivity, caring, emotion and dialogue are criteria 

for successful understanding of lived experiences (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998). Far from an 

objective, positivist stance, the interplay of sensitivity and emotion with the academic 

rigor of systematic data collection was crucial to creating relationships of trust with 

community members who openly shared their worlds with me. 

Explaining the findings of this research is a challenge in and of itself After the 

analysis, the written words must reflect what the researcher believes is the best 

representation of lives lived. A senior honors student offers a succinct and refreshing 

interpretation of the intersection of science and truth: "In science you don't really want to 

say that something is true. You realize that you are dealing with a model. Our models are 

always simpler than the real world. The real world is more complex than anything we can 
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create. We're simplifying everything so that we can work with it, but the thing is really 

more complex. When you try to describe things, you're leaving the truth because you are 

oversimplifying" (in Belenky, Clinchy, Goldberger, & Tanile, 1986, p. 138). 

Words become extremely important. It is difficult to write about even one small 

comer of the world. When we experience life, we see, we smell, we think, we feel and we 

touch - we use all of our senses at the same time. When we write, we can only describe 

one sense at a time as if it were separated from all other things. We disconnect and pull 

apart a complicated multifaceted whole. Readers, in turn, repiece the tiny parts and fill in 

the blanks to create a new and different whole. When creating our "models," the use of 

detail in description, and the incorporation of community member's original words in the 

text, allows for greater possibility of a more accurate mental recreation. Dry academic 

writing does not facilitate this process. Thus feminist perspectives advocate literary 

ethnographic representation without forsaking the scientific rigor of the study. Geertz 

(1983) encourages the use of "thick, rich description" to better recreate what took place. 

Ruth Behar (1995) explains that ethnographies, "a strange cross between the realist novel, 

the travel account, the memoir, and the scientific report - [have] to be understood in terms 

of poetics and politics" (p. 3). Throughout the contributing chapters in Women Writing 

Culture (Behar & Gordon, 1995) it is evidenced that female ethnographers risk being in 

the precarious situation of either inserting personal voice and literary style only to have 

the research labeled as not theoretical enough and not having enough analysis, or 

adhering to the rigors of academic jargon to "pass the test" of intellectual scmtiny, not 

bringing to life the tme ambience of the study. The authors assert that when male 
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ethnographers do the same, the risk factor dissolves as they are commonly identified as 

"engaging in experimental ethnography." As a female ethnographer, I assume the 

described risk, adhering to the belief that recreating lives on paper deserves any literary 

style available to assist in an accurate representation of experience. 

As images of life in rural Mexico are presented throughout these pages, the reader will 

also see glimpses into my own Joys, sorrows and experiences while living in the 

community. The nature of ethnography creates this possibility, since I am the instrument 

through which all the data passes. It becomes crucial to comprehend the contextual life of 

the researcher in order to follow the direction of the study. My thoughts and actions are 

made explicit throughout the text. 

Writing Against Labels 

"Language reflects power" (Smith, 1993, p.l). I hold the power to reconstruct life with 

the language I choose, assuming a great responsibility to be precise and complete. But 

there is also another perspective within this statement; power is relegated to individual 

words and labels in everyday use. Some metaphors refer to words and language as 

"tools," but In some cases they are simply weapons. Feminist linguists have shown how 

the English language has been used in a patriarchal structure against women throughout 

history - or herstory, as the case may be. The "founding fathers" of the U.S. nation-state 

pretentiously announced all men to be created equal. Modem language, although slowly 

changing, is still explicitly marked in terms of gender. The use of "men" in words such as 

"chairman" is one such example. Their use demonstrates how a system naturalizes and 
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reproduces categories of social action. To continue the use of words such as 'mailman' 

equates the usage with the category of'humanness' and social agency. In turn, the usage 

of mailman stabilizes its representation (by gender) contributing to a system of cultural 

reproduction. In other words, its usage both reflects and constructs a particular cultural 

hegemony - the unquestioned acceptance by both men and women - of men as the 

normative unmarked category of person, all in theory reproduced unconsciously. This 

unconscious and subtle usage of our language can have oppressive results. As such, 1 take 

great exception to the commonly used labels of "illegal," "wetbacks," and "alien" to 

represent people. 

When I was an elementary teacher I stressed to my students the importance of not 

labeling people according to their actions. For example, a person who does something 

"foolish" did not give them the right to say, "You are stupid." Or contrarily, one creative 

idea did not mean they could label a person as "brilliant." If someone commits an act, 

which by law is illegal, that person should not be labeled as an "illegal." 

Mexicans or others who enter into the United States through non-legal means are 

people who are not properly documented to work here or live as United States citizens. 

As such, throughout this work those Mexicans are referred to as undocumented workers 

or undocumented Mexicans. The other labels commonly used in public discourse when 

referring to Mexicans are "wetbacks" and "aliens." These descriptors are equally 

offensive and racist. The term "wetback" has been so widely adopted that 

Northeastemers who have never visited the United States Southwest, and are themselves 

not quite "geographically literate," are often surprised to discover that a metal wall, not 
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the Rio Grande, divides Mexico and the United States in this region. Visitors anticipate 

crossing a bridge rather than walking through the revolving door. 

The term "alien" from a strict dictionary definition does mean someone from anther 

country but Hollywood has assisted in creating an altogether different image. "Aliens" 

have big eyes and strange-shaped heads. Their skin may be green or gray. Men in Black, 

Star Trek, Alien, and Close Encounters of the Third Kind entertain us while 

simultaneously obfuscating the clear distinction between human and nonhuman life 

forms. Labeling other people as aliens has a destructive impact on our perceptions and 

thoughts. 

To be conscious of language use, of the devastating impact labels can have, is 

imperative to creating environments of inclusion rather than marginality. Labels play a 

critical function in society at large and inside schools as well. Beginning at the university 

level, a tradition of academic debate, though useful in dialectic exchange for the purpose 

of creating new knowledge, has unfortunately had the negative effect of dividing 

positions and children into reductionist dichotomous categories, forcing inhumane and 

discriminatory labels upon humans (Rockhill, 1987, Taylor, 1993; Taylor & Dorsey 

Gaines, 1988). As a result, we are either "literate" or "illiterate," "gifted" or "low 

achievers," just as we are "legal" or "illegal," with one side usually representing a 

deficiency. 

Our damaging, deficit entrenched labels are part of school language, and language is 

the primary cultural vehicle through which selves and identities are constructed. When I 

worked in the public school system along the border. Latino students were labeled 
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"Limited English Speakers," or LES's (as opposed to "more"). The label was later 

changed to "Limited English Proficient" with the thought that "proficient" might help 

improve the deficiency slant. The use of the acronym of LEP's, however, quickly 

assumed an association with a disease (one cannot help but draw the link to "lep-per"). 

Never were the students called "budding bilingual speakers" or "almost dominant in two 

languages." They were also "low achievers" because they did not do well on standardized 

tests. These students' rich backgrounds and linguistic skills were not standard, nor were 

they deficient. They internalized these unjust labels and reluctantly entered remedial 

programs. 

Labels fail to give complete details; extraordinary students are compartmentalized into 

neat little packages. Labels mandate that we decontextualize a whole child. In my 

rebellion against labels, and because of the discrepancy existing between low test scores 

and my observations of tremendous student ability, I felt compelled to leam more about 

Mexican students' strengths, their heritage and their prior experiences before coming to 

the United States. "Everyone comes to the classroom with personal, social and cultural-

linguistic resources from which others can benefit" (McCarty & Schaffer, 1994, p. 127). 

Thus, the present research aspires also to deconstruct the labels, and thereby to remove 

students from the suffocating, categorical boxes in which they have been placed. 

A Beacon of Light 

I return now to the introductory quote by Maxine Greene whose words summarize the 

essence of this chapter in one brief paragraph. Our times are "shadowed by violations and 
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erosions taking place around us" yet there are those among us who "kindle" a light in 

these dark times (1997, pagel). Be they policymakers searching for the answers because 

they truly want to make positive change, teachers guiding the way for the children whose 

lives they touch, or citizens who no longer accept the status quo nor passive participation 

in our society, beacons of light do shine amid the darkness. But that light comes through 

knowledge, understanding, and caring. This research strives to be one more brightly 

shining light "in this problematic moment in our history" (Greene, 1997, p.l). 

The poem Mending Wall, by literary icon Robert Frost (1914), forces its readers to 

reflect on why so many of us believe that good fences make good neighbors. This 

seemingly simple phrase has become a part of the U.S. government's ideology. The 

United States Border Patrol has constructed a long and sturdy steel fence just 10 miles 

from my home, between two neighboring countries. It reinforces isolationism and the 

unequal balance of power as Americans walk freely into Mexico but all Mexicans are 

detained for proof of proper documentation before entering into the United States. In the 

following chapters I propose to break down that fence, not physically, but through 

knowledge that will serve as a wire-cutter to change long-held, coarse stereotypes of 

"traditional" Mexican families, undocumented workers' lives and innocent children, who 

upon entering our country become pawns in "political wars that cut out native tongues 

and apply RoundUp to the roots of people (Uttech, 1998, p. 5). The same process that 

ended slavery - education that forces a confrontation with truth — can help change today's 

error-driven conduct. 
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Overview 

Elaborating on the critical and poststructural feminist theories, chapter two further 

outlines the feminist ethics of collaboration and relationships of trust between researcher 

and community. It describes the contextualized-consequentialist model and poststructural 

perspectives. The role of the researcher, questions of representation and assumed 

paradigms are ail explored. 

Chapter three discusses the details of the research design and methodology used for 

data collection, with a special emphasis on interviewing and participant observation. 

Collaborative efforts and means of analysis are also explained. 

Chapter four contextualizes the study by presenting a historical overview of the 

community politically and economically, emphasizing the relationship between the 

United States and Mexico throughout the last century. Chapter five brings the reader up-

to-date on the current inner-workings of daily life in the community, while chapter six 

examines the role of formal schooling and children's experiences with education in one 

elementary school. And finally, chapter seven presents a summary of the study's analysis 

by answering each individual research question. 

Art once played a large role in my life. At one time specifically, I was a weaver. As an 

ethnographer, the weaving continues. This study represents a special textile where the 

warp is the researcher and the weft is the community where I worked. The cloth was not 

woven together with a spool. It was interlaced with interviews, observation and time. 

Lived experiences bind community members' and my lives together, not just for the 

moment, but forever. 
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Chapter 2 

PARADIGMS, PERSPECTIVES, AND PLURALISM 

It is my hope that social scientists are on the road to a post-paradigmatic era, for once 

again I find myself resisting labels since my belief system is unable to fit completely 

within the limits of one particular paradigm. From the expansive buffet of paradigms, 

perspective and grand theories at hand, I choose to take generous helpings of some, small 

portions of others and leave a few untouched. 

The need to draw upon multiple theoretical constructs and perspectives, and to resist 

"attempts to impose a single paradigm over the entire project," (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, 

p. 191) reflects the interdisciplinary nature of my research. I am not alone in my 

rebellion. Beverly Skeggs elaborates. "It is this refusal to be contained by knowledge 

categories which leads to the breaking down of the myth of the epistemological and 

methodological purity so essential to the maintenance of disciplinary boundaries which 

have for so long restricted feminist scholarship" (1995, p. 11). 

Along with Galtung (1990) and Wolcott (1995), I argue for "theoretical pluralism," 

where qualitative researchers are not coerced or obligated to remain caged within the 

confines of a single theory. "Thinking of theory in multiples helps keep it oflf the pedestal 

that has made it so formidable for some researchers" (Wolcott, 1995, p. 188). Wolcott 

suggests, "It is tempting to offer the advice that if you are asked the killer question, 'But 

what is your theory?' you respond with, 'I assume you mean what are my theories?"' 

(1995, p. 188). 



The task thus becomes one of describing the strands I have pulled from multiple 

paradigms. To this end, the following chapter elaborates on various frameworks and 

examines my personal beliefs, as well as my multiple roles, during the research process. 

The chapter enters the ongoing debates among feminist qualitative researchers, reflects 

on ethics and concerns, and explicates my own stances and perspectives as they relate to 

this research. It draws from, and examines, poststructuralist and neo-Marxist theories. 

Finally, the chapter makes a case for politically oriented, action research - research that 

seeks social change and is driven by an orientation to social justice. 

What this chapter does not include is a review of the relevant literature that exists 

from similar studies about the processes and concepts observed in during the research 

process. That is to say, it provides a theoretical framework rather than a conceptual one. 

Though I find it essential for researchers to declare their assumptions, roles and 

perspectives at the beginning of the text, the perfunctory chapter known as the literature 

review in a dissertation serves only to decontextualize the phenomena studied in 

qualitative research. A disembodied chapter segments the connections and relations a 

researcher encounters between her work and that of others. My goal is to place one more 

piece of research in an ongoing puzzle, not simply to examine all the pieces separately. 

"In our descriptive and analytical accounts, the most appropriate place for examining the 

literature seems to me to be in consort with the analysis of the new data" (Woicott, 1990, 

p. 17). Because the analysis is ongoing, the relevant literature is woven into the entire 

text. 
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Critical Feminist Ethnographies and the Poststructural Engagement 

"Inquiry that aspires to the name critical must be connected to an attempt 

to confront the injustice of a particular society or sphere within the society. 

Research thus becomes a transformative endeavor unembarrassed by the label 

'political' ..." (Kincheloe & McLaren, 1998, p. 264). 

Critical ethnographers engage in research for the purpose of social change. I began my 

investigative journey from a critical perspective because of the inherent social 

inequalities perpetuated by U.S. policies, but soon discovered grave injustices in Mexico 

as well. "Constraints that give some groups or individuals unfair advantage to the 

disadvantage of others, or social elements that automatically exclude some people from 

full participation in (and the benefits of) the resources commonly available to those more 

privileged (e.g., health care, education, or employment) are considered unnecessary. 

Unnecessary social domination exists when constraints are built into cultural and social 

life in ways that promote such inequality" (Thomas, 1993, p. 5). In rural Mexico, 

campesinos feel those constraints daily. They are often excluded from the essential 

resources described above, creating an unfair advantage for those living in the city. 

Critical ethnographies go beyond simple criticism in their demand for shifts in societal 

practices. The knowledge gained informs policy and calls for action. Using ethnographic 

and educational research as a vehicle for social change and reform motivates many 

scholars who advocate for action research (see for example, Cazden, 1983; Fine, 1992, 

1994, 1998; Gonzalez, 1995; McCarty, 1991; Moll & Diaz, 1987; Taylor & Dorsey 
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Gaines, 1988; Taylor, Coughlin, & Marasco, 1997). These same scholars have influenced 

my own thinking. 

Though Thomas (1993) differentiates between critical ethnography and critical theory, 

stating that "critical ethnography is conventional ethnography with a political purpose" 

and critical theory "is a theory of capitalist society" (p. 4), the present ethnography does 

draw from critical theory in the analysis. However, since critical theory is divided into 

multiple schools of thought, it becomes necessary to elaborate on the traditions with 

which I position myself in this work, principally neo-Marxist theory. 

Latter-day Marxists have not retained the dogma of classic Marxism but they have 

embraced some of its basic tenets and it remains a strong system of thought (Marcus & 

Fisher, 1986). Though orthodox Marxism "suffered a series of shocks," neo-Marxists 

have made the necessary adjustments to fit the capitalist experiences of today (Epstein, 

1990, p. 35). Issues of domination and subordination, class struggle, and social 

stratification are still attended to and addressed. Neo-Marxism calls for a re-examination 

of the complex social relationships between power and exploitation, economics, politics 

and theory (Hall, 1993). 

Because of neo-Marxist concerns with issues of social justice, the concept of cultural 

relativism is being re-examined as well. Once promoted in opposition to racist theories, 

cultural relativism is now being attacked for its seeming ability to tolerate bigotry. If no 

value judgments are made, how can inequalities be eliminated? Neo-Marxists assert that 

social scientists have a responsibility to become partisan ethnically and politically if 

changes (such as eliminating poverty) are to be made (Gabarino, 1983). 
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Interpretive anthropologists traditionally have been concerned with pristine, bounded 

societies, often failing to look at the broader context of the communities researched. This 

synchronic nature of interpretive anthropology, that is, its ahistorical approach, came 

under attack from social scientists rediscovering Marxism. The complaint was similar in 

nature to that of earlier years when Marx admonished theorists who left out issues of 

power, economics, and the role of history. 

Power, economics, and history do not simply play an important role in the present 

research; they are indivisible aspects of a whole. They cannot be separated from an 

analysis of community experience. The community is far from being an isolate, tucked 

away from global issues. As will be explained in chapter four, its history has been 

integral to its formation, and members' lives are shaped daily by the political economy. 

The Poststructural Feminist Link 

Feminist researchers have sought to examine gender roles, and issues such as the 

division of labor, power relations, and access to resources (Parker, Lozano & Messner, 

1995). The world has, in the past, been explained to the exclusion of the female 

experience. Throughout history, women's voices have been silent and their critical 

perspectives - worse than being disagreed with - have been ignored. If females are 

mentioned at all, the reference is "to the activities of women only as part of the general 

social background" (Rosenbaum, 1993, p. 13). 

Because of this absenteeism, poststructural feminist research has extended neo-

Marxist thought to include gender and racial issues, in addition to examining class 

(Kincheloe & McLaren, 1998). Ethnographies from a feminist perspective "are part of the 
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larger quest to incorporate women into the human record and transform our theories of 

society to account for new issues and questions" (Rosenbaum, 1993). 

One point of departure for feminist researchers pulling from Marxist discourse 

concerns the basis of theories examining the sexual division of labor and gender relations. 

While Marxist understanding would incriminate capitalism, poststructural critical 

feminism questions "the Marxist assumption that the economic mode of production is 

always determinate" (Weedon, 1997, p. 28, italics mine). Chris Weedon (1997) sums up 

this issue persuasively: What feminist poststructuralism takes from Marxist thought is 

•'the importance of economic relations of production, the class structure of society and the 

integral relationship between theory and practice. However, it does not assume in 

advance that discourses and the forms of social power which they legitimize are 

necessarily ultimately reducible to the capital-labour relationship" (p. 31). 

Another important point of disaccord is related to the use of grand or metanarratives. 

While Marxist tradition embraces essentializing theories, poststructural feminists argue 

for social and historical specificity. To understand and transform oppressive social 

relations, theories must assume a "strategic status" which "have no external guarantee in 

'truth' or 'reality'" (Weedon, 1997). 

When using the term feminist, I have attached the word poststructural as an adjective 

because of my alignment with much of poststructural theory. Though not all aspects of 

poststructuralism are adequate for, or relied upon by, feminist researchers, many of its 

features are appropriate for feminist concerns. I am particularly drawn to the notions of 

power and truth, as they are perceived through poststructuralist lenses. 
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Beginning with the concept of power, I draw upon Foucauit's (1977, 1980) work and 

disagree with traditional critical theory's conception. Within critical theory, power has 

become reified. It is something that people have or don't have. Power is an instrument of 

oppression and therefore viewed in negative terms. It becomes the goal of the pure 

critical theorists to empower those who are oppressed, those "without" power. For 

Foucault, power assumes a different meaning. "Foucault would seek to understand power 

as an effect of differential social relations," not something that is possessed (Martusewicz 

& Reynolds, 1994, p. 13). 

For poststructural feminists working within Foucauldian theory, power is understood 

through "detailed examinations of the many localized forms which gender power 

relations take in a particular area of discursive practice" (Weedon, 1997, p. 174). We 

cannot confuse power as a commodity that some people have, with positions in society 

that give some the authority to use power in negative or a positive way. 

Though some critical theorists may assert that the women in El Nacimiento are 

oppressed and possess little or no power, I contend, from a poststructural feminist 

perspective, that they are indeed powerfixl individuals. Women in El Nacimiento have 

power, but they are not in a privileged position, based on relations within society, to 

assert it. As Weedon maintains, the positions of wife and/or mother, "offer forms of 

power - the power to socialize children" or in the running of the household are but two 

examples (1997, pp. 18,19). Chapter five illuminates these and other forms of power 

within the context of the study. 
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Notions of truth are equally as controversial as those of power. Poststructural thought 

argues that truth is elusive, since "anything we attempt to 'know' must be expressed 

through language or some other symbolic form." Furthermore, because "these words do 

not emanate from the objects that they represent; rather they mediate between the object 

and our understanding of it" (Martusewicz & Reynolds, 1994, pp. 11,12), our knowledge 

is merely a subjective representation expressed through language. Our socially 

constructed subjective realities reflect and create different meanings. 

The implication for ethnographic research then, is that truth is "partial, perspectival, 

and embedded in social and material relations of power and obligation" (Finn, 1995, p. 

140). Because it is impossible to "discover the truth," the theories poststructural feminist 

researchers create do not represent the truth, but rather, they become "models for 

approximating experience" causing researchers to assume "a sense of humility about their 

knowledge" (Belenky et al., 1986, pp. 138,139). 

Positivists contend that proper and rigorous science is free of subjectivity, and "the 

truth" is out there if only researchers could remain detached and rise above their personal 

biases (Denzin and Lincola, 1998). Since the days of Zora Neale Hurston, one of the first 

females to challenge the traditional scientific paradigms by rejecting "objectivity as an 

indicator of'social truth"' (Hernandez, 1995, p. 156), feminist researchers have surely 

made many positivists cringe, as subjectivity is promoted, and "value-free" research is 

debunked. 
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Personal Assumptions 

Finding "the truth" has never been a goal of this research. Instead, I have sought to 

engage in a learning experience, and examine social constructions of truths embedded in 

local context, which influence and guide personal actions. I do not believe that we can 

separate our minds from our emotions. This research is a blending of the two, without 

attempting to leave the emotional parts behind as if they never existed. I reacted 

intuitively, and, often, from my emotions. I do not perceive this as a weakness. On the 

contrary, it has guided my efforts and allowed me to develop relationships of confianza 

or mutual trust. Had I approached community members as a detached researcher, I would 

not have established interpersonal connections built on empathetic understanding and, 

therefore, I would have never been able to explore the depths of women's feelings and 

experiences. They would not have felt secure in opening their worlds to me. 

I draw upon critical theory the importance of examining the political, historical, and 

economical intricacies of community-based research, and I saturate the text with 

poststructural feminist theory to explore "the complex world of lived experience from the 

point of view of those who live it" (Schwandt, 1998, p. 221). Feminist researchers rely on 

more than just feminist theory in their work. A set of ethics is integrated into the process 

as well. 

Feminist Ethics 

The research process was guided by feminist ethics - the light amid the darkness of 

pretentious positivist stances within the social sciences. When the objectives of feminist 

theory are to examine the impact of race, class and gender issues on local experience. 
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create social change, and make women's "lives lived" an integral part of the historic 

record, how is the research conducted, and what models of ethics are used to guide the 

work? If what Beverley Skeggs writes is correct, "To do feminist ethnography, you have 

to be prepared to live in conditions of emotional, political, economic and theoretical 

insecurity" (1995, p. 203), I did it right! Though ambiguity is fundamental to 

ethnographic work, there are specific, less ambiguous, ethical considerations, which 

informed my research. 

The four principles of the contextualized-consequentialist model of ethics, previously 

elaborated on by Lincoln and Guba (1989), are "mutual respect, noncoercion and 

nonmanipulation, the support of democratic values and institutions, and the belief that 

every research act implies moral and ethical decisions that are contextual" (Denzin & 

Lincoln, 1998, p. 38). Feminist ethics value empathy, caring and collaboration. These 

ideals were embraced in my own research. The relationships I nurtured with community 

members transcended the limited boundaries implied from the positivist's standard of 

distance between researcher and subjects, cleansed of any emotion. Instead, they were "of 

attachment rather than detachment or disinterest" (Abu-Lughod, 1990, p. 15). 

The feminist ethics described above paved the crossroads where all theories 

intersected in this research. The engagement between feminist, critical, and poststructural 

theories offers important redefinitions and new forms of understanding. One concept in 

particular that deserves elaboration is that of Othering, because "critical theory 

reconceptualized by poststructuralism and feminism promotes a politics of difference that 
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refuses to pathologize or exoticize the Other" (Kincheloe & McLarea, 1998). It is with 

this topic that I begin to explore the pluralistic views among feminist scholars. 

Conflicting Discourses and Concerns Within Feminist Research 

In this section, I delve into the concerns engaging feminist scholars to elucidate 

personal stances regarding representation and Othering, the role of the researcher, literary 

forms, and activist research. With these discussions, I address my assumptions and 

biases, an important component in any ethnography. 

Representation and Othering 

The topic of representation is perhaps the most difficult to unpack because it is 

complex and multifaceted. The debate takes place on several layers, and at times I believe 

that researchers enter the discussion on different levels and therefore communication is 

hindered. I also think it is important to define what representation means to each 

individual because differences in definitions add to the confusion. In this section I present 

my personal views, attempting to work through multiple layers, because there are many 

sub-debates within the umbrella debate of representation. 

I begin with a question that I have been asked. Do I, as a white, middle-class, able-

bodied, heterosexual, female researcher, claim to represent the experiences of working-

class Mexicans with whom I do not share many life experiences. Already I know that the 

question implies that I should not. But in fact, I do. I contend that whatever any 

ethnographer writes is indeed a representation of experience because all data is filtered 

through me. I decide which words to select and how to recreate a moment shared. My 
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definition of representation is evidenced when I state that what I write is only a likeness 

of experience and that words presented to me are now re-presented in this account. 

Because / created the re-presentation, I am representing the community members. The 

young female that asked the original question argued that because she does not share the 

experiences of those within the community where she conducts her research, she would 

never claim to represent them. In her words, she only presents accounts. I disagree with 

the statement because her "presentation" is not of herself only. She is re-presenting 

stories and even in the use of direct quotes, she selects the words used. "Everything that 

we read/write is always only a rewriting of another reading" (MartuscAvicz & Reynolds, 

1994, p. 12). We can adhere to feminist ethics to strive for authentic representation, and 

"by filling in the gaps and revealing the biases, different representations, constructed by 

women for women, are offered; but they are still representations" (Skeggs, 1995, p. 200). 

For me, the first step becomes acknowledging that because whatever I write is a 

representation of lives and experiences, whether I want to or not, I represent the group. If 

the next question becomes, but how can you believe it is okay to represent them when 

you live a privileged lifestyle, I argue that it is not just okay, it is my responsibility. I 

have two choices before me. I can accept the status quo and allow detrimental policy to 

negatively affect lives, or because of my privileged status, I can speak up for those whose 

voices are presently silenced, as I simultaneously fight to open doors for the opportunities 

for community members to voice their own opinions - and be heard. 

The main problem that arises with representation has been with Othering, a negative 

consequence of denying the privileged status and not assuming responsibility for the 
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positions of dominance where we as researchers are positioned. Failure to recognize the 

dominance leads to failure to be sensitive to our representations. 

In my position of privileged status, I feel the obligation to learn from others and 

translate their experiences to help equalize society's lack of balance. I can fiirther my aim 

of writing the closest possible approximation of community experience by collaborating 

with community members, and use feminine ethics of trust, confidence and empathy in 

the process, to better understand the lives lived, and discover the many similarities, as 

well as the differences between us. 

Those who contend that a researcher should only conduct research on/with those from 

their own culture or community are proposing life in a dangerous world where social 

scientists no longer try to understand people from all walks of life or try to create social 

change. Furthermore, to what culture or community does one person actually belong? 

Because of the diversity among us, I could not represent all women - for there are 

women of different ethnic backgrounds - and even among white women, there are 

differences in sexual orientations, religious backgrounds, marital status, and other 

identity affiliations. I would be reduced to writing only about white, Quaker, activist, 

university educated, American, married, feminist women, or simply reduced to writing an 

autobiography. The infamous quote by Pastor Martin Niemoller appears vividly in my 

mind; 

In Germany the Nazis came first for the Communists, and I didn't speak up 

because I wasn't a Communist. Then they came for the Jews, and I didn't speak 

up because I wasn't a Jew. Then they came for the trade unionists, and I didn't 
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speak up because I wasn't a trade unionist. Then they came for me, and by that 

time there was no one left to speak for meV 

If we do not leam from those who have been silenced, and speak on their behalf in 

order to make it possible for them to be heard, then we have a long waiting game for 

them to represent themselves. As Kitzinger and Wilkinson (1996) point out, the idea of 

speaking only for ourselves "comes from the belief that it might be more appropriate to 

silence the cacophony of dominant voices busily regulating, explaining, justifying, 

exonerating or celebrating Others in favour of simply pointing to the silence of those 

Others and thereby helping to create space for them to speak for themselves" (p. 10). Do I 

then insist that the silenced also leam to speak English so that I can understand their 

voices? And do we just wait until that space is created, which could take decades? 

Kitzinger and Wilkinson (1996) articulately theorize the process of Othering by 

examining for ways that feminist scholars have addressed the problem; by I) speaking 

only for ourselves, 2) celebrating Otherness, 3) trying to destabilize Otherness and, 4) "by 

interrupting Otherness" (p. 10). 

The first was discussed above, but I would add to the discussion that if we only speak 

for ourselves, we lose our group strength. The community of El Nacimiento is extremely 

diverse, and according to feminists claiming that no one can speak on behalf of others, no 

one in the community could speak for anyone else. If this is the case, they have lost the 

strength in numbers as a formidable presence demanding to be heard. 

' There are se\'eral renditions of this poem, written by anti-Nazi activist and German Protestant Pastor 
Martin Niemdiler. No original published account could be found, only versions as others remember it. 
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A final compelling argument against speaking only for ourselves is this; "If 'we' are 

prevented firom representing Others, those Others are equally barred from theorizing 'us', 

and so excluded from the process of developing feminine theory and method which 

interrupts dominant assumptions" (Kitzinger & Wilkinson, 1996, p. 12). 

The second form of negotiating Otherness - celebrating it - is problematic as well. 

Though I agree that the traditions and experiences of those who are categorized as Others 

because they do not form part of the dominant culture are often "represented as inferior 

or pathological" (Kitzinger & wilkinson, 1996, p. 13), I disagree with the technique of 

only representing the positive and the strengths of those "Others" for two reasons. First, 

as Kitzinger and Wilkinson (1996) point out, "the danger lies in romanticizing Others and 

in using our representation of them to delineate 'our' vision of the Good Life" (p. 13). 

Second, I would add to this argument that the people with whom I lived and worked in 

EI Nacimiento do not want a rosy picture painted of their lives. They want their pain and 

suffering heard as well. The inclusion of negative aspects cannot be classified as working 

fi-om a deficit model or reinforcing Otherness as long as we present those "negatives" 

from the point of view of those with whom we speak, and collaborate with them in the 

research process, rather than relying on our own value judgments. Their point of view 

may or may not coincide with the dominant perspective, but as writers, if we place what 

other "Others" may perceive as "pathological" within its proper context, understanding is 

facilitated and the evaluative tendency is decreased. A balance reflecting the realities of 

lives lived must be represented, as they are witnessed and presented by community 

members. 
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Many of the discussions on these issues lead to an impasse because of the range of 

perspectives feminists bring to the floor. "Epistemological assumptions both about the 

nature of Otherness, and about the meaning of'representation'" differ tremendously 

(Kitzinger & Willinson, 1996, p. 14). Those arguing against speaking on behalf of 

Others, and those who celebrate Otherness address the issue from a different perspective 

than those who attempt to destabilize and/or interrupt Otherness, the last two forms of 

dealing with the issue. 

Poststructural feminists contend that questions of power and power relations are at the 

heart of the topic. If we assume that each product of our work is a representation, we 

must begin to ask ourselves another question. We move from do we have the right to 

represent, which in my view questions social science as a discipline, to how can we best 

write about experiences different from our own without Othering and creating a 

colonizing effect, because researchers do have control over how their representations are 

constructed. The answers create the impetus for destabilizing and interrupting Otherness. 

Michelle Fine has examined this question in depth. Her insights offer motivation for 

researchers who want to leant from those living lives different from our own, and present 

the findings to "other Others". She impels us to "work the hyphens" of the relationship 

between self and Other (1994, 1998), and warns, "when we opt, as has been the tradition, 

simply to write about those who have been Othered, we deny the hyphen" (Fine, 1994, p. 

72). The omission of important aspects, such as the researcher's role and relationship 

with informants, the power structures, the similarities as well as the differences, and the 
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diversity of voices within a singular context, creates the fixed categories of self and 

Other. Fine, therefore, invites feminist researchers to consider the following options: 

When we look, get involved, demur, analyze, interpret, probe, speak, remain 

silent, walk away, organize for outrage, or sanitize our stories, and when we 

construct our texts in or on their words, we decide how to nuance our relations 

with/fbr/despite those who have been deemed Others. When we write essays 

about subjugated Others as if they were a homogeneous mass (of vice or virtue), 

free-floating and severed from contexts of oppression, and as if we were neutral 

transmitters of voices and stories, we tilt toward a narrative strategy that 

reproduces Othering on, despite, or even "for." When we construct texts 

collaboratively, self-consciously examining our relations with/for/despite those 

who have been contained as Others, we move against, we enable resistance to, 

Othering (1994, p. 74). 

Mexicans, particularly those in the United States have been Othered by U.S. policy 

and society far too long. For many U.S. policy-makers, it appears as though Mexicans 

residing in the United States have become one big homogenous group of undereducated 

"wetbacks" invading the United States for the purposes of stealing jobs, draining the 

welfare system, and sneaking their kids into the wonderful U.S. school system. 

Mexicans have also been Othered by researchers. "In classical sociological and 

ethnographic accounts of the Mexican and Mexican American family, stereotypes . .. 

perpetuated images of the authoritarian, oversexed, and macho husband and the meek and 

submissive wife surrounded by children who adore their good and suffering mother^' 
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(Behar, 1993, p.277). It is this stereotyping and homogenizing that constructs Others. 

"Classic etlmography's notion that each individual can belong to one, and only one, 

discrete (unambiguous, nonoverlapping) culture" reinforces Othering when we should, 

instead, recognize that "a plurality of partially disjunctive, partially overlapping 

communities that crisscross between the people social critics address and those for whom 

they speak" (Rosaldo, 1993, p. 182). Furthermore, when early ethnographers pointed to 

the differences between "us" and the exotic, they created a hierarchy contributing to the 

Othering process. Abu-Lughod (1993) suggests that we can, and should, strive to write 

"against culture" by refraining from using sweeping generalizations which homogenize 

diversity among groups of people. 

By acknowledging the multiple communities and cultures in our ethnographic texts, 

our representations begin to move away from Othering. In light of the Othering damage 

that has already taken place, the present ethnography seeks to interrupt the Othering 

process by dismantling the crippling stereotypes that reinforce Mexicans as Others. I seek 

to expose how the Other category was historically and politically created, and how it is 

continually reinforced in the present. To do this, I have worked collaboratively with 

community members, as is outlined in Chapter 3. As Fine (1994, 1998) acknowledges, 

collaboration works as a conduit for this interrupting to begin. 

Further means of interrupting Othering were as follows; I lived in the community for 

an extended period of time to better understand experiences; I engaged in dialogue with 

community members regarding the representations I was creating to receive their critical 

feedback; I reversed the traditional method of inquiry, allowing those interviewed the 
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remove myself as the voice of complete authority, I have incorporated community 

members' voices in the text. It is to this last activity - creating a multivoiced text — that 

the following section is dedicated. 

Literary Forms 

Questions of representation and power are directly related to the current discussion of 

how best to re-present what we experienced and what was presented to us. How can 

fieldnotes and transcripts be composed in a form that does not betray community 

members' experiences and yet survives academic scrutiny? How can the researcher 

describe lives lived and discuss shared experiences among a population while celebrating 

the pluralism and diversity of experience at the same time? 

One possibility for helping find the balance between diversity and shared experience 

is to create a multi-voiced text, where the individual voices of those interviewed are 

presented alongside that of researcher. This dialogism, as it is referred to, has the "ability 

to convey conflicting or diverging points of view and thus to present a more accurate 

representation of the heterogeneous nature of social life than does the artfully 

constructed, seamless text of the omnipotent voice of authorial authority" (Lutkehaus, 

1995, p. 198). 

Because of the possibilities for interrupting Othering, in this project, I construct the 

community members' diverse experiences and opinions in a polyvocal ethnographic text, 

illuminating differences and similarities among community members and between 

community members and myself^ as well. The women, men, and children in this 
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community do share some social norms and perspectives, but do not, by any means, 

represent a homogenous group. 

Community members have wide and varying religious beliefs and preferences, 

different perceptions regarding the role of education and different conceptions about 

gender roles in society. It would be dishonest to generalize the myriad experiences and 

opinions, and unconscionable to reduce multiple voices to my singular one. This does not 

mean that some sameness is not evidenced, but rather that individualization is valued too. 

It is necessary to point out, however, that even the "sameness" is a representation of one 

moment in time. It can, and does, shift as people change opinions and have new 

experiences. 

As feminist researchers experiment with literary forms to replace colonizing accounts, 

they struggle for recognition of their work as scientifically acceptable. It is unacceptable 

and incongruous that as men have experimented with style, they have been praised, and 

their work as been categorized as experimental ethnography. Yet, when women have 

done the same, their work has been criticized as not being theoretical enough, or lacking 

scientific rigor. Furthermore, "to write unconventionally puts a woman in the category of 

untrained wife, while writing according to the conventions of the academy situates her as 

a textual conservative" (Behar, 1995, p. 15). 

The hierarchical positioning of the researcher further complicates this no-win 

situation. Issues of power are important to explore here as well. Much is written about the 

power of the researcher in relation to the researched, but also at play is the role of the 

gatekeepers who are in positions of authority over the researcher. In this project, for 
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example, as a doctoral student, the style I choose because I believe it will best represent 

the work, is at the discretion of the dissertation committee members (answering to 

institutional "standards") who can reject the research and/or my methods of presentation. 

As a professor, the process - and pressure - of tenure exerts influence over the type of 

work produced as well. As an author, the publishers decide what types of work are 

relevant for their purposes. These elements contribute to what forms of research products 

are created, and what is "acceptable." This accounts for why "feminist anthropologists 

are not racing to experiment with form" (Abu-Lughod, 1990, p. 17). 

A breadth of styles now exists, from ethnographies with no voice (not even 

acknowledgement of the researcher/writer) to multivocal ethnographies. Personally, I 

assume the risks involved in writing against academic convention to write in a style that I 

believe best represents El Nacimiento and minimizes the colonizing abuses of Othering 

through text. 

Researchers' Roles. Identities, and the Insider/Outsider Debate 

To be congruent with my positioning on the issues previously discussed, it is 

imperative to explicate my roles in the research process, and describe the nature of my 

relationship with the community members. 

It is easier to describe the multiple roles I lived, roles being the functions or positions I 

assumed, than it is to reflect on my multiple identities, or how I perceived myself The 

roles are fairly straightforward; I was a researcher, an observer, a teacher-helper, a 

teacher, an advocate, a comadre, and a friend. As for my identity, after living in another 
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country for several years, it became blurred. I was frequently confronted with realities 

that forced me to rethink the fundamental core of who I was and what I believed in. 

As is common perhaps, in this type of research, identity is touched, questioned, and 

changed during fieldwork. "Many ethnographers go to the field with the illusion that their 

identity, like their body, is discrete and impenetrable, that although their public persona is 

controllable and flexible, they have an inner identity a kind of holy ground, like a silent 

pool of water, that nothing will touch" (Willson, 1995, p. 268). I was one of these 

believers. I arrived in Mexico a person with strong convictions, well-defined ways of 

thinking and a subconscious list of life's priorities. My belief system was put through a 

rigorous exercise program, which demanded a re-evaluation of seIC and my "silent pool 

of water" sprang a leak. I came to this new community, not knowing anyone there, 

enthused to leam a new way of living and I adjusted so quickly I immediately felt I 

belonged. I was warmly accepted and developed mutually satisfying relationships with 

the women and children. 

Gradually, the strange became ordinary and I no longer felt like a gringa. [ cannot say 

that I became just like the women who have lived there all their lives, and that I blended 

in so well that a visitor would not have been able to discern that I was a foreigner. Quite 

the contrary, my pale skin, green eyes and thin figure physically identified me as 

different. My speech, obviously not native, was laced with a North American accent and 

a metropolitan style of Spanish and added to the easy identification of a stranger. And as 

these characteristics were not enough, the camera, notebook, and tape-recorder often 

provided the final details that proved I was not from the community. Furthermore, Agar 
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(1980) humorously reminds us, "On entering a community, an ethnographer carries more 

baggage them a tape recorder and a toothbrush, having grown up in a particular culture, 

acquiring many of its sometimes implicit assumptions about the nature of reality" (p. 41). 

Echoing Kate Altork's words as she describes herself among the firemen with whom 

she worked, "I was a highly visible presence" (1995, p. 131). From all outward 

appearances, I was an "outsider." Additionally, my childhood experiences held nothing in 

common with the women my age. Throughout my childhood, I had hot water to bathe in 

every night. I had books to read. I had heating and air conditioning, and I never went 

hungry. As an adult, my experiences have been distinct as well. I have spent more years 

in school than out, I choose to be a vegetarian and 1 elect to remain childless. Some of my 

choices and experiences were unique, and seemed odd to those who have many children 

and cherish the days when meat is available to eat. 

I was not always an outsider, however 1 was also an insider, depending on the context 

of the conversation and the activity. I share with the women the experience of having a 

husband gone for months at a time because of work, for this has been routine in my 

married life; My husband has always traveled to far away places to work. As wives, we 

share many of the same sentiments regarding the difficuhies and joys of a returning 

husband after long absences. We empathized when we talked of the compromises that 

have to be made after months of living independently. 

With the teachers, although our classrooms and educational materials differed greatly, 

we shared the frustrations of how to deal with discipline problems, how to reach children 
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who struggle with learning, and how to best teach the inquisitive minds that walk through 

our doors each day. 

With all community members, I share the coragey tristeza, the rage and sadness, we 

feel about the treatment of many Mexicans in the United States. 

Because of overlapping and shared experiences, the dichotomy of the insider/outsider 

categories is not as clear-cut as some would believe. Identities and ethnographic roles as 

so varied, "dynamic and shifting" (Zaharlick & Green, 1991, p. 215), that even from the 

beginning I was at once an insider and an outsider depending on the context. My position 

shifted from outsider to insider over time, too, as my activities changed and I 

incorporated myself into la vida cotidiana, everyday life. I remember my first experience 

of learning to make tortillas, for example, a daily chore for women in the community. My 

attempts to make thin and flat, rather than torn and wrinkled tortillas, were quite 

entertaining. In this context, I wzis the newcomer, the novice, the outsider, but every day I 

learned more and adapted to the tasks before me. Months later, as I engaged in routine 

activities with ease, I became friend, mother-helper, neighbor, insider. Longitudinal 

studies facilitate this transfer. 

In this process, several fascinating dynamics are witnessed. Because I was learning 

specific tasks, I was not an expert. In fact, I was the brunt of good-natured jokes as I 

made numerous mistakes. When we look at issues of power and power relations, these 

aspects of a researcher's presence cannot be ignored. Just as with the women who were 

my teachers in everyday activities, when I was with elders, listening to endless stories of 

the past, I was the student learning. 
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The flip side of this is that after a short period of time, I felt en casa (at home). I was 

acutely aware that I enjoy a privileged life, and that I was experiencing daily routines 

because of choice, something that is not prevalent in El Nacimiento. 

My roles and my positioning within the community and in the school were so complex 

and multidimensional that they played havoc with my identity. At times, I believed I was 

2iMexicana trapped xngringa clothing. One journal entry, eight months into my stay in 

Mexico, reflects my dilemma; 

The roosters awaken me temprano. I pull on my jeans and T-shirt, and quickly 

brush my hair. I scurry outside and across the street. The senora is waiting for me. 

She pours her freshly squeezed orange juice into my clay oUa and we chat. Her 

knees are giving her trouble due to last year's fall, me dice. Her mother's hands 

are trembling more and more each day, she worries. How is it that I am so thin, 

me pregimta. Our lives are intertwined briefly with each visit. We are two 

Mexicanas sharing a moment in time. 

I return home, pour a glass of juice from la olla, and begin to review my 

fieldnotes, analyze my data, and write of my latest experiences. I'm not 

Mexicana, I am a visitor - la guera del Norte. But my teal and coffee-colored 

serape keep me warm at night as I dream in Spanish. I'm Mexicana. Or am I una 

gringal I look in the mirror and my green-eyes and fair-skin contrast sharply with 

the faces I meet outside. But the mirror does not reflect mi corazon. It doesn't 

show where I feel I belong, where I am mas a gusto, mas contenta. 
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I will never ftiHy be Mexicana. I didn't know about La Virgen de Guadalupe 

until I was 16.1 was raised on whole wheat bread, not com tortillas. Spanish is 

my second language, not my mother tongue. But I am no longer fiilly 

"American." Who am I and where do I belong? Can I, like a chameleon, blend 

into my environments as I cross the border? Or I am now marginalized from both 

worlds, never fully belonging to either? (March 19, 1996) 

Because I have been subjected to societal fixations on labels, I began to question what 

the words "American" or "Mexican" really mean, and to which country I belonged. Is 

nationality defined by ideology, geography, birthplace, biology, genealogy, all of the 

above, or simply a social construction? When I returned to the United States, I was 

further confused, as I felt my "loyalties" to one country or the other in a constant state of 

flux. Reading books such as This Bridge Called My Back: Writings by Radical Women of 

Color (Moraga & Anzaldua, 1983) and Borderlands/La Frontera (Anzaldua, 1987) 

helped me realize that I was falling into the trap I have tried hard to avoid - that of trying 

to figure out what category [ belonged to instead of embracing all of my experiences and 

my multiple identities as part of one whole. 

An ethnographer "understands that research is an interactive process shaped by his or 

her personal history, biography, gender, social class, race, and ethnicity, and those of the 

people in the setting" (Denzin & Lincoln, 1998, p. 4). I have tried to present a brief 

overview of the roles, relationships and issues of identity in this section, and I will 

continue to explain them further within specific contexts as the story unfolds. 
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Activist Feminist Research 

Feminist ethnographers are often activist ethnographers; this is but one more role I 

played. Fine (1992) describes activist feminist research as that which is "committed to 

positioning researchers as self-conscious, critical, and participatory analysts, engaged 

with but still distinct from our informants. Such research commits to the study of change, 

the move toward change, and/or is provocative of change ..(p. 220). 

The activist component within critical theory is sometimes geared toward raising the 

consciousness of the people with whom the researcher works, since "change is facilitated 

as individuals develop greater insight into the existing state of affairs (the nature and 

extent of their exploitation) and are stimulated to act on it" (Guba & Lincoln, 1998, p. 

215). For this project, however, the consciousness that I hoped to raise was not with the 

community members (who are fully aware of the "extent of their exploitation"), but 

rather with those doing the exploiting. What Beverley Skeggs (1995) discovered in her 

work with women is also what I found with community members of El Nacimiento; they 

already had "highly raised consciousness; what they did not have was the right economic 

means" to deal with certain mistreatments (p. 198). Within the community, for example, 

many women have been effective in creating specific changes regarding abuses against 

them (or their families), as will be detailed later on. 

As an activist researcher, then, my intentions included the following: to leam from a 

group of people who have been exploited and Othered by both the Mexican and U.S. 

political economy and much of U.S. society; to work toward social change in the United 

States; collaborate with community members according to their political agenda in 
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Mexico; and affect education policy in both countries. I recognize that because I am in a 

privileged position, it is within the realm of possibility to use my power to promote social 

justice. Michelle Fine (1994) details this process of working the hyphen and trading 

race/class privilege explicitly. "Bartering privilege for justice, we re-present stories told 

by subjugated Others, stories that would otherwise be discarded. And we get a hearing" 

(p. 79), while at the same time we deconstruct relationships of power and attempt to 

equalize access to a platform where all voices are heard. 

There will still be those who say that activist researchers should work only toward 

creating space so that those whom our society has Othered can be heard. But I remind 

them that policy abuses have taken place against Mexican laborers for more than a 

century, and instead of improving, they have now worsened to include Mexican children 

in our schools. Stories are unfortunately listened to only if they do not come from the 

mouths of those Othered. Fine (1994, 1998) presents a vivid example of a white social 

psychologist who re-presents experiences of battered women charged with killing their 

abusers. In court, she "retells the stories these women have told her, this time in Standard 

English. . . . She makes them acceptable .... [and] She has an impressive success rate for 

keeping these women out of jail" (1994, p. 80; see also Blackman, 1993). 

Fine (1994) acknowledges that we must question whether this type of work emits a 

tone of arrogance since activist feminist researchers presume change can be made 

because of our work (else we would not dedicate our lives to the task). Eduardo Galeano, 

however, addresses the political agenda of the writer and soothes the sting of Fine's 

question by stating, "If what is written is read seriously and to some extent changes or 
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nourishes the consciousness of the reader, a writer has justified his or her role in the 

process of change: with neither arrogance nor false humility, but with the recognition of 

being a small part of something vast" (1988, p. 122). 

Brodkey (1987) points out that for some academics, "it is . .. the explicit use of 

research to advocate for change that makes critical research academically suspect, for it is 

widely believed that scholarship and advocacy either are or should be kept distinct" (p. 

69). I vehemently disagree with this perspective. I believe that social researchers can, and 

should, "engage in documenting social inequities and enabling struggles of resistance 

without sacrificing the quality of our research" (Fine, 1992, p. 230). This research was 

therefore designed to serve as a catalyst for social change. The following chapter, 

illustrates the precise methodological approaches taken in the process of discovery and 

analysis to create this critical feminist ethnography. 

Concluding Paradigmatic Thoughts 

Borrowing from Maxine Greene's quote at the beginning of this monograph, I assert 

that feminist ethnography has the potential to serve as the light in the dark and shadowed 

traditions of rigid paradigmatic stances. Although feminism has been described as a 

paradigm in its formative stages because of the many conflicting views and perspectives 

within, quite possibly it is the inner turmoil that gives it its strength. Maybe "formative" 

is not the best adjective, for feminists seek the pluralism of ideas that create dialogue and 

therefore strengthen multidimensional knowledge. "For feminist poststructuralism, it is 

language in the form of conflicting discourses which constitutes us as conscious thinking 
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subjects and enables us to give meaning to the world and to act to transform it" (Weedoa, 

1997, p. 31). 
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Chapter 3 

METHODOLOGY 

The research questions addressed in this work express interest in people's stories and 

experiences, how they think, what they think, or more precisely, "how [they] construct 

their lives in the act of leading them" (Geertz, 1983, p. 16). Since the methodological 

processes selected for any given research project must be congruent with the types of 

questions asked and the theoretical constructs of the study, the use of ethnographic 

methodologies for the collection of data created a perfect match. 

In this chapter, I review the methodological basis of the study. I outline how the 

processes unfolded for gaining access to the community and employing the two most 

prominent ethnographic methods for data collection; participant observation and 

interviews. I then describe how I sifted through the extensive amount of information for 

data analysis. 

Throughout the chapter, I illustrate how a community of people worked together in a 

collaborative manner to conduct the research, rather than how'T' conducted the research 

alone. Though the final text was written alone, this ethnography would not have been 

possible without the help, input, and energy of many people. 

Ethnographic Research 

"A research design describes a flexible set of guidelines that connects theoretical 

paradigms to strategies of inquiry and methods for collecting empirical material" (Denzin 
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& Lincoln, 1998, p. 28). While embracing feminist and constructivist paradigms and 

perspectives, I practiced ethnographic techniques to uncover the knowledge sought. 

Ethnography is a research process that involves long-term association and interaction 

with a group of people (Agar, 1980; Spindler& Spindler, 1987), demands close 

observation and systematic record keeping (Marcus & Fischer, 1986), and studies human 

behavior in a cultural context, in an attempt to understand the local point of view (Agar, 

1980; Geertz, 1983; Marcus & Fischer, 1986; Spindler & Spindler, 1987). In this chapter, 

I will show how the present study interpreted and brought to fruition each portion of this 

definition. 

Contextual Framework 

This research was conducted in two of numerous rural communities within the 

boundaries of Romita, a municipio in the state of Guanajuato, in central Mexico. I 

mention two communities, since historically and politically two ejidos sit side-by-side. 

Though there is a visible geographic line of demarcation - a small dirt road - and each 

community has its own name and its own delegado, or government delegate, socially and 

culturally the division is blurred. Both communities share an elementary school and a 

preschool, the only public buildings there, and no one notices when a step is physically 

made from one community to the other. For these reasons, throughout this dissertation I 

refer to the entire area with one name, but make explicit here that the singular name 

refers to the two separate ejidos ]o\n&d together. The roots of the formal division are 

discussed fi^om a historical perspective in chapter four. Since both ejidos have religious 
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names that make reference to the birth of Christ, I will herein refer to the area studied as 

El Nacimiento, The Birth. 

Mexico has over 27 million campesinos, ' many of whom live marginally and under 

conditions of extreme poverty (Secretaria de Educacion Piiblica, 1992; 1988 Census). The 

campesinos of El Nacimiento share this and other characteristics common to those living 

in agricultural areas. Though each person and every region is unique, myriad rural 

experiences are echoed across all of central Mexico. 

There is often a pervasive misconception that rural Mexicans belong to one or another 

indigenous group. In Guanajuato, the Chichimecas are the only formally recognized 

group of indigenous peoples living in a small section of the state. Though their 

community experiences may be similar, from living marginally in an economically 

depressed and rural region, the inhabitants of El Nacimiento do not identify themselves as 

an indigenous group. 

The last three and a half years of my life (from August 1995 to March 1999) have 

been dedicated to interacting with, and learning about, the families in El Nacimiento. The 

first 15 months I lived there continuously, at times with a family in the cabecera (the 

administrative center of the municipio) where the elementary school teachers lived. This 

enabled me to experience their daily routines. Other periods were spent living with a 

family in El Nacimiento. In the months that followed, frequent visits, follow-up 

interviews and further participation in community activities took place while I lived and 

' In early ethnographies of Mexico, the term "peasant" was often used to describe farm laborers. But 
Fowler-Salamini & Vaughan e.xplain. "As the peasant household becomes increasingly divorced from 
agricultural self-su£Bdency, it is more coavenient to employ the term campesino household, a catchall 
describing low-income ruî  people in Mexico" (1994. p. .vLx). 



63 

worked in the capitol city of Guanajuato and occasionally returned home to Arizona. The 

length of time spent living in the area was essential to witnessing and recording changes 

such as those seen from the beginning of school to the end, the differences between 

summer and school-year activities, and the migratory patterns of men's work (virtually 

all migration is by male community members and related to employement). 

EI Nacimiento has few male residents, especially during the wimer months, because 

men seek employment outside the region, often in the United States. Its inhabitants live 

from subsistent farming practices in barren areas with no irrigation system. Changes in 

roles, routines and expectations are therefore dramatic for all community members from 

planting season, to harvest time, to dormant periods. The extended period of time spent 

with the residents allowed me not only to experience all of these changes, but also to 

develop cordial relationships with the husbands, sons or fathers during their return visits 

home, and to establish longstanding relationships of trust with the women and teachers. 

The individuals who teach in El Nacimiento live 40 minutes away, in town — where 

daily activities differ greatly than those in the community - and their experiences are 

quite different from those of the children they instruct. The three elementary teachers 

have contrasting histories, distinct values and dissimilar ideological perspectives. Their 

lives, however, are intimately linked with the families', and the relationships are 

complex. A long-term association with the teachers, then, as well as with the families, 

became imperative to understanding the community and classroom dynamics. 

Through a National Security Education Program (NSEP) fellowship, I found myself in 

the enviable position of living in Mexico long enough to develop more than just the 
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"rapport" a researcher needs to gain the confidence of community members. Extensive 

periods of time in the field allow researchers to go beyond the obvious and superficial 

levels of understanding. They allow us to look beyond the food, the festivities and the 

popular music to understand conceptions of the world, discern roles in relation to status 

by sex and age, capture conversational patterns, feel attitudes, and not only to leam about, 

but experience, the nature of fnendships in the community. I developed enduring 

relationships of trust and mutual respect, and I observed continual developments in the 

community. I was, therefore, not only able to gather multifaceted ethnographic data but I 

was able to return home from the site with much more than a box full of fieldnotes and 

cassettes. 

The Research Questions and Transformations 

The length of time spent in the community permitted me the luxury of engaging in the 

critical initial stages of ethnographic fieldwork, where it is necessary to sufficiently 

familiarize oneself with new surroundings in order to refine the research questions. 

"Unlike survey and experimental researchers who specify research questions in advance, 

ethnographers develop and refine their questions as they leam in the field" (Johnson, 

1992). 

This process is still misunderstood by many in the "hard" sciences. In my search for 

funding for this project, I sent my proposal to two different organizations that provide 

doctoral fellowships. Before the NSEP review, I sat before the other organization's 

committee of three professors who were evaluating my proposal. I knew I would not 
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receive the funding as soon as the following statement was made: "I've read your 

proposal and cannot find your hypothesis. Just what are you hypothesizing?" Trying to 

explain in a matter of minutes the theoretical basis for why ethnographic research does 

not begin with a hypothesis, and why my initial questions were broadly posed, proved to 

be unsuccessful. My comments were met with unconvinced and doubtful glances. After 

receiving the official rejection letter, I returned to the director's office to ask for 

suggestion on improving my proposal. I felt I was once again entering into a losing battle 

when I heard, "You need to be more specific about your hypothesis and questions." 

Johnson (1992, p. 140) clarifies that in ethnographic research, the initial period of 

fieldwork is utilized for developing questions that are more specific because important 

issues "will only come to light in the field and [cannot be] foreseen" since we are 

uncovering knowledge we did not already possess. She continues, "A defining 

characteristic of ethnography, then, is that questions and hypotheses emerge on site; they 

are not all spelled out in advance" (p. 140). 

My questions were no different. Though I was hoping to be in a migrant- sending 

community, I did not know that I would be living in a community where many of the 

male members work in the United States, while mothers and children remain at home. I 

erroneously assumed that in these communities, it was more common for entire families 

to go together. I also did not know that in Guanajuato, teachers often live in town and 

travel to rural areas to teach, rather than live and work in the same community. My 

questions, and eventually my hypotheses, could not possibly reflect the true context of 

the study, without dedicating time to exploring these realities of life in El Nacimiento. 
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Once I understood the basics of la vida cotidicma, everyday life, I was able to 

articulate with precision the direction of the research. I wanted to know the answers to 

questions such as the following: What was the role of formal education, since it led only 

to sixth grade? What were the causal roots of deciding to leave family behind, when men 

sought work in the United States? What were the dynamics in the classroom, when 

teachers from the town taught rural children? These questions emerged after my arrival, 

from my broad curiosity of wanting to understand antecedent experiences of Mexican 

children coming to the United States. 

Gaining Access 

Guanajuato was selected as a critical site of study because the state has one of the 

highest rates of migrant workers and emigrants traveling to the United States (Rionda, 

n.d., Suarez-Orozco. 1995b). I had conducted a different study in Mexico the year before, 

and made some essential contacts in the capitol city of Guanajuato. Upon my arrival to 

begin the present research, I contacted a sociologist at the University of Guanajuato who 

was studying the impact of absent male figures from rural communities on the 

socialization of young children. I also contacted two researchers from the Instituto de 

Investigaciones en Educacion de la Universidad de Guanajuato (IIEDUG, an institute of 

educational research), for advice and suggestions. All three of these women gave me a 

list of potential municipios where large populations migrate to the United States in search 

of work. When I cross-referenced the lists, Romita appeared on all three. 
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I was informed that to conduct research in a rural community I would first need the 

approval of the presidente municipal, the municipal president. I went to Romita, and after 

explaining my proposal to this man^ I was graciously welcomed to live and conduct my 

research in any part of the municipio that I desired. I was told I needed to get permission 

from the Secretary of Education, however, if I was going to observe or work in a school. 

The Secretary of Education of Guanajuato has local ofHces in each of the state's 

municipios. One of the assistants to the presidente municipal escorted me to those offices 

where I spoke to a local representative. This man gave me the name of a person to contact 

at the state's central offices, so that I could receive official permission he was unable to 

grant. 

One week later I had an appointment to present my proposal to the person who later 

became a key collaborator in the research process. Victor' sat quietly reading my 

proposal and evidenced expressions of excitement; He was greatly interested in the 

project. He had recently completed a qualitative study examining educational experiences 

of school children in rural areas and generously offered to not only give me permission, 

but to take me around to several schools and let me decide where I would like to begin. 

He called a social worker who makes regular trips to all of the communities in Ronuta 

and asked her if she would make a list of five schools whose teachers, in her opinion, 

might be open to the idea of having a doctoral student from the United States observing 

and working with them in the classroom. 

' All names used throughout the text are pseudonyms. 
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With the security of having obtained pemiission from the presidente municipal and 

the secretary of education, I moved in with a woman and her teenage granddaughter 

(whose mother was working in the United States) in the cabecera of Romita. Victor 

stopped by my new residence early one morning to drive me to the five schools on the 

list. The task of driving to five elementary schools seemed manageable for one morning, 

but I began to doubt my conjectured timeframe when I saw a pile of large, scrolled maps 

in the backseat of his Volkswagen. 

Non-marked, solitary dirt roads traverse much of Romita. Our expedition took a full 

day. It included numerous stops to ask directions, and some backtracking, before the 

realization set in that the use of maps in rural areas is of little help. 

At each school we visited, Victor explained that I was from the University of Arizona 

and briefly described what I was interested in doing. Everyone demonstrated great 

interest in the project. Even though all of the teaches were extremely courteous at each of 

the five schools, I felt especially welcomed in El Nacimiento, and knew immediately this 

was where I wanted to be. It was a multigrade school where three teachers were in charge 

of grades one through six. On this particular day, however, only two teachers were there, 

and they were taking turns going to the third classroom where close to 40 students were 

quietly working on their own, something they had been doing for the previous two weeks, 

while their teacher was out sick. The community looked relatively small and the two 

teachers I met gave me a warm reception. They seemed eager to help in any way and 

good-naturedly opened their classrooms to me. 
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The final stage of gaining access to the research site included a formal meeting in the 

community. In attendance were the three teachers (two males and one female), two 

mothers fi"om the community representing the Padres de Familia^ akin to our Parent-

Teacher Associations (PTA), two male administrators directly above the teachers (theJefe 

de sector and the supervisor), and a former female teacher in the community, currently 

serving as a regional administrator. Victor accompanied me on this important visit, and in 

fact drove the two male administrators, and me, to the school for the meeting. I cannot 

forget the brief feelings of insecurity as I traveled through seemingly barren lands with 

three men that I barely knew. I questioned my sanity and wondered why I had ever 

chosen to leave the security of my home in Arizona. 

We arrived without incident, and I nervously entered the childless classroom where 

the meeting was held. I explained who I was and presented my research proposal. 

Everyone asked questions and one teacher made a comment expressing his desire for a 

mutual exchange of knowledge where I would share with them my experiences of 

teaching instead of just observing in their classrooms. 1 readily accepted his request, and 

everyone present at the meeting agreed that I was welcome. At the time of the meeting, I 

did not know that the decision had already been made to accept me into the school, and 

that the encounter was merely a formality to define the schedules and the details of my 

time with the teachers. This only became apparent to me when the meeting finished, and 

a long line of women fi-om the community entered with dishes already prepared for a full 

celebratory meal. 
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Thus began my research in the school, where I collected classroom data for many 

months while I slowly introduced myself to community members. When I later expressed 

interest in interviewing the mothers and others in El Nacimiento, one woman invited me 

to live with her, so that I would no longer have to travel from the cabecera to the 

community. I stayed with her and solidified my budding relationships with community 

members, before beginning the interviews with them. 

The process for gaining access was long, but important, as I became an accepted 

participatory member of the community. The ethnographic road was paved and my 

learning journey began as doors, and hearts, were opened to me. 

Collaborative Roots 

As I mentioned earlier, Victor became a key player in this research venture. He had 

the knowledge of the inner-workings of the educational system in the state, as well as the 

experience of having lived and worked in rural communities for many years before 

working for the secretary of education. Because he had worked with campesinos on 

agricultural affairs, he provided me with advice regarding acceptable behavior as a 

woman, a ""gringa" in the community. I remember one of the first comments I made to 

him: "I don't want to come across as a 'rich gringa' here." He gently reminded me, "In 

their eyes you are a rich gringa and always will be. The simple fact that you are here tells 

them that you live a more privileged life than they do. Your goal is to show them who 

you are besides that" The reality check made me aware of how useful his perspective 
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would be and I asked him to collaborate with me in various aspects of the research. 

Because of his interest in the study, he readily accepted. 

From the beginning, language became an obvious area of concern where I needed 

assistance. Even though I had learned Spanish when I was 16 years old as an exchange 

student to Mexico, and had taken many intensive Spanish courses as refreshers before 

beginning the study, 1 was unprepared for the variations in the Spanish language 

encountered within the community. 

Certain phrases are common in rural areas that are not used in the cities, and the 

pronunciation of numerous words is quite diflferent from what I had learned. For 

example, words that end in "ado," such as "cansado" (tired), become "cansao" where the 

"d" is silent. Other words are blended: "para alia" (over there) becomes "pa'lla." Some 

words have their beginnings or endings dropped: "estamos" (we are), becomes "tamos." 

In time [ adjusted to the new sounds, learned which words typically had endings left 

off, and acclimated myself to the rhythm of the language. The variations were rule-

governed and it was essential to learn these new rules. 

Victor helped me with that task and assisted me in creating my initial interview 

guides, phrasing my questions appropriately. As an example of where I would have failed 

if I had constructed these alone, I wanted to ask women if they worked outside the home. 

The literal translation would have probably initiated some interesting responses as all of 

the women "work outside the home." They wash clothes outside, they work in the fields, 

they winnow com - they do much work "outside the home." What I really wanted to 

know was did they take on extra, income-generating work responsibilities. Victor helped 
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me phrase these types of questions into conunon, everyday language. The new question 

became, '^^Ustedhace algopara ayudarse en elgasto de la casa?'^ which literally means, 

"Do you do anything to help yourself with household expenses?" 

Victor was but one of several whose assistance was crucial to the research. When it 

came time to transcribe the interviews, I sought the help of a native speaker, Isabel, who 

transcribed all of the interviews. I met Isabel at the Secretaria de Educacion where she 

worked, and upon learning about my research, offered her help. She transcribed the 

words exactly as they were pronounced, something that would have proved difficult for 

me, while I adjusted to different ways of pronunciation and learned new vocabulary not 

found in a traditional dictionary. 

In the school and in the community, I found it imperative to work closely with 

community women to answer my numerous questions. Alma worked with me on school 

related issues while Elena worked with me on community issues. I reviewed the minutia 

of every transcript and consulted all of these collaborators (Alma, Elena, Victor, and 

Isabel) on a wide range of issues. My questions seemed unending: Is that a common 

phrase? Was it unusual that she shared that with me? What do you make of this? Is she 

possibly trying to tell me something indirectly here? Do you believe that others hold the 

same feelings? Who else should I talk to regarding this issue? 

As I received critical feedback on these questions and others, I began to note where I 

needed to clarify issues with the interviewee and where gaps existed in the data. 

I refrain from using the term "informants" here, for it has assumed a negative 

connotation associated with the delineation of hierarchy in the research process. 
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Furthermore, these four people did much more than inform me. Cooperatively and 

collaboratively we collected data. They also acted as cultural advisors, endured long and 

tedious discussions for critical reflection and were fundamental participants in the 

analysis of the data. They also offered varying viewpoints since they represented distinct 

groups; community members, teachers, and administrators. Both male and female 

perspectives on the issues discussed were represented as well. The data would not have 

been as rich, nor complete, without their participation. As will be evidenced in the final 

chapter, Victor, Elena and Alma were also instrumental in bringing about positive 

changes to the community, as a result of the research. 

Data Collection 

Data can come from a variety of sources and are obtained through the use of diverse 

tools and techniques (Zaharlick & Green, 1991). The following section elaborates on the 

use of interviews and observations as principal methods for the collection of data. It also 

describes the indispensable tools used in the process, such as recording devices and 

fieldnotes. Finally, the artifacts collected for analysis are delineated. 

Limitations exist in any data collection process and it is fundamental to explicate 

where possible gaps appear and why. In this study, there were two distinct areas of 

concern and 1 begin this section by describing them. 

Limitations 

Even after conducting a longitudinal and intensive study, gaps will inevitably exist in 

the data. The limitations of this research are easy to pinpoint and necessary to explain. 
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My relationships with the men were cordial but not personal, limiting my questions and 

their responses, thus presenting one principal restriction in the data collected from their 

interviews. Additionally, language issues and translation processes proved challenging at 

times and they deserve elaboration. Consequently, a discussion on both issues follows. 

Female researcher, male participants. Because of previously established stereotypes of 

gringos diS promiscuous (Morton, 1995; Gearing, 1995; Dubisch, 1995; Wilson, 1995), I 

did not wish to "hang out" with the men, or sit alone with a man to engage in intimate 

conversation and lose the trust and respect of the women in the community. My presence 

as an unaccompanied female demonstrated an independence out of the norm. I was in a 

community where the men leave home to work, not the women. I was aware that this 

independence could feed the promiscuous notion. 

Ethnographers "have a stake in being 'accepted' by the society in which they research; 

they need to live there, so they must counteract the negative stereotypic images as much 

as possible" (Wilson, 1995, p. 264). Had I put myself in a position to gain confidential 

connections with the men, I would have furthered the stereotypes and lost the alliance I 

had with the women. This situation presented an either/or choice for me to make. Since 

the mothers are the dominant caretakers of the children, often the heads of households, 

and the decision makers in the community, while the men are gone for nine months or 

more a year, it would have been highly problematic to have lost the women's confidence 

in me. 
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I cherished the trusted relationships I cukivated with the women, and was cautious 

with my behavior, my questions, and the selection of the setting during the times that I 

formally interviewed men. Passages written by female researchers such as, "I had learned 

. . . that some women resented me talking in depth with their husbands" (Morton, 1995, 

p. 181), warned me of potential problems, and I did not wish to risk the confidence and 

mutual respect that was growing daily. Though several interviews took place alone with 

men in their homes in the United States, a few interviews were conducted in the 

community with men who had returned for the planting season. These interviews always 

took place with an invitation for the wife to join us. The men answered my questions 

politely, but there was more to be said than they wished to discuss because the wife was 

present, and because I am a woman. On four separate occasions, Victor conducted 

interviews alone with men to purposely change the dynamics of interaction (with an all 

male environment). Nevertheless, I recognize a gap in the data regarding certain aspects 

of the personal lives of the men. However, I made a conscious decision to conserve and 

further develop the relationships established with the women, instead of nurturing close 

relationships with the men. I was not willing to risk the female insights and fiiendships, 

nor their honest, heartfelt, feminine perspectives. 

Regional language and issues of translation. Another limitation to the study is related 

to language. It is difHcult for languages that are translated in a direct, straightforward and 

literal manner to retain their exact meaning. Sometimes there are words in Spanish that 

have no English counterpart. For example, the word "reAozo" in Spanish has no English 
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word that could express its full meaning. I could translate the word rebozo as "shawl," 

but a rebozo is much more than a shawl. A rebozo is a piece of cloth that serves as a head 

covering from the sun, it is a baby carrier, it is a blanket for children, and it serves other 

uses as well. Throughout the dissertation, words like rebozo have been kept in Spanish 

and, when necessary, I have added a footnote to clarify the meaning. 

Other words possess a regional meaning that may differ from popular usage in urban 

areas or from the traditional dictionary meaning. An immediate example that comes to 

mind is the use of the word ''pueblo." In popular culture, pueblo refers to a small town or 

village. For those interviewed in El Nacimiento, a pueblo is a city - it is much bigger 

than where they live, which they themselves refer to as ttn rancho. In one interview, a 

woman made reference to Mexico City as a pueblo. In cases like this, I translate the 

meaning the interviewees intended rather than use the formal dictionary meaning. 

Community members in El Nacimiento, as in other rural areas, also use certain 

vocabulary words that are not found in a dictionary, but are very common in 

conversation. The word "awswo" is one example. The original words, asi es, over time 

turned into the one word ansina, which is used in place of asi, or asi es during informal 

discourse (the word can assume multiple meanings such as "so" or "that is" depending on 

the context). 

These difficulties, of course, limit the exposition of data. Delgado-Gaitan (1994) 

refers to these issues as "potentially problematic." Researchers need to be concerned 

when making translations and take care in presenting the intended meanings rather than 
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the literal ones. I have decided to preserve the original words of interviewees whenever 

possible and present both the transcribed passages along with their translations. 

The translating process was collaborative. Victor and Elena worked with me to discuss 

regional meanings. 

Though I discussed the interviews and transcripts with those with whom I worked, 

they were ultimately filtered through me. The words and expressions come from a 

different language, a different ethnicity, and sometimes from a different gender. It is 

clearly possible to miss some of the subtleties of a distinct culture and language. Though 

I have taken great care to work with local collaborators long enough to gain a deep 

understanding, limitations are inevitable when translating words and cultural experiences. 

The Interviews 

"At the heart of interviewing research is an interest in other individuals' stories 

because they £ire of worth" (Seidman, 1991, p.3). Throughout this study, the interviews 

have been the crux of the data-collecting processes and they constitute a large percentage 

of the data base. I conducted 81 formal interviews, of which 60 were audio-taped and 

later transcribed in their entirety; two were audio-taped with only portions transcribed; 

and the remaining 19 were documented through written notes. 

The interviews were conducted with teachers, administrators, children and conununity 

members. Traditional ethnographic work frequently excluded female perspectives (due to 

cultural and gender barriers, or by research design). Because women's voices have not 

been heard in the public sphere for far too long (Lieblich & Josselson, 1994), it was 

important in a community of primarily women and children, with a proportionally small 
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and transient population of males, to let female stories dominate. As Rockhill states, "the 

concentration upon the stories of women provides a basis for interpreting how gendered 

practices are integral to their understandings of their everyday lives" (1987, p. 317). 

Women therefore make up the bulk of the interviewees. 

The interviews were not conducted solely one-on-one. At times, I found it instructive 

to interview two women at once, allowing them to exchange dialogue and build on each 

other's statements. Sometimes I interviewed children with a mother and/or grandmother 

included in the process. The interviews with the two elders of the community were 

conducted with their adult children present and sometimes grandchildren, all giving input 

at times. I also invited a scholar on history to assist me in the interview process with one 

of the remaining two men who helped establish one of the two ejidos. 

Except for those conducted in Phoenix, Arizona (with 3 community members), all 

interviews with men took place with their wives nearby, if not sitting directly next to their 

husbands. 

The interview process. The word "^entrevista " (interview) was new to the members of 

EI Nacimiento. I recall when I first approached a group of women in the community and 

expressed my interest in interviewing them on an individual basis. They asked me what 

the word entrevista meant and what the process entailed. I had long been assigned the 

title of maestro (teacher) in the community, so when I answered them by stating that I 

had a list of questions that I wanted to ask them, their first thought, understandably, was 

that I would be administering an exam of sorts. Their startled looks encouraged me to 
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icnowledge about the community, and that I was interested in learning and listening to 

them talk about their lives, their work, their opinions on various issues, their hopes for the 

future and their histories. One daring woman agreed to be the first. 

After the third or fourth interview in one week, children began knocking at my door, 

saying, "My mother wants to know when you are coming to interview her." I would hear 

women ask each other if they had been interviewed yet. The word became part of 

everyday language in El Nacimiento for a long time. 

All interviews with community members were held in their homes. This added a 

context to their lives for me. I was able not just to listen to what their daily routines were, 

but I could also see exactly where their activities took place. I understood some of the 

implications of what it meant when a mother said she had 10 children and I could see that 

there were only two beds in their one-room house. If she said she had just finished doing 

the laundry, I could see the aluminum tubs turned upside down to drain and the numerous 

articles of clothing lying across bushes or fences to dry in the hot sun. 

The interviews I held with the students took place at the school, in a semi-private 

setting. We always sat alone in an empty classroom, but dozens of eyes of other students 

peered in at us through the windows. Complete silence was noted outside, as little ears 

struggled to listen. Most wanted an opportunity to be the next one interviewed. 

One of the teacher interviews was also held at the school while the other two were 

conducted in the home where I lived. My offer to go to their homes was graciously 

refused. The teachers stated that with the demands of their children and other household 
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responsibilities, they would not be able to concentrate. My home offered total privacy 

where the two teachers were able to focus completely on the questions with total 

confidentiality. These interviews were the longest and spanned two to four days each. 

Before each interview began, I read a formal statement to each person stating clearly 

who I was and what my intentions were, asking permission to record the interview, 

informing the interviewees they did not have to answer any questions they did not want 

to discuss, and promising anonymity (see Appendix A). On all occasions when I 

requested to tape-record the session, 1 was granted permission. The interviews lasted 

between 15 and 25 minutes for children and between one and five hours for the adults. 

The women in the community were much like the Chamula women of Rosenbaum's 

research (1993). They were "extremely open and discuss[ed] intimate details of their 

lives without prodding" (p. 12). They freely discussed personal stories, experiences with 

illegal crossing ventures into the United States, and at times, even their sexual 

relationships. These were themes I did not directly engage in, but the women spoke 

about, without reservation, when topics sometimes took their own course. 

Formal interviews and interview guides. Interviews have been categorized in the 

literature in several different ways, from the structured, semi-structured, non-structured 

continuum (Johnson, 1992), to standardized and reflexive (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

1983), to formal and informal (Agar, 1980). Informal interviews can occur during normal 

conversation, and often elicit important information. Formal interviews, in the strict 

sense, occur in a pre-designated place (Merriam, 1988) and discussion is on 
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predetermined topics. The formal interviews in the community began as structured 

interviews but quickly turned to a semi-structured format. 

Though I had created a few interview guides before my arrival in the community, my 

early questions were clearly created from an uninformed perspective and were not 

suitable to the context. I did not know, for example, that the majority of the adults in the 

community had completed, at most, third grade. It was therefore inadequate to ask 

questions such as, "How do your past educational experiences help you in your work?" 

This and other questions were revised and many others were added as I continually 

learned about daily life in rural Mexico. 

Spindler and Spindler (1987) remind us that "instruments, codes, schedules, 

questionnaires, agenda for interviews, and so forth, should be generated in situ as a result 

of observations and ethnographic inquiry" (p. 19). My interview questions followed this 

process, just as my research questions had. 

The interviews began in an extremely structured format. Armed with my list of 

questions, I approached my first interviewee: an older woman in her late fifties and 

mother of one of the third grade girls at school. I was nervous about how the interview 

would go, wondering what their reactions would be to the interview process. We sat 

outside and I began to read from my list. I was worried about the questions, and as I read 

them on this first visit I, unfortunately, did not pay close attention to the answers. I knew 

they were being recorded, and because the woman was very difficult to understand, I 

nervously concentrated on the "next" question on the list, rather than on the answer. She 
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responded to all the questions with a very serious air, as I mechanically rattled them off; I 

thanked her when we finished, and went on my way. 

The following week I was horrified and embarrassed when I read the transcript of the 

interview. One question read, "How do you discipline your children when they 

misbehave? What do you do?" The woman had kept such a straight face throughout the 

interview that when she Jokingly answered, "I give them away," I simply said, "Okay" 

and went on to the next question! From that moment on I knew I had to change my 

technique. I began to listen without reserve, and follow up on possible avenues of 

interest. The interviews quickly transformed themselves from obsessively rigid to semi-

structured. I stopped the dogmatic attention to the guide, following the basic themes of 

the questions, but allowing for further discussion and ad hoc inquiries that arose naturally 

within the course of the interview. 

The guides changed in another way as well. Though most questions were open ended 

(except for the traditional demographic-type questions), I had a few closed, informational 

type questions that were only necessary to ask in a few interviews, which could then be 

dropped once the answer was known. An example is the following: I asked if a 

ciirandera, a medicine woman, lived in the community. After being told in five separate 

interviews there was not one there, that everyone traveled to the health clinic when they 

had health problems, I dropped the question. 

Separate guides were created for mothers, fathers, elders and children. A general 

questionaire was created for the three teachers, with an individualized guide created 

additionally. When interviewing the elders in the community, I concentrated on an 



83 

unstructured, life history format, but I also had a list of questions to use as prompts if 

necessary. I was interested in allowing them to talk about their lives and the changes they 

had witnessed in the community over the years. 

Informal interviews. An incalculable number of informal interviews also provided 

bounteous information. The long ride to and from the community offered occasions to 

ask the teachers numerous questions concerning each day's proceedings, among other 

topics. Furthermore, while living in the community, many long evenings were spent 

sitting by the open flames that cooked the nixtamal (a mixture that is the base of the 

tortilla dough), asking women an endless string of questions. 

The informal interviews that took place with community members were generally 

unstructured. "The strength of unstructured interviews is that informants have great 

freedom to express themselves using their own cultural constructs independently of the 

presuppositions of the ethnographer" (Bernard, et al., 1986, p. 382). Miscellaneous topics 

were explored through long conversations. At times, I took notes during these 

discussions. On other occasions, the notebook and pen were left behind in conformity 

with a more informal atmosphere, so that the women would not feel as though they were 

constantly being examined and studied. The women were affable and spoke from the 

heart as they shared experiences, feelings, attitudes, beliefs, hopes, and fhistrations. 

These interviews were documented later, in the quiet nighttime hours when I was alone. 
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Confirmation of data. The teachers and administrators in this study were each given a 

copy of their transcribed interview to read, to ensure the accuracy of the recording. They 

were permitted to eliminate sections, add comments or correa information. In all cases, 

the transcriptions were left in their original form. 

Because none of the adult community members could read, they were invited to listen 

to their taped interview a second time, for the sake of reviewing the content, for the same 

reasons mentioned above. None of the participants opted to engage in this process. 

I read the transcripts meticulously, and marked any confusing statements to clarify 

them at a later date. I also wrote in extra questions that came to mind while reading the 

transcriptions. In these instances, I returned to the interviewee to redefine meanings or 

elaborate on topics I had not sufficiently pursued in depth at the time of the interview. 

Participant Observation 

The issue of whether interviewing or observation should dominate in data collection is 

debatable. Agar (1980) contends that interviewing takes central stage for him with 

observation being supplemental in the first part of his research. I argue that the research 

questions need to be considered before making a definitive statement as to which should 

be emphasized. Though the transcribed interviews are highly valued in this research 

because they represent native voices, participant observation was equally necessary to 

exploring the research questions I was asking. It is not possible, for example, to describe 

classroom dynamics solely by interviewing the population within a classroom. I needed 

first-hand observations as well. 
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In her book Case Study Research in Education: A Qualitative Approach (1988), 

Sharan Merriam draws on Junker's work to define four possible positions for 

observations during fieldwork: complete observer (the researcher is not noticed by 

participants and does not engage in the group's activities); observer as participant (the 

researcher participates in participants' activities but only secondary to gathering 

information); participant as observer (the researcher is first and foremost a participant, 

with the researcher's role minimized); and complete participant (the researcher covertly 

acts like a member of a group). The first and last categories are extreme. I never engaged 

in covert activities, nor was it possible for me to be an observer without being noticed. 

Conceptualizing a continuum between the two middle categories, rather than separating 

distinct forms of observation, I found myself positioned along all points on the range, 

depending on the situation. My role was never static. In the classroom, in particular, my 

role as participant observer changed dramatically over the course of time. 

Classroom observations. My observations in the multigrade elementary school were 

systemic. I took turns spending fiill days in each of the three classrooms. Some weeks 

were spent with the same teacher to observe the continuation of projects; at other times, I 

alternated between them, spending, for example, Monday with one, Tuesday with another 

and Wednesday with the last teacher. Just as it was important to live in the community 

for an extended amount of time to witness changes and to understand complex relations, I 

needed sufficient time dedicated to the classroom for recorded observations to be 
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accurately interpreted. "There is no short cut and no magic" (Ely, Anzul, Friedman, 

Gamer, Steinmmetz, 1991, p. 51). 

A one-time or short-term observer in a classroom will have only the opportunity to 

focus on select aspects and not be privy to the complexities of what normally takes place 

in that classroom. Long-term observation is a prerequisite to understanding relationships 

and routines so that focuses can change, students can become accustomed to the presence 

of another person in the room and uncommon events can be distinguished as such, rather 

than perceived as the norm. 

During the course of the classroom observations, I went fi-om being a silent observer, 

to teacher helper, to ultimately teaching the combination second and third grade class for 

a month, while the teacher was on sick leave due to an operation. Even as simply an 

"observer" I had an impact on the environment. The "natural" setting changed. My 

fieldnotes describe the first days; 

The large eyes stare at me from all parts of the room. Who is the observer and 

who is being observed? I am supposed to be the observer, yet I am absorbed into 

their minds in acute detail. I am being researched. 

Our eyes meet and they glance away - quickly. Each succeeding time the 

gaze is held longer. I smile. "I am kind, do not be afraid," I repeat in my mind as 

though we have a telepathic relationship. My smiles are met with blank faces - at 

first. Time lapses and I begin to receive smiles in return. More time lapses and 

they begin to smile first, assured that they will receive one in return each, and 

every time. 
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The cofFee-colored eyes provide my morning caffeine. They fill me with 

energy and life. They land upon me faithfully throughout the day. No one could 

ever convince me that my presence could possibly be objectively disengaged from 

the context during the times that I do not participate actively in the day's routine. I 

have changed the mental environment. Concentration is not always on the teacher 

as it might otherwise have been. (Feb. 3, 1996) 

Participant observation requires that we recognize the effect we have on whatever it is 

we are observing. This effect "should not be seen as 'contaminating' what is observed 

and learned" (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 3). It must be included, however, in the 

description. Over time, my presence became part of the context. When one of the regular 

teachers needed a month off work to recuperate from an operation, I became the 

classroom teacher. This allowed me the opportunity not only to witness the dynamics in 

the classroom, but also to feel them; I helped create them. I crossed over the boundaries 

from "outsider" to "insider," since I no longer wondered what it was like to teach 47 

second and third graders at one time. The experience gave me a brand new perspective 

when the teacher returned to class and I, once again, became observer and helper. 

Aside from observations made in the actual classroom, I was involved in the school's 

extra-curricular activities as well. I went with the school children to the national anthem 

competition, to the regional exams administered to qualify candidates for the state 

competition in academic excellence,' and other related events. 

' This competetion is held in each official school district and the "winner  ̂is detemiined by a multiple 
choice e.\am. The highest scoring student moves on to the regional competetion. The regional qualifier 
then travels to the capitol city of Guanajuato to participate in a special awards ceremony. 
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Because I had established a connection with individuals working at the secretary of 

education in the capitol city, on occasion I was invited to travel across the state to visit 

other classrooms as well. I was able to observe in city schools, bilingual classrooms in 

the Chichimeca community, and in schools in the northern part of the state, where so 

little infrastructure exists that children walk more than an hour to and from school daily. 

The exposure to these different situations allowed me to make some cross-comparisons, 

at the very least, of schools' working environments, the materials found in them, class 

sizes and other physical characteristics which served as a reference for the local 

experiences in El Nacimiento. 

In addition to traveling to other locations with employees of the secretary of 

education, I also attended numerous meetings at the main offices, providing a context for 

administrative issues. 

Community participant. For an ethnographic study to be successful, the participant 

observer must become immersed in the context under study. Only with immersion will 

the researcher be able to understand the culture of the group (Ely, et al., 1991; Agar, 

1990; Spindler & Spindler, 1987). Though the possibility existed to commute to and from 

the community from the capitol city to conduct the research, a more complex and rich 

data base was created fi'om living as a participatory member, both in the town where the 

teachers lived, and in El Nacimiento. "In participating as fully and humanly as possible in 

another way of life, the ethnographer leams what is required to become a member of that 
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world, to experience events and meanings in ways that approximate members' 

experienced^ (Emerson, Fretz, & Shaw, 1995, p. 2). 

While living in both locations, I assumed typical responsibilities and assisted in the 

daily chores of the households where I lived. In the home in El Nacimiento, I became 

more than just a houseguest, and more than just another female role model in a family 

where the children's ^ther and two older brothers worked in the United States. I became 

more than just a researcher looking at family interactions. My journal explains; 

Every morning three-year-old Elisa crawls into bed with me, singing to me to start 

my day on a shining note. She falls asleep in my arms in the afternoons, and then 

when she wakes up, caresses my face, looks me directly in the eyes and says, "I 

love you." She sits on my lap whenever it is available. To her I am not a 

"researcher," and to me, she is not a "subject" (January 5, 1996). 

I learned to make the day's supply of tortillas; I helped five-year-old Daniel leam to 

write on my computer, and I watched English movies with Spanish subtitles with all five 

children on Sunday afternoons. I sat with Elena every night drinking cafe con leche, 

while we engaged in intimate conversations regarding the ironies of married life, since 

both our husbands were in another country. Though I did write copious notes every 

evening before falling asleep, recording the day's events and family dynamics, in this 

household I was not just a participant observer. These interactions enriched my 

experience and I would have lost innumerable conversations, laughs and emotional ties 

had I lived in the cabecera the entire time, or in the capitol city, and worked in the 

community only during the day. 
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The observation process. What we choose to focus on in observation is somewhat 

revealing of our biases. "All cultural experience requires an interpretive reading" 

(Thomas, 1993, p. 14). When I observed behaviors, actions and interactions, I wrote what 

I saw from my perspective. But my perspectives, and therefore my observations, have in 

their shadows my own personal "cultural baggage." As I describe, I know that I am also 

constantly interpreting what I see. No two people observing an event will write the same 

description of that event. What draws my attention in an activity may be different for 

another researcher. Nevertheless, with systematic observations over time and attention to 

detail, we should both be able to recreate with words a similar representation of what is 

happening. 

In my descriptions I may strive to say, "she was smiling" rather than " she was 

happy," the latter being an evaluative statement I cannot really know without asking. 

However, it is inevitable that as observers our histories and experiences influence our 

descriptions of our observations according to how we code and decode cultural signs. The 

goal during the observations has been to describe what I see and later pin interpretive 

significance to what I described, but I recognize that some interpretation is inherent in the 

original observation stage as well. 

In general, the important elements that are described during observations include the 

setting, the participants, the implications of the environment to the actions of the 

participants, the activities, interactions, events and subtleties of the situation (Merriam, 

1988). 
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During the interviews, I was acutely aware of body language that could not be audio-

recorded as the conversation progressed. Though a tape recording can capture "the 

nuances of a person's voice" (Ely, et al., 1991, p. 82) it will never capture emerging 

smiles, curious glances or the numerous mannerisms we all use unconsciously when we 

speak. I also paid close attention to the environment and activities taking place around us. 

In the classroom and in the community, I constantly observed behaviors and 

interactions between student and student, student and teacher, parent and child, parent 

and teacher, and between siblings. Small group dynamics were important as well. At 

times, I concentrated on a specific topic or one particular individual, depending upon my 

objectives. 

My observations became data when they were recorded in the form of fieldnotes, for 

relying on my memory alone would have proved impossible. Even the most memorable 

moments fade after time, but detailed fieldnotes possess the power to bring back to life 

the sleeping images tucked away in the comers of our minds. 

Fieldnotes and Other Sources of Data 

In my field journals, I have painted a thousand pictures with words. My intent was to 

capture the observed event with enough detail and description that a reader could easily 

imagine what I had seen simply by reading my notes. Intentional interpretations of the 

events, behaviors and physical organization were made as asides, as more and more was 

observed. Wolcott advises, "Initially set your interpretive comments in parentheses to 

determine at a later time whether to leave them where they are, relegate them to 
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footnotes, or collect them under a new heading in which you make a dramatic shift from 

descriptive to analytical mode" (1990, p. 29). I followed his advice, and my fieldnotes 

became a weaving of description, interpretations and then analysis as the days wore on. 

Though some researchers prefer to keep two separate records, one for documenting 

"pure" descriptions, and another to serve as a diary of sorts for reflections and personal 

feelings, my fieldnotes represent a combination of descriptive, methodological and 

personal writings. Emerson, et al. (1995) inform us that it "becomes critical for the 

ethnographer to document her own activities, circumstances, and emotional responses as 

these factors shape the process of observing and recording others' lives" (p. 11). They 

suggest that keeping separate "fieldnote records" and "diaries" leads to an erroneous 

assumption that the data is objective and "has a fixed meaning independent of how that 

information was elicited" and that attempts to control the separation of the two misleads 

us into believing that the information somehow becomes more reliable if we segregate 

our subjective feelings from our "data." To some, this separation "is thought to be 

essential because personal and emotional experiences are devalued, compromising 

'contaminants' of objective data rather than avenues of insight into significant processes 

in the setting" (p. 12). 

As an alternative, Emerson et al. "recommend that the ethnographer register her 

feelings, then step back and use this experience to increase sensitivity to the experience 

of others in the setting" (1995, p.27). We can compare our reactions to those of others 

and increase our understanding as we examine others' responses. 
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As I read through my fieldnotes, the transitions are striking. I begin in a stage that 

describes and reflects on the unknown, then gradually the unfamiliar becomes routine. 

Additionally, my inchoate understandings take shape and develop into complex schemas. 

These records serve as more than a documentation of data of the observed; they reflect 

my own development and transformations. 

Collection of documents and artifacts. In addition to interview transcripts and 

fieldnotes from my role as a participant observer, data were also collected in the form of 

artifacts. Textbooks, work produced by the children in the classroom, journals written by 

rural school teachers, official school documents, and publications such as policy reports 

distributed by the Secretary of Education of Guanajuato provided further sources of 

information. I also used a video camera and still-photo camera to record specific events. 

Newspaper articles were collected as a means to provide a political and economical 

context of current events. 

Data Analysis 

The multilayered data I collected presented numerous challenges, mostly due to the 

quantity of iriformation I was dealing with, and I often felt as though I had entered a hall 

of mirrors or was lost in a maze. Nevertheless, the challenge of this complex labyrinth 

was invigorating and I knew I had to be extremely organized from the beginning and 

continually reread the transcripts, fieldnotes and other documents to stay close to the 

data. When working with the information, ethnographic analysis requires attention to four 
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important concepts, which I concentrated on throughout the study. The process of 

analysis is I) recursive, 2) interpretive, 3) grounded in the data, and 4) comprehensive 

(Johnson, 1992, p. 148). The following sections elaborate on these elements. 

The Recursive Nature of Analysis 

Taylor and Dorsey-Gaines (1988) succinctly summarize the recursive process in 

which we engage with our data; 

Data analysis will begin on the first day and will continue throughout the study as 

the researchers move through the multiple levels of data, seeking recurring themes 

that can be explored in greater depth in the field through collaborative process and 

through the concurrent synthesis of the literature . .. [D]ata collection and 

analysis become interrelated phases of a single process" (p. 228). 

The interaction with my data reflects this process. The ethnographic analysis began 

with, and continually intermingled with, the data collection phase. Within this recursive 

procedure, the intensity of data organization increased; Reading, rereading, preliminary 

conjectures, confirmation, sorting, resorting, coding, categorizing, and reflection were all 

methods used to manage the information as I interacted with it. The continual recursive 

process provided me with two different perspectives fi'om which to look at my data. I was 

dialectically engaged with my fieldnotes and transcripts while I was deeply connected to 

the people and living in the community. I then gained a second perspective when I 

returned home and looked back on the events and information gathered. My 

Interpretations were strengthened from this dual approach. 
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Interpretations and Descriptions 

Drawing upon Geertz's (1983) work and the now popular term "thick description," 

Johnson explains, "Thick description requires interpreting the meaning that particular 

social actions and events have for the actors" (1992, p. 149). I began my initial 

interpretations early on and during this process, themes and categories emerged from the 

data. The longer I worked with the informatioo, the more clearly defined — and refined — 

the new categories, themes and process of coding became. Had I waited until my return 

to the United States to begin to sort through and interact with my data, I would have lost 

opportunities to confirm or deny initial interpretive coding remarks. 

Keeping the data organized was crucial for the first interpretations to take place. These 

procedures - organizing, coding, interpreting - are referred to as data management, 

which is often confused with analysis (Miles & Huberman, 1994, Wolcott, 1994). 

Wolcott takes exception to the loose way qualitative researchers use the word "analysis" 

when we are often involved in a process of interpretation of data from our personal 

perspective. 

In my experience, the data management and the interpretations, though not the heart of 

analysis, reflect necessary steps in the analytical process and are practically inseparable. 

The fmal analysis is evidenced when patterns are recognized and "relationships among 

the categories or discerning critical elements from casual ones" are discovered (Wolcott, 

1994, p. 24, 25). The emerging patterns and relationships must be comprehensive, and 

because they stem directly from the data, they become grounded. 
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Grounded and Comprehensive Data 

In this segment, I combine two of the concepts Johnson (1992) describes regarding 

analysis, grounding the data and being comprehensive, because they are so closely 

connected. 

The analytic procedure first seeks to find emerging themes, patterns, or concepts that 

cut across the data. This step facilitates the procedure of uncovering the relationships 

among the themes winnowed- "Discovering these patterns and the relationships among 

them can lead to the development of grounded theory" (Johnson, 1992, p. 148). That is, 

as theory is created from the relationships encountered, it becomes grounded in the data. 

To assure there is enough evidence to support the theory, the analysis must be 

comprehensive in scope. There must be a "systematic selection of representative 

examples" to illustrate why the analysis was made (Watson-Gegeo, 1988, p. 585, in 

Johnson, 1992, p. 148). 

To be comprehensive, it is the researcher's responsibility to consult multiple sources 

of information to triangulate the data. Since vignettes and direct quotes help support 

theoretical stances, the accuracy of the information must be confirmed through the use of 

multiple sources. "As with all ethnographic research, the critical thinker should be alert 

for informant answers that are contradictory, that do not correspond to other informants' 

answers, that defy observed reality or that indicate cover-ups or gaps" (Thomas, 1993, p. 

40). 

An example of the importance of triangulating data became apparent in the first week 

of observations in the school. While I was in the central offices of the Secretary of 
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Education of Guanajuato (SEG) to obtain permission to conduct this research, I noticed a 

monthly publication produced by the SEG sitting on a table. I asked about the newsletter: 

who received it, who it was intended for, how much it cost, etc. I was told that it was a 

free publication distributed to all teachers across the state each month. I was given a copy 

and wrote this "fact" in my fieldnotes. During morning recess, my first week at the 

school, I asked all three teachers what they thought of the magazine. They told me they 

didn't know enough about it to comment on it, because they had only seen copies of it on 

the few visits they have had to make to the central offices. They do not receive the 

publication monthly. 

When I discussed this apparent contradiction with Victor, he did some further 

investigating, and we realized that the publications were given to the area supervisor who 

is supposed to pass them on to the teachers in his region. Supervisors are in charge of 

large rural expanses and since distributing the magazine would involve much travel, 

sometimes to locations with difficult access roads, the publications never make it to their 

designated destinations. 

I asked Victor to not confront the supervisor about the issue, since I did not want any 

of the individuals involved in this study to feel as though they were at risk of being 

reprimanded due to my inquiries, and he honored my request. 

From that point on, I marked transcripts and fieldnotes wherever information appeared 

that was not an opinion or personal reflection so that I would know what needed 

verification before assuming the information was factual. Triangulation, therefore. 
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complemented the comprehensive element of analysis because data relating to the same 

questions were obtained from varied sources, reinforcing meaning or conclusions. 

Transitions 

The treasures uncovered through the methodological process described in this section 

are presented in the following chapters. To begin, the commum'ty's roots and beginnings 

are placed within a global context, linking the past status of the U.S. and Mexico's 

political economy with local experiences - remembered and described by the eiders. 

With the technical aspects of the research process explained, the palate was filled. 

Science turns to art and the painting of portraitures, lives and events begins. 
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Chapter 4 

HARVESTING HUMAN LABOR: 

fflSTORJC AND TRANSNATIONAL CONTEXTS 

No matter how remote they may be, rural Mexican communities are not isolates, 

shielded from national politics and economic issues, and they do not stand still and silent 

in time. Though El Nacimiento appears to be connected to other communities and cities 

only by a rut-laden, dirt road, it is deeply nestled in a specific historic, political and socio

economic context. This chapter describes those factors crucial to understanding the 

present-day dynamics in the community. It connects lived, local experiences to Mexican 

laws, U.S. policy and transnational economic demands. 

The chapter demonstrates how outside factors both impinged upon and helped form El 

Nacimiento, as well as how they affected daily life. The following text weaves back and 

forth between Mexico and the United States, and in and out of macro/micro contexts. It 

also moves in time from the past to the present, spanning the last century. An abbreviated 

timeline is included in Appendix B for easy reference. 

The reader may be surprised at how the present lives of community members are 

intimately linked to U.S. history and its political economy, and how U.S. policies, spun 

from a desire for rapid economic growth, are tied to immigration motives today. 

Members of El Nacimiento have been affected by U.S. policy for a number of years and 

their stories are told here. It would be incomplete and unjust to omit this macro-context 



100 

and follow in the footsteps of early ethnographers who "obscured the historic dimensions 

of [their] subject's lives" (Marcus & Fischer, 1986, p. 85). 

"History is a dance of contingent truths which are subject to continual interpretation" 

(McCall, 1996, p. 44). It represents a perspective and is based on documentation, 

memory, or stories passed down through generations. In my attempt to contextualize this 

study and demonstrate the links between macro-structures and micro-histories, it cannot 

be forgotten that historical portraitures are not objective. "The temporary fixing of 

meaning is never a neutral act; it involves both interests and questions of power" 

(Weedon, 1997, p. 171). Nonetheless, local historic accounts shape and give meaning to 

present day actions and therefore become essential components to this ethnographic 

community study. 

Because histories are interpretations, and due to the inherent nature of human error, 

the portions of this chapter describing the community's local history is a composite 

created from five formal, taped interviews with three elders - two men and one woman -

and numerous informal conversations that took place without planning. I have included 

here an excerpt from my fieldnotes to illustrate how easily and routinely these 

informative, unplanned moments occurred. The following description provides an 

example of the context of the conversations. 

Early one evening I set out to watch the mother of the woman I was living with begin 

the long daily task of preparing com to make masa for the following day's tortillas. That 

night, I recorded the events that transpired in my fieldnotes. Phrases in brackets have 

been added for clarification; 
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After winnowing the com by tossing it in the air and catching it in a basket 

several times, abuelita [grandmother] put the cleaned com in a large metal 

container and filled it with water (see photograph in Appendix C). A few kernels 

fell randomly to the ground and she said, "We'll leave those for the chickens." 

We entered the kitchen (a separate building from the rest of the house) and she 

put the pot over a homemade brick stove. She went out for a bucket of dried 

corncobs to throw under the pot. They lit quickly and a full fire was raging in a 

matter of seconds. To the pot, abuelita added a large mixing spoon of lime. We 

gathered about the fire and watched it cook for the next half-hour. At first, "we" 

included the grandmother, the mother, the grandfather, the mother's sister, two 

little children playing outside, and me. 

The comcob fire burned brightly, lighting the otherwise dark kitchen. The 

smoke drifted in the air while the soot landed on the walls, on the ceiling, and no 

doubt, a little settled on us. The inside of this tiny brick building warmed within 

minutes, as the temperature outside began to fall. My body also warmed, but not as 

quickly as my soul. I immediately felt a kinship with the surrounding family, and 

in particular with abuelita whose waist-long, grey hair complemented her soft 

beauty. 

Meanwhile, the grandfather began to talk about his years of working in the 

United States. Shortly after he began, he had captured the attention of all, but he 

looked only at me as he spoke. He removed his cowboy hat, brushed back his hair, 

and made himself comfortable in the aluminum-framed chair. He crossed his legs. 
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leaned to one side, and placed his elbow on the chair's arm to free his hands to 

accent his every word. 

He tells how he left home at age 22 for the first time. He says it was one year 

after he married, and in the beginning, he was very homesick but the men were 

contracted to work for four months in California. He was the youngest of 12 

siblings who went to the strawberry and bean fields, and later "worked" the 

grapes. Everyone said he would not last, but he tells of working so hard that his 

boss offered him 18 more months of work. The men ail lived together, two to a 

furnished bedroom, and they were guarded closely at all times. He said they were 

watched with binoculars to make sure they were working, and in the home a 

"perrr/o" [literally "dog," but he is referring to a person] always walked from 

room to room to observe what they were doing. He did get to leave from time to 

time to go to the movies or dances, but he says he never went to the cantinas like 

some of the other men, (was this last statement mentioned to console his wife, still 

moving about, stirring the boiling mixture, but listening intently?). [His story 

continued]. 

Meanwhile, I watched abuelita stir the simmering com and nibble a kernel to 

test the texture for the soon-to-be masa. When it was ready, she removed the metal 

pot from the brick hearth with her bare hands. During an appropriate pause in the 

story-telling session I ask, "o caliente? [Isn't that hot?], as terror swept 

through my body when I imagined my own reaction to attempting the same. No, 

casi no, [No, not really] she answered, as much surprised by my question as I by 
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her actions. I admired her strength combined with her gentleness and her stamina 

at the core of her laborious life. Having no living grandmother, I was ready to 

claim her as my own. Yet, I would be one of many since her nine children have 

already bestowed many admirers upon her. Grandfather captured the attention of 

all with his life stories told by the light of the fire, and abuelita stole my heart with 

her silence. (April 24, 1996) 

Many evenings were spent in such a manner. These informal times of listening to 

stories told - and observing yet-untold stories unfolding - added new perspectives to 

events long passed. It was conunon during these moments for many family members to 

sit and listen, with great interest, to the past come to life. I found it symbolic that on this 

particular evening as grandfather relived and recalled his experiences of years of work 

spent far away, abuelita, as she has always done, continued to keep the home fires 

burning. 

Combining fieldnote entries such as this one, with transcripts fi"om taped interviews, a 

local history was created. After a composite perspective was written in Spanish, the end 

product was read to the elders and their family members in a group sitting, where those 

who originally told the stories elaborated, collaborated, and participated in refining the 

final piece. It was then translated to English. I interrupt that collaborative text from time 

to time to add the macro political, historical and economic context, relying on established 

laws, policies and previous research to inform the work. The local history is in normal 

typeface, while the added macro-context is italicized. 
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It is important to remember that El Nacimiento represents one name for two 

communities — two ejidos — that sit side-by-side. In this section, I will refer to the 

communities using two separate names. El Corral and Lxi Milpa until the story arrives to 

the present day. 

Long Ago and Far Away 

Haciendas were slowly forming in Mexico as early as the 16  ̂ century, but shortly 

after Porfirio Diaz came into power in 1876, the hacendados (owners of the haciendas) 

aggressively began taking over villages and appropriating lands. "Land abuse and 

favoritism during the Porfiriato [Diaz's regime] restdted in more than 90 percent of the 

rural lands becoming owned by about 800 hacendados.. . with less than one in ten 

Indian communities owning any land, and less than 3% of the campesinos owning the 

lands on which they worked" (Thtirbum, 1995, p. 18). So by 1910, when the Mexican 

Revolution began, 75% of the campesinos workedfor the hacendados and had no land of 

their own (Cardoso, 1980). This is where El Corral's story begins. 

In the early 1910s, El Corral was one of several small rancherias, or rural 

communities, where five or six families lived. It was part of the vast lands of an old 

hacienda (which I will simply call La Hacienda), property of a prominent family in the 

area. The families lived in homes made of mud, branches, and tule (a long, flat fibrous 

plant that grows along rivers, ponds and swamps); roofs were made of straw and the 
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floors were dirt. These homes, like the land the campesinos cultivated, belonged to the 

hacienda. 

The hacendado assigned four hectares' per family to plant a medias, a term used to 

signify that the campesino who worked the land assumed all monetary outlay (e.g. for 

seeds) and the owner received half of the harvest. There were two planting seasons a 

year: In the summer, com, beans and squash grew together in the same space; in the 

winter, garbanzo beans (chickpeas) and/or wheat were cultivated. At the end of each 

season, the families gave half of the products of their labor to the hacienda, and used the 

rest of the crop for their own consumption and in trade for the purchase of necessary 

provisions, such as fabric for clothes, huaraches, and sombreros. 

During the winter season, it was necessary to purchase com and beans, as their own 

reserves rzm out. Because the diet consisted primarily of tortillas, beans and chile,' these 

staples never lasted an entire year. 

The hacienda had its own store, la tienda de raya/ where the exchanges were made -

a portion of the harvest for basic supplies. The store's administrator maintained a register 

where all debts were recorded. Since the campesinos' portion of the harvest was never 

enough to feed the family and provide for essentials, the families assumed a perpetual 

debt, which was passed on from father to son. The families became enslaved into this 

cycle of debt; they could never choose to live in any other location because of it. 

' One hectare is equal to 2.471 acres. 
~ Chile is a sauce made by grinding together peppers and water. 
 ̂The tiendas de raya were stores on the haciendas, where the campesinos exchanged crops for goods. Or in 

the case of the peons (see footnote on page 109). purchases were niade \«ith special vouchers or credit if 
they had not lx»n paid money, forcing them to oiily buy fiom the hacienda. 
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During these times, the campesinos of El Corral did not know how to read, write, or 

calculate numbers. They were suspicious of charges made but had not learned the skills 

to verify them or prove otherwise. One male interviewee explains, Vbamos a la tienda de 

la hacienda por el maizy el frijol cuandoya se escaseaba, tambienpor el avio. El 

encarga 'o nos apuntaba la cuenta en un librito, pero, pos, como no sabiamos de 'onde 

ibamos a dar cuenta de lo que ponta. Total nunca termindbamos de pagar^ ("We would 

go to the hacienda's store for com and beans when we ran out, for material for clothes 

too. The person in charge wrote the amount we owed in a little book, but, well, since we 

didn't know [how to read or add] how were we going to check what he put? It ends up we 

were never able to pay"). 

Those who worked and resided on the haciendas "were reqitired to purchase their 

personal goods from stores.. .[and] were reduced to a perpetual serfdom due to 

indebtedness related to their purchases" (Thurbum, 1995, p. 18). This premise of debt 

was the system used by the hacendados to maintain the workers in a permanent state of 

poverty. The campesinos were paid little and charged outlandish prices (Massey, 

Alarcon, Durand & Gonzalez, 1991: Thurbum, 1995). Though wages remained constant 

for years, in the tiendas de raya the prices of goods rose anywhere from 200% - 300% 

(Thurburn, 1995), so that "year after year, generation after generation the debt 

accumulated" (Massey, et al., 1991, p. 52). 

John Kenneth Turner, a North American who witnessed, researched and then wrote 

about life during Porfiriato in his infammts book Barbarous Mexico, published in 1910, 
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had harsh words to describe what was happening. "It was under Porfirio Diaz that 

slavery and peonage were re-established in Mexico, and on a more merciless basis than 

they had existed even tmder the Spanish Dons. Therefore, I can see no injustice in 

charging at least a preponderance of the blame for these conditions upon the system of 

Diaz" (p. 121). However, Diaz had his accomplices. "There is the collection of 

commercial interests which profit by the Dica system of slavery and autocracy, and which 

puts no insignificant part of its tremendous powers to holding the central prop upright in 

exchange for the special privileges that it receives. Mot the least among these commercial 

interests are American, which I blush to say, are quite as aggressive defenders of the 

Diaz citadel as any " (p. 123). 

An air of frustration is sensed when the community elders now tell of how they 

worked from sunup to sundown, and how work animals were treated better than 

fieldworkers were. Teams of work oxen or mules were changed midday so they could 

rest, but the same men were required to work the new team. Moreover, they were 

required to walk the long distance to the corral to make the switch and then return to the 

field. 

Saliamos desde tempranito antes de que saliera el sol a trabajar a la milpa del 

patron y regresabamos hastaya pardeando el dia. Alistabamos a los animalesy 

nos ibamos a trabajar. A medio dia tentamos que regresar a cambiar los 

animales. Se cansaban. Nosotros regresabamos a los animales cansa 'osy 
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teniamos que regresar con una yunta nueva. Los patrones le tenian mas aprecio a 

los animales que a nosotros. 

We would leave very early, before the sun came out, to go to the hacendado's 

fields and not return until the end of the day. We would get the animals ready to 

work, by midday we had to return the animals. They were tired. We had to return 

[to the field] with a new team. The hacendados valued the animals more than they 

did us. 

It was common for the campesinos to engage in fieldworic with their children (both 

sons and daughters). Women worked in the fields as well, usually removing weeds and 

"cleaning" the beans. Agricultural activities began when children were between 8-10 

years of age. The three elders interviewed all remember beginning to work the fields 

around age eight. There were times when fathers did not want to send their daughters to 

work in the fields, but the mayordomo,' would threaten to run the family off the land if 

all children did not work. The children were also in charge of taking the livestock 

belonging to the hacendado out to graze. 

Life on the hacienda had been this way for many years. La Hacienda, though 

expansive, was relatively small in comparison to others in the state and across the 

country. Here, the owners rarely stayed at the hacienda, located in rural agricultural 

' The mayordomo was like a foreman. This person was an employee of the hacienda, below the 
administrators, but in charge of organizing the field work and disciplining those who didn't work to his 
satisfaction. He was feared because he would not hesitate to hit or beat the workers with a sable, a type of 
sword, he carried with him. I asked the elders how they were hit with the sable and was told that the 
mayordomo used the flat side of the long instrument across their backs. 
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lands. Instead they lived in the city and had administrators care for their vast holdings. 

The hacendados had more fields to work than what they allocated to the campesinos 

for cultivation a/necZ/os. They hired peons' to work these fields. Basically, there were 

two types of campesinos at the hacienda: the ^^acasillado^^ (like those of El Corral) who 

worked the land and gave away half of their crop, and the peons^. The peons lived with 

their families in special housing at the hacienda, either in hovels or in a communal 

building like a large stable. Both the peons and the acasillados who worked more than the 

land allocated to them were paid 3 pesos a week; children were paid 25 centavos^. To put 

this into perspective, a pair of huaraches cost 40 centavos, a hat cost 25 centavos, a meter 

(39.37 inches) of material cost 50 centavos, and an almud (three kilos, or a little more 

than 6 '/s pounds) of com or beans cost 30 centavos at this same time. This amount of 

food would only last a few days for most families. 

The mayordomo rode on horseback, telling the fieldworkers what to do and following 

behind them. The campesino^^ worked in a row, at the same pace; anyone who fell behind 

was struck with a sable (see footnote on page 109). 

La Hacienda sold a small portion of its large harvest back to the campesinos, and the 

rest was transported by mules to nearby railroads, which had existed in the area since the 

beginning of the century. 

' The word "peons" is literally translated from the word "peones " in Spanish, used b\' those interviewed. 
Though in the English language this word can have a negative connotation, here it refers to those field 
workers bound in servitude to the hacendados and I use it as the elders used it. to distinguish between two 
types of workers; the acasillados and the peons. 
~ Some hacendados preferred to have acasillados only, because th  ̂were able to keep them in a state of 
perpetual servitude. 

In other areas, peons were not paid money, they were paid in script, which could only be used at the 
tienda de raya (Thurbum. 1995). 
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By the 1930s land reform laws were in place, but not enforced in the region. 

According to community members, this was in part due to a fnendship between the 

governor Melchor Ortega and the hacendado'. Agrarian leaders were organizing the 

campesinos across the state - among them was the father-in-law of Tomas, one of the 

interviewees - to create change and ensure reforms. Their job was a risky one, and many 

lost their lives. They were killed by the matones, literally assassins that were hired hands 

of the hacendados. Many campesino families hid, housed, and fed the organizers who 

could never stay two nights in one place as they traveled the lands. 

One of the elders interviewed recalls a time when his family hid one of the leaders in 

the traditional homo' used for baking bread, when the matones came looking for the 

"rebel" leader. These were difficult times for the campesino organizers determined to 

reclaim the lands. 

The elders remember a time when two of these leaders were hunted, captured, and 

hung from a tree. They tell of how the hacendado ordered his men to tie sacks of dirt to 

the men's feet and hang them from a tree to let the extra weight make for a slow and 

torturous death. They say that in a sarcastic and laughing voice the hacendado yelled, 

'^^Quieren tierra, verdad? fPos, ahi estd la tierrar ("You wanted land, right? Well 

there's the land! He was referring to the soil in the bags"). 

' The friendship, which community members bcUeve to be a cause for the delay, may have been a factor, 
however, in other parts of the state, and country, land reforms were not always enforced either. 
~ Homos are Craditiotial outdoor ovens used for baking bread. They were domed-shaped and constructed of 
mud and rock. They generally sat several yards from the home. In El Nacimiento. several families still use 
these ovens during certain seasons. 
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In 1934, a new president, Lazaro Cardenas, came to power in Mexico, and a new 

governor, Don Pedro Lona, was in charge in Guanajuato. Drastic changes began to occur. 

During the Reparto Agraria, the state finally began the transformation of the hacienda 

lands to ejidos. A man named don Joaquin Ramirez was in charge of the distribution 

process, with the help of the then Cardenista government. Following the governor's 

instructions, engineers were sent to different regions where they measured and surveyed 

the lands belonging to the hacendados. Agreements were made with the owners 

concerning the division and re-distribution of parcels back to the campesinos. The owners 

of La Hacienda remained with extensive lands, but had to relinquish control over those 

that passed the limits of how much they could own, as was mandated by the new agrarian 

laws. 

"Los de la hacienda aceptaron el reparto de tierras porque la hacienda se quedaba 

con la mayor parley hasta la fecha conservaron su terreno" ("Those from the hacienda 

accepted the division and distribution because the hacienda ended up with the biggest 

part and even to the present, they have remained with the land"). 

Among the campesinos. there were those waiting anxiously for the reforms to take 

place and those who were called "^gente barbercf (something similar to the term "brown 

nosers"), who showed loyalty to the hacendado and bucked the reforms. These men 

condemned the actions of the more rebellious campesinos fighting for change, and often 

received preferential treatment for their expressions of allegiance. The barberos would 

insult the engineers and did not want to receive the lands to which they were entitled 

because they felt they would be betraying their boss. Many campesinos not involved in 
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from the work of others. 

El Corral was one of the first settlements to be converted into an ejido in 1936. La 

Milpa, along with other communities located in another area were converted shortly 

thereafter. All of these communities previously belonged to La Hacienda. 

The Division and Distribution of Lands 

In each of the numerous settlements, the engineers woridng for the governor 

conducted a census to find all males 15 years of age and older. Four hectares were to be 

given to each of these men. In some regions, a single parcel was given to all the women 

in the rancheria as a collective, which was appropriately called "^"^parcela de la mujer 

campesind^ (parcel belonging to the women fieldworkers). However, in this region of 

Guanajuato, women were excluded from the process. se inclityeron a mujeres a la 

reparticion de tierras. Las mujeres que ahora tienen parcela, es que la han heredado ya 

sea porque son viudas o porque sus hombres se fiterorf ("Women weren't included in 

the sharing out of lands. The women that have land today, have it because they have 

inherited it, either because they are widows or because their husbands went away [to the 

United States]"). 

One of the interviewees, don Tom^ described how he was given a parcel even though 

he was only 14 years old: 

Se dio parcela a los hombres mayores de 15 anos. No importa que fueran varios 

en una misma familia, la condicion solo era la edady el sexo, aunque como 
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recuerdas no se tertian actas de nacimiento ni ningitn papel para comprobar la 

edad,... Ami pusieron 15 anos pa' cabalar el numero del censo. El inspector 

que estaba ahi dijo: "^Pero canto va a tener 15 anas este chantaco hontbre? " Y 

dijo otro inspector: '̂ pues tu como sabes? Solamente sus padres..Yde ese 

modo me pusieron 15 anas pa' recibir la tierra. 'Tonces, yo tenia 14 anas. 

They gave parcels of land to the men 15 years and older. It didn't matter if there 

were various in the same family, the criteria were age and sex only, even though, 

if you'll remember, there were no birth certificates nor any other document to 

prove the age. .. .They put me down as being 15 to meet the requirements of the 

census. The inspector that was there said, "But how is this boy-man 15 years 

old?" And another inspector said, "Well you, how do you know? Only his parents 

[know]..." And this is the way it happened that they put me down as 15 years old 

so that I could receive the land. So, I was 14 years old then. 

During this period, there was no place to register births. The inspectors had to rely 

upon the parents' word. In this case, the parents said that their son was 15, even though 

he was still 14, but the inspectors could not prove otherwise, so they wrote down that don 

Tomas was 15. In addition to giving all males 15 and over a parcel of land, ail assumed 

debts with La Hacienda were cancelled. 

Although those who were loyal to the hacendado were included in the census and 

assigned a parcel, some of them did not want their portion and left the region. 
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Habia mucha gente barbera que estaba muy engreida con el patron y no querian 

pagarle mal. Par eso, no querian las tierrasy mucha gente de esa se fuey no 

volvio mas. 

There were many brown nosers who flaunted their allegiance to the boss and 

didn't want to undermine him. For this reason, they didn^t want their lands and so 

they left and never returned. 

Other oportunistas (opportunity seekers) that were not from the settlement 

incorporated themselves into the group. Because of the camaraderie and united sentiment 

among the campesinos fighting for the cause, these outsiders were permitted to join the 

ejido. In El Corral, this population was relatively small. 

With the re-distribution of lands, the settlements converted into ejidos. The ejido, as 

an organization, had (and still has) the legal capacity to enter into commercial contracts 

and apply for bank loans for personal and collective projects, such as for the construction 

of a poultry farm that the community would work. Representatives of the ejido were 

elected by the campesinos. Though each male had a parcel of land for his own 

cultivation, at this time the property could not be sold since it was part of a single entity. 

After the Transformation 

By the time El Corral became an ejido, there were approximately 20 families 

established. Little by little the conditions of their homes improved. They went from being 

made of "Aa^w/var" ("garbage," as one elder said), to adobe construction; though even 
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today many still have dirt floors and no doors nor glass in their window openings. The 

families worked their lands growing the same crops as before, but now the entire harvest 

belonged to them; it was enough to feed the whole family and buy basic supplies without 

going into debt - but just barely. During these times, there were buenas lltivias, or good 

rains, and the crops were bountiful. But with the passage of time, the climate changed and 

it is now no longer possible to plant during both seasons. 

Antes teniamos dos cosechas. La lluvias eran mejor que 'ora. Ya no es como 

antes. Teniamos maiz,frijol, calabaza y ya para noviembre empezdbamos con la 

nueva siembra. Sembrdbamos trigo, avena, garbanzo. No, ya no es como antes, 

'ora ya ve el agua se ha retirado. 

Before, we had two harvests. The rains were better then than they are now. Now it 

isn't like it was. We had com, beans, squash, and by November we began to plant 

[the second crop]. We planted wheat, oats, garbanzo beans. No, now it isn't like it 

was. Now you see that the water has gone away. 

The winter planting season is no longer an option because of the lack of rains and lack 

of irrigation systems, erasing the possibility of planting wheat and garbanzo beans, 

among other foods. The first planting season has been affected as well, and now the crops 

serve only to partially feed the family. E*urely subsistence farming practices with no 

outside employment no longer serve as a viable means for survival'. 

' The lands have also suffered from overplanting without replenishing the soil's nutrients, causing the 
production to decrease. The community's access to information regarding alternative farming practices has 
been limited as well as the resources needed to implement new techniques. 
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New Neighbors 

When the ejido La Milpa was created, the families did not live alongside the families 

of El Corral, as they do today; 

El rancho se formo porqtie unos [campesinosj le pidieron al patron si les daba 

permiso de hacer su ranchito en la hacienda y el patron dijo que si. Esto porque 

en la intdndacion de 1925 se destntyeron sus casas. 

The settlement formed because some campesinos asked permission from their 

boss if they could live on La Hacienda's lands and their boss said yes. This was 

because of a flood in 1925 that destroyed their homes. 

The families of La Milpa moved onto the hacienda where they worked but they 

were still not located next to El Corral during this time. In 1936, with the redistribution of 

the hacienda lands, these same families were allocated lands that adjoined those of the 

ejido El Corral. In 1942, the community moved so that families from both ejidos lived 

side-by-side, divided only by a narrow dirt road. 

Because dramatic changes occurred in the year 1942, as is evidenced by the move of 

La Milpa to its new location and for other reasons soon to be disaissed, I present here a 

brief chronological summary of U.S. historic events and policies leading up to 1942. 

In 1848, the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo signaled the end of the United States-

Mexico war, and the United States obtained California, Utah, New Mexico, and parts of 

Arizona and Colorado. The acquisition enticed gold rushers who first arrived in 
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California in 1849 (Watkins, 1973) and the expansion westward begem. Though the treaty 

gave Mexicans living in the territory U.S. citizenship (unless it was formally rejected), 

nativism and racism had already begun to take their toll on Mexican families with long-

held, deep roots in what was now the U.S. Southwest. In 1845 a delegate to the 

constitutional convention of Texas stated a not uncommon sentiment when he annoimced, 

"I shall welcome the Norwegian and the Spaniard ... It is not these I fear.... But 

hordes of Mexican Indians may come.. . who. though able to speak the Spanish 

language, are but the descendants of that degraded and despicable race which Cortez 

conquered" (Taylor, 1934, in Mabry & Shqfer, 1997, pp. 1,2). Texas was not alone in 

expressing bias. 

As the Anglo  ̂arrivedfor the gold rush days in California, a foreshadowing event of 

future U.S. policy took place when the first California Assembly asked Congress to bar 

foreigners and Califomios from mine ownership, violated an earlier provision of 

California's constitution of1849 stating that all legislation be documented in both 

Spanish and English, and ignored specific articles in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

that guaranteed recognition of Spanish and Mexican land titles (Mabry, 1997, p. 2). An 

ethnocentric attitude was clearly forming across the country. 

The first U.S. transcontinental railroad was completed in 1869, facilitating the 

westward movement (Zabin, Kearney, Garcia, Runsten & Nagengast, 1993a) and more 

Anglos arrived daily. Agricultural endeavors were expanding at a swift rate in 

' "Anglo" refers to whites and is a term used by both whites and Latino/Indigenous populations in 
discourse within and about the Southwest United States. 
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California, leading to a demand in cheap field labor, which was fiilfilled by Chinese 

workers no longer needed for the construction of the railroad. 

By 1882, the Chinese Exclusion Act' created the impetus for Japanese immigrant 

workers to replace cheap Chinese agricultural labor. By the 1890s, Japanese immigrants 

were actively sought, but the new workforce didn't last long, as these workers quickly 

became highly organized. They used "union tactics, including strikes, refusal to ^scab' 

against other Japanese workers, and boycotts of farmers with poor labor relations 

records," all of which greatly displeased growers (Zabin, 1993a). In 1908, Japanese 

immigration was suspended; a new group of cheap laborers was then needed. A cycle of 

ethnic replacement policies was taking shape. 

In Mexico, conditions created by the Porfiriato served as a catalyst for emigration to 

the United States, where the need for employees contimially grew: 

From 1900 to 1920 California orange output rose more than 400 percent. 

Southwestern lettuce, cotton, and other crops increased fabtdously. Just clearing 

the brush and trees for new fields took much rough labor. Demandfor labor was 

so high that employers and their agents went to border towns to hire immigrants 

and also sent notices into the interior of Mexico. More employees realized how 

nearly ideal Mexicans were for their needs. They were close by, worked hard, 

accepted low... wages and poor working conditions, and wotdd take seasonal 

' At this time. Chinese workers were blamed for the United State's economic hardships. This act suspended 
Chinese immigration and naturalization for ten years. 
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employment and move on when it terminated.... The low wages early in the 

twentieth century often meant about one dollar a day. usually less than that paid 

to any group for similar labor. But that was more pay than in Mexico... (Mabry. 

1997, p. 5). 

After Pofirio Diaz's control in Mexico, the Mexican Revolution (1910-1917) made 

living and working conditions difficult, and large haciendas' needs for workers were 

reduced. During the later division of lands (the reparto agrario),campesinos were often 

given the worst lands available: those barely sustainable by families. Mexicans knew of 

the opportunities in the North, and migration to the United States contimially increased 

as demand grew. 

Booming agribusiness was not the only interested party for cheap Mexican labor. 

Mines and railroad companies looking to contimie railroad construction and 

maintenance were also in the market for cheap laborers (Massey, et al., 1991). By 1909, 

17% of railway maintenance crews were made up of Mexican nationals (Massey, et al., 

1991). The Oriental Exclusion Act passed in 1924' (later abolished in 1965), created an 

increase in urgency for Mexican laborers, and since Southern Pacific Railroad and 

Ferrocarril Mexicano Intemacional had already linked tracks between the United States 

and Mexico in 1884, Mexican workers were able to travel North from regions far beyond 

the border to meet the U.S. demands. 

The need for cheap labor lessened during the Great Depression of 1929, negatively 

' An anti-Japanese feeling surged in the United States at this time, and the Oriental Exclusion Act 
prohibited Asian immigration. 
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affecting the lives of many Mexican migrant workers, but by the time World War II was 

under way, U.S. agribusiness was eager to recruit help from its Southern neighbor once 

again. Anglos were either directly involved in the war, or were needed for work in war 

industries. The demandfor foreign field labor was so great that in 1942, the same year 

that familiesfrom La Milpa moved next to those of El Corral, the United States and 

Mexico entered into a formal contract known as the Bracero Program: 

The program supplied growers with a continualflaw of low-cost seasonal labor, 

and sent the workers home when the season ended The Bracero Program was 

another manifestation of the special privilege afforded growers by the US. 

government. Mexican bracero workers were excludedfrom the labor legislation 

protecting citizen workers. Under pressure from the Mexican government, 

minimum standards for Mexican contract workers were written into the 

legislation, but, over time, growers were able to shape the implementation of the 

program in their favor (Garcia y Griego 1981). Finally, the growers' lobby was 

able to extend the program cffter the war ended, again manipidating immigration 

and labor policy to assure a low-cost foreign farm work force (Zabin, 1993b, p. 

3). 

Though Mexicans had been migrating to the United States since the Diaz dictatorship, 

it was because of the Bracero Program that the first men from La Milpa and El Corral 

(which I will refer to herein as El Nacimiento) first traveled to the United States to work. 

They left their families and communities with a combination of trepidation and hope. The 
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Bracero Program provided a viable means to provide families with an opportunity to 

move beyond subsistence living conditions. Men could legally go to work in the United 

States for a few months at a time, make money and then return to their wives, children 

and/or parents anxiously waiting at home. Because the Bracero Program lasted until 

1964, the men of El Nacimiento had established work-related networks in the United 

States, and family routines at home were well established around male migrant work 

patterns. A new generation was socialized to a specific way of life as children were 

conceived on return trips to the community. 

Though the Bracero Program was eliminated in 1964, U.S. political habits of 

controlling and exploiting specific ethnic groups for the benefit of its economy had 

become deeply ingrained in a web of financial and political interests. Many growers still 

sought cheap Mexican labor, encouraging the continual passage of Mexicans to the 

United States, in spite of laws prohibiting it. The men of El Nacimiento continued to 

travel North, with or without proper documentation, and always encountered work. 

Over the years, some of the reasons for migrating to the United States in search of 

work have shifted, as will be evidenced in the following chapter, but the journey still 

continues today for males beginning as young as 14 years of age. Male migratory patterns 

are deeply embedded in daily routines and have changed the course of life dramatically 

for women in the community. The following chapter elaborates on women's experiences 

and how they have changed throughout the same time period, directly affecting their 

present roles and responsibilities. It explores current work conditions for the men in the 
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United States, as well. In short, the chapter provides an image of everyday life in El 

Nacimiento. 
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Chapter 5 

WOMEN'S WORK, WOMEN'S LIVES 

A historic portraiture of EI Nacimiento was sketched in the previous chapter. The play 

of light and shadows were seen as the population experienced both joys and sorrows. As 

with any sketch, some details are present while others remain illusive in untold, unshared 

or forgotten memories. Lives have changed dramatically over the years for families in El 

Nacimiento, due to economic and political activities in Mexico and the United States. 

Family members went from working on the haciendas to cultivating their own land, from 

perpetual debt to owning a humble home, and from living together as a nuclear family 

unit to living apart when migratory work patterns began. 

Throughout these transitions, the women of the community have provided one 

constant; they have demonstrated the strength and commitment needed to raise their 

children and maintain resilience to whatever difHculties they have encountered. And 

though they possess this immutable characteristic, they too have experienced drastic 

changes; changes in roles, responsibilities, and daily routines. This chapter details these 

transformations and paints a new image, using the historic sketch as its base, of everyday 

life in El Nacimiento. 

Las Campesinas; Countryside Women 

The historic contributions of women in Mexico varied greatly according to region, 

socioeconomic positioning, and marital status. Efforts to write Mexican women into the 



historic record, and contest earlier analyses of rural households, are clearly evidenced 

throughout the book. Women of the Mexican Countryside, I850-I990, (Fowler-Salamini 

&. Vaughan, 1994). This collection of essays highlights women's activities and offers 

fresh perspectives on traditional, taken-for-granted assumptions of rural women's roles 

and work. 

Feminist historians are justly concerned with the ̂ ilure to consider the importance of 

women's roles in rural Mexican history. Accounts focusing on the wage earning male and 

his dependents within the household have either made women invisible (Fowler-

Salamini, 1994) or misrepresented their work as "complementary" to that of the 

patriarchal head of the household (Arias, 1994). Women's activities were categorized at 

an assistance level only. 

It is important to give sufficient credit to rural Mexican women and write them into 

the historical record. This is not an easy task for historians, however, because "rural 

women wrote less, spoke less, and are less present in the archival record than rural men 

or urban women" (Fowler-Salamini & Vaughan, 1994, p. xiii). Nonetheless, through oral 

accounts and micro-histories, their more recent historical experiences can still be 

documented. 

During the years of living on the hacienda, women's contributions (and I would add 

those of children as well) were much more than complementary. All members of the 

family worked collaboratively for survival. Children worked in the field and received an 

important wage, even though it was half that of their father's. Women's work was 
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unsalaried, and their activities took place both in the field and the domestic sphere. The 

full participation of all family members kept the household running. 

Women worked alongside their husbands when planting, weeding, and collecting the 

harvest. Furthermore, the women sewed all of the family's clothing, washed the clothes 

when needed, and were expected to prepare the day's food. "In the absence of running 

water and grinding mills for com, household chores were extremely time-consuming" 

(Mummert, 1994, p. 194). Women walked miles for water collection and dedicated hours 

to grinding com in order to make the daily supply of tortillas. There were no modem 

conveniences to ease the demands of these tasks, and the activities were never postponed, 

or ignored, when women were pregnant or caring for a baby. 

After the formation of the ejido  ̂women's roles basically remained the same until the 

male figures of the community began to travel in search of work in El Norte, leaving the 

countryside dotted with pockets of women, children, and elders. During the Bracero 

Program, work was assured and money saved was used to maintain the family. Men 

returned regularly and brought with them a fountain of hope for a better future. 

As more men began to work in the United States, women were left waiting for 

income, and female paid labor was needed in the meantime to maintain the household. In 

the case of El Nacimiento, the Bracero Program served as a great catalyst for opening 

labor markets to women, but in an exploitive manner, as will be discussed in the 

following sections. Though changes were gradual from the 1940s until today, they were 

dramatic. 
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At the present, a clear-cut division of roles and responsibilities along gender lines does 

not exist in EI Nacimiento as it may in non-migratory rural communities or in urban areas 

of Mexico. Women have assumed many of the traditional male roles and responsibilities, 

heading the households and working the fields without male assistance (see photograph 

in Appendix D). One mother with five daughters explained to me how she works both at 

home and in the fields when her husband works in the Um'ted States; 

Georgina: 'Cuando el se va, pos como somas mujeres. .. yo vengo aqiii [a la 

casa] a pos hacerles de comer, a lavar, o a planchar, a todo lo que necesita ... y 

despues, seria en el ccanpo el quehacer 

Melanie: "^Yustedes cosechan? " 

Georgina: "Si, las puras mujeres. Y tambien tenemos que lumbar, a alzar la 

milpa, a traer un rastrojo, ̂ verda'? 

Georgina; "When he goes, uh, because we are all women ... I come here [home] 

to, uh, make them something to eat, to wash clothes, to iron, all that needs to be 

done ... and then, the work begins in the field." 

Melanie; And all of you cultivate the fields? 

Georgina; "Yes, just us women. And we also have to cut the dry stalks with a 

machete, collect them from the field and bring the stalks, right?" 

(The dried com stalks are collected for the two cows they own.) 

Though some roles and activities are clearly defined as "just women's work," the 

absence of males has left little for the all-male domain. To understand the transformation 
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of roles throughout the community's more recent history, it is necessary to return 

momentarily to the story of the men who leave the community and work in the United 

States. 

Traveling North in Search of Work 

The historical scenario of the U.S. and Mexico's political economy played key roles in 

initiating the patterns of migration northward. Once the routine was established, it was 

maintained. The possibility of competing in Mexico's local economy for employment 

was not a consideration for a number of reasons. First, community members in their 30s 

and 40s have attended school only to second or third grade - all that was available to 

them. Their parents never attended school for one did not exist in the area when they 

were of school-age. Armed with little or no education, adults were not prepared to enter 

an extremely competitive Job market outside their community. Even if they had been 

successful in obtaining a job with local growers, they would have had to travel long 

distances and would not have had an adequate income to maintain two households in 

Mexico, nor the ability to travel on a daily basis. 

Without access to a full, formal education, parents passed their skills on to their 

children in the home. Females assumed leadership roles in the home, and boys learned to 

work the fields during the planting season when the men returned from the United States. 

With these skills, community members had little hope of moving beyond the struggle for 

basic survival. 
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Today, the land is arid and generally only provides what the family consumes; there is 

precious little left to sell. The men, both young and old, seek to provide a better life for 

their families, and continue to travel North in search of work. In their interviews, they tell 

of how they do not want to leave their families behind to enter a country where they 

know they are not always welcome, where they will assume physically challenging or 

even dangerous jobs, and live in degrading and unsuitable housing conditions for nine 

months of the year (or longer). One Mexican scholar writes, "The emigration north is a 

small war that engages Mexican emigrants [in a fight] against misery, but also against the 

military arms of border patrol agents, the rigors of the desert, the dangers of crossing the 

highways, the humiliations of discrimination, the trafficking of human life, etc. " 

(Rionda, n.d.). They do, however, yearn for the sub-minimum wage they may be paid to 

send home to their wives, mothers, and children which, when translated to pesos, can 

permit a decent lifestyle. 

The men continued to work in the United States, as their own properties began to 

render less of a harvest each year from lack of rains, overuse of the land and division of 

the lands among heirs (making the average size plot per family smaller with each 

succeeding generation). If the men leave home without proper documentation, it is 

difficult to think about returning to the community anytime soon. Coyotes, or people who 

help them cross into the United States without a permit, charge an exorbitant amount of 

money for their services. When I began this research, two brothers in a neighboring 

community dedicated themselves to this work. In 1995, they were charging close to $500 

U.S. dollars to cross. By 1999, the price had risen to almost $1,000. This money is 
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collected through many mini-loans from family members and friends, or relatives already 

in the United States, who are betting on the men's success. The men, therefore, generally 

begin their journey in debt. 

The desire to leave home is bittersweet. They need to contribute to the family's 

income, yet do not want to leave loved ones behind. They know the trip will be difRcult 

if they do not have the documentation to cross. One boy, 14 years old, who traveled for 

the first time with the hopes of meeting his father who has been working legally in 

Colorado for the past few years, described his experience to me. He talked about walking 

for days through the heat, without food and water. 

No tentamos ni agua ni nada pa' comer. Pero encontramos itnos or boles con 

naranjas que estaban verdes, pero las comiamos porque no habia otra cosay nos 

ayudo a sobrevivir. Si no, quien sabe, a la mejor nos hubieramos muerto. 

We didn't have water nor anything to eat. But we came upon some trees with 

immature, green oranges on them, but we ate them because there was nothing else 

[to eat], and that helped us to survive. Who knows, maybe we would have died. 

Before crossing into the United States, the men generally know just where they are 

headed and know they will probably have work. The networking system is complex and 

efficient. The men travel according to where there is work, and keep each other informed 

through informal "pipelines." Those from El Nacimiento have worked in California, 

Colorado, Ohio, Florida, Idaho, Washington, Arizona, among other states. Only a few 

stay in one place the entire time. 



130 

The working conditions can vary considerably. If they work without proper 

documentation, they usually have a story they can share of at least one experience where 

they worked very hard until payday, and then were told by the growers to move on, or 

else immigration officials would be called. On these occasions, they have no recourse. 

They do not get paid and they must leave. 

The living conditions can fluctuate between bad and terrible. In some cases, "workers 

have to provide their own pup tents and there are no requirements [for the grower to 

provide] beds, ventilation, heating or cooling" (McMahon, 1999, p. 3 A). Substandard 

conditions prevail, and basic sanitation needs are not always met. If housing other than 

tents are provided, they may have "dangerous structural and electrical problems," but the 

men cannot complain or they will lose the much-needed work, and states rarely defend 

the workers by shutting down the camps to enforce regulated conditions (Weiss, 1996, p. 

F2). 

When asked what is most difficult, the men rarely complain about the housing. They 

worry that after they pay their own expenses, there is not enough money to send home. 

"A veces, no alcamabay eso estd mity dificil. Pa'pagar, realmentey eso, estd muy 

dificil. V muchos accidente^^ ("At times [the money] doesn't go far enough and it is very 

difficult. To pay, really, and all that, it is very difficult. And there are many accidents"). 

The costs are high. They must pay back their loans needed to get across the border (to 

pay the coyote), and risk not being paid as much as those who have their papers in order. 

"^Legalizado ya es mejor, ya pasan a trabajar mas a gusto, sin problema^^ ("Legalized, it 

is better, then they can go on to work more comfortably, without problems"). 
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Transitions 

The women in the community do not want their husbands and sons to work in the 

United States - they do not want them to leave home - though for some there is no other 

viable choice. One day I interviewed Angelica, a woman whose husband had never 

crossed the border; he was one of a few who had remained in the community working his 

field, and finding small jobs wherever and whenever possible. The family of 7 lived in a 

small two-room home, but they were content that they were together. Angelica spoke of 

her husband's work and the decision to stay. At the time of the interview he had no 

income and spent his days searching for food he could collect for the family to eat: 

El trabajaba en la obra.. .pero se acabo la obra... y pos no ha podido 

encontrar trabajo en lo que el trabajayya [estd] cortando en el campo, cortando 

asi finitay cosas de comer.. . Yo les ayudo en crear un animalito, pos, para 

ayiidarles en lo sustento ̂ verda'?, Asi lo vendo y hago un cinco yya les ayudo de 

todas maneras pa' la casa... Por las cosas que veo en la television no, no quiero 

que vaya. Prefiero quedanios aquL Yo una vez, tengo unos [familiaresj... que se 

fueron los muchachos pa 7 norte, nos llego uno mata 'o, nrnerto. Ay no. Eso no me 

gustaria, que se fueron y luego me llegaran en un cajon. Ay no. Ni lo mande Dios. 

Mejor, aqui 'tamos bien aunque pase hambre, porque pos ya ve lo trabajoso ahi 

digo, yo no envidiaria al dinero de Estados Unidos por no ver a mi familia asL 

Anoche salia en las noticias otra vez iba una camionetay se voltearonyse 

murieron siete y fueron tres hermanos, hay Dios mio, a mi nunca me des licencia 

de que toque a mi familia. 
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He worked in construction but now there is no more work... and well, he hasn't 

been able to find the kind of work that he does and so he is out cutting in the 

countryside, cutting things like fruit and things to eat... I help by raising an 

animal to help, uh, sustain the family, right? That way I can sell it and make a 

little bit of money, and I help them in all ways that I can for the house . .. For 

what I see on the television, no, no I wouldn't want him to go [to the United 

States]. I prefer that we stay here. I, one time, I had some [family members] . . . 

the young men went North and one came back to us killed, dead. Aye, no. This I 

wouldn't like, that they went and then were returned in a box. Aye, no. Nor that 

God sends him. It is better, here we are fine even though we go hungry from time 

to time, because, well you see how hard they work there, I mean, I don't envy the 

money from the United States, because I don't want to see my family like that. 

Last night on the news, once again, a truck overturned and seven died, and three 

were brothers. Oh my God, God willing I hope that never happens to my family. 

I returned to Angelica's house about a month later to see how the family was getting 

along. Her forty-year-old husband who had never worked in the United States before, 

reluctantly made his first trip North three weeks after the interview. Angelica was still 

waiting to hear from him, to be assured that he had arrived safely. He could not find work 

and the family was hungry. For them, they no longer had a choice. 
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Angelica was about to begin the transition that many of her companeras, her friends, 

have already made, some experiencing the transition as early as the 1940s. She would 

assume new responsibilities in an already heavy workload. 

Over the years, the physical infrastructure of the community has changed, which has 

also been a factor in the changing roles and activities of the women. For this reason, 

before describing the changes for the women, a general description of the physical 

environment of the community is necessary to provide a context. 

El Nacimiento Today 

The community is still fairly isolated. Two roads lead to El Nacimiento, though 

sometimes it takes a stretch of the imagination to call one of them a road. They can be 

dry and dusty or they can be water-filled and rutty, blending in with the muddy fields on 

either side (see photograph in Appendix E). Either way, traveling by car can be a bumpy 

adventure, and because of dust or flying mud (depending on the season), the windows 

generally must be closed, even in ninety-degree weather. Breathing the powdered earth 

that swirls around inside the car or arriving wet with a mud-stained shirt are the only 

other options. But then this is an agricultural area and no one expects visitors to arrive 

sparkling clean. 

One public bus passes through the community twice a day; once in the morning when 

the teachers are dropped off at the school, and once in the afternoon when the teachers 

are picked up from the community and taken to town. Community members needing to 

go into town get on the bus in the morning when the bus returns to Romita, and come 
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home when the bus travels back to the community to pick up the teachers. Round trip 

costs are 4 pesos (approximately .60 cents) per person. There are 3 men in the community 

who own trucks. One is retired, the other two are sometimes in El Nacimiento and other 

times working in the United States. These men will take people into town for a large fee 

if they need to travel out of the community during hours when the local bus is not 

available. 

Electricity was introduced into the community in 1985, allowing those who could 

afford to buy a refngerator a new convenience and also have light fixtures inside the 

home. Those who have a refrigerator often take advantage of their resource and have 

initiated income generating activities, principally selling cold Coca Cola and other sodas, 

or freezing and selling small bags of flavored ice (similar to a Popsicle) to the children of 

EI Nacimiento. 

The women no longer have to walk for miles for the family's supply of water. One 

year later, a community well was dug. A pump draws water from the well to fill a storage 

tank. From the tank, underground pipes allow the water to flow to the properties of all but 

one home on the outskirts of the community. The pipes, and therefore the water, stop at 

outdoor spigots rather than running inside the homes because there is no drainage system 

in place. 

By 1998, the municipio was building a drainage system, however, and it is possible 

that homes will have running water soon. There is one home in the community that 

already has running water because the father built a septic system on the property after 

learning how to build them while he worked in the United States. 
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The implications of no indoor plumbing are evidenced in daily routines and heavily 

impact the workload of the women. Structurally, it means the creation of corrales, small 

areas sectioned off by branches and cactus, where a latrine is dug. The women must fill 

up tubs from the spigot for washing clothes. Because the water is not guaranteed to be 

free from bacteria, another tub of water is boiled daily for consumption. Additionally, 

either buckets of water are filled and brought to the house to wash dishes or the dishes are 

taken directly to the spigot for washing. Tubs of water are also heated to provide warm 

water for bathing. 

The telephone is the most recent, and one of the most highly valued, additions to the 

community. The telephone company installed one phone in El Nacimiento in 1994. 

Communication is facilitated but still difficult since the phone was placed in the home 

that also maintains the only store selling essentials to community members. The store's 

owner must tell the caller to call back in 5 minutes so that someone can run to get the 

person that is trying to be reached. The service has turned into a small business of sorts, 

as each customer is charged a fee (10 pesos, or a little more than a dollar) for the 

messenger's work. 

Outside the homes, it is not uncommon to see a cactus garden where nopales (prickly 

pear) are grown and harvested to provide one of the staple foods in El Nacimiento. Both 

the cactus pads, as well as the fhiit produced from the cactus serve as alimentation. The 

cactus pads must be scraped of their thorns before the long process of cooking begins. 

Some families raise animals now. Goats are the most common and the milk produced 

fi'om them is used for the family's consumption or to sell. A milkman passes daily on a 
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horse-drawn wagon to collect the milk and deliver it to a nearby city. A few cows, horses, 

burros, and hogs are also raised. Roosters and chickens run free, and dogs lazily guard 

private property. 

Family property is indeed quite private. Families have built wood, metal or cactus 

fences to clearly delineate property lines. Within those boundaries, however, a "family" 

is often more than just Mom, Dad and the kids. Extended family members (parents or 

young married sons and daughters) may have additions built on to the original home or 

may build a small separate home on the same property. 

The outsides of the homes are well maintained and decorated with different plants. 

Containers are reused as a matter of course and so cans of all sizes, from vegetable cans 

to paint cans, serve as pots for the flowers and small bushes. 

Besides family dwellings, within the limits of El Nacimiento there sits a freshly 

painted, three-room multigrade elementary school and a tiny preschool (see photograph 

of the elementary school in Appendix F). The remains of an old, one-room schoolhouse 

still inhabit a small piece of land on the edge of the community. The elementary school 

has a large schoolyard that is completely fenced in and serves as a playground, though it 

is only a large expanse of dirt with a few plants and cactus lining the fence. 

A molino was added onto a home in the center of the community and therefore 

provides easy access for the women. The molino provides a valued service - it is the 

place where the com is ground to make the dough for the day's tortillas. 

Demographic descriptions can provide another perspective of the community, though 

the information is difficult to collect due to the transient nature of the community and the 
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types of questions census workers ask community members. Nonetheless, they present 

another type of community "sketch." According to the 1990 census conducted by the 

Institute Nacional de Estadistica Geografia e Infbrmatica (INEGI), the population (when 

not in the United States) is 449, with 229 males and 220 females. Of the 449 people, 202 

are children under 15 years of age. Of the adult population, 104 have had no formal 

education, 71 have had "some'^ formal education, and 69 have completed sixth grade. It 

would be impossible to calculate the number of community members who travel to the 

United States for several reasons: the numbers can change weekly, new members are 

beginning the journey for the first time, and some leave and never return. 

There are 57 homes in the community with an average of 7.87 people living in each. 

Of those, 46 now have floors other than dirt, and 11 are still only one or two-room 

homes, including the kitchen. 

With a general outline of the physical context, it is easier to understand the chores and 

routines of the community women. 

The Women's Workday 

Elena would not allow me to pay her for living in her home and teaching me a new 

way of life. She opened her doors to me and accepted only the groceries I would buy, 

such as potatoes, cooking oil, Nescafe and oranges. Though she wanted to treat me as a 

respected guest, I quickly convinced her that I preferred to have chores assigned to me 

like everyone else, and learn the daily routines she was accustomed to living. Elena and 

her children took me in and made me feel so welcomed that I wrote the following entry in 
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my fieldnotes on the first evening there: "I have been here all of nine hours and already 

feel right at home. The kids act as though they have known me forever and the senora is 

miiy amable [very kind]" (April, 26, 1996). 

I conducted my first interview with her the very first night, and even without listening 

to the spoken words, the described setting characterizes the informal relationship we 

already had, primarily due to the several months I had already spent working in the 

school. 

I sat cross-legged and barefoot in the middle of my new bed in a sleeveless rayon 

blouse and jeans; [Elena], in her T-shirt and khaki pants, sat on the edge of the 

bed with her feet dangling along the side and her sick child on her lap. Shortly 

into the interview, I reached out for the little girl and she came directly to me. She 

rocked in my arms while 1 continued to ask questions. Later, her sister brought 

milk in a bottle, which the little one drank while playing with my left ear and 

earring. She was burning hot with fever and coughed a lot, until she fell zisleep. 

The interview continued.. . (April 22, 1996) 

The informal relationships I began to establish with the women allowed me to enter 

their worlds and discover the complexities of their realities. Though the women's roles, 

routines, and responsibilities vary according to their age, marital status, the number of 

children they have, and their economic standing in the community, numerous experiences 

are common among all. 

It is not unusual to wake by six in order to begin the day. Much has to be done. Sara 

must begin milking the family's goats; Clarisa begins the day by sweeping her house; 
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Claudia puts the day's water supply to boil in a large aluminum vat over an open flame. 

All three are mothers of elementary-aged children and help get them ready for school. All 

three also begin the long chore of making fresh tortillas. They meet briefly at the ntolino, 

as they wait for their com to be ground, but head their separate ways until they will meet 

again around 10:00 am at the school, when they will take breakfast to their children. 

I arise and begin to sweep Elena's home, a task that is done at least twice a day. The 

"roads" or walking paths throughout the community are not really made up of dirt, but 

rather a fine tan powder that lifts easily into the air with every little puflF of wind. At any 

given and unsuspecting moment the wind can pick up and make it impossible to see even 

five feet ahead. At times, a large sheet of this light dust whips into a figure resembling a 

small tornado. Hair and clothes can be covered with the powder in just seconds. Homes 

are just as vulnerable. 

As Elena presses, and then cooks, the tortillas. I comb her daughters' hair. One will 

head off to school with her brothers and the other will accompany us all day since she is 

still too young to go to the elementary school. 

Throughout the day, any number of time-consuming jobs must be completed and the 

work includes multiple tasks within each activity. I have broken down several of the daily 

(or every other day) tasks into the steps required to complete them. 

Tortillas are prepared daily and represent the staple food for most meals. They are 

indispensable to the meal and are even used in place of utensils when eating. Making 

tortillas includes numerous steps that are divided between evening and morning activities. 
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That is, the first three steps are usually done at night, while the last four are done during 

the morning hours: 

• Stripping the com from the cob 

• Winnowing the com 

• Cooking the nixtamal 

• Taking the nixtamal to the molino 

• Kneading the masa 

• Pressing the masa into tortillas 

• Cooking the tortillas 

For mothers of school-age children, breakfast is made and taken to the school on 

Monday through Friday. It is eaten with the children and often shared with the teachers. 

Preparing breakfast includes the following activities: 

• Preparing several dishes (eggs, beans, and chile, for example) 

• Putting them into transportable containers 

• Walking to the school to deliver the breakfast at the 10:00 break 

• Returning home and washing the dishes 

Clothes are washed daily or every other day, depending on the family needs and the 

weather. Young girls may assume this responsibility as is seen in the photograph in 

Appendix G. This activity requires the following: 

• Filling outdoor tubs with water 

• Scmbbing each piece of clothing by hand 

• Rinsing the clothes 
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• Hanging them to dry 

• Ironing them 

Tending to the children is time consuming when the needs are greatly diversified. 

Babies, of course, require constant care, while toddlers and adolescents have differing 

needs. The requirements can include the following: 

• Bathing 

• Dressing 

• Combing and washing hair 

• Feeding 

• Nursing 

• Taking them to the health clinic several miles away 

Meals other than breakfast require invested time in food preparation. Most women 

cook over an open-fire and must collect something to bum; firewood or dried cow 

"patties." These steps, then, can include the following: 

• Collecting firewood 

• Starting the fire 

• Cutting or preparing the food 

• Cooking the food 

• Washing the dishes at the outdoor spigot 

Cleaning the house, attending school functions, tending to the outdoor plants, cleaning 

the school (discussed in the following chapter), and going into town for groceries are 

other regular activities. Villagomez and Pinto (1988) examined the amount of time rural 
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Mexican women dedicate to their everyday routines. They found that on average, during 

the evening, three hours and a half are dedicated to the beginning steps of preparing the 

nixtamal, ironing clothes, and collecting firewood. Three hours and 15 minutes represent 

an average amount of time spent on preparing three meals a day (including washing the 

dishes). Washing clothes takes about two hours and a half^ while bathing and dressing the 

children and herself takes a mother approximately one hour (of course depending on the 

number and ages of the children). Thirty minutes are needed to go to, and stand in line at, 

the molino. This was true in El Nacimiento as well. 

Villagomez and Pinto (1988) also point out that these jobs, which require differing 

amounts of both time and efFort, have not varied substantially over the years, but rather it 

is the means of completing the jobs that have changed. Not having to walk as far for 

water, having electricity as a resource, and other changes have all transformed the way in 

which these jobs get done, but they are, nonetheless, the same jobs that had to be done 

many years ago. The women believe the workload is much less than what was required 

many years ago. When asked about the differences in the chores that had to be done in 

the past and those of today the answer is surprising for those of us used to the 

conveniences we take for granted. 

Yo le ayudaba a mi mama a lavar la ropa, iba a llevar el almuerzo a mi papa 

hasta alia, y pos acarrear agita, oiga, porque antes teniamos que acarrear agua 

de tin bote, ̂ Uste' cree? Ahorita 'tamos en el cielo le digo, nada mas de abrirle a 

la Have. Pero nomas viera como sufria uno... Si, hay mucha diferencia porque 

antes tenia uno que trabajar mas que ahora, no pos muchos cambios. Ya tenemos 
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hasta la htz publica, ya tenemos hiz en nuestras casitas. Ya 'tamos mas mejor 

aunque pos si nos cobran pero siquiera es otra la vida, pero mas antes nos 

teniamos que aluzar con una vela o con una lampara de puro petroleo. 

I helped my mother iron clothes, I went to deliver lunch to my father [in the field], 

and, well, I carried water, you know, because before we had to cany water in a 

jug, can you believe it? Now we are in heaven I tell you, we only have to open the 

spigot. But you see how one suffered ... Yes, there are a lot of differences 

because before, one had to work more than now. No, there are many changes. 

Now we even have public electricity, we now have light in our homes. Now we 

are a lot better off even though, well, they charge us for it, but it surely is another 

life, but earlier we had to light the house with a candle or a lamp of pure 

petroleum. 

It is important to add that depending on the ages of the children, many of the jobs 

listed above are completed in a cooperative manner. It is not unusual for an 11 year-old 

daughter to have to wash her own clothes, and young boys are often sent out to help 

collect wood. I asked 13 year-old Mayra what her responsibilities were at home; 

Mayra: Pos me levanto temprano como a las siete y recojo las camasy luego 

barroy luego que acabo de barrer trapeo ... y lavo o plancho. 

Melanie: iLa tuya o la ropa de todos? 

Mayra: La miay en veces mi mama me da para lavar la de mis hermanos. 

Melanie: i Y te gusta jugar en las tardes? 
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Mayra: Cast no juego. 

Mayra: Well, I get up early, like around seven and I make the beds and then I 

sweep and after I finish that I mop the floor... and I wash and iron. 

Melanie: Your clothes or others' clothes? 

Mayra: Mine and sometimes my mother gives me my brothers' clothes to wash. 

Melanie: And do you like to play in the afternoons? 

Mayra: I hardly ever play. 

The household responsibilities ultimately rest with the female head of household, but 

all family members pitch in to help. 

What has changed so dramatically for the women in El Nacimiento, is that in addition 

to the household work, the women have had to take on extra jobs that would have 

previously been the responsibility of the male head of household. They now work longer 

hours in the fields, raise animals they did not previously have, and find ways to 

supplement the family income that may or may not come from the United States. 

Basic Economics 

Because the women have had to seek alternative incomes, they are dedicated to both 

domestic and public activities that might generate e.Ytra cash. They have been creative in 

their efforts. Many raise goats for milk, pigs to sell, and cows for milk to make cheese. 

These mini-industries demand more of the women's precious time. Animals need feed 

that is not purchased from a store. They must be walked long distances for food. They 
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need bedding materials, and the goats and cows need milking. The process of making 

cheese takes several hours and produces only a few rounds of cheese, which will be 

walked to the neighboring community to sell if they are not all sold within El 

Nacimiento. 

Three women in the community make cheese to sell. Two other women who have 

refrigerators/freezers fill small bags full of different juices and fi-eeze them for the 

children to purchase. Many women crochet doilies and table clothes, and sell them to 

those who do not know this skill, though they have found no real outlet for selling them 

for a full-time income. One woman has learned how to butcher her pigs for resale, a skill 

that generates more income than simply selling the pig whole would. 

The women are interested in learning more skills and marketing items they make but 

have no resources to help them in this endeavor. Due to the family responsibilities at 

home, they cannot leave the community on a regular basis to work. Because the men are 

gone - and it is not practical for the mothers to leave - young girls between the ages of 

14 and 20 have taken jobs in the fields of large landowners, or they work in a "freezer'' 

where produce is frozen to be distributed across the state and exported to the United 

States. The young women plant broccoli, harvest potatoes and carrots, or prepare the food 

to be frozen, working long hours in the hot sun. 

In cases where the men have not been able to send money back to the families, these 

teenagers support the entire family. Josefina and Graciela are sisters who find themselves 

in this position. At ages 16 and 18, they are the sole providers for their family. They rise 

at 5:00 am, get ready for work and wait for the bus that will pass by to take them, and 
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many other young girls, to the fields for a full day's work. They earn, on average, 120 

pesos a week (approximately $17.40 US) each. The large landowners prefer to hire girls 

because they will work without complaining, and for a cheaper wage than their male 

counterparts would. Community members are well aware of this, but find themselves 

without the power to bring about change; they cannot risk losing the only income. 

Josenna and Graciela's mother talks about the cooperation of all of those in the 

family, focusing on the two girls: 

Ahorita, ellas andan trabajando y pos son las que me estdn c îdando, porque su 

papa no nos ha manch 'o dinero. Ellas son las que me ayudan. Todas me ayudan, 

las que se quedan en la casa me ayudan a hacer el quehacer de la casay ellas 

andan trabajando. Ellas me ayudan pa' comer. 

Right now, the girls are working, and well, they are the ones that are helping me, 

because their father hasn't sent us any money. They are the ones helping me. 

Everyone helps me, those that are in this house, they help me with all that has to 

be done with the household chores and the girls are out working. They help me to 

be able to eat. 

It is common for the women in the community to tend to social, domestic and political 

responsibilities (they all vote at every election) providing examples of leadership, 

strength, and fortitude. It is the women in El Nacimiento who are in charge of making 

daily decisions and must be concerned with maintaining the family. A contradiction 

materializes, however, when the young women are hired, not just for their strong work 
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ethic, which has been deeply ingrained, but for their subservient attitudes making them 

choice workers who do as they are told without much complaint. 

The small income that is generated by community members is greatly needed for basic 

survival. The essentials are not cheap and the only store in El Nacimiento sells items for 

three times the price they can be purchased for in town, yet many cannot make it to town 

as often as they would like and must buy at the local store. Though the fields provide 

com, beans, and squash, and chickens provide eggs, these items must be supplemented 

with other food. 

Besides food, the families spend money on school supplies, uniforms, seeds, 

insecticides/pesticides, soap for bathing and for washing clothes, shampoo, transportation 

to town, clothes, and they also pay for the maintenance of the elementary school. But 

perhaps one of the most expensive costs they experience is that of health care. Erika, a 

mother of 7, had to take one of her older daughters to the hospital in the middle of the 

night. Because the local bus only travels through town during the daytime, she had to 

contract one of the men that have a truck to take them into town. She tells her story: 

Esta muchacha grande esttrvo mala y la lleve al hospitaly me le hicieron andlisis 

y todo y no dio resuUado la medicina.... Me saiid arriba de 300 cast en 400 la 

consulta. El doctor luego luego me cobro 200 porque me le dio un siteroy luego 

me le falto la mi tad de medicina y oyer, antier, fui a traersela. Me costo casi ISO 

la medicina que me le dio. Fueron casi 150 asi de que 200 y 150. Una camioneta 

que pedi que me llevara hasta alia me cobro casi los cien por llevarme hasta [la 
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ciudad] porque me llevo en la noche. me cobro casi 100. Ay como me solid esa 

curacion. Imaginase fsi no tenemos ni pa' comer! 

This older girl (she points to her daughter sitting nearby) was ill and I took her to 

the hospital and they examined her for me and all that but the medicine didn't 

work. ... It cost me more than 300, almost 400 for the exam. The doctor, right 

then and there, the doctor charged me 200 because he gave her an I. V. and then I 

could only buy half of the medicine and so yesterday, the day before yesterday, I 

went to get the rest. That medicine cost almost 150 that he gave me for her. That 

makes almost 150, and so it was 200 plus 150. The truck that I asked to take me 

over there charged me almost 100 to take me to [the city] because he took me at 

nighttime. He charged me about 100. Gee how [expensive] this treatment cost. 

Can you imagine, if we don't have even enough [money] to eat! 

All told, she spent around 450 pesos (approximately $65 dollars at that time) for the 

treatment of one sick daughter, almost a month's salary for a fieldworker. And the results 

were not even satisfactory to Erika because her daughter was still sick. 

The families in El Nacimiento have varying needs and a large variance in income. 

Though by Mexican and United States standards all families would be considered 

economically poor, there exists a wide spectrum of economic stability. Those who have 

male figures working in the United States - who send money home to the community -

live in more comfortable homes than those who have never left. A profile of two families 

provides an example: 
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The Ayala family lives in a two-rcx)m house. The mother, Lidia, is 38 years old; the 

father is 40. Their children's ages are; Juana 19, Elisa 18, Olga 16, Antonio 14, Anabel 

12, Manuel 9 and a 6-month-old baby who has not yet been baptized and so is still not 

named. They have a refrigerator, but no gas stove. There are two beds in the house; some 

sleep on the floor. The two oldest girls work in the fields and bring in the family's only 

income at this time - 240 pesos a week (approximately $35 dollars). Olga stays at home 

to help her mother and all the other children except for the 6 month-old go to elementary 

school. The father has not worked in the United States; he has only worked his land. I 

asked if they have land to cultivate: Mo tenemos terreno. Su papa le paso una hectdreay 

mi papa nos presto otra hectdreay sort las que estamos sembrartdo para sostenemos. Mo 

tenemos terreno. (We don't own any land. [My husband's] father lent him one hectare 

and my father lent us another hectare and that is what we have to plant to sustain us. We 

don't have any land.) 

Lidia raises animals. She has a few chickens, one mother pig with five 4-day-old 

babies, and a few goats. They will sell one if the need gets great enough because there is 

no other choice. hacemos? ^De donde agarramos? Mo tenemos de 'onde agarrar 

nada. (What do we do? Where do we get [the essentials] from? We don't have any means 

to get anything.) 

I asked how often she goes in to town: 

Lidia: Ay maestra, a veces duramos buen tiempo pa' ir pas con que vamos si no 

tenemos dinero. Ya ve que pa' salir se necesita luego luego el dineroy ̂ de donde 
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los vamos a agarrar? A veces durcmos tiempito pa' ir por lo mismo que no hay 

dinero. 

Melanie: ̂ No tienen parientes que trabajan en los estados unidos? 

Lidia: Nosotros no conocemos un dinero de alia. No nosotros no. 

Lidia: Aye, teacher,' sometimes we wait a long time before we can go, well, with 

what will we go if we don't have any money. You see how one needs ready 

money in order to leave here. Where would we get it from? Sometimes it takes a 

little while to go for the same reason, there is no money. 

Melanie: You don't have any relatives that work in the United States? 

Lidia: We've never seen any money from there. No not us. 

In contrast, Carmela's relatives have been working in the United States for several 

years. I asked her who all is there: "A/w hermanos, este, mis cunadosy 

una cuOada tambien, primos, mi esposo y mis hijos " ("My brothers, um, my brothers-in-

law, and one sister-in-law too, cousins, my husband and my sons"). She has two sons 

who travel and work with their father. They all send money home when they can, and 

they return on a regular basis to work their land. Five other children live with Carmela in 

the community. A 14-year-old son, Daniel, lived in the United States for a year and 

attended school in Colorado so that he could be near his father, but for numerous bad 

experiences at the school he returned home. He is thinking of returning to the United 

' I am often called simply "teacher" (maestra) in the conmiimity. All of the teachers are addressed in this 
manner. 
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States to work in a couple of years, though he doesn't want to. 

The family lives in a six-room house. The kitchen is inside the house and Carmela 

cooks on a gas stove. She makes weekly trips to town for groceries and to check the post 

office to see if a money order has come. Her trips are not made on the bus because her 

father is one of the men in the community who owns a truck. The whole family travels 

into town on festival days too. 

Carmela didn't like that her husband, Carlos, and her sons had to leave, but she knew 

it was best for the family. Her father had worked in the United States throughout her 

childhood and she expected her husband would too. When Carlos first left, he had no 

permit and had to pay a coyote to take him across. Because of the cost, and the dangers, 

Carmela wanted her husband to get legal permission to work in the North. She once told 

me a story of the time when she told her husband that if he wanted to marry a gringa to 

get his papers in order she would understand and grant him a divorce as long as he agreed 

to later divorce that person and remarry her. After telling him this, she did not hear from 

him for a long time and became very worried. She said she began to think that maybe he 

took her suggestion and found another woman and then decided he liked her better. 

Carmela wanted to take back all that she had said! She then decided that she did not want 

him to marry a U.S. citizen even if it meant he could become one! It took Carlos four 

years to get his documents in order, but since they are, he can now travel freely back and 

forth. To date, he has worked in six different states, thanks to a well-established 

communication network. 
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Carmela tried to go to the United States twice, just to visit her family. They saved the 

money to pay a coyote, but the first time they tried to cross the Rio Grande in a small boat 

they got caught and were sent back. The second time she made it across and visited for 

two weeks. On the latter trip, Carmela hid under a bed in a van with several other people 

piled on top of her. 

When the whole family is home for the planting season, the task of working the fields 

is easier for them than for other families because they have a small tractor. Very few 

families have a tractor, most must either use horses or save enough money to pay 

someone with a tractor to till the land. The rest of the work is all done by hand. 

Because Carmela's husband returns home regularly and sends money when he can, 

and because the family owns more than most in the community, they provide the hope 

that others need in order to continue migrating North for work. Carmela's husband can 

send up to $200 (dollars) a month, a lot of money when compared to local standards. 

Many other factors influence the final decision, but this family serves as an extra 

weight on the side of leaving the community when the choice is weighed between staying 

with family and being hungry or leaving home to return later on with some greatly 

needed money. 

The Waiting Game; Waiting for Loved Ones to Return 

Some of the women whose husbands go may have extra conveniences to help with the 

workload, but since not all relatives send money home, many are simply burdened with 

more work zmd take over as the decision>makers and heads of household. Additionally 
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they endure a mental burden of wondering if they are missed, worrying about loved ones' 

safety, and waiting many long nights for the messenger (at the local store where there is 

only one phone) to inform them that they have a call from the United States. They wait, 

they get a phone call, then they wait again. One woman has been waiting for seven weeks 

now without hearing from her husband. Is he okay? Did he find a new love? 

The first week I spent in the community I sensed a general wave of fear among the 

women whose relatives were in the United States. The news repeatedly showed a 

videotaped clip of the beatings certain undocumented Mexicans had recently received. 

There was equal attention given to a car that overturned on a high-speed chase by the 

border patrol, killing all those inside. 

Many women know their husbands will not be faithful to them while they are gone. 

They have been told that they must remain true to the relationship and worry that idle 

gossip will meike their husbands angry when they return home. One woman told me that 

her husband warned he could physically tell if she had a sexual relationship with another 

man. "'Foy a saber si has estado con otro " ("I'll know if you have been with another"). 

She believes he can and would not consider having another relationship. Another woman 

said she would understand if her husband had sex with another woman because, "^Ellos no 

ptieden ir por tanto tiempo sin hacerlo " ("they can't go that long without have sex"). She 

said that for men it is like eating and sleeping; it's something they need to survive, but for 

the women, it is easy to refrain from. 

Some women make negative conmients about those men who take up with women in 

the United States. Carmela was once told that her husband had another wife in the United 
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States and that her father had, too, when he was there. She said she told the person that if 

that was true, in that moment he ceased to be her father. But she does not believe it is 

tme. She believes it is envy since her husband returns regularly. 

Ana's greatest fears came true when she found out that her husband decide to 

marry another woman. He never returned. For many years she received no money from 

him and she struggled to make ends meet raising their children. She was not going to Just 

let this pass, however. Ana spoke to a lawyer in Romita who then spoke to one in Leon 

(the largest city in the state) who spoke to someone at the American consulate regarding 

the issue. Ultimately, Ana succeeded in receiving mandatory child support that is taken 

from her husband's paycheck automatically. 

Another woman who has not seen her husband in seven years is beginning the same 

process. Her husband does send money home, but infrequently and not enough to support 

the family. The women do not take abandonment lightly. 

Because the gossip can make one's life disquieting and uncomfortable, the women 

keep to themselves. A common phrase is, "^Cada quien por stt lado ("Each person to 

himself). They talk at the molino and sometimes during breakfast at school, but support 

systems are primarily made up of extended family members, rather than non-kin or 

friends. I finally dropped my networking questions from my interviews when I saw how 

isolated their lives really are. When I began to ask why this occurs, I was told that 

because the community is so small everyone would know everyone else's business. And 

further more, 'Wo tenemos tiempopa'platicar" ("We don't have time to talk"). They are 

extremely busy in their homes trying to make ends meet. 
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This is not to say that women do not help each other out. Carmela told me of two 

separate occasions when she gave away clothes to other families since her children had 

outgrown them. And families share within families. Carmela's mother makes the 

nixtamal for the entire family each evening and Carmela ains over in the mornings to get 

it from her. This saves Carmela a lot of work. Other times it is the daughter who makes 

the nixtamal for the mother or mother-in-law. There isn't so much an "exchange of 

goods" within the community as there is a sentiment to pitch in and help when needed. 

Returning Home 

The men live in constant transition, moving back and forth between countries. They 

return to fields that produce little, and to women that have proven they can live without 

them. They are not always sure where they belong. With these conflictive emotions, they 

drink heavily and socialize among themselves, spending little or no time in the home. 

The women have mixed emotions regarding their husband's return. They do not like 

to see the men drink, but they do receive some extra support with disciplining the 

children and the everyday workload. For the most part, however, the women have learned 

to take control without the men around, and though they feel they have little power, they 

exert what they have in the ways they know how. 

Acts of Resistance and Signs of Rebellion 

The women continually experience fluctuating positions of power. When their 

husbands are in the United States, the females are the heads of households, the decision-
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makers. They ensure the family's survival by organizing the cooperative participation of 

all. If the husband comes home for the planting season, he can place his wife in a difficult 

situation emotionally, where he ultimately controls events that were not previously an 

issue, such as their sexual relationship, or the disciplining of the children. Women can 

experience large amounts of power within the community, but experience some 

powerlessness outside the community. 

One exception to this was Ana's case where she legally obtained mandatory child 

support from her husband in the United States. In general, however, the women run into 

obstacles or do not know where the road begins on their journey for justice. Though they 

may not know precisely what to do to exert their rights, they make attempts, rather than 

sit idly by, through the means they are familiar with - acts of low-level resistance and 

quiet rebellion. The following cases exemplify these actions. 

One woman explained to me how she and her husband sold their house to buy a 

tractor and build a smaller home. Within a short period of time, the tractor stopped 

working. At first, the man who sold it to them said he would fix it, but then decided he 

would not. Gabriela told me she wrote a letter to the president of Mexico to complain 

about this problem and also to ask about getting a loan for a house, asking "'iQuien estd 

aqtii para ayudar a los pobresl:" (Who is here to help the poor people?). She said she 

received an answer with a phone number to call. Regarding the house, she called the 

capital city of Guanajuato (where those who answered her letter to the president told her 

to call) and the people there told her to call someone else in the municipio. She did. The 

local authorities told her she needed to present birth certificates, proof her children were 
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in school, and a marriage certificate. She did. They told her she would know in about a 

month whether she could get assistance for a house. She asked how she would know, and 

they said they would contact her. 

After a long time without hearing anything, Gabriela went back into town and asked 

what was happening with her case. She was told that the "authorities" in the office had 

been successful in getting her the money, but since she didn't come claim it in time, they 

gave it away. They also told her that she shouldn't write to the president; she shouldn't 

start at the top and work her way down, she needed to start at the bottom and work up. 

She said, "I'm here now and it didn't do me any good, did it?" 

Though Gabriela was not successful in her quest, she exerted her energy in the only 

way she could and when she was disappointed, she let it be known — with a quiet sarcasm 

- that the other person's actions were not acceptable. This gentle firmness and 

demonstration of resistance through stinging comments is common. In two other 

Instances, mothers spoke out in rebellion against the words and actions of Mario. 

Francisca was among the other women assembled for the weekly meeting with Mario 

to sign the carpetas (folders) and talk with the teacher. Mario began to denounce the 

behavior of the children because many of them were failing to come to school with their 

homework completed. Francisca yelled out to him, "Why would they want to do their 

homework when most of the time you don't check it?" 

The final example occurred when Mario threatened to cut the hair of one of his 

students because it was too long. Mario said he would cut the boy's hair the following 

day if he returned to school with it the same length. The mother became angry and went 
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to talk to Mario. She explained that she was letting the boy's hair grow long because they 

were advised that someone was coming to the community to teach them how to cut hair. 

She wanted to be able to practice on her son. Mario was not sympathetic to the cause, and 

said he'd be happy to cut it for her whenever the boy needed it. The mother told him 

sarcastically that if, and only if, he could do a professional job, would she permit him to 

do it. Mario did not. Mario later reacted to this event by going ahead and cutting another 

boy's hair, rather than threatening to do it the following day. (This event is described 

further in Chapter 6). He engaged the women in a power struggle. 

The mother explained to me that some families want to wait until they go to Romita 

where hair can be cut professionally. Others do not have the money to spend on a haircut 

and/or do not have good scissors to do it themselves. 

Acts of resistance are evidenced in other ways also. One mother told me she removed 

her daughter from the preschool when she discovered that the teacher had hit her five-

year-old. In doing this, she was demonstrating her disapproval the only way she knew 

how, because she felt she was alone in her complaint with the teacher. But when there 

was trouble with some earlier elementary teachers, and it became obvious to all that no 

one believed the teachers' behavior was acceptable, the community as a whole decided to 

rebel. They complained together, and because of their collective force, the teachers were 

taken out of the schools (and moved to other communities, rather than fired altogether). 

The women do not believe they are "smart" enough to control much around them. 

They are constantly reminded by others that they do not know "anything" because they 

do not know how to read and write. Their self-esteem is low and they believe they are 
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"dumb" because they have not received a long-term, formal education. Repeatedly the 

women would say in their interviews, "Ko no se nadct^ ("I don't know anything"). The 

teachers talk about the mothers not knowing anything, explaining that the reason why the 

children cannot get help with their homework, que las mamas no saben ..." ("It's 

because the mothers don't know. ..). Mothers are blamed if the children do not learn as 

quickly as the teachers would like. Even the children have started to echo the sentiment. I 

asked Liliana what she reads for her mother to help out in town. She answered, "Todo, 

porque no sabe nada" ("Everything, because she doesn't know anything"). The mothers 

are quite blunt when they describe themselves: 

Claribel: Yo no se nada. Ni conozco la "O 

Norma: Quiero que vayan pa' que sepan mas que yo; Yo no se nada. No se leer, 

ni nada. 

Alicia: Yo quisiera que aprendieran a leery a escrihir porque yo no se nada. 

Ana: Soy mtty ignorante: yo no se, pues, hablar. 

Cleuibel; I don't know anything, I can't even recognize an "O." 

Norma; I want them to go [to school] so they will know more than I; I don't know 

anything. [ don't know how to read or anything. 

Alicia: I would like for [my children] to leam to read and write, because I don't 

know anything. 

Ana: I am very ignorant. I don't know, um, how to talk. 
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The mothers, children, and teachers are equating the knowledge to read and write with 

intelligence. The women have been told they are dumb. When they were in first and 

second grade, their teacher told them often that they were muy burros, meaning that they 

were slow to leam. The women remember this and repeat it, saying, "Even my teacher 

said I was dumb." 

A mother told me she just doesn't grasp everything. But the literacy profile of the 

mothers should not be confiised with their intelligence. They are wise. They have figured 

out how to keep their large families alive against the odds. And they have been creative 

in their problem solving strategies as they adapt items to use as the need arises, since 

resources are scarce. 

When a rumor was spreading across Mexico that a strange animal called a 

chiipacabras (literally "goat sucker") was something to be feared, there was a media 

fi-enzy. The news reports said no one had seen it - it flies at night and it flies too fast to 

see - but that it bites goats and it bit a local woman. Once bitten, the victim dies. A 

student at the elementary school was the first to tell me of the report. When I saw it on 

the news I asked the mothers what they thought. One mother said her sister had 

mentioned that the chupacabra's picture was in the paper. Her skepticism - and 

intelligence - were evident when she said, "If it can't be seen, how did they take a picture 

of it?" 

The undercurrents of enormous power the women have in certain arenas are 

overshadowed by the public image they retain that they are not smart. Education then 

plays a much larger role than simply a means to leam to read and write. It has the 
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potential to elevate self-esteem for the new generation of children who attend school, and 

move out of the shadows of a detrimental perception and into a new light, when they 

learn to read and write. 
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Chapter 6 

FORMAL SCHOOLING IN EL NACIMIENTO 

Benito Juarez is the small elementary school with an infamous recent history in the 

community. It is a long blue and white building with three classrooms all in a row, each 

with it's own entrance from the outside. The school is one of 72 elementary schools in 

the mimicipio of Romita, 41 of which are multigrade (Secretaria de Educacion Publica, 

1998). Alma teaches first grade, Mario teaches second and third, and Juan teaches fourth, 

fifth and sixth in a combined setting. Because the school is in a rural area that is sparsely 

populated, it does not have its own principal, but Alma is the designated representative of 

the school that carries out the functions that a principal would have. 

Several years ago, the school had two male teachers who caused problems for the 

community members. They would come to the school, put a few questions on the board 

and then leave, locking their classroom doors behind them, so that they could drink, play 

cards and sometimes engage in cockfighting near the edge of the community. Juan 

explains: 

Los maestros en lugar de irse a closes a veces ponian un trabajo y se salian y 

biieno se iban a tomar. Les gustaba jugar baraja, les gustaba jugar gallos, si, ahi 

con las chavalos: "A ver, traite tugalloyyo aqiti trago otroy drale " y ahi 

estaban con las gallos.... Hay que reconocer que uno tiene la culpa de si uno 

fracasa... 
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The teachers, instead of going to class, at times would give students work and 

they would leave and well, they went to drink. They liked to play cards, they liked 

to cockfight, yes, and with the young boys it was, "Let's see, you bring your 

rooster and I have another here and come on" and there they were with the 

roosters. One has to recognize when one is at fault for his failings. 

When the women in the conrniunity complained to the authorities they got no response 

and so they began taking their children out of school. Because it was a collective action, 

they were finally noticed, and the teachers were removed fi"om El Nacimiento, separated, 

and sent to neighboring communities. They were replaced with three female teachers 

(one of whom was Alma) who endeared themselves to the mothers and children and 

changed the relationship between school and community. 

Because of the structure of the educational system, it is common for teachers to be 

placed in the communities farthest fi^om town when they begin and then, as they receive 

points for coursework, workshops, and/or years of service, they are granted moves closer 

to their homes. Teachers move fi-equently and desire to be as close to their home as 

possible so they will not have to make the long trip to and fi'om school each day, 

incurring the extra cost of transportation that urban teachers do not pay. Mario soon 

replaced one of the female teachers and a year later Juan replaced the other. All of these 

transitions happened within a five-year period, so the older students remember all of the 

teachers. One sixth-grade student describes the work habits of the previous teachers: 

"^Nos dejaban en la aqui en la esciielay ellos se iban a tomar porque estaba una tienda 
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cerqidtay se iban a emborrachar" ("They left us here in the school and they went 

drinking because there was a store nearby; and they got drunk"). 

Juan arrived in El Nacimiento after being in a community approximately 10 

kilometers away. By his description, the teachers he worked with were not as 

irresponsible as the men who had been in El Nacimiento, but they were not very 

dedicated either. He describes his transition and the differences in the communities^ 

reactions to the teachers: 

Yo venia de una cormmidad que ni ganas (km de ir a trabajar alii. Es muy dificil 

trabajar en una comunidad asi donde la gente le pierde la confianza a los 

maestros, y eso siempre lo he dichoy siempre lo dije al directory a los 

companeros anteriores de la otra escuela, que la culpa la teniamos nosotros 

mismos. Que no se qttejdramos porque nosotros eramos los culpables, porque por 

problemas personales echamos a perder a toda la comunidady de paso a los 

ninos. Eso es malo.... Aqui, a nivelgeneral es una comunidad que se ha 

interesado y se sigue interesando por sus ninos y que si rescataron a sus hijosy 

porque estaban en un nivel bdrbaro completamente. Francamente aqui esta otro 

caso en el cual los maestros tienen la cidpaya un total abandono alii de la 

escuela. Pero definitivamente [las tres maestras] son las ctdpables de que ahora 

este bien a todo dear la escuela porque ellas la rescataron. La sacaron desde 

abajo.... La gente es muy atentay se preocupan mucho por sus ninos. A mi 

diario, diario van y me dejan almuerzo. 
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I came from a community where there was no desire to work there. It is very 

difficult to work in a community like that where the people lose trust in the 

teachers, and that is what I had always said to the principal and my earlier 

colleagues at the other school, that it was our fault. That we didn't have a right to 

complain because we were at fault, because these were personal problems that 

made us lose [the confidence] of the community and then the children. This is 

bad. . .. Here, in general, the community has taken interest and continues to show 

interest in their children, and that yes [the present teachers] saved their children 

and that they were at a completely barbarous level. Frankly, here is another 

example of where the [previous] teachers were at fault with the total abandonment 

there at the school. But, definitely [the three female teachers] are responsible for 

the school being so great because [the teachers] rescued it. They pulled it up from 

the lowest level. . .. The people are very attentive and they worry and care about 

their children. To me, everyday, everyday, they come and bring me breakfast. 

He adds this last sentence because each morning when the mothers come to the school 

to bring their children breakfast, they informally take turns giving the teachers food as a 

sign of respect and appreciation for their work (see photograph in Appendix H). 

The year I arrived at Benito Juarez was the first year that Alma, Mario, and Juan 

began working together. Their teaching styles, forms of discipline, personalities, routines, 

and means of interacting with the community vary considerably. To understand their 

individual classrooms, a general description of the school's routines is necessary. 
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Benito Juarez 

Benito Juarez is the pride and hope of the community. It is where parents send their 

children so their little ones will learn to read and write, skills many of the adults never 

acquired. The children represent the first generation to receive a formal education beyond 

third grade. At present, the average grade completed by the population in the municipio 

of Romita is 3.8 (SEG, 1998). In El Nacimiento, 112 students were registered to attend 

the small elementary school, from August 28, 1996, through July 10, 1997. The number 

of students enrolled has risen only slightly in the years since. 

Official school hours are from 8:30 to 1 ;30, but because Mario and Juan must ride the 

only bus that passes by the community, they are restricted by the bus schedule and so 

their classes begin between the hours of 9:00 and 9:30 and end by 1:00. Alma drives her 

own vehicle because she must leave early in order to get to her second teaching job in 

town, which begins at 1:00, so the first-graders attend school from 9:00 until around 

12:15 daily. Every other week the teachers get paid and must leave the community early 

enough to pick up their checks and cash them before the bank closes. The three teachers 

return to town in Alma's car and leave at noon. 

Everyday the students are given a break to eat the breakfast that their mothers bring to 

them. They come with buckets and baskets filled with hot, freshly prepared food, and 

they come with babies and toddlers not yet in school. Sometimes older sisters come 

instead, if mother has other quehaceres (chores) to do. The breakfast break begins at 

10:00 and lasts a half-hour. On average, then, the students receive three and a half hours 

of instruction each day. 
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The school has no electricity. If there is ever a need for an outlet (as there is 

occasionally for a stereo/acoustic system during school functions or parties), an extension 

cord is run from the closest neighbor's house to the equipment. The building is made of 

cement block with no insulation added. Windows line two sides of each classroom. In the 

summer months, the sun is merciless as it beats through the windows and demands that 

students move out of its direct rays. There are no curtains or shades to hold back the sun's 

wrath. Dust storms can also arrive at any time during the sunmier in this semi-arid region, 

forcing students to run to the windows to close them before dust covers each one of them. 

The closed windows during hot days make concentration difficult. 

In contrast, during the winter, the air is so cold that when I was there, I could not write 

my fieldnotes because my hands had gone numb. I could not hold a pen. I would warm 

them in my coat pockets, blow on them, and wonder how the students could continue to 

work, especially those who had no socks covering their bare shins. It is not unusual to 

pull up to the school in the morning hours and see the children huddled around an open 

fire, built to keep them warm as they wait for their teacher's arrival. They have no more 

heat once they leave their circle around the fire. 

The rooms are so cold that with each answer given breath can be seen as it escapes the 

children's mouths. Alma has the students stand up for arm exercises every so often to 

combat the cold. It is not unconmion for children to show up late for school when the 

mornings are extremely cold. Homes have no heat either, and it is hard to get out of a 

cozy bed where there is warmth from a sibling sharing the blankets. 



168 

On one cold morning, only 33 students arrived in time for the morning routine. Each 

morning before classes start the students engage in a couple of minutes of exercises and 

listen to any school announcements. Sometimes they all sing a song about the 

environment and putting garbage in its place and then the students all run around the 

schoolyard looking for pieces of trash to throw away. The teachers alternate the days they 

are in charge of the morning routine. If Mario is in charge, he adds a hair and nail 

revision to the other activities. All students must hold out their hands so he can see if they 

have clean fmgemails, and he makes sure no boy has hair long enough to grab a hold of 

in the back. 

On Mondays, the routine is lengthened for the inclusion of a civic ceremony and the 

sixth grade girls are in charge of carrying the country's flag for all to salute. The children 

stand attentive to the flag and sing the national anthem along with a second patriotic song 

of the teachers' choice, while five girls walk around the schoolyard in a formal 

procession. 

Outside, chickens roam freely, even though a chain-link fence surrounds the 

schoolyard. A small herd of goats and a few pigs are kept in a pen next to the school. The 

sounds of the animals quickly become background noise rather than disruptive. The 

passing of a vehicle is the only sound that arouses enough curiosity to make all students 

stand and look out the window, since it is such a rarity once the teacher's car has arrived. 

Even the milkman passing on his horse-drawn cart each morning is predictable and goes 

unnoticed. 
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A double outhouse sits about 70 feet away; one side is for the girls, the other is for the 

boys. The only drinking fountain the school has is an outdoor spigot 10 yards away. 

Children bend down to drink directly from it, or pull a hose right up to their mouths if 

one is connected to it to water the few schoolyard plants. 

The insides of the classrooms are filled with old wooden desks made to seat two 

students together - though sometimes three must share one because none of the 

classrooms has enough for all students. The walls in Mario and Juan's classrooms are 

bare except for a small shelf holding a set of story books (the Rincon de Lectura) they are 

given at the beginning of the year to use with their students, and a large blackboard. 

Alma's walls have laminated maps and diagrams, supplies given to each school, which 

she shares with the other teachers when needed. She also has various posters hanging 

with syllables, pictures and words, which she has made to supplement her lessons. Each 

teacher has a two by four-foot table covered with plastic to serve as a desk. The teachers 

have decorated their desks by putting items reflecting their personalities below the clear 

plastic. Alma has a poem and pictures of her family; Mario has pictures of female models 

and singers in provocative poses (and clothing) surrounding a single picture of his wife 

and little boy; Juan has school related papers protected under the plastic covering, rather 

than personal interest items displayed. 

As is common for rural schools in Guanajuato, the teachers must assume all teaching 

responsibilities without extra support. In the urban areas, some elementary schools have a 

music or physical education teacher, but schools out of town cannot support these 

specialized teachers. They do not have special education programs either. Alma, Mario 
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and Juan must try and accommodate all of their students in all subject areas. Furthermore, 

they are not provided with substitute teachers when one of them is ill, unless it is known 

that the absence will be a long one right from the beginning. On my first visit to the 

school, in fact, I was taken into the fourth, fifth, and sixth multigrade classroom normally 

taught by Juan. He was absent for a fiill month with no replacement. When I walked into 

the classroom, his 38 students all stood and said, ^'Buenos dias" (Good morning) to me, 

then sat down and continued their work. Alma and Mario alternated the days they would 

be in charge of their own classroom and Juan's as well. They would run back and forth 

between the two rooms, leaving assignments with one group then checking the progress 

of the other. 

This general description of the school contextualizes the more specific dynamics, 

interactions and inner-workings of the classrooms, teachers and children, which are 

described in the following sections. A closer examination of the individual teachers, their 

teaching styles, forms of evaluation and strategies for discipline is presented. 

Additionally, extracurricular activities are described and the relationships between 

teachers, children, the community, and the researcher are explored. I begin with profiles 

of the three teachers. 

Alma, Mario, and Juan 

Alma, Mario and Juan, the three teachers at Benito Juarez during the time I spent in 

the community, opened up more than their classroom doors to me. They included me in 

all activities and constantly demonstrated their concern for my research, reminding me to 
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bring my video camera to certain events, filling me in on the history of an event or 

project, and openly discussing any questions I had for them. I was fortunate to have three 

wonderful "teachers" in every sense of the word. 

Alma 

Alma started teaching school when she was 18 years old. Bom in the capital city of 

Guanajuato, she moved to Romita just two years after graduating to become a teacher. 

Though her mother had other expectations. Alma dreamed of being a teacher from the 

time she entered elementary school. When she attended the normal school (normal 

schools are dedicated solely to preparing teachers), the requirements for becoming a 

teacher were quite different from what they are today. She explains; 

Cuandoyo estudie secundaria, entrdbamos a la normal yeran 4 aiios nackt mas. 

En el iiltimo ano, asistiamos a clasesy tambien asisttamos nada mas a practicar 

tin dia por semana. Ahora de la secundaria se tiene que pasar a la preparatoria 

tres aiios y de la preparatoria cuatro anos en la normal. 

After I finished secondary school [equivalent to 1^, S"*, and 9"* grades in the 

United States, or middle school], we attended the normal school for only four 

years. In the final year, we attended classes and also only one day a week we did 

our student teaching. Now, after secondary school, one has to go on to the 

preparatory school three years [equivalent in years to our high school's, 10**", 11**", 
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and 12^^ grades], and then after the preparatory school, four years in the normal 

school. 

AJma began teaching in 1984, and has been teaching in El Nacimiento for the last four 

years. But this is not her only job. This mother of two elementary children also teaches 

sixth-grade in town. Her husband also teaches sixth-grade in a rural community 

approximately 15 kilometers west of El Nacimiento. 

When Alma arrives in the community, her appearance immediately identifies her as an 

outsider. She dresses professionally (i.e., skirts, suits, dresses) but changes from her high-

heels to loafers upon entering the classroom. During winter days she wears an oversized 

athletic coat over her clothes, but her hose-covered legs still fight the cold. She wears 

gold jewelry — three diamond rings, a necklace and earrings - that contrasts starkly with 

the humble dress of the local women. Her smile is welcoming and her kind demeanor 

sincere. I immediately knew I wanted to observe her classroom when she made direct eye 

contact with me and told me, she would be interested in opening her door and her 

professional life to me. 

Her duties at Benito Juarez include teaching 27 first graders and carrying out the 

responsibilities of a principal. The latter proving to be difficult since the other two 

teachers are male and she sometimes feels intimidated by their presence, afi'aid to tell 

them what to do. "A veces no penscmtos igualy si yo quiero hacer algo pues siendo dos 

hombresy una mujer, pues son dos contra uno ("At times we don't think the same and 

if I want to do something, well, being two men and one woman, well, its two against 

one.") She finds the strength, however, and carries through with the position assigned to 
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her. What she does not like about it is that she is required to attend meetings in town and 

travel for administrative tasks, taking time away from her first-graders: 

Se me hace muy dificil, ser encargada, tener doble plaza y tener primero, se me 

hace mucha responsabilidad. Juntas, atrsos, papeleria... la semana pasada 

^Cudntas faltos tuve? Fue concurso, Jiie el de proyectos el de conocimiento, luego 

tuvimos reunion, total que nomas fui dos diasy hcQ/ ocasiones que se tiene que ir 

a un ladoy a otroyya, este, se pierde mucho. 

It is very difficult for me, to be in charge, have two jobs and teach first-grade, it 

seems like a lot of responsibility, meetings, classes, paperwork . .. last week 

how many days did I miss? There was the competition, the knowledge project, 

and then we had a meeting, it ended up that I only went [to work in the 

community] two days, and there are occasions where I have to go here and then 

there and well, one loses [time in the classroom]. 

When she is in class, however. Alma tries to teach the best way she knows how and 

genuinely cares for the children in her classroom, as will be evidenced in the following 

sections. Her hard work has provided her with the opportunity to build a new home in 

town. When I first met Alma, she and her husband were just beginning to build a new 

two-story home. Two years later it was finished and the family is happy to be moved in. 
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Mario 

Mario is the same age as Alma. He was bom in 1964, and has lived his entire life in 

Romita. He is the father of one young boy, and like Alma, his spouse is also an 

elementary school teacher in a neighboring community. 

Before coming to El Nacimiento, Mario taught in various communities, but he didn't 

always teach in a multigrade classroom. If a rural community is large enough, its school 

will have one teacher per grade. Before teaching at Benito Juarez, Mario taught third 

grade and then sixth grade in one such setting. When he was offered the opportunity to 

move closer to home and teach in El Nacimiento, he was faced with the decision of 

whether he wanted to stay further from town but teach one grade, or move closer and be 

in a multigrade classroom. Since he had received no training for teaching multiple grades 

together, he was nervous about accepting, but decided he would enjoy the challenge. His 

fnends and family tried to convince him not to move, since being a multigrade teacher is 

not a desirable position in which to find oneself: 

Cuando ittve la oportunidad de brincar a esta escuela, mtichos me decian que no 

me cotrvenia porque ibamos a ser tres maestrosy entonces que teniamos que 

tener dos grupos o tres y donde estaba, nada mas teniamos tmo. Bueno, yo dije lo 

voy a aceptar como un re to, y mas que todo por un re to personal yo llegue aquL 

When I had the opportunity to jump to this school, many [people] told me that it 

wouldn't be convenient for me because we were three teachers and so we would 

have to have two or three [grades] and where I was, I only had one. Well, I told 
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them that I was going to accept it as a challenge, and so more than anything, I 

arrived here as a personal challenge. 

During the 1995-1996 school year, Mario taught 47 second and third graders. He is 

concerned for the few children in the community who do not come to school, because 

they cannot afford proper clothing. On occasion, he has gone to the homes of these 

children to speak to the parents. Once when he asked why a child was not attending he 

was told "'"'Porque no tiene zapatos, que no tiene libreta, que no tiene Idpif ("Because he 

has no shoes, that he has no notebook, that he has no pencil"). He then told the mother, 

"'Sehora, las zapatos no van a aprender, Yo lo quiero sin zapatos y aqui tenemos Ubretas. 

Ahi le presto una hoja, lo presto lo que sea pero trdigamelo" ("Senora, the shoes are not 

going to leam. I want him [in class] even without shoes and here we have notebooks. 

There I will lend him a sheet, lend him whatever, but just bring him to me"), and she 

replied, 'Wo pero me le hacen burld^ ("No but they make fiin of him"). The example 

demonstrates both Mario's concern and his sense of humor, integral parts of his 

personality. 

According to Mario, it was because of a bureaucratic mistake that he even became a 

teacher. He had originally wanted to study mechanical engineering, but after completing 

the exams he needed to get into the program, there was a mix-up with identification 

numbers and they did not give him credit for finishing the exam. He still had time to get 

into the teaching program and since that is where many of his friends were, he decided to 

study education for one year until he could return to mechanical engineering. After the 

first year, he felt bad that his father had paid for that year of education, which would not 
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have counted toward the other field, so he stayed in the program. The idea of having a 

paying job soon was attractive as well. Then, "nos mandahan a practicar a las escuelasy 

me gustaba trabajar con los nifio^ ("they sent us to student teach in the schools and I 

liked working with the children"), so he has not regretted the decision to stay in the field 

of education. 

In the suimner when Mario is not teaching, he has twice traveled to the United States 

to work at a grocery store owned by some relatives. 

Me tocaba trapear, me tocaba limpiarla, acomodar la mercancia, o sea, los 

productos, etiquetarlos y a veces me ponia a ayudarles a los camiceros. Era de 

siete de la manana a diez de la noche. No me daban salario fijo sino que alfinal 

me dieron una compensacion par el tiempo. No me pagan lo que es porque no 

tengo permiso para trabajar alia. 

I had to mop, I had to clean, accommodate the merchandise, that is, the products, 

put price tags on them, and at times, they put me to work with the butchers. It was 

fi-om seven in the morning until ten at night. They didn't give me a fixed salary, 

but rather at the end, they gave me compensation for my time. They didn't pay me 

[minimum wage] because I don't have permission to work there. 

He says he makes more in a week in the United States than he can make in Mexico 

every two weeks. Because he does not have to pay for room and board, what he makes is 

all savings he can take home for his family. 
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His family is important to him and dedicates his afternoons to them as soon as he 

returns from school. He lives on the second floor of a two-story house belonging to his 

parents, and the extended family, including his in-laws, spend most of their free time 

together. 

Juan 

Juan is a few years older than his colleagues. By the time he arrived in El Nacimiento 

for the 1995-1996 school year, he had been a teacher for eight years. Juan was raised in a 

community similar to El Nacimiento and received his training to be a teacher through a 

national program called CONAFE (Consejo Nacional de Fomento Educativo). When he 

was younger, Juan wanted to study for a different career, tecnico agricola, but because of 

the economic conditions his family faced, he could not. 

Through the CONAFE program, students take courses during the summer months to 

become "community instructors" where they will then begin to teach in rural 

communities. They attend more classes on the weekends until they are certified to be a 

teacher. These students/instructors receive a very small compensation for their work, but 

the pay is so small that Juan could not support his family with it. He then was presented 

with the opportunity to join another federal program that allowed him to go to the normal 

school for three years. "/!/ termino de los tres anos, ya nos dieron certificado y titulo y 

todo" ("At the end of the three years, then they gave us a certificate and degree and 

everything"). For six years, however, Juan was unable to find a teaching position. He 

worked in construction with his father until a job became available for him. 
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Juan is happy to be a teacher now and even participated in another program, after 

several years of teaching, where he received specialized training in an important program 

titled Maestros de Actividades Culturales, or MAC (teachers of cultural activities). This 

program trains teachers to serve in a school as a resource teacher (without their own 

groups of students), because they plan activities for all of the children in the school. Juan 

explains: 

Los maestros MAC trabajan fomentando las costumbres, cidtitray todo esoy se 

trabaja con proyectos. Es, pues, ir a determinados lugares de acuerdo al interes 

del nino. Par ejemplo nosotros tuvimos una saliday nos fuimos al zoologico. Ese 

era el destino, ir al zoologico y los ninos anditvieron haciendo anotaciones del 

animal, su habitat, sus costtimbres, su alimento, cositas asi. ... Muchos saben 

que es un elefante y muchos no, el chiste es mirarlos verlos en vivo. ... Una niha 

miro los hipopotamos que estdn alliy dice la nina, grito, "Vengan a ver los 

puercotes que estdn acd y mucha gente se volteo y entonces se ve que son de 

comimidades muy retiradas, pero fue mtty bonito. 

The MAC teachers work to foster customs, culture and all that and work with 

[community] projects. It is, well, to go to certain places that are of interest to the 

child. For example, we had a trip and we went to the zoo. This was the 

destination, to go to the zoo, and the children went around taking notes of the 

animal, his habitat, its habits, its diet, things like that.... Many know what an 

elephant is and many don't, the fun part is to see them watching the live 
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[animals]. ... A little girl saw the hippopotamuses that were there and she said, 

she yelled, "Come here and look at the huge pigs that are here" and many people 

turned around, and so it is obvious that they are from communities that are 

secluded. 

Teachers can only be MAC teachers for one year and then they are to be integrated 

back into the classroom to give another teacher the opportunity to be trained and serve in 

the project. 

Even though Juan now lives in town with his wife and his five children, his MAC 

training and his adolescent years in a community similar to EI Nacimiento are noted 

when he works with the children at Benito Ju^ez. His teaching style takes on a different 

slant than that of Alma and Mario. 

Resources and Resourcefulness 

Benito Juarez does not have much to offer students in the way of supplies or adequate 

teaching conditions, but what it lacks in resources, the teachers make up in 

resourcefulness (a picture of the first-grade classroom can be found in Appendix I). The 

school has no electricity, and a paucity of other basics. las escuelas no nos dan nada. 

No nos dan ni gis, ni escobas, ni trapeadores, los mapas llegan por paquetes en 

diferentes anas y vienen de Guanajuato ya destinados a ciertas escuelas; y de material 

no se nos da nada, nada, nada, ni Idpices, ni nada " (In the schools, they don't give us 

anything. They don't give us chalk, or mops, or rags, the maps come in packages in 
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different years and come from Guanajuato, designated to certain schools; and of material, 

they give us nothing, nothing, nothing, not pencils, not anything"). 

Alma buys donuts and candy in town and sells them in the community in the mornings 

as a means to generate income for the school. The children are in charge of selling the 

items, and she raises the prices just slightly to make a modest profit. The teachers also 

ask the parents to give a ^^cooperacion" each year. This is a set amount of money that will 

be used for the school. For the past several years they have asked for 20 pesos per family 

(not student). In 1996, the money was used to put a fresh coat of paint on the school. 

Juan disagrees with the idea of selling food to the community. 'Wo estoy a favor de 

eso. Nosotros somos maestros, no somos comerciantes. No me gusta porque se dan mala 

imagen cargar las bolsas. .(I am not in favor of this. We are teachers, not vendors. I 

don't like it because it gives a bad image, carrying the bags [of food and candy]. . ." 

Alma finds it necessary to cover all the expenses. She has purchased items such as an 

eraser for the chalkboard, a few rulers for the children, gasoline to pay a man to take the 

children in his truck to an academic competition in another community, and money for 

photocopies of items that come from her supervisor in town. 

As do most rural schools, Benito Juarez has a small plot for farming. This land is 

rented to the local men (they ahemate who will farm it) who give 30% of their profits to 

the school. However, with the money invested in seeds, insecticides and transportation of 

the harvest, little profit is made, especially during years of drought. Last year only 50 

pesos were received (just over seven dollars). 
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Though the Secretary of Education includes 40 extra pesos in the teachers' paychecks 

every two weeks, designated for school supplies and teaching materials, the teachers do 

not spend this money as they are supposed to. They say that their salaries are so low that 

they need the money for their families. The teachers have a much greater income than the 

families in the community, but they are, nonetheless, low compared to Mexican 

standards. Mario and Juan receive 1062 pesos (approximately 150 dollars), and Alma 

gets paid just over 1500 pesos (approximately 215 dollars) every two weeks, before 

deductions. Alma's salary is actually double that amount, because of the income from her 

second teaching position. Also, within her salary is an additional 71 pesos she receives 

for assuming the responsibilities of "principal." 

The teachers discussed the 40 pesos included in their paychecks: One states openly, 

"£>/ realidad no lo utilizamos. Kara es la vez que lo utilizo en eso" ("In reality, we not 

use it [like we should], I rarely use it for this"). Another states, veces espesado 

invertir en material para los nihos porque a veces uno lo tiene que utilizar ese dinero en 

la familia. A veces la familia necesita mas el dinero que los nino^^ ("At times it is 

difficult to spend it on materials for the children because at times one needs to use this 

money for the family. At times the family needs the money more than the children [at 

school]"). 

Without much money to spend on materials., the teachers have become quite 

resourceful for adapting and reusing materials. A broken car antenna is used as a pointer. 

Coca Cola bottle tops are used to hold small amounts of glue so children can have their 

own glue at their desks, buckets serve dual purposes as containers for watering plants and 
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the classroom wastebasket, and the students make their own geo-boards for math class 

out of used wood and nails. 

This resourcefulness is taught in school and learned informally in the home as well. I 

watched a little girl tie socks together, then tied them loosely around one ankle so she 

could swing them, and jump over them with the other foot, as the knots and socks went 

around in circles. I watched Mario teach a lesson on measuring, and he showed the 

students how they could use liter bottles, buckets and small Coca Cola bottles to measure 

much more than just the three amounts each container holds. "If we have a two liter Coke 

bottle and a 5 liter bucket, how can we measure 3 liters of liquid? 

The teachers also use newspapers in their classrooms often, to supplement the 

textbooks they have. In Mexico, it is stated that school is obligatory and free. But the 

education the children of El Nacimiento receive is not free at all. And the resources 

provided them in the classroom minimal. The authorities are, however, proud of the free 

paperback textbooks they give to all students in the elementary grades. Below is a list of 

what children should receive according to their grade level. All books that say 

"recortoA/e" or "for cutting out materials" are books that have certain paper supplies in 

them, which students can cut out and use. For example, in the math book "for cutting out 

materials," a student would be able to cut out a ruler printed on paper. 

First grade: 

• Libro integrado (historia, civismo, geogrqftay ciencias naturales). An integrated 

book of history, civics, geography and the natural sciences. 
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• Libro integrado recortable. A book of the same subjects listed above for cutting out 

materials. 

• Matemdticas. Math. 

• Matemdticas (libro recortable). Math text for cutting out materials. 

• Espanol. Spanish. 

• Espanol (libro recortable). Spanish text for cutting out materials. 

• Espanol (Lecturas). Reading. 

Second grade: 

• Libro integrado (historia, civismo, geogrqfiay ciencias naturales). An integrated 

book of history, civics, geography and the natural sciences. 

• Libro integrado recortable. A book of the same subjects listed above for cutting out 

materials. 

• Matemdticas. Math. 

• Matemdticas (libro recortable). Math text for cutting out materials. 

• Espanol. Spanish. 

• Espanol (Lecturas). Reading. 

Third grade: 

• Espanol. Spanish. 

• Espanol (lecturas). Reading. 

• Matemdticas. Math. 

• Ciencias Naturales. Natural sciences. 
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• Historiay geogrqfia regional (de Guanajuato). History and geography of 

Guanajuato. 

Fourth grade: 

• Espanol. Spanish. 

• Espanol (lecturas). Reading. 

• Matemdticas. Math. 

• Ciencias Maturales. Natural sciences. 

• Historia. History. 

• Geogrqfia. Geography. 

• Atlas de Mexico (mapas). Atlas of Mexico (maps). 

• Conoce nuestra Constitucion. Know our constitution. 

Fifth grade: 

• Espanol. Spanish. 

• Espanol (lecturas). Reading. 

• Matemdticas. Math. 

• Ciencias Naturales. Natural sciences. 

• Historia. History. 

• Geogrqfia. Geography. 

• Atlas de Geogrqfia Universal. Atlas of the geographical universe. 

• Conoce tmestra Constitucion. Know our constitution. 

Sixth grade: 

• Espanol. Spanish. 
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• Elspafiol (lecturas). Reading. 

• Matemdticas. Math. 

• Ciencias Naturalesy Desarrollo fnimano. Natural sciences and human development. 

• Historia. History. 

• Geogrqfta. Geography. 

• Conoce miestra Comtitucion. Know our constitution. 

These textbooks are supposed to be given to each child, yet many students at Benito 

Juarez do not have a complete set. 

With little in the way of supplies and materials, I asked the teachers what they would 

buy to make their jobs easier and to help in the educational process if they were given a 

large sum of money to spend on their classrooms. One item was mentioned by all three -

paper. The most basic tool is scarce. Children arrive at school with one four by six inch 

notebook that must last them as long as possible. They use both sides of their paper, and 

write small to accommodate large pieces of new knowledge. A teacher in Arizona once 

asked me if I knew why so many of her students from Mexico write their words so close 

together that it is hard to see where they should be separated. The lack of paper was the 

possible reason I offered her. 

Each teacher describes some of the items they would buy: 

Alma: Defenderia delgrado. Por ejemplo, sifueran paraprimero, compraria 

resistoles, pero posiblemente no individuales, sino por litros, los colores, las 

tijeras, reglas, crayolas, y papel, hojasde maquina... 
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Juan: Yo compraria papel, hojas grcatdes, cartulina, resistoles, tijeras, juegos de 

geometria, todo eso para tenerlo en el salon. 

Mario: Primeramente compraria unas ventanas para el sol porque les molesta 

mucho a los ninos el sol, otra, compraria un garrqfon de agua para que tuvieran 

su agua en el mismo salon, pues un lugar donde pudieran dejar sus cosas que no 

anduvieran cargando tanto libro porqtte es mt4y pesado y sinceramen/e no los 

utilizamos. Si hubiera luz, pues quiza podriamos conectar algun calentador, 

porque a veces los ninos no pueden ni escribir... Mas que todo. me gustaria que 

hubiera luz en la escuela. Yo tengo cassettes de condones, de juegos y quiero 

llevarlos con ellos pero pos no hay donde ponerlos. 

Alma: It would depend on the grade. For example, if they were for first grade, I 

would buy glue, but possibly not individual [bottles], but rather, by the liter, 

colored pencils, scissors, crayons, and paper, and copy paper . . . 

Juan: I would buy paper, large sheets, poster board, glue, scissors, geometry sets, 

all of this to have in the classroom. 

Mario: First I would buy some [shades for the windows] to keep out the sun 

because the sun really bothers the children, another, I would buy a large bottle for 

water so that I could have water in the classroom, um, a place where [the 

children] could leave their things so they wouldn't have to carry so many books, 

because they are very heavy and we really don't use them. If there was electricity, 

well we could maybe connect some type of heater, because sometimes the 
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children can't even write... More than anything I would like to have electricity in 

the school. I have cassettes of songs, of games and I want to bring those to them, 

but, well, there isn't any place to put them. 

Alma is thinking practically, realizing that large quantities are cheaper and will go 

further. She would get more for her money buying in bulk. Juan is disturbed by the 

interruptions and time spent on sending children from one classroom to another to get the 

few supplies that they share among each other. And Mario is thinking in terms of the 

environment, realizing the effect that school conditions can have on a child, though he 

later went on to list supplies previously mentioned by his colleagues. 

He talks about needing a place to put the children's belongings because there is 

nowhere to place the textbooks. The desks do not have storage capabilities (they are just 

slabs of wood). Currently, many of the smaller children sit on top of their books, while 

the older ones just place them on the floor. Since the floor needs to be swept daily, it is 

not practical to let them sit there overnight. I asked why they can't leave most of them at 

home, and he said that they forget to be responsible about bringing them and don't bring 

the one they do use, so it is better to require them to bring all of the books they have. 

Having electricity installed in the school is desired by all of the teachers. Alma applied 

for it several years ago, but it is still not connected. Even if it does get connected, the 

community would end up paying for it. "£"« este caso, se lo cobrarian a la escuelay no 

directa a la escuela si no a la comttnidady a veces los papas no tienen para estd"^ (In this 

case, they would charge the school, and not directly the school, but rather the community 

and sometimes the parents don't have [enough money] for this). 
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One final item that is nussing from the classrooms that surely affects learning is that 

no child has eye-glasses. Students squint and some walk up to the board to see. Though in 

some rural areas organizations are helping provide eye exams and glasses. El Nacimiento 

has not yet been reached. 

Teaching Styles, Organization, and Ideologies 

What takes place in the classroom depends upon who is teaching. Alma, Mario, and 

Juan teach with distinct styles and have varying beliefs regarding what and how they 

should teach. Specific similarities exist between them, however. 

Because paper is an extremely scarce resource, teachers make only 5-7 photocopies a 

year for the students. Working with handouts, then, is rare and paper consumption is low, 

cutting down tremendously on waste; it takes months before the barrel outside for 

burning the trash is filled. Class work is done on the board or in the children's small 

notebooks. As a result, teachers have no student work to take home with them for review 

in the evenings. 

Class normally begins right after the morning routine, but the day generally gets off to 

a slow start as teachers wait for late arrivals. Alma usually spends this time reviewing 

each child's homework, one on one, while the others trickle in. 

The most common style for teaching is through a transmission oriented approach. 

When I first approached Victor at the Secretary of Education and we discussed my role in 

the classrooms, I told him I was hoping to be able to help the teachers during the school 

day. He asked how, not understanding my statement. I explained that as a teacher, if I had 
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someone in my class, I put that person to work in one of the small groups, or sought 

assistance in some other manner. Victor believed I would discover that the teachers 

would not know how to integrate me into their teaching routines, because they generally 

stand at the front of the room, present new information to the students, and ask them 

basic recall questions regarding what was said. What Victor described was common, 

though when Alma began teaching in small groups, the dynamics changed and I was ^le 

to help more. In the other classrooms, my participation came in the form of one-on-one 

assistance with students who needed guidance as they worked alone. 

Classroom Organization 

Alma, Mario, and Juan always had their students sitting in rows, that is, until Alma 

began a course that changed her way of conceptualizing her teaching, and began to work 

with her students in small groups. Additionally, there was a particular aspect of 

classroom organization that reflected and reinforced societal organization. In all 

classrooms, boys were separated from the girls. In Alma's class, boys were on one side, 

girls on another. In Mario and Juan's rooms, the children were divided by grade level 

with, for example, second grade on the right and third grade on the left; but girls were 

still either in the front, or in the back, never mixed. The separation of boys and girls in 

class continued through recess. 

This division continues through adulthood. At community gatherings, the women 

were together on one side of the school's grounds, while the men were on another. Alma, 

rarely offered to take Mario and Juan to school in her car because she did not want to be 
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in mixed company. She took women into town with her after school if they requested a 

ride (to save them bus fare), but she was uncomfortable taking men (who rarely ask). 

Besides the physical separation of human bodies, gender separation in the form of the 

assignment of specific roles and responsibilities to either girls or boys is tacitly 

encouraged, though Juan seems to consciously avoid differentiating between male and 

female experience. For example, Mario read a story to the class one day, and then asked 

if the main character was a boy or a girl. The children said it was a girl. He asked how 

they knew, and when no one answered he said, "Because she was warming the food and 

washing the clothes." This statement contradicts the reality of the children who know that 

their fathers do the cooking and washing of their own clothes in the United States. 

Mothers talk about how hard it is for their husbands to work all day and then come home 

and have the responsibilities of preparing their own meals. 

In another example, Mario and Juan were discussing possible improvements to the 

school. Mario said he wanted an area for the boys to play soccer, and then said, "If we 

ask the parents for money for that, we have to ask for something for the girls." Juan said 

he did not like the idea of having something for the boys and something else for the girls. 

He suggested they create an area for soccer and volleyball and let the children know that 

both areas were for both sexes. Mario agreed. 

During the morning routine the following day, when it was time for announcements, 

Mario told the children the school was going to hold a raflfle (raffling a basket of food). 

He announced that the money they earned would be used to create a soccer field for the 

boys and a volleyball area for the girls! Juan silently shook his head in the background. 
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These examples show how "gender socialization and identity formation begin at 

infancy, and continue through all kinds of organized social life throughout our lives. 

Schools play a major role in this reproductive process" (Martusewicz & Reynolds, 1994, 

p. 14). The experiences within the community and at Benito Ju^ez provide the evidence 

to ground this theory. 

Though there is a division of the sexes, and though Mario reinforces stereotypical 

conceptions of male/female roles, the community members themselves do not 

differentiate between boys and girls' abilities. "^La escuela tiene la misma importancia 

pa' lino que pa' otro, tanto el nino como la nifia, son alumnos iguales'^ ("The school has 

the same importance for one as for the other, as much for the boy as for the girl, they are 

equal students"), says Sara, mother of both boys and girls. 

What is Important to Teach? 

To understand classroom dynamics, more than just classroom organization must be 

examined. Teachers' perceptions of what is essential to teach play a key role as well. In a 

qualitative study of rural Mexican schools, Rockwell (1989) concluded that "the 

distribution of teaching time indicates that the areas of Spanish (but not the understanding 

of reading materials or creative writing) and math are considered more important than 

science" (p. 15). The teachers at Benito Juarez express this openly. "Afe utilzamos los 

libros. El libro integrado muy poco. Trabajamos mas el de espahol y el de matemdticas 

porque siempre tenemos la preocupacion, y la atencion, que los ninos deben de saber 

leer" (We don't use the textbooks. [The text that integrates the content areas of histo 
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civics, geography, and natural sciences is used] very little. We work more with the 

Spanish and the math books because we are always preoccupied with, and give our 

attention to, [the fact] that the children need to know how to read")-

Reading, however, is taught by breaking down the language into its parts, and 

teaching syllables in the first grade. As Rockwell found (1989) the children rarely engage 

in reading stories and do not have stories read to them. My observations confirmed her 

findings. During all of my observations, stories were read to the children only on two 

occasions - and these were times when the teachers read books that I gave to them for 

their classrooms. 

Partly due to teaching the younger children. Alma and Mario concentrate on Spanish 

and math, though Alma does integrate a few mini-science lessons into her Spanish 

lessons. Mario shows the students how to conduct experiments once a week. Art and 

physical education are rarely taught, and social studies is mostly taught by Juan to the 

fourth, fifth, and sixth graders. 

Besides Spanish and math, the next most important subject for Mario to teach is 

health. His emphasis on health is what impels him to hold the hair and nail revisions. I 

asked him why health was so important. He said that, in part, it was because the topics he 

covers in health ju-e mandated in second and third grades. He is very concerned with the 

students' personal hygiene and wants to teach them to live healthy lives. His commitment 

to teaching the required content sometimes causes him to cover topics in a way that may 

not be congruent with the students' needs. One day he spent a half-hour explaining the 

proper procedure for bathing. It was an entertaining lesson for the children and they all 
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temperature as it leaves the faucet, testing the water in the tub with one's toe before 

getting in, and other steps that the children could not possibly follow since they have no 

indoor plumbing and no hot water coming out of the faucet. He realizes the difficulties in 

the community when he says, "iEs nitty dificil que se banen diario en la conmnidad 

porque a veces no hay agud^ ("It is very difficult that they bathe daily in the community 

because at times there is no water"). But he continues to teach the curriculum he is 

supposed to cover. 

Alma agrees that it is the responsibility of the teachers to teach the children "healthy" 

behaviors and said one of their duties is to teach the children to use the latrine at the 

school. She said the boys. In particular, would not use the latrines, and instead went 

behind them. ""Les costo mucho trabajo acostumbrarse a las lazas'^ (It was very hard for 

them to become accustomed to using the toilets"). But she believes this is a part of their 

responsibility — to teach them what are common habits in town. 

Besides the content areas mentioned, the teachers believe they should teach the 

children respect. They do not allow them to use '^groseria^^ ("bad words") at school; she 

demands that they all salute the flag (except for those who are Jehovah's Witnesses), and 

they must address the teachers appropriately at all times. 

It is not just the teachers who place a premium on teaching Spanish and math. The 

community members do too, since they have felt the impact of not having developed 

these skills to the extent they would like. And there is one other topic that several 

mothers mentioned they want to see taught at school. They believe the teachers should 
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teach sex education. cierto que les deben explicar todo eso, para que no esten 

ignorante^' ("It is true that the [teachers] should explain all of this, so that [the children] 

won't be ignorant"). One mother expressed that her reason for wanting sex education in 

the school was so that her daughters wouldn't end up having as many children as she did. 

Individual Styles 

Alma believes that her teaching style is not effective. She has taught reading the way 

she was trained to teach it, but has not had the desired results. When I first began 

observing Alma, she dedicated full school days (3 Vz hours for her) to teaching one 

syllable. She would cover that syllable in different ways and reinforce what she had 

taught throughout the week. Her belief was that she could then cover every letter of the 

alphabet by the end of the year. A typical lesson follows: 

Alma was teaching the letter "n." This meant that she needed to cover all the possible 

syllables created with the letter, the capital letter "N", and the small letter "n." She made 

learning posters with little drawings and ended with something similar to the illustration 

below: 
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Ni ni 

n i d o  
Ne ne 

© 

Nu nu 

v.xn^ 

cr? 

nube 
Na na 

No no 

rsop< \̂ 

On the board, she wrote: 

Navor nevero nieve no nuez 
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Combining a little bit of science with the grammar lesson, she explained that they 

were talking about a man named Navor, who makes nieve, or ice cream. She explained 

the process of making ice cream to them, physically moving her body as she pretended to 

turn the invisible ice cream container. She talked about the different ingredients and the 

difference between ice and ice cream. 

She asked the students to repeat the syllables many times. Then she had them think of 

words beginning with that syllable, and had them write it underneath the word listed 

(with the same beginning syllable). She asked, "Wieve' starts with which sound?" The 

children all said, "ni." She then asked if they knew any other words starting with "ni." 

One said, "Nintendo." I was surprised by the answer, but Alma later explained that 

someone brought a Nintendo game back from the U.S., and it was in the community store 

for the children to use. 

Alma continued with the next question, "What other words begin with 'n,"' and one 

girl said, "Norma." The little girl was asked to come to the board to write it in the correct 

column. Alma repeated the sound numerous times to give the girl clues, but when she did 

not get it. Alma put her hand over the little girl's and wrote the word with her, under the 

syllable "no." 

A copy of one of the handouts Alma made for the children can be seen in Appendix J. 

This sheet was what Alma made to help her teach the letter "L." 

Not happy with this technique. Alma joined a class to help her learn another strategy. 

The difference between the two styles is similar to the phonics-whole language debate, 

and some teachers believe one works better than the other, while others combine the two. 
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For three months. Alma met weekly with teachers who wanted to leam what they call a 

global approach. They took turns meeting in each other's schools during the day, so that 

their instructor could give demonstration lessons with the children, and the teachers could 

practice what they were learning. This meant that unless the meeting was at their school, 

their students were dismissed for the day. Six teachers participated in this program. 

Alma explained the new method: 

Le dan oportunidad al nino a que razonen a que el mismo se desenvuelva con sus 

companeros y que no lo tengamos estdtico siempre, ni '̂cdllate ni que 

"sientate " ni que nada, sino que el puede trabajar en equipo. De eso, se trata de 

que trabajen en equipo ytodos se pregunten, todos platiqiten, todos hagan su 

trabajo ayuddndose unos a otros para que puedan comprender mas. ... El 

metodo que usaba antes era como te decia, el nino nada mas recibia. 

It gives the child the opportunity to reason, so that he himself progresses with his 

classmates, and that we don't have him so static all the time, nor "be quiet," nor 

"sit down," nor anything like that, but rather that he can work in a team. From 

this, it strives that they work in teams and they all ask questions, they all talk, they 

all do their work helping each other so that they can understand better... . The 

method that I used before was like, how can I tell you, the child only received. 

This method is more compatible with the ways in which the children leam and work 

together at home. After several months of teaching this way. Alma observed greater 

success with the students, feeling that more were learning to read. She stopped hanging 
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posters of syllables and words on the walls and began teaching through in groups at all 

times. She also made use of the home environment, asking children to draw simple 

pictures of things in their homes, and then asking them to label their drawings at school. 

She was trying to make the words relevant to them by building on what they already 

knew. 

Using references that were familiar to the children was a common technique for Alma 

and it was one of her strengths. For example, when teaching math. Alma once explained 

how we add numbers beginning with the right side then moving left, beginning with ones, 

then tens, then hundreds. She put a list of numbers on the board to add together and 

labeled each spot below as the hundredths column, the tenths column, etc. Then she said, 

•'The road is on the right and Clarisa's house is on the left and we are going to walk from 

the road to her house. So we start at the road where the ones are . .." 

Mario's classroom environment is very different from Alma's. He is animated and 

humorous, and tries to keep the children's attention by making them laugh. Because he 

has second and third grades, he generally begins teaching a brief lesson to those in second 

grade, gives them an assignment, and then moves on to third grade. Only on rare 

occasions does he teach to the whole group and this is when he thinks they all need to 

review the same skill. He admits that he does not do any advanced planning for the day's 

activities, so he spends a few minutes looking through the teachers' books before each 

lesson. Mario views the multigrade classroom as less thzm optimal for teaching, in part 

because he was never taught how to manage more than one group at a time. Because he 

teaches them separately, he feels he does not give adequate time to either. 'Wo te alcanza 
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el tiempo para cubrir los objetivos. No es el tiempo suficiente para atender a dos o tres 

grupos como atenderias a uno solcf ("There is not enough time to cover the objectives. 

There isn't enough time to attend to two or three groups like you would with just one"). 

Unlike Alma, Mario learned how to teach the global method of reading from the 

beginning. "Ko puse en prdctica el metodo global, y los nihos si se ensenaron a /ecr" ("I 

put into practice the global method, and the children do learn to read"). His training 

comes in handy because many of the second graders are still struggling. 

All three teachers tended to focus on just one concept per day to teach. Mario would 

introduce something one day, spend the whole time practicing it, leave a few questions on 

the board for homework regarding the lesson, and then conduct a follow-up lesson the 

next day before introducing a new topic or concept. One day he was teaching the children 

the difference between capital and small letters. He drew a picture of a man and a boy on 

the board (stick figures). Then he asked which one was "m/Mor" emd which was "mqvor'' 

(Which was the younger one and which was the older one). He then made the relationship 

between the younger, or smaller letter (not capitalized) being the ̂ '^mintiscula" just like 

the '^minor" and the capital letter being the larger "^maytiscula" like the larger figure he 

had labeled ''mayor.Making the relationship between the words certainly helped me 

remember the difference. When I have needed to remember which word means "capital 

letters" and which means "small letters," I have recalled his lesson. 

Mario tries to bring in objects to help the students leam, and will demonstrate how to 

use a recipe to teach math, or has items to conduct mini-experiments at the front of the 

class. 
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Juan's strategies are different from Alma and Mario's. His style is very inclusive of 

students' experiences. He gives them math problems that are related to their reality, not 

only to teach them how to solve the problems, but to also show them why they need to 

leam what they are learning. He will create a word problem with multiple steps dealing 

with planting, harvesting and selling crops, for example. And he creates problems using 

the students' names. He retells the story of what happened one day when he was making 

up names, but because he generally uses names of people he knows, the children thought 

he was talking about someone in the community. 'El senor Rudolfo se mtirioy 

dejo su testamento, dejo su herencia que era de tantos miles de pesos, se los repartio a 

siis tres o cuatro hijos. iCudnto le toco a coda hijo? ("I said, 'Mr. Rudolfo died and 

left his testament, left his inheritance, that was of so many thousands of pesos, to be 

divided among his three of four children. How many did each son get?"'). One of the 

girls in class said, "Hey why did you say my grandfather died?" He had to explain that 

this time he just made up a name! 

Juan integrates various subjects in one lesson. In a math problem, for example, he 

used a problem about money distributed from the municipio to the communities, and in 

the process taught a civics lesson on the distribution of funds. He also introduces new 

vocabulary words in the math problems and explains their meanings in context. 

Juan is much more serious than Mario, but he still has a sense of humor that he shares 

with his students. When a boy answered a problem, "23-/ pesos,'^ Juan jokingly said, "23-/ 

besos?" ("234 kisses?"). Or once a girl was figuring out a problem that Juan gave; "If we 

all go to the zoo, and it costs 35 pesos each to get in, and they give us a 15% discount. 



how much will the whole class pay?" Her answer was $22,500 each. Juan said, "That's 

kind of a lot isn't it?" rather than just flatly state she was wrong. 

Whatever the technique, the teachers kept the children motivated. The students loved 

to attend school and they admired all three teachers. 

Evaluating Student Achievement 

Omar spent four years in first grade. Erika was enrolled in first grade for three years, 

and two other students were in first grade for two years. During the 1992-1993 school 

year, nine out of 20 first-graders failed. In the 1995-1996 school year. Alma retained five 

students in first grade, Mario retained six in second grade and four in third, while Juan 

only retained one in his fourth, fifth, and sixth grade combination class. What were the 

consequences? In second grade, Mario ended up with children fi"om ages 7-14 in his 

classroom. These numbers surprised me, so I asked the teachers to discuss what their 

expectations were for the students, what the children needed to know to pass, and what 

their opinions were concerning the bimonthly exams that are given to all the students. 

Every two months, families are required to pay 1.5 pesos for the photocopying of a 

multiple-choice test for their child to take. The teachers must buy them fi-om their 

supervisor in town. Theoretically, the teachers are simply required to give a bimonthly 

exam. It can either be one they create or the official one they buy, but if they create their 

own, it must be approved by the supervisor. However, when they have told the supervisor 

that they would be creating their own, they were met with disdain and told that the exams 
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probably would not pass the inspection of whether or not they could be used instead of 

those that are pre-made. Juan explains his concern for the process; 

Por una parte te estdn diciettdo, te dice que te dan libertad, el maestro tiene toda 

la libertad, pero te presionan. Dicen. "Tienes que ensenarme lapnieba, la 

evaluacidny luego llevarla a la inspeccion a ver si la aprueban, y despues tienes 

que sacarles copias te estdn ahogando.... Es tin negocio financiero porque alii 

salen ganando ciertas personas. Dicen. "A ti te la vamos a cobrar a peso, y pos 

tu cobrales asi a uno cincuenta a los maestros ". ... Yo mnica he estado de 

acuerdo en la aplicacidn de pruebasya hechas compradas, porque 

defmitivamente, esas no estdn de acordes a los con lo que estd uno, y luego pues 

un gasto, que caray. 

On one hand they are telling you, he tells you that you are free to do what you 

want, but they pressure you. They say. "You have to show me the test the 

evaluation, and then take it to the inspection [office] to see if they will approve it, 

and then you have to make your own copies of it." They are drowning you. ... It 

is a financial business because over there, certain people are making a profit. 

They say, "To you we are going to charge you a peso, and well, then you charge 

the teachers like one and a half pesos". ... I have never been in agreement with 

the application of these already made and purchased tests, because definitely, 

these [tests] are not in agreement with what one is [teaching], and then well the 

cost, geez. 
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The tests are not only difficult for the childrea, they were difficult for the teachers to 

figure out the correct answers. On many occasions we discussed the questions and 

usually all came up with different answers. The answers that were provided on the key 

were not always what we thought they should be, or we could understand how a child 

(especially one who does not live in the city) would not be able to figure out the correct 

answer. Here are some examples taken from various tests across the different grades: 

1) On a second grade exam a question asks which product is brought to the rural areas 

from the city. The possible answers are in the forms of drawings. A) is a picture of 

some grapes, B) is a picture of a candle and C) is a picture of a person selling juice. 

None of these products come naturally from the rural areas close to El Nacimiento 

and are brought in from the city. All fresh fhiit is brought, candles are brought in, and 

juice is brought in as well. 

2) On the same exam: "Lo contrario de nino es": A) adulto, B) viejo, C) nina. "The 

opposite of a male child is:" A) a male adult, B) an elderly male, or C) a girl. 

3) On a third grade exam: "Juego de palabras que sirve para entretener y desarrollar el 

ingenio": A) refran, B) chiste, C) trabalenguas, D) Adivinanza. "A game with words 

that serves to entertain and develop intelligence:" A) proverb, B) joke, C) tongue 

twister, D) riddle. We thought the answer was a riddle or maybe even a proverb since 

both can be entertaining and make one reflect and think. The correct answer was a 

tongue twister, according to the key. 

4) On a third grade exam: "Animal que se alimenta de vegetales y de otros animales" 

(Animal that eats vegetables and other animals): The answers are in pictures of A) a 
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bird, B) a cat, C) a fish, D) a pig. The children are familiar with pigs and know they 

will eat anything; fruit, vegetables, meat, grains. They are also taught that fish eat 

smaller fish and seaweed among other foods. 

5) On a first grade test, this question that has puzzled even brilliant philosophers for 

years: "La historia comienza en" ("The story begins with"); there are pictures of A) a 

cooked chicken, B) a hen on a nest, C) a rooster and a hen playing together, D) a 

chicken coming out of an egg. We joked about these answers. One teacher thought 

that the two chickens playing came first, as a mating ritual, then the laying of the egg, 

then the chicken out of the egg. Another said it was the hen laying the egg, and 

another said that everything begins with birth, because even the hen laying the egg 

came out of an egg at one time, so that had to be the first one. 

I have decided to leave the answers unknown to the reader, just as the children 

experience these questions. They never know which answers are correct; they never see 

the tests again. 

The teachers often read the questions aloud to the students and sometimes just give 

them the "right" answers. The children still do poorly on them. For example, in the fifth 

grade, out of 55 questions, the range of correct answers on one test was anywhere from 

12-32. The scores ranged from 16-30 on the second and third grade tests. The tests are 

also filled with mistakes such as a question the following question that reads, "Nos justa 

jugar a .. ." The "j" in "justa" should be a "g." These mistakes only add to the already 

existing confusion. 
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Mario discusses the exams; "^Una pmeba pctra mi no es importante. No es importante 

la calificacion que estdn sacando en la prueba. Para mi es mas importante lo que ellos 

hagan dentro de la close, las tareas, los trabajos " ("A test for me is not important. The 

grade they get on a test is not important. To me, what is most important is what they do 

inside the classroom, the homework, the work"). 

Though the teachers express their disdain toward the exams, the scores the children 

receive are the only marks recorded in the grade-book. Homework and class work simply 

receive checkmarks, when they are graded, with checks indicating which answers are 

correct (rather than which are wrong as I was accustomed to doing in my own 

classroom). However, for Alma, the importance is put on reading in first grade. If a child 

can read, s/he will go on to second grade, with "read" being a subjective word. Mario 

also uses reading and math skills of the students to determine whether or not they will 

pass. 

The case presented at the beginning of this section - Omar - is a little different. Omar 

is a student who does not talk. Since he has never been evaluated by a specialist, the 

reason he does not speak is unknown. He has trouble writing too, and because he cannot 

read or write, he has not moved beyond the first grade. Because of his age, Omar is much 

larger than the other children in first grade. Alma believes he will probably not continue 

to go to school a fifth year, since there is no special education program for him, and he is 

getting much older than the others in his class. Erika was retained one year because she 

had such a bad case of lice that her parents shaved her head. She was too embarrassed to 
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come to school and stopped attending for the final 6 months of one of the years she was 

retained. 

There is a common perception among rural teachers that their students don't leam 

quickly enough, in part because they come from poor families whose parents cannot help 

them (see Uttech & Victoria, 1997). But upon examination of the more global picture, 

one has to wonder if the systemic problems stenuning from working in rural areas (such 

as the distance, and therefore the amount of time actually spent teaching) might be one of 

the causes that makes the children victims of issues they cannot control. 

In a study by Weiss and Ezpeleta (1995), the average amount of contact time with 

students in rural schools was 4.S hours a day, and the average amount of actual teaching 

time was 2.5 - 3 hours, the same as Rockwell and (jalvez (1982) found in their study as 

well. Weiss and Ezpeleta (1995) also found that due to common absences from the 

teachers, the estimated annual teaching time was only 150 of the 200 officially required 

school days. In some areas, children were only receiving 200 hours of instruction per 

year. In the multigrade classroom, the situation is worse, considering that most teachers 

separate the groups of children by grades and attend to only one grade at a time. 

Though they may be retained often, the children, nevertheless, exhibit a high level of 

responsibility at home and at school. The teachers recognize this, and build on the 

attribute. 
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Extracurricular Activities 

Because Benito Juarez is far from town, and financial resources are scarce, the 

students do not participate in many eTaracurricular activities, but those they have 

experienced are certainly adventurous. The national anthem competition, the Mother's 

Day celebration, and an academic competition where students compete locally, and then 

the winners move on to the next level until they reach a national competition, are three of 

the most vivid activities 1 observed. 

Once a year, the school participates in a competition with other schools in Romita 

where they all sing the National Anthem. A month before the rivalry (and I use the word 

"rivalry" purposely because there is an intense competition between the urban and rural 

schools), Juan dedicates 30 minutes a day to training the fourth, fifth, and sixth graders 

who will compete. He has a beautiful singing voice and serves as a wonderful model for 

the children. He is patient and practices the lines repeatedly with the students. By the end 

of the month, the group sounds like a chorus that has sung together for years. 

When the day finally arrived for the competition, the students were up early, anxiously 

awaiting our arrival. Alma, Juan, Mario and I rode together in Alma's car. We had 

arranged for one of the men in the community to transport the children in his pickup to 

the neighboring community for the big event. More than 20 students in their cleanest 

uniforms and with nicely brushed hair piled into the back of the truck. At the end of the 

30-minute drive over dusty roads the students once again combed their hair and tried to 

look their best. 
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Everyone (including me) was nervous, fidgety, and hopeful. The classes were called 

by lot, and one by one they proceeded into a private classroom where a table of judges sat 

quietly, waiting to hear the children sing the national anthem. The nervousness affected 

the singing somewhat, but the students did a terrific job and we were ail very proud of 

them. There were many schools competing and the day was long, as we waited to hear 

who the winners were. As was feared, an urban school took first place and we were 

advised that the other schools would not know their placing until the following day. 

The next day Alma walked into the classroom with a smile on her face and told them 

they had done a great job and should be really proud because of all the schools that 

competed, Benito Juvez came in third. The children were ecstatic and let out screams of 

joy. As I walked back to Alma's classroom with her, she whispered in my ear, 'T didn't 

have the heart to tell them that there were three schools that came in third." Two came in 

second as well. 

Mother's Day was another "out-of-the-ordinary" day. The teachers hired a man from 

Romita to come to the school with them and make a large batch of homemade ice cream. 

He came with a rubber garbage can, and a smaller container that fit inside of that, where 

he mixed the ingredients that were surrounded by ice. We all pitched in to take the stems 

off the strawberries he would add to the mixture. The ice cream man stirred and stirred all 

morning long using only a long wooden stick. Several hours later the ice cream was made 

and all of the mothers came to enjoy a bowl. We served the mothers first, and then there 

was plenty left over for all of the children. This was definitely a treat for all and the entire 

batch was eaten. 
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But the most memorable event for me was the regional academic competition. Or at 

least, the events surrounding it. Several months earlier the school had participated in the 

local competition. Twelve children were selected to attend a day-long, multiple choice 

testing event. While the students fretted inside, the teachers all sat around chatting 

outside the school that had been selected to hold the competition. When the exams were 

scored, two girls from Benito Juvez qualified to move on to the next level. Because the 

girls were in Juan's class. Alma assumed that he would take care of the arrangements and 

get the girls to the regional competition in Romita the following month. Juan assumed 

that Alma would take care of it since she assumes the responsibilities of a principal. 

When the day of the competition arrived, neither Alma nor I knew what to expect. My 

journal explains it all; 

Alma picked me up at the comer, as usual, but before we headed to the 

community, we stopped to put air into the tires. I thought it was a little odd to do 

this on the way to school since we were running late. I didn't question her actions, 

however, until I also saw her turn on a different road than we normally travel on 

to get to the community. Generally we go a route that is less traveled but shorter. 

As we made the turn, I started to ask why we were going this new way when I 

encountered the answer. It rained last night, almost all night long. The road ahead 

of us no longer looked like a road. Instead, it appeared as though a giant, with 

inexperienced and clumsy hands, had attempted to spread chocolate frosting 

across our pathway. He obviously had no mixer, for the substance was lumpy, and 

he had no spatula to spread it smoothly. A dump truck was attempting to head in 
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the same direction about SO feet ahead of us. I watched it slide from side to side. I 

watched the wheels spin. In this moment, I was glad I had opted to wear my jeans, 

because 1 was sure I was going to have to either push or walk a long distance (or 

both). I wasn't as happy at the hiiaraches choice I had made. We moved slowly 

and in directions other than those desired, but we still made progress. The black 

mud camouflaged rocks and led us to believe on more than one occasion that we 

were passing over a lump of dirt that would smooth out under the weight of the 

car. But when the lumps scraped the bottom of the car, we both let out little 

shrieks that came in synchronized unison as though we had been practicing for 

years. Alma warned me to close my window because the mud would fly up and 

enter the car if I did not. It was already hot outside and I couldn't tell if the beads 

of sweat on my body were forming from the heat or from the stress. 

Ahead we saw what now appeared to be a small pond. Alma did not slow 

down. She told me to pick up my backpack from the floor and lift my feet. I 

laughed and said, "You're kidding, right?" She answered quite seriously, "No." I 

mentally prepared myself to swim as I looked out the window and saw the water 

at my side - literally at my side. It was above the bottom of the door. I longed for 

my camera, thinking no one would ever believe this. Alma began telling me of all 

her other adventures with the mud, such as the time her car got stuck and she had 

to walk the rest of the way to school. She had worn a dress that day and arrived 

with mud covering her legs up to her knees. 
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To my surprise, we actually arrived at the school. We were 20 minutes later 

than normal but we had made it - only to find that Juan had not arranged for 

transportation for his two students to travel to the competition in town. The two 

girls, one younger sister, one of the girls' mother, and her baby were waiting by 

the side of the road hoping for someone to pass by, so that they could possibly 

catch a ride to town since they had no other way to travel. Alma, with her ever 

nagging sense of responsibility felt bad for these females and cancelled class for 

her other students so she could take the family to the important event. The five of 

them piled into the car and once we began our journey back, the mother told us 

that all the kids were sick. When Alma reminded everyone to close their 

windows, I knew the temperature would rise even higher with the extra, feverish 

bodies inside. 

Ten minutes into the trip, Lucia [one of the girls] threw up in the car. We'll 

never know if it was because of the heat, nerves due to the exam she was about to 

take, or the bumpy road where rocks continuously scraped the bottom of the car. 

(June 10, 1996) 

The trip demonstrates the importance of such extracurricular events. Even against all 

odds. Alma was willing to cancel class and risk the trip back - with five more people 

inside - so that the girls would not miss their opportunity to compete. Unfortunately, the 

girls did not make it to the next level, but they were happy they were able to represent 

their school in the municipio. 
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Children and School 

"Do you like to go to school?" I asked a fifth grade boy. After he said, "Yes," I asked 

him why. "Porqn/e nos ensenan muchas cosa^^ (Because they teach us many things). The 

children at Benito Juarez enjoy school so much they become sad when the summer break 

comes. They would like to stay in school year-round. 

Though school days are hard, the children show a lot of dedication to their own 

education. Twelve-year-old Antonio describes his morning routine; Me levanto a las siete 

y me voy a sembrar, despues regreso y voy a traer rastrojo y luego despues como, y 

hecho a los caballosy me vengo aqtif ("I get up at seven and I go to [the field] to plant, 

then I return and I go get the com stalks and then I eat, and I give feed to the horses and I 

come here [to school]"). It would be understandable if they did not want to come to 

school after engaging in their other chores, but they do. 

One morning on the way to the community, we saw a father and his son, Carlos, 

working in the fields. The father stopped us and asked if there was school that day, 

because he thought it had been cancelled. Alma replied that there was class today and the 

father sent the boy home. Carlos went running back to the community, jumping and 

smiling all the way. 

The children even go to school when they are sick because they don't want to miss a 

day. "Z,e digo, 'no vayas' y se enoja mucho. Le gusta ir a la escuela aimque este mala" 

("I tell her, 'don't go' and she gets very mad. She likes to go to school even though she is 

sick"), says one mother. 
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Children already understand the importance of their education. Since many of their 

parents do not read and vsoite, the children help their parents read when they are in town; 

they read prescription directions and they sign their parents' signature when needed. This 

help does not occur solely in town. 

Grade la: Las cosas que no entienden posyo se las digo. 

Melanie: iCudles cosas? 

Graciela: Pos de que llegan asi, pos cartas. 

Melanie: ̂ Cartas de la familia a de otra cosa? 

Graciela: De las dos cosas. 

Graciela; The things that they don't understand, um, I tell them. 

Melanie; What [kinds of] things? 

Graciela; Um, of the things that arrive, like letters. 

Melanie: Letters from the family or another type? 

Graciela; Both types. 

There is no mail service to the community but some families go to the post office in 

town to pick up mail from the United States. Graciela reads and writes letters for her 

mother to keep in contact with their family in California. 

The high level of responsibility that children demonstrate in the home is carried 

through the classroom doors. The children are highly trusted at school. Alma has 

students, from first grade through sixth, sell the donuts and candy she brings daily. The 

children are responsible for selling the goods, counting the money and putting it in a 
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container that stays at the school. Alma leaves her purse out in the open all day, even 

when she is not in the classroom, and she never re-counts the money the children give her 

for the sales. 

The children were previously responsible for cleaning their own classrooms. After the 

teachers left for the day, girls of all ages took turns cleaning the rooms (sweeping, 

mopping, arranging desks, erasing the blackboard, etc.). They then locked up and gave 

the key to the closest neighbor (who is in charge of it). After several months of this, the 

job switched to being the responsibility of the mothers who wanted to do it. 

The school uses a strategy where they name a different student "e/ nifio responsible'̂  

("the responsible child"), each week. These children help the teacher, and even in the 

upper grades, they teach some of the material. 

The teachers encourage independence in the classroom, especially when students are 

working out their problems with each other. When children argue among themselves in 

class and try to call on the teacher for help, they get no response. Since this begins in the 

first grade, they no longer seek the teacher's help by the time they reach the upper grades. 

For example, in Alma's class a little girl was being bothered by a young boy behind her. 

She told the teacher and Alma ignored the girl's request for assistance. The boy had been 

kicking the little girl's hands that were placed behind her back (where they are all 

supposed to keep their hands during certain lessons). The second time the girl 

complained, there was still no response from Alma. Independent of the teacher, the little 

girl decided to switch seats, and she moved to an empty spot a few rows down. 
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The children are also trusted to use certain materials that would not be allowed in a 

U.S. school. In first-grade, students have straight edge razors on their desks. These are 

used to sharpen their pencils. In the fourth, fifth and sixth grade combination class, the 

students were once given matches and asked to bum different materials at their desk. 

They observed and wrote the changes they witnessed because they were studying 

physical changes in science class. 

Though there is congruence between levels of responsibility at home and at school, 

the teachers do not always understand the differences in the types of responsibilities and 

perceive certain behaviors as a lack of demonstrating sufficient responsibility. Sometimes 

the children arrive with dirty or uncombed hair and they are told they need to come to 

school with their hair washed and combed. The mothers tell me that it is difficult, 

however, when there are many children and just one spigot in the mornings; and the 

teachers have said the children should not miss school for any reason but illness, so they 

must go as they are. 

Sometimes children cannot attend school, even when they would like to. There are 

days when the mothers need to make a trip into town during the week (generally to go to 

the health clinic). On these days, the families need the older children to watch the 

younger ones at home, or they need them to go into town with the mother to help her read 

and understand the doctor's directions. If mothers must go into town, a child may also be 

needed to take the animals out to graze since she would not be able to attend to that task. 

The days the children must miss are not that common until the planting season comes, 

and even then a tremendous effort is made by all to ensure attendance. Most fieldwork 
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done by the children takes place before and after school. This creates a hardship for them 

but they are still motivated to attend. 

The children respect their teachers in El Nacimiento, and they show it by the polite 

speech they use when conversing. "^Maestro, me dapermiso . .(Teacher, will you give 

me permission to ...") is the most common phrase whenever a student wants to do 

something. This has been taught to them and they learned it well. 

The admiration is mutual and the teachers constantly show a genuine concern for the 

students. One day, about a half-hour before Alma had to leave school, a white 

Volkswagen pulled up. There was one man inside, watching the school. He never got out 

and never unrolled the window. Alma came over to warn me of his presence, and said she 

was worried because she did not recognize the car or the man. She left her room and told 

Juan and Mario to dismiss the children from school. They advised the children to be very 

careful as they walked home from school. Everyone was told of the man, and they were 

cautioned not to walk close to the car. The man watched Alma's actions and then started 

the car. He waited until the children began to leave the school grounds and he left too. 

Alma told me she wanted to follow him to make sure he left the community and did not 

harm any of the children. By the time we gathered our things and jumped in the car, he 

was completely out of sight. The land is flat and there are not many trees in El 

Nacimiento, so we were in disbelief when we realized we had lost him. After we looked 

for awhile without success, we began the journey home. 

When we passed a mother with her baby and a young daughter. Alma stopped and 

asked if they wanted a ride. She did not want them on the road alone. They gladly 
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accepted and got in. The mother was taking her baby to Romita because it had been 

crying all night long and the young mother did not know what was wrong. We were all 

silent for awhile when, without any other context the mother said "Someone is robbing 

the children." Alma and I looked at each other but said nothing. The mother expressed 

her gratitude for the ride because she was worried about the rumors. When our 

passengers got out, I asked Alma if she knew anything about this. She said that they 

experience periods where people rob children from the rural areas. The children are later 

found dead, with missing body parts. Sometimes it is their cataracts or eyes, sometimes a 

kidney. 

I was never able to prove or disprove this statement, but nevertheless, the fear exists 

and Alma took all precautions to save the children at Benito Ju^ez from potential danger. 

The experience exemplifies her deep concern. 

Strategies for Maintaining Discipline 

Alma, Mario, and Juan demonstrate distinct methods of ensuring proper student 

behavior. Their discipline strategies overlap at times and diverge greatly at others. With 

the large number of students these teachers have, a repertoire of techniques comes in 

handy. Especially in the multigrade classrooms, it is difficult to talk to one group and 

expect that students in the other group(s) are always behaving appropriately. 

Alma is generally soft-spoken. Her manner with the students is gentle. When her first 

graders get fidgety and begin to bother one another she engages them in a routine where 

she tells them to put their hands up (and all hands go up), to the side (all go to the side). 
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down (they all put their hands down by their sides), and back (everyone puts their hands 

behind them). The little jingle ends there and so do their hands. They know that is where 

their hands are supposed to stay. 

On other occasions, if the class begins to get noisy. Alma simply says, "Ch, ch." With 

that, the children know they are to be quiet. If that does not work, she states calmly, 

'Here is not the place to play and talk or you won't be going out to recess." The class 

settles down with her comment. 

Perhaps because the class size is larger, perhaps because there are multiple grades in 

one class, or perhaps because of personalities and mannerisms, but for whatever reason, 

Mario has more trouble with his class. From my own experiences when I took his place 

teaching, I can say that it is not easy to manage 47 second and third graders. In my 

fieldnotes, I once wrote, "One boy is drawing, one is playing with his eraser, one girl is 

picking com off a cob, and two boys are wrestling with each other. One of them just 

picked the other one up. Mario just noticed their actions and put their initials on the 

board, but the boys are oblivious and continue to play. Many are sitting, doing nothing at 

air (March 13, 1996). 

He has tried putting names and initials on the board. He has threatened to not let them 

go out to recess. He has stated bluntly, "Now you are going to work, not talk." Still, it is 

difficult for the students to settle down. Mario's level of tolerance varies from day to day. 

One day a student threw a paper airplane and Mario just picked it up and threw it away. 

At other times, he has hit them on the head with a stick or with his hand because they 

were talking. 
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Mario tries positive and negative reinforcement. Sometimes he has students repeat 

instructions and those who get it right receive the applause of all those in class. Those 

who do not know get booed. Often he has the quietest group (second or third grade) leave 

to go home or to recess, first. 

He reflects on his actions; 

Yo soy ntuy malo con los nifios. Xfrra, mi disciplina con ellos, he utilizado rnitcha 

disciplina, desgraciadamente ninguna me da resultado... .A veces quiero 

castigarlos como esy me duele tcmto el corazon que pues no, pobrecitos, "Hagan 

lo que quieran A veces les doy tanta confianza como amigos que a veces ellos 

ya se sobrepasan y llega el momento que ya no puedo controlarlos.... Me gusta 

utilizar vara a veces pero no porque tengo una vara voy a abusar de ellos y les 

voy a golpear mucho. Si los golpeo pero no los golpeo con una fuerza grande. Yo 

se hasta donde llega el dolor.... A todos nos va a doler un golpe pero yo soy de 

la idea de esos que a veces es necesario un golpe. Otra, les voy a jalar el pelo 

pero no les jalaba el pelo fiierte, hasta ellos mismos "Jdleme otra vez". 

I am really bad with the children. Look, my discipline with them, I have used a lot 

of discipline, unfortunately none of them work. ... At times I want to punish 

them like I should and it pulls at my heart so that well, no, the poor little ones, 

"Do what you want" At times I make them feel too much like we are fnends that 

at times they cross over the line and the moment arrives where I cannot control 

them. ... I like to use a stick at times but no, because I have a stick I am going to 
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abuse them and hit them a lot. Yes I hit them, but I don't hit them with a lot of 

force. I know at what point the pain comes. ... It hurts all of us to be hit, but I am 

one of those of the idea that at times hitting is necessary. Another, I am going to 

pull their hair, but I don't pull the hair hard, it gets to where they themselves 

[say], "Pull my hair again." 

Mario admits he has trouble with discipline, but one place where he has all the control 

is during the morning routines. When he is in charge of the morning activities, he holds a 

hair and nail revision. 

During these revisions the children hold their arms out in front of them. Mario walks 

back and forth through the rows of students and looks at their nails. If they are dirty, he 

hits their hands with a stick. He also pulls on the back of the boys' hair to see if he can 

get a handful. If he can, he tells them to get it cut by the next day. Mario does not hold 

the revisions often, but when he does, they are dramatic. 

One morning during the hair revision, Mario came upon a boy who had a little 

ponytail he let grow. Mario walked into the classroom, got a pair of scissors and cut it 

off The boy was very upset. But the events that followed were even more dramatic. 

There is a boy, Joel, in the first grade who has very long hair that he wears in a ponytail. 

It is longer than all of the girls' hair. His mother made a religious promise that she would 

not cut his hair until her son came back from the United States. Upon his arrival home, 

she would cut off the ponytail and take it to the cathedral at San Juan de Los Lagos and 

leave it as an offering of thanks. 
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When Mario cut the ponytail off of his student's head, another child said, what about 

Joel's hair. Mario grabbed Joel and escorted him to the front of all the students. He took 

hold of the ponytail and put the scissors right up to the hair as if he were going to cut it 

off. Joel began to cry. Mario looked at me and winked, to show me he was joking. I did 

not find it fiinny and did not laugh. Mario finally let him go and told him that the only 

reason he did not cut it was because Joel was not in his class. 

The following day when we arrived at school, it was Juan's day to be in charge of the 

morning routine. We noticed that his hair had been cut quite short. AJma leaned over and 

whispered jokingly in my ear, "He was afraid of Mario." 

1 asked Mario in an interview why he felt it was necessary to hold the hair and nail 

revisions. 

Es una forma de disciplina dentro de la esciiela. En la escuela tenemos ciertas 

normas. Si nosotros permitimos al nino traer sit colita, o traer su arete en la 

oreja, al rato no nada mas es itno, al rato son dos, al rata son tres, cuatro. 

It is a form of discipline within the school. In the school we have certain norms. If 

we permit a child to come with his little ponytail, or come with an earring in the 

ear, pretty soon it won't be just one, soon there are two, then soon there are three, 

four. 

I asked about making the exception for Joel. Why does Joel get to have one and the 

others do not. Mario said he went to speak to Joel's father who explained the promise to 

him. "Le digo, oye pero que manda tan tonta" ("I said, man but what a dumb promise"). I 
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continued to engage Mario in discussion regarding his beliefs and actions, and he once 

again referred to school norms. I asked him whose norms they were exactly. He said they 

were his. I asked if he has ever had a parent meeting where together they decide the 

norms and rules for the school, and he said no, but thought it was a good idea and that 

they should try that the following year. 

Juan's way of controlling his class is very different than Mario's. Juan has an 

approach that is more inclusive of parental input. I asked for his conunents regarding the 

haircutting event and he said, "Ko lo que haria seria mandar llamar a sus papas, platicar 

con ellos, tratar de convencerlos de como deben de ir los ninos para su mejor imagen. 

Pero para otra cosa, no porqite me molesta su pelo. pues es su peld" ("What I would do 

would be to tell the parents 1 wanted to talk to them, talk with them, try to convince them 

of how the children should go to school to present a good image. But for other things, not 

because their hair bothers me, well, it's their hair"). 

In the classroom if Juan has trouble with a child he will take him outside and talk to 

him privately. Or he may say gently to the whole class, "Now settle down." On other 

occasions, he has told the children that if they do not want to work they can just go home. 

He says that hitting them will not solve anything. "Ko creo que mejor con razonamiento. 

Yo creo que es mas efectivo" (I believe reasoning is better. I believe it is more effective). 

Juan certainly has success. His students treat him with respect; that is what they are 

shown. Juan and Alma's forms of discipline are more compatible with the discipline 

techniques used by parents in the community. Most parents do not hit their children and 

in fact, one removed her daughter from preschool because the teacher hit her child. 
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Juan has a community approach for preventing discipline problems that teachers in 

general would benefit from: "A/e/or vamos entendiendonos mejor platicando, usted le 

platica en su casa, "mira hijo esto, mira hija \ yyo aqui, i Verda que si se componen?" 

("Better we will understand each other by talking, you talk with [your children] in your 

house, 'look son it's like this, look daughter' and I [will talk to them] here, and that is 

how it all gets fixed, right?"). 

The Researcher's Roles and Relationships at School 

In previous chapters, I have provided examples of settings or interactions to elucidate 

the characteristics of my relationship with the women in the community. In this section, I 

will describe my relationship with the children and the teachers, explaining my role in the 

school. 

I began as a silent observer in the school, and moved along the continuum of 

participant observer to complete participant when I took over Mario's class for a month, 

due to an operation he had. The children viewed me in a new light, and I was bestowed a 

fresh perspective as well. My relationship with the children grew stronger the more we 

talked and played together. My presence changed the dynamics on the playground, and 

altered the afternoon routines in the community for the children. When I first arrived at 

the school, boys played together and girls played together - separately - during recess. 

After about a month of simply observing, I joined in with them. Mario played with the 

boys often, and he began inviting me to play too. When I joined in a game, the girls 
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wanted to play whatever I was playing. Boys and girls started playing together in 

organized games we created for them. 

After school, on the days when I participated in the classrooms of either Mario or 

Juan, I went home with them on the bus instead of riding with Alma. Once class was 

dismissed, a group of children (between 12-16) would follow us to the road where the bus 

stopped. They did not normally wait with the teachers. But when I was there, their 

curiosity was piqued and they would come with us, fighting over who would hold my 

hand. We would spend time talking and laughing. 

By the time I moved to the community, I had a strong following of girls who wanted 

always to be by my side, carry my camera, hold my notebooks, or help in any way they 

could. Every time I left the house to conduct an interview or to visit with a family, they 

were there to escort me to my destination. They stood outside the doorways and listened 

in on interviews until I would ask them for privacy. I remained a novelty for the young 

girls. 

My style of teaching was quite different from that of the children's teachers, past and 

present. I bought supplies so we could make books together and engage in art projeas. 

They made masks. We read books. We worked in groups instead of rows, and I didn't 

teach by grade level; they learned in mixed cooperative groups. The reactions to my style 

were interesting. Juan took great interest immediately and always asked what [ was doing 

and what I was teaching. He was anxious to leam new ideas. 

Alma complimented me when she said the following: 
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Me gusto tu forma de trabajar. Tienes mucha creatividad y mucha imaginacion y 

los ninos, a lo mejor porque mmca trabqjamos asi de dories material que ellos 

trabajen, a lo mejor por eso les gusta trabajar contigo. Porque a veces no se 

quieren salir del salon. Decimos Ya vdmonosy no se quieren parar. .. 

I liked your way of working. You have a lot of creativity and a lot of imagination 

and the children, perhaps because we never work like that, like, to give them 

materials that they work with, perhaps for that reason they like to work with you. 

Because at times they don't want to leave the classroom and we say, "Come on" 

and they don't want to get up.. . 

Mario, however, was not as convinced that I had really taught the children. When he 

returned and saw the desks in groups, the artwork on the wall, and the books the children 

had created, he made a comment about the children having a month of playtime, but now 

it was time for them to start learning again. 

Mario and I were able to talk freely to each other. He included me in many activities 

with his family during the evenings. Because he was an incessant flirt. I would never 

agree to go anywhere without his wife present. His family and I would go to the circus, 

eat together, and leave fresh flowers at the cemetery where his stillborn twins were 

buried. He always said he would show me the reality of teaching, without trying to 

present an image that wasn't real. He would say, 'Wi/ncaprepare mis clases cuando 

fuiste tu, o sea, que di mi clase normalmente" ("I never prepared for classes when you 

came, in other words, I taught just like I normally did"). 
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Juan and I had a more formal relationship. He was more reserved and always treated 

me professionally. Unlike Mario and Alma, Juan never used the informal "/»" with me; it 

was always "-ustedr Nevertheless, he was always happy to share his stories and 

experiences with me. 

Alma and I became good friends though we started out very formally. I asked her how 

she felt when I first came to observe: "Tenia miedoporque dije, a lo mejor ella tiene 

mejor manera de ensenar. o voy a temr una criticaJuerte" (I was afraid because I said, 

maybe she has a better way of teaching, or I am going to be strongly criticized"). But at 

the same time, she was very excited at the idea of another female being at the school with 

her: ''Dije, ay, jno me voy a estar solaP' ("I said, yeah, I am not going to be alone!"). She 

said she quickly adjusted to my presence when she realized I was not going to criticize 

her. 

I asked if the children's behavior changed when I was in the room; "^4/principio si, se 

portaban diferente conto que estaban mas quietos o no se. Influia en alga tu presencia 

pero despues tambien ellos se acostumbraron a tu persona yya actuan normal. Se portan 

igital ciiando estds que cuando no estd^' (In the beginning, yes, they acted differently, 

like they were quieter or I don't know. Your presence had an influence, but later they also 

became accustomed to you and now they act normal. They behave the same when you are 

there as when you aren't"). 

Throughout my time spent with the teachers, they always accommodated their 

schedules to help the research process. If they needed to have a parent-teacher meeting, 

they would schedule it at a time when I was going to be in their room. They wanted me to 
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see their reality. They also treated me with extra attentiori by having one of the mother's 

boil water each morning so I could have a cup of coffee. Since everyone drank coffee, I 

thought this was routine until Mario mentioned that he really liked my presence because 

now they get to drink coffee in the mornings! I asked what else had changed and he said 

that they never used to talk to each other during recess. Before I came AJma always 

stayed in her class and the men either stayed in their classes or they played with the 

children, but now they all talk at break-time. "Fi/t? bueno que tu hayas estado porque, 

como que nos uniste mas a todo^^ (It's good that you have come because, its like you 

united us all more"). 

School-Community Relationships and Interactions 

The teachers and the community members have developed a caring relationship of 

mutual trust. The parents are pleased with the teachers and they view the school as a 

source of hope; school is where the children go to learn more than their parents so they 

will hopefully have a better life. The school-community connection is strong, because of 

effort on both sides. Parents are vested both financially and emotionally, and the teachers 

are pleased to be in a community where they are respected. 

Every morning the mothers or older sisters come to the school to bring breakfast to the 

children. Sometimes they talk to the teachers during the breakfast/recess break, other 

times they do not, but they always have the children take a few soft, warm tortillas topped 

with rice, mole, eggs, chile, or cactus to the teachers. This is how they show their 
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appreciation. They also bring fresh milk or homemade cheese to Alma in appreciation for 

the times she gives them rides into town. 

The parents further show their gratitude for the work of the teachers by doing 

whatever is asked of them, to make the school run well. During one parent-teacher 

meeting, the teachers aimounced that they wanted to paint the building and plant new 

trees around the school. The teachers were asking for 20 pesos to help pay for the paint; 

the teachers would to do the painting. Then the teachers said they would buy the trees, 

but they wanted the parents to agree to water them until they were well established ,and 

help care for them in general. The parents readily agreed to participate, adding that they 

too wanted the school to look better. The teachers also aimounced they were invoking a 

more formal meeting the following week to introduce a new program. 

One week later, on a Monday morning, we pulled up to the school and immediately 

noticed that the parents had pulled all the weeds around the schoolyard, re-painted some 

of the large rocks a pristine white, and straightened up the schoolyard over the weekend. 

The new trees that had been purchased were planted as well. 

At all of the formal meetings, the teachers bring and prepare fresh fruit or some other 

food for the parents. If Alma borrows plates from the mothers to serve the food, they are 

always returned full of leftovers from whatever was served. During other events, the 

parents make food and take it to the teachers. The day Alma, Mario, Juan and I painted 

the school, the mothers made our breakfast and lunch. 

The word "parents" may be deceiving, since generally only the women show up at the 

informal meetings. There is one father who attends them fairly regularly with his wife. 
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and a few men who are not in the United States come to the formal meetings. The 

women, however, make the decisions that must be made when entering into an informal 

agreement with the teachers. The men occasionally participate in the linking of the 

community with the school, too. Several of them got together to build the wide ledge 

surrounding the building so that the children would have a place to sit and eat their 

breakfast, without having to sit on the ground. Whenever maintenance tasks such as this 

are needed, the men are happy to pitch in and get the work done. 

Trust is evidenced on behalf of both the teachers and the community members. When 

Alma sells donuts, once in awhile a mother will ask if she can take a few and bring the 

money in a couple of days. Alma always says yes, and the money always arrives. A 

mother that lives just across the street from the school is entrusted with the key to the 

school's gate and to all the classrooms. Parents trust their children in the hands of the 

teachers and have shown that when they do not, they simply remove their children from 

school. 

Mario describes the difference between this community and where he worked before; 

"Me siento muy contento en la escuela porque la gente es mas sencilla, mas comprensiva, 

y es, como te dijera, es mas calida. Sientes el calor humano como te quieren ("I feel 

very content in the school because the people [here] are more natural, more 

understanding, and its, how do I tell you, its warmer. You feel the human warmth, like 

they love you more"). 

Alma describes the difference between the community and the parents at the urban 

school where she teaches in the afternoon; '̂ Todavia respetan mucho lo que es la escuela 
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y los maestros. Y en Romitaya no hay respeto entre padres ck familia y maeslros, ya no 

hay credibilidad. Aqui nos tienen confianzct^ ("They still respect what the school 

represents and the teachers. And in Romita, now there isn't any respect between the 

parents and the teachers, now there isn't any credibility. Here they believe in us"). 

One of the reasons there is so much communication between the parents and the 

teachers is because of a program they informally call Carpelas.^ This program 

embraces a series of promises that the teachers, students, parents and principal all must 

make. It recognizes that education is successful only with the full participation of all the 

actors. Each person must sign a carpeta, or a folder that is in the name of each student, 

agreeing to fulfill the promises outlined (see Appendix K). This folder, then, is supposed 

to hold the work of the student, and the parents come once a week, on a pre-designated 

day, to sign the folder, talk to the teacher and look at the work their child has done. 

Because of the scarcity of paper, the folder may only have one sheet in it for weeks at a 

time, but, nevertheless, the parents come and have an opportunity to talk to the teachers. 

The teachers spend this time letting the mothers know how the children are 

progressing. Because many of the mothers cannot sign their names, the children 

themselves will often sign their own folders for their mothers. 

Both the parents and the teachers believe the program has facilitated communication 

between them. But even with this new technique, Mario realizes that he still does not 

know everything he should about the lives and experiences of the community members. 

"Me ha gustado esta comunidad, quizd me falta todavia conocerla mas, pero me ha 
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servido muchd" ("I have liked the community. Perhaps I still need to get to know it more, 

but it has helped me"). 

The parents agree that the there are certain things the teachers do not understand about 

community members' lives, particularly the hardships they face and the implications of 

the lack of a secure income. Mario once said that even though the majority of mothers 

show up to sign the folders, "Aqy mamas que no se preocupan siquiera por ir a firmcar, 

mandan a los hermanos"^ ("there are mothers who don't worry about even coming to 

sign, they send the siblings"). But a mother I interviewed told how difficult it was for her 

to get to the school some days, with a newborn baby and a husband who has no income. 

She has to take care of the home chores and she is in charge of raising the animals. The 

mother does care, however, and says that since she can't make it, she sends her daughter 

to talk to the teacher. From Mario's point of view the mother does not care enough to 

come; from the mother's perspective, she cares so much she sends someone in her place. 

The burden of paying cooperaciones to the school, and having to pay for the exams, 

buy uniforms, and buy school supplies, is too much for some. 

Pos mire, hay veces que ellos nos exigen cosas, si, hc  ̂veces que nos piden cosas 

y no tenemos con que comprdrselas. V dicen que uno no hace caso de la familia 

que debemos de hacer lo que ellos nos dicen pero es que hay veces que no le 

alcanza a uno para hacer lo que ellos piden. 

Well look, there are times when [the teachers] want things from us. There are 

times when they ask us for things and we don't have the means to buy them. And 



232 

they say that [that person] doesn't care about the family, that we should do what 

they say, but, it's that, there are times when one doesn't have enough to do what 

they ask us for. 

One of those "things" they have asked for is the school uniform. Some families are in 

favor of them, but they pose a hardship for others. I asked one mother what she would 

like for the teachers to know that they don't understand. Her reply was, "Lo que deberktn 

de saber es que, pos que vayan los ninos aunque sean asi limpiecitosy que no nos exijan 

ni uniformes ni nada, oiga, ni pos no, si uno tiene uno..("What the teachers should 

know is that, well, that [the important thing] is that the children go, even if they are just a 

little clean, and that [the teachers] shouldn't ask us for uniforms nor anything, you know, 

nor. well, if one doesn't have enough . .."). For other mothers, the uniforms represent a 

burden because they must do the laundry more often; most children only have one. 

Alma and Mario are both in favor of the uniforms; Juan understands the families' 

needs. He realizes it is an extra cost they cannot afford, but also thinks they help create a 

positive image of the school, "pero si, se sacrifica mucho la gente" ("but yes, the people 

sacrifice a lot). 

Though there are issues of concern, in general the school and the community have a 

close working relationship. The teachers, parents, and children all put forth energy to 

provide a positive educational experience for the students. The school is the symbol of 

hope, and if the students can finish sixth grade, they have accomplished more than most. 

Parents are proud of their children, both in school, and out, because of the effort they 

exert to keep the family going and the hope they represent for the future. 
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Reflections on Teaching: Overcoming Obstacles 

Rural teachers experience many of the same problems across the state of Guanajuato: 

transportation is not convenient; the communities are far from home; teachers' pay is too 

low; there are not enough materials to do an adequate job of teaching. These issues were 

previously discussed, but there is another systemic problem that can present obstacles in 

the classroom — that of teacher preparation. This section will explore the teachers' 

opinions of their preparation, as well as what they perceive to be their personal 

shortcomings, which prevent them from teaching to their full potential. 

Teacher preparation is a problem that needs to be addressed throughout Mexico, for it 

is a common complaint among teachers that they are not prepared for the realities they 

encounter in the rural schools. The normal schools do not have classes that prepare pre-

service teachers for working under isolated conditions, and with few resources, in 

communities where the experiences of the population may differ dramatically from those 

of the teacher. Mario and Juan say they received no training to help them teach in a 

multigrade classroom. "^Nos hace falta mas. Nos hace falta que nos preparemos mas. 

Aqid la tradicion de ensefiarles nada mas es que uno exponeyel niho asimild' (We need 

more. We need that they prepare us better. Here the teaching tradition is nothing more 

than that one explains and the child assimilates"). They feel they were not taught 

sufficiently and what was taught is not useful. "/4 veces lo que trae uno alia de las 

escuelas no lo puede aplicar. El enfasis ahora, hay que sacar buenos lugares en los 

concurso^^ ("At times what one brings from the school he isn't able to apply. The 

emphasis now is, we have to [have our students] place high in the [academic] 
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competitions"). Because the competitions focus on Spanish and math, the teachers spend 

their time on that. 

Mario does admit, however, that there are times when they do know what they are 

supposed to do; they just do not do it. He knows, for example, that it is good to hang 

students' work on the walls so they will feel proud and motivated to produce good work; 

but he does not take the time to display their efforts. He also knows the children would 

learn more if he planned projects for them out in the community, rather than staying 

inside all the time and focusing on the subjects without integrating them. "A veces somos 

flojos, no nos gusta trabajar" ("At times we are lazy, we don't like to work"), he 

confesses. 

One of the greatest weaknesses that the teachers concede to having is that of not 

planning in the evenings; they teach improvisationally. But, "^Tenemos esa mala idea de 

decir hacen como que nos pagan" (We have this bad saying that we do as much as we are 

paid for"). Since they do not get paid much, they do not do much - in the way of 

planning. Planning would take up time at home, time when they are no longer at work. 

"'Debemos de planear la close en cuanto a material, que vamos a hacer, que voy a decir, 

que voy a hacer, que van a hacer los ninos..." ("We should plan class, as far as 

materials, what we are going to do, what we are going to say, what the children are going 

to do. . ."), but they do not. 

Mario says that he wants to spend his free time with his family, and this is what most 

teachers do; "Z,o ocupamos en otras actividades que son para bien de la familia.... 

Prefiero atender a la familia, jugar con mi nino, llevarlo al circo . .." ("We spend it in 
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Other activities that are for the good of the family. ... I prefer to attend to my family, 

piay with my son, take him to the circus. . ." 

Juan does not have time to plan because he spends his afternoons looking for odd jobs 

to supplement his income. The pay he receives is not enough to provide for his wife and 

five children. He realizes he should find the time to plan though, and is afraid of the 

effect the lack of planning has on the children. mayoria llegamosy decimos ̂ en que 

me qiiede? Los nines lo veny una los contagia de la apatia que lleva una" ("The 

majority of us arrive [at school] and we say, 'Where was I?' The children see this and the 

apathy that one shows is contagious"). 

Alma says she can only spend about one hour an evening planning for both classes 

(the urban and the rural, first and sixth grades). She also fears that she misses too much 

school, and that these bad habits of hers are negatively affecting the children. 

Everyone has their weaknesses and shortcomings, but not everyone can be open about 

them and honest with oneself Alma, Mario, and Juan have not only reflected on their 

personal imperfections, they were willing to share them with me. The teachers know 

where they need to improve, what they should be doing, and the impact their actions have 

on the children they teach. They want to do better. They all enroll in weekend courses, 

and have a strong desire to learn how to teach effectively when they are in their 

classrooms. 

The importance of their jobs is summed up by Juan when he says they are there to 

open the doors to new worlds so their rural students can see beyond their community. 

'Wo tienen un panorama de lo que son las cosas. Piensan que nosotros estamos contando 
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una leyenda, no nos creeri" ("They don't have a panoramic view of the way things are. 

They think that we are telling them stories, they don't believe us"). He wants to be able to 

share new experiences with them, and show them a world of possibilities they didn't 

know existed. 

Beyond Elementary School 

When the school year is over, graduation is an important and special event in the 

community. The families save money for months to buy material and have dresses made 

for the girls or buy a new shirt and tie for the boys (see photographs in Appendix L). The 

community pitches in to have a celebration at the school. On graduation day, everyone 

from the community is at the school, and even the priest from in town is invited to give a 

special mass (even though theoretically there is a separation between church and state). 

The children who graduate, represent the first generation to have finished all six 

grades of elementary school. The feelings they have on this day are bittersweet. They are 

happy they have made it this far and know their parents are proud of them but they are 

sad to leave school. 

In 1994,1 interviewed Georgina, one of the graduating sixth-grade students. She 

began to cry as she talked about her schooling experiences because she was going to miss 

her teachers and the formal learning process. The change was going to be dramatic for 

her because she was about to enter the adult world and would have to work in the fields 

to support the family. 
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Though children are supposed to attend secondary school, none is located nearby. 

When the governing powers see the statistics, they believe that parents are not motivated 

to send their children on to the next level. But in El Nacimiento, they all wanted to; they 

could not afford to go. Transportation was the biggest obstacle. 

As is common in other parts of rural Mexico, the exorbitant amount needed to send 

children to school outside the community is too difficult for many families (GuzmM & 

Schmelkes de Sotelo, 1976). The closest school is a ^"^telesecundarid' where a teacher 

facilitates learning at different grade levels through televised lessons. The first group of 

sixth-graders that graduated during this study would have had to pay 50 pesos for books, 

and 20 pesos a week in transportation costs. The only alternative was a long walk and 

mothers were afraid to let their daughters walk alone. 

With some family incomes of 240 pesos a month, the 80 pesos for transporting one 

student to school is just too much. The children also want to buy their lunch at the school, 

which runs another 30 pesos per month. The teachers at the telesecundaria make 

sandwiches and sell them to the students as a way to generate income as Alma does with 

the donuts. 

A representative from the telesecundaria came to the school one day, and registered all 

of the students, so the teachers at Benito Juarez believed that their students went on to 

study. They talked to me about where they go after elementary school. During my 

interviews with the students and their mothers, however, I discovered that they do not go 

on. They register because they think they are supposed to, but they know they will not be 

attending. 
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I asked two girls if they wanted to continue their studies: 

Ana: Pues a mi si me gustaria pero mis papas no quieren porque dicen que podia 

ser peligroso porque el camino estd mtiy largo y mtty feo y por eso dicen que no y 

no tienen dinero ahorita. 

Magdalena: Si quisiera ir, pero no puedo porque estd muy lejosy necesitamos 

dinero y tenemos que llevar algo para almorzar alia. 

Ana; Well yes I would like to go but my parents don't want me to because they 

say that it could be dangerous, because the road is very long and in bad condition 

and that is why they say no, and they also don't have any money now. 

Magdalena: Yes I would like to go, but I can't because it is very far and we need 

money and we [would] have to take something to eat there. 

The most touching interview was with Liliana. When she said she wanted to continue 

studying [ asked why. She said she wanted to be either a teacher or a nurse. I asked her if 

she thought she would go. She lowered her head; her eyes swelled with tears. I gently 

wiped them away and asked her what the main reason was for not attending. '""Porque no 

tengo dinero" she whispered. She does not have any money. She tells me she could live 

with another family in a nearby community where there is a secundaria and she would 

not have to walk the long distance, but the "free" education is just too expensive. 

The parents are saddened that they do not have the money to send their children on to 

school. They would like for them to learn. The father of a sixth-grade girl - recognized as 

the "smartest" in her class because of her consistently high grades - told me that he does 
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not want to see his daughter woridng in the fields, in the sun, from the early morning 

hours until the late afternoon. "Ko no quiero ver a ella trabajando en el ccanpo. Els an 

trabajo pesado, por ejemplo, anda into juntando papas y con el costal lo llena hasta 

donde puedes cargary la lleva a vaciary para una mujer es muy dificif ("I don't want 

to see her working in the fields. It is difficult work, for example, one gathers potatoes and 

with the sack she fills it up as far as she can and still carry it, and takes it to empty, it and 

it is very difficult for a woman"). 

The mothers tell me they would let their children continue to study if there was a 

school in the community, if they had a car to take them in, or if there was some other 

means of transportation that they did not have to pay for. 

These interviews were the most difficult for me. I could see a systemic problem and 

desires to change it, but the community did not know how to go about creating change. It 

was at this point that the research began to assume an action component, which will be 

described in the following chapter. Change was possible if we all worked together. 
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Chapter 7 

WORKING TOWARD CHANGE 

Change is no stranger to El Nacimiento. Some of the elders in the community 

remember working for the hacendado. In the 1930s, the ejido was created and families 

began farming their own land. In the 1940s, men began migrating to the United States to 

participate in the Bracero Program. By the 1960s, women were heading their households, 

and children were socialized to live without a father on a year-round basis. In the 1980s 

electricity, running water, and a telephone were introduced to the community. 

At the end of the 20"* century, new changes are taking place as well. Drains are being 

placed in parts of El Nacimiento, and soon families will have indoor plumbing. Children 

are completing elementary school because the system has finally provided teachers to 

take them through the sixth grade. The population is growing, and the community has the 

need for another teacher, another classroom. One is being built. In fact, because of an 

administrative mistake, three more classrooms with large indoor restrooms for boys and 

girls (separate facilities) are being built. 

Access to health care has been difficult in the past, and continues to be, but at least 

now, nurses come to the school on a regular basis and give immunizations to babies and 

young children; tetanus shots are given to pregnant mothers. 

Since I began this study, a small chapel was built in the community. A Catholic priest 

used to come once a month and hold a brief mass in a back yard. He still only comes once 

a month, but the small group of Catholic families that meet with him now have an indoor. 
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formal chapei. A North American pastor and his family moved onto a piece of land on 

the outskirts of the community and built a protestant church. The community has had a 

mixture of Catholics, Jehovah's Witnesses, and non-church going people for many years, 

but now many of the women are questioning their beliefs. They are not sure what to 

believe. One mother describes her confusion; "De mi religion, pose a escuchar a los 

testigos entoncesya se me quedd en mi mentalidad que quizd es la indicada. la religion 

de los testigos. .. pero de todas maneras no estoy siempre a gusto'" ("From my religion 

[Catholic], I started to listen to the [Jehovah] Witnesses, then it started sinking in 

mentally that maybe this was the indicated [religion], the religion of the Witnesses. .. but 

still, I am not always comfortable [with it]"). 

Besides changes in religion, there are changes due to the importation of popular 

culture from the United States and from the urban areas of Mexico. One can drive 

through the countryside and see a young boy grazing the cattle in a desolate area carrying 

a "boom box." Movies that are watched on TV are from the United States; they are in 

English but have Spanish subtitles. English songs are played on the radio, or have been 

taped on cassettes. In the home where I lived, the fourth grade girl could sing songs in 

English (not understanding what she was saying, but she pronounced the words 

correctly). Nintendo is in the community too. 

Dress is changing considerably for the women. The rebozo is still used as a head 

covering for many, along with the traditional apron over a Icnee-length dress, but now 

there are women wearing jeans and T-shirts. Children and mothers alike wear T-shirts 

that have been brought back from the United States, with English print on them. The 
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changes in dress are not along generational lines. It depends more upon who has had 

relatives in the United States the longest. 

Oral traditions such as storytelling and singing are still common, but there is pressure 

to change the language that is used. The children are teased by the teachers when they 

refer to their instead of "pies" (paws instead of feet), and community members 

have experienced prejudicial remarks, because of the words they use and their variations 

of the Spanish language. In school, children learn to pronounce words in a manner that is 

acceptable to their teachers. Some of them now speak differently than their parents. They 

are adapting to the school culture and carrying it home with them. 

There are still many impediments to living life without hard manual labor, and there 

are still basic services that community members would like to have. They would like to 

have mail service, a health clinic, more telephones, electricity in the school, a secondary 

school, and a permanent means of gainful employment nearby. When I discovered that 

the community members knew what they wanted, but they did not know how to go about 

making the desired changes, my research went through a transition. The ethnography 

turned into a type of community-based action research. This transformation is described 

in the following section. 

Action Research and Giving Back 

Qualitative research in general, and ethnographies in particular, can be enabling for 

parents, children, and teachers (Gonzalez et al., 1993; Taylor & Dorsey-Gaines, 1988). 

They can initiate positive change. Studies where researchers have collaborated with 
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teachers (see Heath, 1984; Au, 1980; Lipka& McCarty, 1994; McCarty, Watahomigie, & 

Yamamoto, 1999; McCarty, Yamamoto, Watahomigie, & Zepeda, 1997; Moll, et al., 

1992; and Ervin & Fox, 1994) have served as models for me and have demonstrated that 

ethnographic research can, as Cazden (1983) has said, "go beyond the status quo." 

After integrating myself into the community and the school over a long period of time, 

I saw possibilities emerge regarding ways in which we could work together toward 

change - changes that those with whom I was working desired most. The issues that 

needed addressing stemmed directly from the data collected. There were three areas to be 

addressed, and I believed I could help facilitate activities that would help others achieve 

these three gozils; the children wanted to continue studying, but there was no secondary 

school in their community and no means to pay for an education outside of the 

community; the teachers wanted to leam ways in which they could better work with 

students in a multigrade setting, and overcome what they perceive as a lack of resources 

to improve their pedagogical routines; and the mothers were searching for ways to 

supplement the family income without having to leave the community, so they could 

afford to let their daughters continue to study and not be dependent upon them, nor their 

husbands who may or may not contribute to the family's total income. 

The following section explores how we (the parents, teachers, children and I) 

collaborated to seek those desired changes. 
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Children in Search of Schooling 

The data I was collecting indicated that problems of communication were present in 

the community and between community members and teachers Alma, Mario, and Juan 

were unaware that their sixth grade students were not continuing their education, "Ko 

desconocia que las senoras no iban a mandarlos. He platicado con las ninosy todos 

quieren rr, pero no sabia del problema de que no se vayan caminando porque es un 

peligro o algo... entonces no me habia puesto a pensar en alguna forma de tratar de 

ayudarle^^ ("I didn't know that the mothers were not going to send them [to school]. I 

have spoken with the children and all of them want to go, but I didn't know of the 

problem of that they couldn't go because [the road] is dangerous or something. . . so I 

hadn't thought of any way of trying to help them"). The teachers were willing to help if 

they could, they just did not know the problem existed. 

The mothers were not communicating among themselves, so when they said they did 

not want their daughters to walk alone, they did not realize that others felt the same way. 

With better communication, they could send their children together so that no one would 

walk alone. 

Juan quickly summarized the problem, ^^Tienen que organizarse porque coda quien 

por sii lado no funciona ... Es que no estdn acostumbradas a reunirse a tomar 

decisiones en conjtmto" ("They have to organize themselves because everyone on his 

own doesn't function. ... It's that they are not accustomed to meeting and making 

collective decisions"). The first step, then, was to begin to hold meetings with the 
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mothers, the sixth grade children, and the teachers. They had a platform for discussion 

and needed to communicate with each other to work together. 

We began holding weekly meetings to discuss the problems they had identified, 

analyze the difficulties that were impeding continued education, discuss viable 

alternatives, and work toward common action. I invited Victor from the Secretary of 

Education to work with us as well, so that he could inform the parents of governmental 

resources, and so that he would have an understanding of the fundamental problems 

within the community in order to bring about systemic changes at the state level. 

The meetings were energizing and communication was facilitated. The parents 

themselves were thinking of ways they could work together to solve this problem and the 

teachers and Victor were giving input from different perspectives. We discovered that the 

governor had scholarships that were available for students in rural communities, but there 

were applications to be filled out and the parents could not do that alone. The applications 

(see Appendix M) were several pages in length and Victor, the teachers, and I spent 

numerous evenings with the mothers or families to help them. They had to gather certain 

documents that needed photocopying (birth certificates, receipts of electric bills 

establishing residency, letters describing their sources of income, the students' report 

cards, and proof that the children were enrolled in school). Those of us who had the 

means to travel into town made copies of these documents for those who could not. 

When the applications were complete, I wrote a letter to the governor on behalf of the 

community members (based on the discussions at our meetings) asking for help. All of 

the mothers signed (or their children signed for them) the letter, and I attached it to the 
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applications (see Appendix N) The packet was delivered in person and I established 

contact with the person in charge of these scholarships. 

The first year we began this process, 11 out of the 13 sixth grade students wanted to 

continue their studies and all completed applications (see Uttech, 1997a). Four won 

scholarships. When I found out that only four would have the money to send their 

students on, I did not have the heart to walk into the next meeting and tell the others that 

the government picked only four of them and the others would not be able to leam at the 

telesecundaria. I spoke with Victor and Alma first, and we decided to seek private 

monies from individuals or foundations to create a scholarship fiind for all to attend. We 

each did our part and collected enough money to establish a community fund. 

The parents and children were ecstatic. We then continued with the meetings to 

determine how this fund would be managed and what we needed to do next to ensure this 

new project would work. The mothers organized themselves and decided how the money 

should be distributed, what the "rules" were to continue receiving the money, and how 

they could make the money stretch as far as possible. They asked Alma to open an 

account in town and make the withdrawals, since she traveled regularly between the town 

and the community. The mothers asked one of the men with a pickup truck if he would be 

willing to take the children to school in the mornings for a fee that was less than they 

would pay for bus fare, and he agreed. He now would have a small but steady income. 

They decided that the boys that wanted to buy bicycles could do so, and ride to and from 

school, weather permitting. They decided the girls and boys without bicycles could walk 

home together. Though the road was long (it is a 1 V2 hour walk), they would not be 
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pressed for time (like they would be in the mornings to get to school on time), and on 

cold days, the sun would have warmed the air enough for them to walk in the afternoons. 

The following year, the group grew larger. Those who had attended their first year of 

secondary school (the first in their community) wanted to continue, and the graduating 

sixth graders wanted to begin. During that year, the governor had been announcing on the 

radio that every child who wanted to study would be able to do so, if s/he wrote a letter to 

him telling him why he wanted to go and explaining that the family was in need of 

assistance. The families heard this announcement and were excited at the prospect. Late 

one evening, Victor and I arrived at the community to hold a common meeting where the 

students would write their letters. Our meetings were always held in the school, which 

grew dark quickly since there is no electricity. We turned on the headlights of Victor's 

car, and the children, along with their mothers, sat on the dirt road in two lines, directly in 

front of the lights. Together, the mothers and children collaborated on the letters with 

both generating ideas, and children doing the writing. (An example of two of the letters 

can be found in Appendix O). The children wrote touching letters, explaining that they 

wanted a better life, and that they "wanted to be someone." 

I collected the letters and once again wrote a cover letter to go along with them. The 

teachers, Victor and I also worked together to fill out the applications, as a backup. 

The disappointment was immense when the community never received an answer. We 

all learned an important lesson in promises made for the sake of improving one's political 

image, that were not intended to be kept. 
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That second year, only two received scholarships, and so we sought outside funds 

once more so that ail could attend. 

The third year, our group grew even larger as another set of sixth graders and their 

mothers joined us. The meetings continued and discussion was never halted as parents 

still sought alternatives. Once again, we filled out the applications, and this time I took 

them in person to the governor's oflRce. I had requested an appointment with the person I 

had met two years earlier. Unfortunately, the requirements for the application specified 

that students needed to have a grade point average of 8.5 (on a scale of 1-10), and so 

there were only five applications to submit. I began the meeting with the representative 

by explaining the great disillusionment of the community with the governor because they 

had received no answer from him the year before. The governor's aide first became 

defensive and said that only those that had an 8.5 grade point average received assistance. 

I explained the unjustness from my perspective since that was not what was announced 

on the radio. Children were told they only needed to write a letter - nothing more. He 

said that thousands of letters they sent out were returned to them; they never arrived at 

the communities and perhaps theirs were among the letters returned. I told him that I had 

placed my address on the cover letter, because the community had no mail service. 

This governor's representative began to take interest in the community and discussed 

with me his perceptions of what was happening. He said the program does not work as 

they would like it to because they give the money to the families and the father takes it 

and gets drunk; the children never see the money. I explained that in the case of El 

Nacimiento, and other nearby communities this was not possible, since the fathers are in 
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the United States. That year, all the students that submitted an application received an 

award for study. 

Last year the first group graduated fi"om the secondary school. The community was 

pleased and so were the children. They had decisions to make about what to do next. One 

girl decided she wanted to go to the college preparatory school. Though her mother had 

reservations, fearing that the daughter would meet a boy there and want to get married, 

the father pleaded his daughter's case and said that she could meet a boy without going to 

school too, and at least in school she would meet someone with a more promising future. 

He said he did not want to see his daughter working in the fields because he knows she is 

smart and has a lot of potential. 

We filled out the applications one more time and I delivered these in person too. All 

the children won scholarships, including the daughter who wanted to go to the prep 

school. She is the first in El Nacimiento to attend. 

Because of the administrative error that caused three classrooms to be built instead of 

just one, the teachers are currently pressuring the Secretary of Education to turn the extra 

rooms into a telesecimdaria. They are arguing that since the building is there, all that is 

needed is a television and a teacher. Currently the prospect looks promising and their 

request is under revision. 

The teachers and I had the means to help these families, and we did. The families 

helped themselves when they organized and began analyzing their problems as a whole, 

and generated ideas to overcome them. Because the mothers also had the concern of how 
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they could generate their own income in the community, we began exploring those issues 

as well. 

Women and Workshops 

When the women reah'zed that they all were looking for some type of work to help 

them out financially, they began discussing the issue in their meetings. Other mothers 

joined the core group of those who were interested in the continuing education of their 

children. They began discussing community problems and possible solutions. We 

explored the possibility of starting a cooperative, but they decided they would each prefer 

to be in charge of their own work. They wanted to know if I could take the crocheted 

doilies many of them make back with me, and sell them in the United States. 1 explained 

the difficulties with that suggestion and it was dismissed. The mothers realized that they 

were lacking the skills needed to have successful projects, that they were only familiar 

with animal husbandry. 

Elena spearheaded the discussions emd did her own researching within the community 

to find out what mothers could do. I did some internet searches to leam about micro

credits and Victor began looking at productive workshops. We would come together and 

share our information, discuss more possibilities and then meet with the community to 

make collective decisions. 

Presently, the women are learning how to produce mushrooms for consumption and 

resale. They have sent family members to workshops and we organized a workshop in the 
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community itself. Several families have constructed a small cinder-block room in which 

to cultivate their mushrooms, and they have just harvested their first successful crop. 

Another workshop is scheduled to teach the mothers how to raise bees. They have the 

land on which to put them, distanced fi'om the community, and the workshop facilitators 

willing to work with the mothers will be teaching them how to harvest the honey, and use 

both the honey and the wax to make products such as hand-cream, shampoo, and soap. 

These products will be used by the family and sold in town. 

A third workshop is in the planning stages. The mothers want to build on the 

knowledge they have and leam how to butcher their animals so they can sell the meat, 

rather than the animal, making more money than they do now. 

With the children achieving their goals, and the mothers in route to achieving theirs, 

the teachers' issues still needed to be addressed. 

Teaching for Change 

The problem facing the teachers was that of managing a multigrade classroom. After 

the meetings with the mothers began, the teachers also realized they needed to know 

more about the community in which they worked. Their needs were echoed throughout 

the state, and as a way of giving back, I offered to work with the Secretary of Education 

on statewide projects. One concern for the teachers was that they did not have the 

preparation they needed to work in the rural classroom. They needed ideas. They work 

under isolated conditions where sharing is not facilitated. 
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The events that took place to assist teachers provided a way for me to give back to the 

teachers emd to the Secretary of Education of Guanajuato for all they had done for me. 

Though my goal was to collaborate with teachers for change, it was less a form of 

community action within the community itself (though some of this occurred) and more a 

way of doing what I could, because I had the means to, and because I saw the 

possibilities for change across the state. 

Victor and I contacted the old school district where I had previously worked in 

Arizona, and created a teacher exchange program between the state of Guanajuato and 

the school district in Arizona. Alma was among the first teachers to go to participate in 

this exchange program. She was able to leam, as I had, what teachers in another country 

were doing to educate today's children. She was amazed that teachers read to their 

students daily, and saw how storybooks (that she has sitting on a shelf at school) are used 

routinely to help children read. The information she, and other "exchange teachers," took 

back with them was shared in regional workshops. 

The same school district in Arizona had a school within its boundaries that elected to 

have multigrade classrooms. Teachers and administrators found there were many 

advantages to having multiple ages learning together, and so representatives from the 

Secretary of Education came to observe these classrooms and leam from them. I was 

asked to leam more, co-author a manual for teachers, and create a series of workshops for 

rural teachers. 

Two books were written addressing the issues the teachers struggled with the most. 

The first one was written collaboratively (Uttech & Victoria, 1998) and the second was 
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individually written (Uttech, 1999)'. They present ideas for teachers on how to recognize 

the resources available in their communities, drawing principally on Gardner's (1983) 

multiple intelligences^. They also describe ways in which teachers can design community 

projects to create changes and incorporate the communities' resources into the classroom, 

and how to work in a multigrade classroom where all the students are taught together 

(mainly through these community learning projects). 

The workshops were rewarding as teachers and administrators (from El Nacimiento 

and other areas) designed year-long learning projects to bring about positive change in 

their communities. The Secretary of Education provided funding for projects that teachers 

designed to identify community members' different intelligences and engage in 

community projects to create change as they simultaneously develop children's social 

imaginations^ (see Maxine Greene, 1995; Ayers & Miller, 1998). If the teachers had 

multigrade classrooms, the projects were to encourage collaborative work in groups of 

multiple ages, rather than separating the children by grade level. 

After several of the workshops were given, two teachers gave me acrostics 

they created. The first spells multigrado, or multigrade, the other spells my name. 

Mejorar la 
Unidad 
Lograra que la 
Totalidad se 

' I did not accept payment for the first book or the workshops, and I donated the mon  ̂from the second 
book to the community scholarship fund to show my appreciation to both the community and the secretai>' 
of education for their help with my research. 
~ Gardner stresses that we have different intelligences such as musical intelligence, spatial intelligence, etc. 
and therefore the teachers can draw from those in the commimity who can sing or play an instnmienL for 
e.\ample. and use these human resources to enrich the classroom. 

 ̂ A social imagination is a combination of a social conscience and a highly developed imagination, so that 
positive social change can be envisioned. 
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Involucre en forma 
Gradual, atender una 
Realidad 
Actuando con 
Dedicacion y no con 
Obligacion 
(Juan Carlos Soto Moncada, 1998) 

It is difHcuIt to translate poetic pieces. Some are more amenable to direct translation 

than others. Rather than attempt to translate this piece. I believe it more just to say that 

Juan Carlos was expressing his desire to work in multigrade classes where children of all 

ages work together. Learning to teach this way, will require a gradual change where 

teachers "attend to reality by acting with dedication and not with obligation." 

The next acrostic was written after the first meeting of a collaborative project 

among teachers. I had been asked to talk about my experiences and offer guidance for the 

work the teachers would engage in to make the community-school link stronger. I had 

expressed my fears that the teachers would not want to work with an outsider. I asked, 

"What can I tell them about their reality they don't already know?" The person who 

invited me said, "The fish are the last to know they are in the water." He said I had the 

potential as an outsider to help teachers see the things they no longer see because they 

live the experiences every day. Tne acrostic that was given to me eased my earlier fears, 

and we worked together on community projects that would involve students in being 

agents of change as they and the teachers learned together. 

Miro la forma que tienes para expresar, tu manera de ejemplificar en cada 
vivencia nos llego de manera profunda. 
Estos maestros hemos podido vivir de esa manera como sucede en la 
comunidad de tu estudio. 
Lo que nos has dado hoy, es la oportunidad para reflexionar acerca de 
algo tan claro como lo es nuestra realidad. 
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Algunos hemos oividado inuchas cosas tan impoitantes como la dignidad 
de la vida humana. 
No queremos que estas cosas sigan sucediendo sin que se haga algo 
para que cambie esa realidad. 

Iniciar un trabajo de esa magnitud no es facii, porque requiere de mucho 
trabajo de nuestra persona. 
Este dia solamente signiflca el principio de un largo camino que yo deseo 
caminar con todos ustedes. 

(Roberto, 1996) 

I see the form you have of expressing yourself; your way of exemplifying each 
experience [of the community members] affected us profoundly. 
These teachers we have been able to live in the way that it happens in the 
community of your study. 
What you have given to us today, is the opportunity to reflect over something so 
clear like our reality. 
Some of us have forgotten many things that are so important, like the dignity of 
human life. 
We don't want these things to continue happening without our attempts to change 
this reality. 
To begin a work of this magnitude is not easy, because it requires a lot of work 
from us personally. 
This day signifies only the beginning of a long road that I desire to walk with all 
of you. 

The teachers have shown a great desire to involve themselves in their conununity 

projects. The emphasis of the projects is on what Dick, Esteil & McCarty (1994) have 

discovered in their own community projects; 

Such improvements cannot occur as a top-down, short-term process. Rather they 

emerge from sustained collaboration in which educators are supported in 

constructing learning environments similar to those they are building for their 

students. Activating these improvements requires, first, that the language and 

culture of the conununity be recognized as the enormous learning resources they 

are (p. 44). 
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Chapter 8 

CLOSING THE CIRCLE: 

REVISITING THE RESEARCH QUESTIONS 

Throughout these pages, I have tried to present glimpses into the everyday lives of 

community members in El Nacimiento. The women, children, teachers, elders, and men 

have shared their stories, their histories, their conceptions of reality, their hopes, their 

struggles, and their interpretations of their lives. They engaged in reflective thinking, 

storytelling, and hours of long conversations so that others could better understand rural 

life in central Mexico. 

The research journey began as an exploration into what were to me unknown 

territories. I sought to uncover the answers to four specific questions; 

1) What form and function does formal education assume in the lives of community 

members? 

2) What impels or impedes community members to search for work in the United 

States? 

3) What are the socio-economic implications for families who remain in the 

community? 

4) What are the pedagogical implications for recently immigrated students, or children 

of migrant workers, attending schools in the United States? 

The answers to these questions are woven in the text, with some details more obvious 

than others. This chapter highlights these details, and arranges them in a more succinct 
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manner to answer each question individually and to create individual sketches explaining 

the intricacies of each topic of inquiry. 

Observing patterns of culture and exploring cultural knowledge can provide "a 

framework for the observations of the patterns of everyday life" (Zaharlick & Green, 

1991, p. 220). Each person in EI Nacimiento is unique in her or his beliefs and 

experiences, but patterns do emerge regarding cultural, social, and linguistic behaviors. 

These patterns have been explored in the previous chapters and serve as the foundation 

on which to build the theoretical understandings of each research question. 

The Form and Function of Formal Education 

Education can be a highly charged and contradictory experience. . . . The 

"possibility" of participating - of "going to school" - carries with it images of 

hope and fear. Women hope that education can deliver all it promises; that it will 

provide the means to a different life, a better life - a life in which they can be 

"somebody" (Rockhill, 1987, p. 315). 

Though Kathleen Rockhill is describing what she found in her research with recently 

immigrated Hispanic women in Los Angeles, the sentiment is similar in EI Nacimiento. 

The only difference is that women view "going to school" as hope for their children, not 

themselves. The women's days of formal learning are over, in their minds, but there are 

still "possibilities" for the elementary children in the community. 

Wanting to be "somebody" is a typical response from children when they reflect on 

why they want to go to school. They wrote these words many times in their letters to the 
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governor, asking for financial help. But what kind of an education do they receive? The 

systemic problems are overwhelming: only a pre-school and elementary school are in the 

community - there is no middle school; primarily because of the long distance fi-om town 

and problems with transportation, the teachers spend only 214-4 in-class hours with the 

children per day; the school has limited supplies and teaching materials; teacher 

preparation is inadequate for dealing with multigrade classrooms; and there are no 

specialized services. Nevertheless, education is highly valued and the teachers are deeply 

respected. 

A fiill primary education was not available until recently. The elders in the community 

never attended school, for they were working in the hacendado's fields. The middle 

generation only attended to second or third grade — all that was provided. Today the 

children complete sixth grade and because of collective action, they are attending middle 

school in a neighboring community. The population in El Nacimiento takes advantage of 

what is offered, and demand a respectful education from the teachers in charge of their 

children. 

Children, parents, and teachers focus on the need to leam to read and write. Literacy is 

of utmost importance and takes center stage in classroom routines. The arts, physical 

education, and some content areas receive less attention, but the resourcefulness of the 

teachers working with few supplies serve as role-models for developing problem solving 

skills. 

Conflicting messages are sent to children as they move between home and school. 

Outside of school, their skills are highly valued as they become their parents' cultural and 
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linguistic brokers, their parents' agents, in town. At home they write letters for the 

parents and translate symbols on paper into meaningful prose. The children who can read 

and write are considered "smart" in the community, for without these skills, parents 

would experience many more obstacles in life. This communication dexterity is esteemed 

at home, yet students' language is wrong at school and must be corrected. The students 

do not do well on required exams, and failing a grade is more common than a fieldtrip. 

Children experience discontinuities between socialization experiences at home and 

instructional interactions at school. Though there is variability between children, it is 

common to work cooperatively in the home to achieve family goals; in school, they must 

work individually in rows without sharing ideas and knowledge. Delgado-Gaitan (1987) 

concludes that this difference creates a moral dilemma for children. The cultural 

discontinuities with respect to the types of knowledge that are valued, ways of 

communicating, and methods of working cause conflict for children (Macias, 1987; 

1990). 

Though they receive mixed messages, students are extremely motivated to go to 

school. They want to learn the teachers' language, the teachers' culture, because they 

view their teachers' lives as easier - better - than their own. Parents want their children 

to study so that they may make the transition fi'om student to teacher, instead of working 

all day in the fields. 

The students do learn, and the results produce much more than literate children. 'Way 

cosas que uno no entiende. Hay palabras que no entiende, y cuando tienen estudio, 

entonces entienden mas claramente las cosas. Lxt escuela les ensena mucho" ("There are 
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things that one doesn't understand. There are words that one doesn't understand, and 

when they can study, then they understand things much clearer. The school teaches many 

things"). The school does teach many things, but education in El Nacimiento serves a 

much larger purpose — one related to self-worth. 

Because knowing how to read and write is equated with intelligence, formal schooling 

can raise self-esteem. Community members feel they are nobody without an education, so 

the children gain a specific confidence in themselves that could only be gained through 

attending school. When these children become adults, this heightened self-esteem could 

provide them with the confidence needed to communicate with those outside their 

community on a more equal basis. They will not feel inferior as their mothers do, unless 

the impact their economic stability (or lack thereof) affects their self-identity. 

Because the children are learning to speak and write like their teachers, the possibility 

exists for them to express themselves in a manner that is more congruent with the 

dominant culture in their country, and therefore less likely to be ridiculed in town -

something commonly experienced by the parents. With a critical education, children will 

be able to better locate themselves in the world as they leam about other worlds and 

recognize regional and global problems. 

What their education may not provide is the fulfillment of the dream of gaining 

employment in an already overburdened job market. A fatalistic analysis would be to say 

that previous studies have shown that education won't necessarily help marginalized 

people enter the marketplace of employment, so why should they even try (see Ogbu, 

1987, for example). No one in El Nacimiento is assured access into the economy but 
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education is a basic right. Knowing how to read and write can help with issues of access; 

the mothers were constrained from accessing scholarship money for their children 

because they could not fill out the forms. 

And who is to say that formal education will not assist children in finding jobs other 

than those in the fields? Other studies have indicated that education does yield "a strong 

econonuc payoff for individuals, particularly in developing countries. It has been 

estimated that each additional year of primary and secondary schooling leads to an 

increase in wages of roughly 10 to 20 percent" (Fiske, 1993, p. 16). And for those who 

remain at home working their own land, there is evidence to indicate that "farmers with 

four years of schooling were 9 percent more productive than farmers with no education 

because of the educated farmers' increased ability to use resources such as fertilizer, new 

types of seed and innovative irrigation procedures" (Fiske, 1993, p. 15). 

But students need more than basic reading and writing skills. They also need critical 

and creative thinking skills, useful in all aspects of daily life. "Education can help 

produce a generation of participants in society where policy changes could influence 

economic growth. .. . Where children not only leam to read words but leam to read 

reality with new eyes and promote changes for a more just society" (Uttech, 1997b, p. 

26). When the children are exposed to a critical education they are better able to ask 

critical questions, to critically analyze issues before voting, and to make decisions after 

engaging in critical inquiry. 

A new question arises as to whether or not the children of El Nacimiento receive this 

critical education. Rural schools are plagued with numerous systemic problems. Teachers 
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move from school to school beginning with the ones farthest away from town and strive 

to reach one close to home. In the past 7 years, the turnover for Benito Juarez has been 

eight different teachers in the three positions available. The teachers themselves admit to 

needing better teacher preparation. The type of education the children receive — critical or 

substandard - depends greatly on the style and preparation of the teacher. Tremendous 

systemic changes and improved teacher preparation programs are needed. The process of 

change is gradual, but evidenced daily in El Nacimiento. In the three years I was there. 

Alma has changed her style of teaching dramatically, all three teachers have attended 

numerous workshops that are available to them, Juan and Mario have enrolled in a 

special program where they teach on Saturdays (extending the number of contact hours), 

and new facilities are being built. The teachers are working closely with community 

members, learning about families' needs, addressing these issues collaboratively. A 

critical education is beginning to take root. 

When a child in El Nacimiento is asked what they would like to be if they could 

choose any career, they either answer with phrases like, "I don't know, I've never 

thought about it," or they say they would like to be a nurse or a teacher - the only two 

professions the children have had access to. Dreams that a formal education will lead to a 

better life are dreams worth having, for without dreams to follow, what will guide us? As 

Juan mentioned once, education can expose students to new ideas. With new ideas, come 

new dreams. Emilio is one community member who is learning about dreams and how to 

realize them. He completed sixth grade and now has learned the mushroom production 
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techniques. He no longer thinks of going to the United States to work since he has hope 

of contributing to the family's income with this new endeavor. 

The secretary of education is working toward an ambitious goal of introducing 

computers and satellite Internet capabilities in rural schools. With this new technology, 

new farming practices could be learned through a sharing of global intellectual resources. 

If successful, programs like these, combined with the introduction of micro-crediting 

opportunities, could provide new opportunities for those desiring to compete in the 

agricultural arena - developing new ways of growing crops, allowing for the installation 

of irrigation systems, and improving approaches and procedures related to animal 

husbandry. 

Only when these changes are made will community members be able to decide if they 

will continue to work in the United States. They have been socialized into this northern 

bound routine for half a century, and face large political obstacles. The current issues that 

must be considered when making the decision to stay or leave are examined in the next 

question. 

To Go or Not to Go, That is the Question 

This paper began with an intensive critique of U.S. policy, particularly those policies 

detrimental to the lives of immigrants working in the United States. I assert that policy

makers too often are ill-informed, basing decisions on stereotypic views of why many 

Mexicans come to the United States. The second question that guided this research was 
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designed to address this issue. It asks what impels or impedes community members to 

search for work in the United States. 

It seems appropriate to insert here a few lines from a song by Janis Ian (1997, track 5) 

called Searching for America. 

Searching for America 
in the rivets and the rust 
Searching for America 
Finding only dust 

What did you see that made you cry 
and left these track marks on your eye 
What did you find while you were there 
that sucks the light out of the morning air 

They gave us each a cropper's shack 
and land so hard it broke the back 
then fed us 'til our bellies burst 
on promises that died at birth. .. . 

We harvested until we bled 
'Til every single root ran red 
and when the work was finally done 
they gave our names to Immigration . . . 

Then men in El Nacimiento have heard this song. Not sung by Janis Ian, but they've 

heard the song - before it was a song. These sentiments are ones they know all too well. 

These men are sons, brothers, grandfathers, uncles, fathers, husbands, cousins and 

nephews of all ages, but according to a study conducted in central Mexico, the average 

age for leaving for the United States for the very first time is 16 (Cebada Contreras, 

1995) - "average" meaning some are even younger. They know what lies ahead: racism, 

hard labor, poor living conditions. And they don't want to go. Mexico is their home. 
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A fifth grader expressed his feelings after I asked if he wanted to go to the United 

States to work; 'Wo. De aquiyo no me voy. Aquiya me gusto, aqui naci, y aqui voy a 

estaf ("No. I am not going away ft'om here. Here I am content, here I was bom, and here 

I am going to stay"). Another: "A/e gustaria vivir aqui, porque aqui naciy aqui es mi 

tierrd' (I would like to live here, because here is where I was bom, here is my land"). I 

even asked them as a group; I asked the fourth, fifth, and sixth graders how many of them 

wanted to go to the United States. None of them raised their hands. I asked them how 

many thought they would have to go to the United States to work. Of the 15 male 

students present that day, nine of them raised their hands. 

If they do not want to go, why do these boys leave? Why do the men continue to go 

back and forth across borders? They leave with the hope of earning enough dollars to 

provide food and a level of comfort beyond basic survival for their family. They have 

seen the few success stories in the community — the man who has a tractor, the one who 

has a pick-up, the one with the big house. They believe they can be one of the few. They 

do not plan to be gone long. They do not plan to be the one who cannot send money 

home for months. They do not plan to be seduced by alcohol on the weekends to fight off 

the loneliness. No, this is not part of the plan. 

A young mother talks about her husband in the United States; "Cuando se fiie la 

primera vez, fue para estar con su papa. Era muy chico. ... Despues, se fue par la 

necesidad, porque en ese tiempo estabamos de a tiro, peor que ahora. Habia mucha 

necesidad' (When he left the first time he went to be with his father. He was very young. 



266 

. . . Later on, he went out of necessity, because at that time, we were totally worse than 

now, there was a lot of need"). 

The needs are numerous, variable, and have historic roots. The campesinos in 

Guanajuato were given the poorest lands when the haciendas were forced into the process 

of land redistribution and they never produced a bountiful harvest. No irrigation system 

was ever put in place, thus making the situation worse. During years of drought, there 

was no way to get water to the plants. During one of the years I spent in Mexico the 

campesinos experienced a drought. The plants were scarce and not producing. Com that 

should have been shoulder high was barely up to one's knee. And even in good years, the 

yield barely meets the families' needs. 

The families grew in size. The same land that was given to one male for his family 

now must feed another generation added to that original family. Tomas, introduced in 

chapter 4, was 14 and alone when he was given land. His family now consists of one son, 

a daughter-in-law, and five grandchildren. And having only one son is not a common 

occurrence — four to six would be more common. 

Commercial farming practices now exert political and economic control over the 

harvests. They have the means to sell in large quantities and at a cheaper price, so that 

even if a family does have enough harvest to sell, the profit is small. A "concentration of 

resources in the hands of a few [undermine] the viability of peasant agriculture" (Fowler-

Salamini & Vaughan, 1994, p. xv) across the state of Guanajuato. Local agribusiness 

places campesinos in a difficult situation. They provide seeds and credit to the families 
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who need the beginning operational support, but then the families must sell at a price 

determined by the lenders. 

These factors all contribute to the exodus of men in search for migrant work. The land 

does not support their needs, the men have only a basic education, and there are no other 

employment options nearby. But why the United States? Why not a nearby city? The 

cities are already overcrowded with people in search of work. And the only marketable 

skills these men have are in agriculture or construction. The cities do not need 

agricultural workers, and they are saturated with construction workers. Even if these boys 

and men could get work in the city, they could not afford to maintain two households 

with an income in pesos. 

The economic crisis in Mexico has created hardships for almost everyone. Problems 

with the infrastructure are not conducive to generating more employment opportunities in 

the near future. 

The U.S. capitalist structure and politics, combined with the specialized interest of 

large agribusiness in the United States gave birth to the Bracero Program, which started 

the migratory pattern to the states in the 1940s. The habits and networks are well 

established and the demand for cheap labor is still in existence, feeding the process of 

continued migration. A July 1999 article from the Ohio newspaper. The Repository. 

reports of a shortage of workers. "Vegetable growers in Ohio are struggling to compete 

for migrant workers with farms in the South, where the growing season is longer and the 

pay better.... 'This labor shortage is a horrible thing,' said Jodie Steams, owner of High 

Stakes Farms.... 'You're seeing crops rotting in the fields because there isn't labor to 
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harvest them'" (Seewer, p. A6). The article continues to report that some states are 

feeling the shortage so much that they have begun to send recruiters to the South. In one 

county alone, they are short about 700 workers. These demands encourage the men to 

travel North, with or without the documentation to cross legally. In a study by Carrasco 

& Ibarra (1996), 25% of the children polled said their fathers began working in the 

United States when they were less than a year old; a third left when the child was 

between the ages of one and five. This indicates that the need may be greatest when the 

children are bom and the family is just starting out. 

Though they do not want to leave their families behind, sometimes there is no choice. 

Conflicting emotions arise between wanting to stay with the family and wanting to be the 

hero of the family. For those who still have a choice, and elect not to go, the socio

economic consequences are clearly evident. These consequences are outlined in when 

examining the third question that follows. 

Socioeconomic Implications for Those Who Stay Behind 

What are the socioeconomic implications for the family members who remain in the 

community? The experiences are varied for those who stay behind. Though many more 

would prefer to remain in their community with their families, they end up having to 

leave. They cannot feed their families simply by working their land, even with a 

subsidized income from the government of 700 pesos (around 70 dollars in 1998), which 

some of them receive per season. Without a formal education combined with large 

systemic changes, the force to leave home is strong. 



269 

One young wife, Rosa, who recently experienced the separation from her husband for 

the first time (he left for the United States three months before the interview), told me, 

"D/cew imas que se acostumbran. Vo no me puedo acostumbrar. Dicen que poquito que 

ya me puede, pero uno aqui en la casa todo el tiempo... no es igual. Se siente uno mal 

porqiie no tiene apoyo de nada, de nadie, pues" ("Some of the women say you get used 

to it. I can't get used to it. They say that just a little longer, then I can, but one [woman] 

here in the house all the time.. . it isn't the same. One feels bad because she doesn't have 

the support of anything, of anyone, rather"). 

Rosa is right. Many of the women have become accustomed to their husband's 

absence. Some of them have been gone for many years; they had to adjust. Even the 

children get used to it. I asked 12-year-old Socorro if she misses her dad or if she gets 

used to his absence. "A/e acostumbro" ("I get used to it"). He has never been home more 

than three months of any given year in her young life. 

Thirteen-year-old Micaela has not seen her father in four years. She too has grown 

accustomed to his absence. Nine-year-old Josefina does not even remember her father. 

He returned when she was bom, and once again when she was two. I visited her father in 

Phoenix, where he is currently working. Sergio was afraid to talk to me at first, because 

he does not have the proper documentation to work in the United States. When I showed 

him pictures of the community though, he quickly welcomed me in. He leafed through 

the photos emd recognized his friends. The smile on his face demonstrated only partial 

feelings, for he told me the pictures made him both happy and sad. I showed him a 

picture of his daughter and he asked who she was. He did not believe me when I told him. 
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One of Sergio's sons, eighteen-year-old Eduardo, was also present at the visit. Since he 

had only recently come to the United States, he was able to look at the photograph and 

verify that what I said was true. The beautiful little girl was his. 

Some women in the community feel another emotion. It is not a question of whether 

they have become accustomed to living without their husbands or not. Their husbands 

have informed these women they will not be back. The wives have been abandoned. "£!y 

una pena que yo tengo " ("It is shame that I feel"). Ana is one of these women, and 

though she says she feels pena, she also serves as a model of hope for women who have 

not seen their husbands, nor money, in a long time, since she has won the right to 

mandatory child support. 

As the women and children get used to the males' absence, the children begin to 

conceptualize the family in a new light. I asked a group of third graders to draw pictures 

of their family. The pictures they drew can be seen in Figures 8.1-8.5. 

Figure 8.1 - Father Gone Five Years 

The father in this family has been gone for over five years. 
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The &ther in this &mily has been gone for nine years. 

Figure 8.3 - Father Gone for Three Years 

The fother in this family has been gone for three years, but returns to cultivate the 

family's land. 
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Figure 8.4 — Father Gone Less Than One Year 

The father left home for the first time less that a year before the drawing. 

:z 

Figure 8.5 - Father Lives at Home 

The &ther worked in the United States for more than 15 years, but he has been back for 

more than five and does not plan to return to El Norte. 

f 0 f 9  
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The first three pictures were drawn by children whose fathers have been working in 

the United States for at least three years. There is no man present. The fourth picture was 

drawn by a little girl whose father recently left. The male is comparatively small. The 

fifth picture was drawn by a girl whose father worked for many years in the United 

States, but has returned permanently. He has been back for almost five years now. This 

father takes center stage. 

When the fathers leave home, the mothers transition into new roles and assume new 

responsibilities. The division of activities along gender lines fades fi-om black and white 

into a murky gray. The women become the heads of their homes and the primary 

decision-makers. Children look to their mothers for guidance. "Because the father is no 

longer part of the household, they obey the mother more and they help her in the home" 

(Carrasco & Ibarra, 1996, p. 8). 

If the men do not return home, the land is transferred over to the woman. ^^Ahora han 

qiiedado las mujeres con la parcela porque ya han faltado los hombres, 'tonces, se les 

renueva el certificado o [tUtdo de la parcelaf ("Now it is the women who end up with 

the land because the fathers don't show up, so the title to the land is renewed to the 

women"). 

Because of this phenomena, the women attend the ejido meetings and participate in 

arenas previously limited to the men. They are the new landowners, and either work the 

fields themselves (with the help of family members), or they enter into agreements with 

other men who stay, or have returned for the season. Nevertheless, the women make the 
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decisions regarding the land. Even though they assume these new leadership roles, they 

are not the primary breadwinners. 

Most of the mothers engage in some type of activity to augment the family's income, 

but if the father cannot send money home, the daughters are the ones who go to work in 

the fields nearby and support the family. The mothers raise a few animals either to sell or 

for the milk they produce, but this income is not sufficient to maintain the family. The 

woman with the most goats in the community sells the milk at 1.5 pesos per liter and sells 

3.5 liters per day. Her weekly income; almost 37 pesos (almost 5.50 dollars at the time of 

the interview). 

A large number of agribusinesses in the area produce broccoli, asparagus, and 

tomatoes for export, and need fieldworkers (J. Trueba et al., 1993). One community 

member explains, "'Tienen mucho trabajoy no tienen suficientes hombresy las 

muchachas necesitan el trabajo" (They have a lot of work and they don't have enough 

men, and the young girls need the work"). Years ago, when the local demand grew, the 

men were already established migrant workers, traveling and living in the United States. 

After hiring and then working with the women, the growers began to prefer them over the 

men. "Z,a preferencia es la nrnjer porque es mas obediente" (The preference is for 

women because they are more obedient). They are kept "obedient" by actions such as the 

time when "^corrieron a cinco muchachas nada mas porque no quisieron trabajar media 

hora mas tarde y dijeron 'no, ya no hay trabajo para ustedes "' ("they fired five girls just 

because they didn't want to work a half hour more, and [the growers] said, 'no, now there 

is no work for you'"). 
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So the women live with conflicting messages. They must make the decisions, be 

strong (emotionally and physically), take control, and yet they are hired for being 

"obedient." 

For those family members who stay behind, the range of income in El Nacimiento 

varies considerably. Depending upon how many daughters are working, or if a father has 

found some small construction job in town, the income may be anywhere from 100 to 

400 pesos every two weeks - barely enough to get by for some. 

Pedagogical Implications of the Research 

The final research question asks the following: What are the pedagogical implications 

for recently immigrated students, or children of migrant workers, attending schools in the 

United States? Though ethnographic findings are not necessarily generalizable, they can 

offer helpfiil insights that encourage reflection when attempting to understand new 

situations with people who may share common experiences as those in the ethnographic 

study. In this case, I am referring to rural Mexican children from central Mexico. Only a 

few children from El Nacimiento have entered the U S. school system, but many others 

across the region have enrolled in U.S. schools. Transition periods pose potential 

problems for any immigrant of migrant student, and ways to ease this transition need to 

be examined. 

Those families who seek to live beyond the subsistence level send their male figures 

to work temporarily in the United States. Shortly after boys leave the sixth grade, it is 

time for them to think about going to the United States, following in their father's 
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footsteps. Though they do not want to leave their mothers and siblings, some of these 

young boys would like to be with their fathers. At times, young boys travel to the United 

States to live with their fathers, but instead of working, they enter into the U.S. school 

system. Such was the case for Emilio. 

Emilio's story is important when considering the pedagogical implications of the 

research. Emilio's father and two older brothers currently work in the United States with 

legal resident permits. When Emilio turned fourteen, the family decided to send him to 

the United States so that he could be with the other male members. But instead of 

working, Emilio was to be enrolled in school. 

This experience is not uncommon. "Some children and adolescents, get involved in 

the [migrant] work in some form, although this happens in a limited way. The majority of 

them attend school" (Castro, 1996, p. 7). 

Shortly after enrollment, Emilio's mother said she urgently needed to talk to me. She 

explained that the U.S. school had not placed Emilio in the grade he needed to be in, 

citing his Spanish as the reason. He was placed back two years from what he had already 

completed. Furthermore, he was having a difficult time at school. His classmates were 

not kind, in part due to his retention, in part because of his Spanish, and also because he 

just did not fit in with the others. "It is common that the student is considered below 

grade level... . the challenge for them has been to integrate non-bilingual children, that 

do not know the culture nor the customs of the society that is receiving them" into the 

schools and classroom routines (Castro, 1996, pp. 9-10). The strategy of placing students 

in grades they have already completed was common at the school where I worked along 
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the U.S.-Mexico border. By the time they reached my fifth grade class, some of the 

students were 14 years old. By ninth grade, these children were 18 years old. This process 

is partially to blame for high drop out rates among Mexican students. In 1990, there were 

542,011, children of Mexican origin (bom outside the United States) who dropped out of 

school; that is, "seven out of every 10 Hispanic dropouts [were] of Mexican origin" 

(United States Department of Education, Office of Bilingual Education and Minority 

Languages Affairs & Secretaria de Educacion Publica de Mexico, n.d.). 

Emilio's mother asked me if I could help her. I called the school where Emilio was 

enrolled, and was greeted with disinterest on their behalf. After a long conversation with 

the principal, I was informed that the policy to drop students down a grade or two was for 

their benefit, to give them a chance to learn English, but I was assured that the matter 

would be reviewed since the mother was requesting it. 

After two months, and still no response or change from the school, Emilio dropped out 

and came back home. His experience in the United States was not positive. Presently, 

Emilio has taken great interest in the mushroom production project in the community and 

has become the local expert regarding proper procedure. He does not want to go back to 

the United States, to study or to work, and is doing all he can to make a living in Mexico. 

Emilio was not the first, nor will he be the last, child in the community to enter the 

U.S. school system. He experienced what most Mexican children experience. They are 

trying to adjust to a new culture. They are in a completely new learning environment 

fi-om what they are used to. They are labeled. And they are often placed in intervention 

programs. Figure 8.6 is a drawing made by a fifth grade Mexican boy who was placed in 
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an intervention program. He demonstrated exceptional creativity and analytic skills in my 

class, but because his level of English did not allow him understand everything on a test 

he was given, he was categorized as "deficient." He knew the program was to help those 

who were "deficient" and resented being placed there. His fear and dislike of the program 

is evident in his drawing. 

Not only are some Mexican children viewed as lacking in English skills, they are also 

sometimes perceived by Spanish-speaking bilingual teachers as linguistically deficient in 

Spanish, because the children's regional variation differs fi'om the Spanish the teachers 

learned. And, the children may be teased for not knowing simple routines. After all, lunch 

is not served in public schools in Guanajuato, and recess can be a new experience with 

equipment that may seem strange. Teaching styles can differ dramatically; direct 

transmission is typical in Mexican schools (Schmelkes, 1995; Fierro, 1991; Rockwell, 

1989; Ezpeleta & Weiss, 1995) so other styles could provide an entirely new, but 

fnghtening experience for those unaccustomed to it. In Guanajuato a checkmark means 

an answer is correct, not a mistake, and the grading system is in numbers (1-10) not 

grades (A,B,C,D, or F). All of these small classroom details can cause large problems for 

immigrant or migrant students. All this, in addition to trying to leam a new language is 

staggering. The teaching environment can be "crucial in the overall adjustment of 

immigrants, refugees, and other minorities" (H. Trueba, 1988, p. 271). 

Mexican students may need explanations of those common occurrences taken for 

granted in the United States; these practices are so ingrained in U.S. society and culture 

that it is difficult to realize how uncommon they may be in other regions. As teachers of 
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Mexican children, or of any immigrant group, we need to closely examine our words, 

actions, assumptions, and biases that emerge from the curriculum we create. 

Shirley Brice Heath's (1984) ethnographic work in Appalachia led her to discover the 

differing functions of questions asked children at home compared with those asked in 

school. The same situation would occur with students from El Nacimiento entering U.S. 

schools. At home, the question "por que" ("why") is asked when the children have done 

something wrong. "Why did you do that," would be a common means of inquiry, for 

example, rather than a positive approach for encouraging children to think critically. 

The issues discussed could potentially cause problems for anyone going through the 

transition of adjusting to U.S. schools. When the representatives from Guanajuato's 

Secretary of Education and the exchange teachers from Guanajuato came to the United 

States to observe in the schools, these adults went through a period of shock. They were 

amazed and overwhelmed at the amount of paper being used and the numerous other 

resources available. 

This feeling is one many Mexican students might have as they enter U.S. schools. 

Other issues about which educators and educational policy-makers should be aware are 

the strong ties these children have to their place of birth. Too often the assumption is 

made that these children finally arrived to the land of opportunity where they have been 

trying to come for a long time. As demonstrated by the children in El Nacimiento, they 

have strong wishes to remain in Mexico, but are at the mercy of their parents' decisions, 

and ultimately of socio-economic and historical factors, which determine the road they 

must follow. 
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Children in El Nacimiento feel close ties to the land where they were bom. When they 

must leave family and community behind, they take with them a strong sense of national 

identity. At the school district where I once worked in Arizona, all students (except those 

who refused for religious reasons) were forced to salute the American flag and pledge 

allegiance to the United States. Even after three-and-a-half years of living in Mexico, 

when the flag ceremony at the school began on Monday mornings, I did not participate in 

pledging or saluting. It was not my flag. Yet I remembered (and felt terribly guilty) for 

the times I made my flfth-grade students put their hands over their hearts and try to say 

the words of the pledge. It was school policy. 

A phenomenon that can cause great conflict is that of cultural discontinuity between 

home and school (see Macias, 1987; H. Trueba, 1988). In El Nacimiento, children 

assume high levels of responsibility. They are their parents' literacy brokers. They take 

care of the maintenance of the school; they are allowed to have straight edge razors for 

pencil sharpeners and matches for experiments; they participate in the planting and 

harvesting of their flelds so the family can eat. The children are highly valued for their 

skills at home. They also demonstrate high levels of cooperation for shared goals. 

Teachers in the United States commonly do not recognize these strengths the students 

possess upon entering their classrooms. Mitigating the cultural and linguistic differences 

that exist between home and school is possible, however. Several studies have revealed 

successful means to creating positive schooling experiences for minority children. 

Gonzalez, et al. (1993) explain one such successful project, "A central goal of our project 

is to draw upon the knowledge and other resources found in local households to develop. 
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transform, and enrich classroom practices" (p. 2). Their research encourages teachers to 

learn about their students' "funds of knowledge," that is, "bodies of knowledge of 

strategic importance to households (Greenberg, 1989, p.l). For example, the students 

from Ei Nacimiento have large databases of knowledge concerning animal husbandry and 

agriculture. They have rich social and labor histories that have been passed on to them 

through their grandparents' stories, told on slow evenings when the family is gathered 

together. A potential route to minority school success, then, is in understanding and 

incorporating community and family funds of knowledge, ways of knowing, and ways of 

doing, into the classroom dynamics. 

Bilingual and bicultural programs aimed at incorporating the minority students' 

culture and that of the dominant society into the curriculum can potentially prove 

responsive to children's needs. The bilingual/bicultural, inquiry-based curriculum for 

Navajo students at Rough Rock, Arizona is a case in point (see McCarty, Lynch, Wallace 

& Benally, 1991). This experimental curriculum for Native American students "taps 

directly into the socialization experiences and learning predilections Rough Rock 

children bring to school" (p.2). 

Traditional educational theory once encouraged acculturation as the means for 

avoiding minority failure. Research now shows that minority success does not rest with 

the process of acculturation at all. "Many minorities succeed in school without losing 

their cultural identity" (H. Trueba, 1988, p. 274). And their successes can, in large part, 

be attributed to caring teachers who act as beacons of light in the unsettling darkness of 

transitioning into U.S. schools. 
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Returning to the Light 

Teachers are not only in the position to provide a ray of light in the dark and uncertain 

world enveloping today's children (Greene, 1997), they can also act as bridges between 

school and home cultures (Moll, et. al., 1992) They can facilitate learning by exploring 

the rich and "complex understandings of the social worlds" in which children live 

(Taylor, 1991, p. 458). 

When we, as teachers, can "view students. . . as arriving in our classrooms with 

tremendous potential for thinking and learning and with genuine experiences upon which 

they can build" (Fox, 1991, p. 223), we will have taken the first step to ensuring a 

successful educational experience for immigrant or migrant children. Furthermore, we 

ease their often difficult transition when we engage in "teaching that responds to 

individual students' intelligence, talents, cultural and linguistic backgrounds, needs, and 

interests" (Darling-Hammond, 1998, p. 79). 

Conclusion 

U.S. politicians campaigning for anti-immigrant legislation are not examining the role 

political history has played in the creation of immigrant and migrant work patterns that 

are now well established. They are also ignoring the contradictory messages being sent to 

migrant workers as legislation forces them out, yet the lure of promised work by U.S. 

industry entices them to continue emigrating. The introductory sentence of Proposition 

187 is fnghtening: "[The People of California] have suffered and are suffering economic 
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hardship caused by the presence of illegal aliens in this state" (Suarez-Orozco, 1995a, 

p. 17). When this statement is juxtaposed with the media reports of a scarcity of migrant 

workers to the point where crops are rotting in the fields, the contradictions between 

policy and reality become clear. 

Stereotypes of Anglos as "stable, responsible, industrious, smart, clean, moral, 

optimistic," and "Mexicans as "itinerant, irresponsible, lazy, stupid, dirty, criminal, 

fatalistic" have moved beyond detrimental; they are blatantly racist (Rosaldo, 1985, p. 8). 

The research presented here has attempted to clarify and counter these racist images. 

As the nation simultaneously catapults into a knowledge-based economy 

demanding high levels of understanding and skill from all of its citizens and 

incorporates the largest wave of immigration since the turn of the century, its 

success in embracing and enhancing the talents of all its new and previously 

unincluded members will determine much of its success (Darling-Hammond, 

1998, p. 85). 

A 1993 National Agricultural Workers survey report found that the personal annual 

income of farmworkers was $6,500, while at the same time the average annual income 

for an American family was $28,000. Mexican agricultural workers are contributing 

much more to the United States than they are taking from it. 

Children who come with their working parents are penalized within the U.S. school 

system. Educational policy and practice prejudices Mexican students from the beginning, 

by placing them in lower grades, categorizing them with derogatory labels, and 

administering standardized tests to these children whose knowledge may or may not fit 
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into what is "standard" (Uttech, 1997c). As the present research shows, these students 

have a rich background of knowledge and skills gained from growing up within their 

communities of origin. They have much to oflfer in the way of diverse perspectives and 

experiences. 

The examination of myriad experiences within El Nacimiento has shed light on the 

systemic problems at hand. Positive, long-term and far-reaching change does not occur 

with superficial treatments. We cannot address global socio-historical and economic 

issues by militarizing the border. 

The United States has attempted to control ethnic groups for its economic security 

since the country's birth. The consequences of this problem have "snowballed" and still 

today affect the lives of many people in distant lands. But new possibilities exist. The 

United States could spend less money on border control and fund more micro-enterprises, 

taking responsibility for the past, and offering families opportunities to work in Mexico, 

[t is not just Mexico's economic problem, for U.S. policy controls much of what happens 

beyond its borders in other countries. 

Mexico, can however, address the systemic problems it can change. There are needed 

changes in teacher preparation programs. Formal schooling must be easily accessible 

beyond the sixth grade. With a formal education, community members can develop the 

skills to change farming techniques and start businesses of their own. But education must 

address the needs of campesinos (Schmelkes, Renteria, & Rojo, 1986). In an ever-

increasing technological world, campesinos need to be able to access the information that 

will help them in their everyday lives. 
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If media can continue to exert influence over public opinion as it has done in the past, 

there is hope that today's young Americans will change their perceptions of immigrants 

in this country. Hollywood and the entertainment business form and help shape cultural 

beliefs. They influence how we feel about what is happening. AIDs is a case in point. 

Irrational fear had consumed the country until the entertainment business stepped in. 

They played a large role in breaking negative stereotypes. Celebrities supported research 

with benefit concerts, and perceptions of AIDs changed drastically. 

Renewed hope for fresh and positive images of Mexicans and Latinos in the United 

States exists in the songs and portraitures of the recent, extremely popular Latin music 

idols; Ricky Martin, Enrique Igesias, and Jennifer Lopez. These musicians are changing 

young peoples' minds about the old stereotyped images. They are igniting an 

appreciation for, and a desire to leam, Spanish among monolingual English speaking 

teens. Left to their own devices, I believe that tomorrow's adults would embrace the 

diversity and incorporate it into their lives. If it takes rock idols to prove that Spanish is 

not only okay, it is "cool," then they have succeeded in taking an important step toward 

countering the negative forces informing Spanish-speaking students that they must leave 

their histories and language behind if they are going to live in the United States. 

Researcher Reflections 

I had originally intended to live in Mexico for 10 months, collect my data and return 

home. Three and a half years later, I am still collecting data and I have never really left. I 

remain active in the community though my physical body returned to the United States to 
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write up the first phase of this potentially lifelong study; my ties to the community are too 

strong to simply leave Mexico with my boxes of journals, tapes, and artifacts, and never 

go back. 

EI Nacimiento continually experiences dramatic changes providing seemingly 

unending opportunities for documenting the transitions in which community members are 

constantly engaged. The complexities seduce and entice those interested in gender issues, 

mral education or grassroots enterprises. Fascinating research could be conducted on the 

new transitions the community members will undergo as the children continue their 

education and graduate fi-om secondary school for the first time, as the first person — a 

female - enters the college preparatory school, and as the women and children embark on 

new business ventures. 

The present study could benefit fi'om ftirther investigation into the lives, emotions, and 

responsibilities of the young women who solely support their families. It could also be 

enriched by deeper and prolonged contact with the men and boys in the United States. 

And, a wonderful case study could be developed if a researcher could follow a young 

child fi-om one side of the border to the other and actually observe the transition into the 

U.S. school system rather than just hear about it "after the fact." 

The possibilities are endless, but this portion of the research must come to a 

momentary close. 

I end this dissertation with a piece I wrote when house sitting for a friend in southern 

Arizona whose property is crossed each day by Mexicans seeking work in the United 
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States, but who do not have a permit to cross. As I walked her dogs each morning, I saw 

the fresh tracks of these men, women, and children, and reflected on their journey. 

Footprints in the Sand - the title of a religious poem I remember reading many 

years ago. On this overcast and misty day, however, the phrase takes on new 

meaning. I am following in their footsteps. Some larger than others, some deeper, 

they are of various sizes. AJI have tiny puddles of water in them from the freshly 

fallen monsoon rains. The soft sand silently and slowly absorbs every drop. 

My imagination wonders as I walk along one of the dry side channels of this 

Arizona river that uniquely runs North when water is present — just like these 

footsteps coming from Mexico. I conclude that one set of prints probably belongs 

to one of the men from EI Nacimiento. Perhaps they are Elisa's father's, or 

Mayra's husband's. Maybe they are Eduardo's as he makes his way back to 

Phoenix.. . Reality sets in. They could be one of thousands of undocumented 

workers hoping to make it to their final destination. They are now on "the other 

side," in El Norte. Nevertheless, they have not yet concluded their passage. 

Border patrol agents are looking, searching for these "illegals." 

It is unbelievable and overwhelming to me that we have created an 

environment where undocumented migrant workers often die of dehydration in 

this southwest desert during the dry, hot months. Bodies are found each year out 

here. They were just minutes from possible help, but they cannot reveal their 

existence. From where I am standing, I can hear the interstate traffic and I am just 

a short distance away from several homes. But this is a military zone with 
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uniformed guards combing the area constantly, in search of those trying 

desperately to remain hidden from view. I am thankful for the rains. No one will 

die from dehydration today. 

Though physically I place my feet in the impressions, I can never really walk 

in their footsteps. I can empathize - and I do - but I am out for a leisurely walk, 

enjoying the cool crisp air after last week's summer stifling heat. I am not one of 

those hoping for the chance to work in horrid conditions for little pay so that I 

may feed my family back home. 

I cannot "walk a mile in their shoes." I was bom into a much more privileged 

lifestyle. But I have spent the last several years living, working, playing, laughing, 

crying, and experiencing la vida cotidiana [everyday life] with those these 

joumeyers leave behind; their mothers, wives, daughters, sons, and sisters, who 

are hoping and praying for their loved ones' safe passage. 

I want to put faces to these footsteps, to talk to these border crossers - listen to 

their stories. Curiosity overcomes me. I purposely leave the house at 5:30 am 

hoping to see them, to ask them my questions. Did I arrive early enough to talk to 

them? I walk quietly with the two golden retrievers and heard no sounds. I 

romanticize the encounter and imagine conversations we might have. Ever the 

interviewer, I am, of course, filled with questions. 

Alert as I near the path, I notice a teenage boy running. Was he alone? Had I 

frightened him? We continue walking when the dogs suddenly spot him too, and 

take off after the fleeing figure. They are friendly dogs, but he doesn't know that. 
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I begin to regret my actions, fearing the dogs will terrify this young boy. I call out 

to them to return as [ enter the channel. [ turn and look south and to my complete 

surprise, I see a group of approximately 20 people, fi-ozen in place and huddled 

together. These were the faces I had hoped to see, but the encounter was not what 

I had expected. A few women, mostly men, and a few teenage boys -1 was just a 

few feet from them but I never heard this large group's approach. Though their 

voices were silent, their expressions said a thousand words. They had looks of 

panic and deep fear. I have never seen such terrified looks. A quick image of 

Edward Munch's painting. The Scream, went through my mind. I quickly said, Uo 

se preocupen, [don't worry], and then repeated the phrase. Still, there was 

complete silence. And no one moved. I told them the dogs were fnendly. Their 

faces were unchanging - scared. I tried calling back the dogs who were now just 

as afraid as those we had encountered, but they held on to their masked bravado, 

barking loudly and running back and forth. 

I finally was able to grab the dogs and someone in the group decided they 

should move on, realizing that I was not going to stop them. Others followed suit. 

But still, there was complete silence. I couldn't even hear them walking. As I 

strained to gain control of the dogs, I looked up at the final face turning back to 

me. A handsome man, probably in his 30s, finally smiled and waved goodbye. 

"5i/ewa suerte" [good luck] I said softly, smiling back, and contradicting the all 

too common sentiment of believing they should be sent back. Was I a traitor to 

my country? 
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The expressions haunt me still. The fear that was so obvious - I can only 

imagine the momentary heartbreak at the thought of having been discovered and 

possible deportation. As I walked back to the house, remembering the image of 

the motionless bodies ingrained in my memory, I recalled another detail. They 

had little or no belongings. Some carried small water bottles; others had nothing. 

Imagine. . . arriving in a strange country, risking your life, leaving behind family 

and all personal belongings, hoping to find work. Earlier interviews with the men 

informed me that most already have a pre-defined destination and a promised job, 

thanks to relatives already working here. They did not come to be a burden to our 

society. They will keep our produce prices down, feed into the social security 

system without ever taking fi-om it, and assume the jobs no one wants - jobs 

necessary to maintain our capitalist economy. And still, the expressions haunt me. 

My imagined conversations never took place. They'd been instructed not to 

make a sound. And still, the expressions haitnt me. My only comforting memory 

of this event is of the one smiling face at the end. Were they - are they still -

haunted by my face, by my unexpected arrival, which caused a moment of panic? 

Though my words were meant to be comforting, they probably still left doubt. 

Would I report them? Was their journey nearing its end? 

I purposely sought a brief encounter, but it did not transpire as I had hoped. 

For still, their expressions haunt me - because I caused the fear. 
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APPENDIX A 

CONSENT FORM 
(Read orally) 

Primero quiero agradecerle el haber aceptado platicar conmigo. Antes de empezar me 
gustaria platicarle un poquito de mi estudio y de la entrevista. Mi nombre es Melanie 
Uttech y yo vengo de la Universidad de Anzona que se encuentra en los Estados Unidos 
para hacer un estudio que formara parte de mi tesis de doctorado. EI estudio que estoy 
haciendo es para conocer mejor la vida de los ninos mexicanos y la educacion que 
reciben. He estado observando como estudian los ninos en la escuela y ahora quisiera 
conocer mas de la comunidad. Entonces, le voy a hacer a usted, y a otras personas, 
algunas preguntas para conocer mejor sus opiniones y de sus experiencias. Antes de 
comenzar es importante que sepa que todo lo que usted me diga es confidencial y no se lo 
dire a nadie usando su nombre. Cuando utilice la informacion de todas las entrevistas, 
cambiare los nombres de todos los entrevistados para guardar su identidad. 

Tambien es importante decirle que le voy a preguntar algunas cosas de la escuela 
primaria. Tal vez comentare con los maestros lo que usted, y otras personas, me digan 
acerca de ella para mejorar su funcionamiento. Pero lo haria sin hacer referencia a 
aiguien en particular, es decir, sus opiniones y las de otras personas que entrevistare 
serian expresadas con los maestros como una voz colectiva o una voz de todos. Los 
maestros nunca sabran quien ha sido entravistado. 

Si en la entrevista hay algunas preguntas que no quiere contestar, no se sienta con la 
obligacion de hacerlo, yo la entendere y pasariamos a la siguiente pregunta. ([.Esta bien? 
Si usted quisiera tertninar la entrevista, en cualquier momento lo podemos hacer. 

Si usted acepta, me gustaria grabar la entrevista. ^Puedo? ^Tiene usted alguna duda o 
pregunta antes de empezar la entrevista? 

La informacion que usted me de sera muy importante para mi estudio y la valorare 
mucho. 

(i,Podemos empezar? 
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APPENDIX A - Continued 

Translation 

First, I want to thank you for agreeing to speak with me. Before beginning, I would like 
to tell to you a little bit about my research and the interview process. My name is Melanie 
Uttech and I have come from the University of Arizona, in the United States, to conduct a 
study that will become my dissertation for my Ph.D in education. The purpose of my 
research is to better understand everyday life of Mexican children and the education they 
receive. I have been observing how the children work in the school for several months, 
and now I would like to get to know more about the community. To do this, I will be 
asking you, and others, various questions to learn about your opinions and experiences. 
Before we start, it is important that you know that everything you tell me will be kept 
confidential; I will not repeat what you have told me to anyone, in a maimer that could 
identify you to others. When I use the information from these interviews, I will change 
the names of those interviewed to protect their identity. 

It is important to add that I will be asking you questions about the elementary school. In 
future interviews with the teachers, I may discuss what you, and others have said to me, 
but if I do, all comments will be made without reference to who, in particular, said them. 
That is, your opinions and those of others that I will interview would be expressed to the 
teachers as a collective voice, or the voice of the community. I will not discuss who has 
been interviewed with the teachers. 

During the interview, if there are questions you do not want to answer, don't feel 
obligated to do so. I will understand and we can move on to the following question. 
Okay? If at any moment you would like to discontinue the interview, please let me know 
and we will stop. 

If you accept, I would like permission to tape-record this interview. May I? Do you have 
any questions? 

The information you will provide will be very important for this study and I will highly 
value it. 

Do I have your permission to begin the interview? 
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APPENDIX B 

TIMELINE 

Timeline of Macro-historic events in US and Mexico, 

and local events in El Corral and La Milpa 

1848 Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo signed. US obtains California, Utah, New Mexico 

and parts of Arizona and Colorado. 

1869 Transcontinental railroad completed in US (Zabin, et. al, 1993a). 

1876 Porfirio Diaz came into power (until 1911. with the exception of 1876-1880). 

1882 Chinese Exclusion Act passed. 

1883 Southern Pacific Railroad and Ferrocarril Mexicano Intemacional linked tracks in 

Piedras Negras. 

1890s Japanese immigrants recruited for farm labor in the US. 

1890 Mexican railroads were directly or indirectly connected to 48 states in the US. 

1908 Japanese immigration suspended. 

1909 17% of railway maintenance crew in US was made up of Mexican nationals 

(Massey, et al., 1991). 

1910 97% of campesinos worked for haciendas, having no land of their own (Cardoso, 

1980). 

1911 Mexican Revolution began. 

1911 Porfirio Diaz no longer in power. 
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APPENDIX B - Continued 

1917 Mexican Revolution ends. 

1924 Oriental Exclusion Act passed (later abolished in 1965). 

1929 Great Depression began, diminishing need for cheap labor. 

1934 Cardenas Luaro became president in Mexico. Redistribution of lands to 

campesinos began. 

1936 El Corral became an ejido and the campesinos began to work their own lands. 

1942 La Milpa moved and community members begin to live next to those in El Corral. 

1942 The Bracero Program began. 

1942 The first campesinos from El Corral head North to the US because of the Bracero 

Program. 

1964 Bracero Program ended. 
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WINNOWING THE CORN 
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APPENDIX D 

WOMEN WITH HOUSEHOLD AND 

FIELDWORK RESPONSIBILITIES 
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APPENDIX E 

MUD LADEN ROAD TO COMMUNITY 



APPENDIX F 

THE MULTIGRADE ELEMENTARY SCHOOL 



APPENDIX G 

YOUNG GIRL WASHING CLOTHES 



APPENDIX H 

MOTHERS TAKING BREAKFAST TO CHILDREN 

AT SCHOOL 



APPENDIX I 

FIRST-GRADE CLASSROOM 
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APPENDIX J 

CLASSRCX)M HANDOUT: THE LETTER "L" 

L 
Lo\a 
1 \rr\0 

\ o ^ a  

So\a 

ap iz 

,  / .  L u p e .  e S  n n Q m o  

i I I • 

! L.O|Q U'rvNpiO \Q irnfiSa. 

•3- p6\Q lo \\t^o, 

V-A*^OSo ^oIq lo TnpkOSo. 

5. LoIq ^ Lulvi , rr\ct la . pclo. 
' ! 

S o l a  GS CSQ » 

7- Î  \ nn i'. 

^ - £"1 pc» lo . LeSf pcllcf . 

9. Lu salfi solo -

[ ID' L . I  )«3 y Lolo, l»i li . LulJ^ 
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APPENDIX L 

SIXTH-GRADE GRADUATION CEREMONY 



APPENDIX M 

APPLICATION FOR SCHOLARSHIP 

.It 
SECRETAHIA PAltTICULAR DEL C OOBERNAOOR DEL ESTAOO S O L I C I T U O  O E  B E C A  

1 DA TPS DSL ALUMNO SOUCITANTE  ̂

FOUO 
3343 

NOMBRB 

DOMICIUO, 

COLONIA._ TEL. auDAD 

PRIMARIA SECUNDARIA BACHILLERATO PROFESlONAL OTRO 

NOMBRE DE LA ESCUELA 

GRADO £SCOLAR:_ 

EL ALUMNO TRABAJA SI 

CARRERA 

NO 

SI LA RESPUESTA ES SI MENCIONEPOR FAVOR EL PUESTO QUEDESEMPENA 

EMPRESA: 

TELEFONO: 

DOMICIUO 

aUDAD: 

SUELDO QUE PERCIBE: S_ ESTADO CIVIL, 

EL ALUMNO TIENE AUTOMOVIL PARA SU SERVICIO: SI NO 

RECIBIO BECA EL SEMESTRE ANTERIOR POR PARTE DEL GOBIERNO DEL ESTADO 

SI NO MONTO RECIBIDO 

INDIQUE SU PROMEDIO GENERAL EN EL NIVEL INMEDIATO ANTERIOR DE LOS ESTUDIOS 

QUE HA CURSADO: 

NOTA: ESTA FORMA NO TIENE COSTO ALGUNO 
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APPENDIX M - Continued 

\ IDATOS DELPADREDEHSOaCfrAWTEttDEQUIENDEgENDAECONOMICAMENTE'^l 

NOMBRE. SDAD. 

SI NO BS EL PADRE ANOT£ EL PAREfJTESCO CON EL SOUCITANTE 

RAZON QUE LO JUSTIFICA: 

DIRECCION: COLONIA:, 

TELEFONO: CJUDAD 

PROFEStON YOCUPACION: 

NOMBRE 06 LA EMPRESA DONDE TRABAJA: 

DIRECCION: COLONIA:, TELEFONO: 

ClUDAD: NATURALEZA DEL NEGOCIO: 

I • -.^tae&DATOS DEfAMBJAWEyyOEPEWDieWTES-BCQHaWICOS DEtZgADRg'^tBeiyKl 

NOM8RES EDAD NOMBRE 
DE LA 
ESCUELA 

INGRESO 
MENSUAL 

MO QUE 
CURSA 

ESCUELA 
OFICIAL O 
PARTICULAR 

COLEGIATURA 
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EXPUQUEAQUICUALQUieRClRCUNSrANClAESPBClAUQUEa-COMrrBDEaA CONOCER. 
COMO ENFERME^  ̂PROBLBkASOe îBlfAaON: COMPROMISOS COfTTRAIDOS: ''•* 
- -  i e r c ^ P O R o t c u A C ^ ^ l A F A M i u A . .  r - - :  

I . ̂ l~--rJ^?kPRESUPUESTOMENSUAI2ESBifMOar-OEi::SOUaTANTB-^.'^.-r::-^-z-^ -I 

COLEGIATURA: S_ 

COMIDA: S 

TRANSPORTES: S 

GASroS PERSONALES. S 

TOTAL S 

INOIQUE LA CANTIDAD QUE PUEDE OBTENER MENSUALMENTE YDE QUE PUENTE. 

DE MIS PADRES: S 

DE M!S PARIENTES: S 

DE INSVTUCtONES O FUNDACIONES: S 

DE OTRAS FU^TES: S 

TOTAL S 

ESTO REPRESENTA EL X DEL INGRESO MENSUAL DE MIS PAORES O 
PARIENTES. 



APPENDIX M - Continued 

BAJO PROTSSTA OE DECIR VERDAD. DECLARO QUE SON VE= ÎOtCOS LOS OATOS 
ASENTADOS EN LA PRESENTE SOUCITUD. ASt COMO LOS OOCUMENTOS QUE SE 
ANBCAN. 

ACE^TO CUALQUtER VERIFICAOON POR PARTE DEL GC3IERNO DEL ESTAOO OE 
GUANAJUATO. 

FIRMA DEL SOUCITANTE 

GUANAJUATO. GTO. A DE 199 

NOTA. LA PRESENTE SOUCITUD DEBERA ACOMPANARSE OE LA SIGUIENTc 
DOCUMENTACION. 

~ COPIAFOTOSTATICA DEL ACTA DENACIMIENTO. 

- CONSTANCIA DE INGRESOS MENSUALES OE LOS MIEMBROS DE LA FAMtUA QUE 
APORTAN AL INGRESO. TALES CONSTANCIAS OEBERAN SER EXPEOIOAS POR LA 
EMPRESA O INSTITUCION EN LA QUE SE PRESTE EL SERVICIO. HABRA OE INCLUIR 
LOS OATOS OE IDENTIFICACION DE LA MISittA. EN CASO OE NO CONTAR CON 
COMPROBANTE. MENCIONE POR ESCRITO LA FUENTE OE LOS INGRESOS 

- COPIA FOTOSTATICA DSL CERTIFICAOO O CAUFICAOONES OE ESTUDIOS 
PRECEDENTES. PROUEDIO mNUlO —8.5— 

- COPIA FOTOSTATICA DE COMPROBANTE DE DOMICIUO COMO LOS RECIBOS DEAGUA 
POTABLE. ENERGIA ELECTRiCA Y PREDIAL. EN CASO DE SER PROPIETARIO. 

- COPIAS FOTOSTATKAS DEL COUPROBAMTE OE IMSCRIPOON AL CICLO ESCOLAR 
QUESE VA A CURSAR Y COMPROBANTE DEL COSTO DELA COLEGMTURA. 

NOTA, 
- NO SE OARA TRAMITE A LAS SOUCITUDES QUE SEAN FOTOCOPIAOAS DE LAS 

ORIGINALES YENTREGADAS OESPUES DEL DIA 29 OEAGOSTO OE 1997. 

- ESTA SOUCITUD DEBERA SER LLENAOA A MAQUINA. O CON TINTA EN LETRA DE 
MOLDE LEGIBLE. 

- SOLO SE CONCEDERA UNA BECA POR FAMIUA. 
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APPENDIX N 

LETTER TO THE GOVERNOR 

Melanie Uttech 

Guanajuato. GTO 
CP 36090 
25 de junio de 1996 

Sr. Vincente Fox 
Gobemador Constitucional del Estado de Guanajuato 
Palacio del Gobiemo 
Guanajuato. GTO 

Sr. Gobemador 

Soy investigadora de la Universidad de Arizona, EE.UU. y me encuentro en 
Guanajuato realizando un estudio en la escuela primaria rural Ignacio Ailende del 
municipio de Romita. El propdsito de este trabajo es conocer la cuttura de los 
nifios mexicanos y hacer propuestas para mejorar la atencion educativa a los ninos 
inmigrantes en las escuelas de los Estados Unidos. 

Durante ei desarrollo de mi investigaci6n he entrevistado a familias de las 
comunidades de Luz de Silva y Belen en Romita. Me han platicado que tienen 
mucho interes que sus hijos estudien la telesecundaria. pero creen que no podr^n 
hacerio per falta de dinero para pagar los pasajes y sus utiles escolares. 

La razon de escribir a usted, entonces, es porque quisiera que apoye a los nir^os y 
nifias que van a salir este aAo de la primaria para que puedan estudiar la 
telesecundaria como es su deseo. Considero que si se les puede ayudar a hacerio 
no van a desaprovechar esta oportunidad. 

Los padres de familia, los maestros y yo le estaremos muy agradeddos si toma en 
cuenta esta peticidn. y si es posible que se proporcione t)ecas a los estudiantes. 
Con esta ftnalidad, anexo una lista de los nifios y nî as que quieren estudiar, asi 
como la firma de sus papas. 

Atentamente 

Melanie Uttech 
Candidata Doctorado 
Universidad de Arizona 
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