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ABSTRACT 

The focus of this study was to analyze the way in which my family members viewed education 

after immigrating from México to the United States.  I used portraiture methodology to conduct 

interviews and narratives of the maternal and paternal sides of my family.  They were all in 

agreement that education is important, and that it is a key tool for social mobility here in the 

United States.  These ideas were consistent throughout the interviews, regardless of generational 

status and regardless of whether the person attended college or not.  The differences came in the 

experiences of navigating the educational system in this country.  There was a stark contrast 

between the paths to success of my maternal and paternal sides of the family.  I propose that 

because my dad’s side of the family immigrated sooner and assimilated faster in American 

society, they were able to take advantage of more resources available to them.  Their view of and 

goals for a higher education were more established and attainable than for the members of my 

mom’s side of the family who faced different barriers including having to learn English.   
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Immigration and College Ideologies: The experiences of first, second, and third generation 

immigrants from México to the United States 

INTRODUCTION 

Higher education institutions in the United States have a racial segregation and social 

stratification problem.  Colleges and universities tend to be stratified by race, ethnicity, and 

socioeconomic status regarding their levels of access and inclusion.  Carnevale and Strohl (2013) 

go beyond stratification and address the polarization between traditionally underrepresented 

students (minority, first-generation, and low-income) and White students.  They claim that 

underrepresented students are flowing into the open-access community colleges, while White 

and Asian students are disproportionately attending highly selective and elite institutions.  In 

order to cause a change in these present realities, the underlying causes must be first understood 

and then critically analyzed.  This study adds to the understanding of Mexican Americans’ 

educational and college ideologies and the effects of those ideologies on college going, 

specifically on those who are first-, second-, and third-generation immigrants to the United 

States.  This is a fast growing population in the United States and it is important to first gauge 

their experiences with United States immigration and educational systems before making 

assumptions as to why the statistics may reflect lower levels of educational attainment (NCES, 

2010; Fry, 2011).  

The lack of college access of most minority populations is reflected in their lower levels 

of educational attainment.  In 2009, about 31 percent of adults between the ages of twenty-five 

and twenty-nine had graduated college with at least a bachelor’s degree (NCES, 2010, p. 74). In 

the last forty years, “the gap in bachelor’s degree attainment widened between Whites and 

Blacks from 12 percentage points to 18 percentage points, and between Whites and Hispanics 
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from 14 percentage points to 25 percentage points” (NCES, 2010, p. 74).  Level of education is 

highly correlated with career options and salaries.  Because socioeconomic status is one of the 

main social determinants of health, lower educational attainment is correlated with lower paying 

jobs, higher levels of stress, and higher rates of morbidity and mortality.  Consequently, this lack 

of educational attainment among Latinos ultimately results in a decreased quality of life related 

to their White counterparts (Pascarella & Terenzini, 2005; College Board, 2013).   

The United States is experiencing a notable shift in demographics where the current 

racial/ethnic majority is en route to becoming the minority (Fry, 2011).  While it is important to 

conduct research regarding the college access of Blacks and Native Americans, this study 

focuses on Latino students.  Research with this population is especially salient because it is the 

largest and fastest growing minority in the U.S., including the largest immigrant population 

(Passel, Cohn, & Lopez, 2011).  According to Richard Fry (2011) of the Pew Research Center, 

“high levels of immigration and high birth rates have made Hispanics the nation’s biggest 

minority group, comprising 16% of the U.S. population as of 2010” (p. 4).  Another point that 

makes research interesting with Latino populations, is that they are “arguably the most diverse 

group among racial/ethnic groups in the USA” besides Asian Americans (Nuñez, 2014, p. 34). 

However, college graduation rates do not match the rate of population growth among 

Latinos.  While Latino college enrollment has seemed to spike over the last few years (Fry, 2011; 

2012), a recent report by Excelencia in Education shows that Latinos are not attaining Bachelors 

degrees at a rate that reflects the spike in enrollment (Santiago & Calderón-Galdeano, 2014).  In 

other words, though there has been an increase in college enrollment, there has not been such a 

significant increase in college graduation.  The college attendance gap may be closing, but the 

educational attainment gap is not.  Too often these statistics are used to make the assumption that 
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Hispanics do not value education.  Other times people use these statistics to develop a deficit 

perspective when they view Latinos.  I argue that it is critical to understand the college 

ideologies among Latino families before attempting to change the current educational attainment 

gap.  Instead of making assumptions about this population, it would benefit us as researchers and 

educators to understand the experiences of Latinos in the U.S. and to view those experiences as 

strengths by which they can prosper.  The following paragraphs outline research done in this 

area. 

This paper expands upon Kiyama’s (2010) work on educational ideologies in Mexican 

American families, and how they relate to college aspirations and limitations.  The focus on 

Mexican Americans is important due to their status as largest subgroup within the Latino 

population in the U.S.  Apart from having the highest numbers, they have the lowest educational 

attainment levels (Chapa & De La Rosa, 2004).  Drawing from research regarding the 

educational ideologies and aspirations of Mexican families, Kiyama (2010) asserts that “despite 

the dismal statistics, Mexicans hold education as an important value and have positive 

educational aspirations” (p. 2).  She uses the funds of knowledge conceptual framework of Moll, 

Amanti, Neff and Gonzalez (1992), which highlights the knowledge families can bring to 

educational settings, to debunk myths about Mexicans holding low educational expectations and 

to counter the deficit lens through which Mexicans are often viewed.  Kiyama (2010) argues that 

“when funds of knowledge are examined through the lens of college culture and access, this 

framework can be quite useful in understanding the development of families’ educational 

ideologies and aspirations” (p. 3). 

Kiyama (2010) drew her data from interviews of parents participating in a Parent 

Outreach Program offered by a large Research 1 University in the Southwest.  The participants 
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all lived in the same neighborhoods and most of them identified as Mexican or Mexican 

American.  Although the program offered two workshops that present the exact same 

information (one in English and one in Spanish), the interviewees for this study came 

specifically from the English-only workshop. Kiyama (2010) “recognize[d] that the stories of the 

Spanish-speaking families represent valuable insight not shared here” (p. 8) and mentioned that 

the outreach program offered the workshops in both English and Spanish, but that both groups 

received the same information and resources.  While this is true, it does not take into account the 

effects that different levels of assimilation and acculturation have on the Spanish- and English-

speaking families (Gans, 1997).  It does not include time spent in the U.S. and how that affects 

the families’ experiences or difficulties in this country and how those experiences translate to 

college-going messages and ideologies.  In fact, research has shown that the longer families have 

been in the U.S., the worse the children perform in school (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001), a finding 

that seems counterintuitive.  It also undermines the extra level of difficulty the Spanish-only 

families face due to the language barrier.  

One of Kiyama’s (2010) arguments is that these families are able to tap into their social 

capital through their funds of knowledge, yet she does not account for the varying levels of 

fluency the parents possess in the dominant language and what that means regarding the 

navigation of the college choice process.  Because college preparation information is almost 

always provided solely in English, Spanish-speaking monolinguals have less access to college 

knowledge.  Furthermore, counselors and educators are not always Spanish speakers; 

consequently, these parents have less access to social capital in the form of teacher, counselor, 

and university professional networks.  Because of this difference, the crucial analysis of the 

monolingual-Spanish perspective is missing.  
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The current study follows Kiyama’s (2010) format but focuses specifically on the 

experiences of first, second, and third generation immigrants from México.  This unique focus 

addresses the missing perspective of the monolingual Spanish-speaking parents by gauging their 

experiences of navigating their children’s educational processes with a language barrier.  

Kiyama’s (2010) research questions are used: 1) What factors influence the development of 

families’ educational ideologies? and 2) How might educational ideologies influence future 

college access?  Mexican American views about education will be dissected by generational 

status. The purpose of this paper is to analyze the role of language and immigration in the 

formation of college ideologies of Mexican families and how these ideologies may impact future 

college access for the children.   
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LITERATURE REVIEW 

Educational Ideologies of Mexican Americans 

Research has shown that sociocultural values are passed on generationally and can 

produce outcomes such as the ideas of respeto, pride, faith, resilience, perseverance, and hard 

work (Treviño, 2004; Lopez, 2001).  These sociocultural values are linked to the transmission of 

positive educational ideologies, aspirations and processes.  For instance, Lopez (2001) cited an 

example of one immigrant Mexican family that passed on ideologies established in resilience, 

perseverance, and hard work, which were lessons they gained from working hard in the fields 

and translated into working hard in the classroom.  Though these ideologies were not necessarily 

rooted in education, the family knew how to transmit the positive factors that can be applied to 

many areas of their children’s lives.  Thus it can be argued that these positive sociocultural 

values can lead to positive educational ideologies, which can ultimately have a positive impact 

on future college access.   

Research by Velasco (2014) showed while Mexican immigrants to the United States may 

at times come initially underprepared to adapt to the complex educational settings, the 

participants (mothers) used their funds of knowledge to create new ideologies that emphasized 

educational achievement as it relates to well-being: “the combination of their social and cultural 

capital as well as their desires and aspirations for their children’s well-being triggered a process 

of transformation.  They searched for ways to support their children, to form ties with teachers 

and integrate literacy into all aspects of their lives” (p. 103).  In other words, sociocultural values 

were translated to educational ideologies of achievement. 

A theoretical framework discussed in this study is the concept of funds of knowledge 

(Moll, Amanti, Neff, & González, 1992) which takes a strengths-based approach when analyzing 
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students and families in the educational setting.  Rather than taking Latino educational 

achievement statistics and viewing Latinos from a deficit-perspective, funds of knowledge 

explains the significance of the existing knowledge, resources, and skills within families that 

may not be valued in formal educational settings.  It is embedded within Latino students and 

families and it is important for educators and practitioners to keep in mind while conducting 

research and planning and executing college access intervention programs (Moll, Amanti, Neff, 

& González, 1992; Rios-Aguilar & Kiyama, 2012). 

 

Immigration and Education 

Unique to the experiences of immigrants are the factors of language barriers, assimilation 

and acculturation.  Latino immigrants are important to study due to their position as the largest 

and fastest growing population in the United States, as well as one of the most diverse ethnic 

categories, spanning different races and cultures (Fry, 2011; Nuñez, 2014). 

Because of the large diversity of Latinos, it is critical to employ an intersectional 

framework when conducting research with them, as Nuñez (2014) does in order to “explore how 

multiple social identities and their relationships with interlocking systems of power influence 

educational equity, particularly for historically underserved groups in education” (p. 85).  Nuñez 

(2014) applies this intersectional lens to research how structures and identities may reproduce 

inequality, while specifically looking at the college access of Latino immigrant students.   

Immigration includes citizenship status, whether documented or undocumented, and also 

a person’s generational status, which takes into account the timing of arrival in the United States 

(Nuñez, 2014).  An unexpected finding in the domain of immigration and education is that 

second generation immigrants have worse K-12 educational outcomes than their first generation 
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counterparts (Portes & Rumbaut, 2001).  This is counterintuitive because the expectation is that 

the longer families are in the United States, the better their children will achieve in school.  

Though it is important to note that these studies are sometimes done apart from the social and 

political context in which these later generations are raised.  There are sometimes factors such as 

a hostile social-political climate or racism that do not get analyzed as part of the studies even 

though they may have significant emotional impacts on students. 

Similar results to Portes and Rumbaut have been found in a study of first generation 

immigrant students attending a four-year institution where they persisted at higher rates than 

their second- and third generation immigrant counterparts (Sparks & Núñez, 2012).  Portes and 

Rumbaut (2001) suggest that this finding is due to a reduced exposure by the more recent arrivals 

to a discriminatory environment.  The environment can have a significant effect on a person’s 

transition to a new place or situation.  One way to assess the feel of an environment is to measure 

its “climate.” 

Hurtado, Milem, Clayton-Pedersen and Allen (1998) developed a framework for 

understanding the campus climate at institutions of higher education.  At institutions of higher 

education, the campus racial climate can be a factor that helps or inhibits students’ persistence, 

especially if the students come from traditionally underrepresented backgrounds (first 

generation, minority, low income) (Museus & Quaye, 2009). 

The campus racial climate is gauged by studying the ways in which “students, faculty, 

and administrators perceive the institutional climate for racial/ethnic diversity, their experiences 

with campus diversity, and their own attitudes and interactions with different racial/ethnic 

groups” (Hurtado et al., 1998, p. 281).  This point is important because it does not simply focus 

on the sheer number of diverse students, but instead evaluates the internal and external 
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institutional forces at play.  For example, some external forces that shape climate include 

governmental policies and practices such as financial aid and court decisions regarding 

affirmative action (Hurtado et al., 1998).  Sociohistorical forces are also significant in that they 

are related to the larger society’s views and perceptions of racial and ethnic diversity.   

One study of Latino students at four year institutions revealed the different ways Latino 

students experience K-12 education climates and post secondary campus climates. Being a 

second generation Latino immigrant was “positively associated with perceptions of a hostile 

climate for diversity on campus and negatively associated with feelings that faculty had taken an 

interest in their welfare” (Núñez, 2009, p. 60).  Other factors that can influence educational 

experiences include sense of belonging, integration to campus life, or alienation as it relates to 

immigrant reception and adjustment to college (Hurtado & Carter, 1997; Ruiz, Alvarado & 

Hurtado, 2013).  Having legal presence in the U.S. also impacts college access and success for 

Latino students as it influences the political, social, and financial context as they move through 

the college choice process (Nuñez, 2014). 

Fisher (2012), focused on the effect of high acculturation on the ethnic identity 

development of second-generation Latinos and reported that second-generation Latino 

immigrants who are in predominantly White environments experience cultural dissonance and 

ethnic identity development in a more stressful way than first-generation immigrants.  This is 

evidence of the critical importance of addressing issues of immigration status and citizenship 

status when doing research with Latino students.  Further, researchers must also make sure to 

separate the experiences of first- and second-generation immigrants. 

Ultimately, students who are first or second generation immigrants to the United States 

sometimes experience racism infused with assimilation (the integration into a different culture) 
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and acculturation (the separation from the previous culture to adapt to the new culture) due to 

varying levels of citizenship status and English language fluency (Fisher, 2012).  Beyond first 

and second generation, it is also important to include the educational experiences of third 

generation immigrants and how they perceive K-12 education as well as higher education.  The 

addition of third-generation experiences broadens the understanding of how families grow to 

view education.   

It is also important to capture the role of language across the different generations as this 

impacts the way in which immigrants view life in the United States in general.  In this study, the 

first-generation participants are monolingual Spanish speakers, and the second- and third-

generation immigrants are bilingual.  Though the younger third generation immigrants not 

included here are losing their Spanish skills at alarming rates.  The youngest ones do not speak 

Spanish which makes communication with their grandparents difficult.  This paper includes the 

experiences of all three generations and gauges each generations’ educational and college 

ideologies.   
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METHODOLOGY 

This study relies on qualitative design and analysis of the interviews of my own family 

members who consist of first, second, and third generation immigrants from México to the 

United States.  The interview process is designed to develop rapport and elicit large amounts of 

information from the participants.  The rapport builds trust between the two parties and allows 

for an honest response from the interviewee based on mutual trust (Spradley, 1979).  Qualitative 

analyses are well-accepted methods in education and the social sciences, and are based on an 

analysis of words and texts instead of numbers as is seen in quantitative research.  The 

information in the texts is categorized into prominent themes and concepts that the researcher 

uses to draw conclusions (Burke, 2009).   

To answer the question of why do qualitative research, Corbin and Strauss (2008) stated 

that qualitative research “allows researchers to get at the inner experience of participants, to 

determine how meanings are formed through and in culture, and to discover rather than test 

variables” (p. 12).  Qualitative analyses marry academic research with the human experience.  

The nature of these methods is not static or rigidly structured, but dynamic, fluid, and evolving 

depending on the research questions and research participants (Corbin & Strauss, 2008).  This 

methodology allows for a deeper understanding of human subjects at a subjective and emotional 

level that quantitative analyses cannot reach.  Specific to interviewing as a method of qualitative 

research, Seidman relates interviewing (2006) to the art of storytelling which can be seen as a 

meaning-making process.   

One of my goals for this paper is for the participants (including myself) to reflect and 

make meaning from their experiences of immigrating to the United States and navigating the 

complex educational system.  Seidman (2006) cites Vygotsky in saying that each word used in 
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story telling is a microcosm of the person’s consciousness.  Seidman (2006) adds that 

“individuals’ consciousness gives access to the most complicated social and educational issues, 

because social and educational issues are abstractions based on the concrete experience of 

people” (p. 7). 

Beyond a classical qualitative methodology, this study uses portraiture methodology to 

gather data and inform the results, a methodology that, at its base, is a documentation of 

information used in the social sciences.  Sarah Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983) developed the 

portraiture methodology and describes it as blend of qualitative methodologies, including life 

history and naturalist inquiry, with a focus on ethnographic methods.  Dixson (2005), who 

expanded the study of portraiture, states that portraiture “blends the aesthetic with the doctrine of 

social science research. Through portraiture, researchers can demonstrate a commitment to the 

research participants and contextualize the depictions of individuals and events” (p. 17).  

According to Lawrence-Lightfoot (1983), “portraiture represents the essence of what we 

endeavor to do in social science research: to (re)present the research participant through the 

subjective, empathetic, and critical lens of the researcher” (p. 10).  In a later text, Lawrence-

Lightfoot (1997) speaks more about the blending of art and science, explaining that “more recent 

scholars have cultivated this fertile ground and merged the realms of art and science in an effort 

to represent the nuance and complexity of the whole, in an effort to speak about things that resist 

reductionism and abstraction, in an effort to challenge the tyranny of the academy, and in an 

effort to build bridges between theory and practice, research and action” (p. 7).  A large part of 

my intent for this paper includes bridging theory and practice in order to cause action and 

change.   As Kiyama (2010) did in her paper, I aim to challenge the current negative 

representations of Mexican Americans in academia by presenting family portraits that 
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demonstrate success in the United States despite barriers.  Unfortunately, there exist myriad 

research articles describing the low high school graduation rates, college attendance, college 

graduation, and educational attainment of Mexican Americans.   

Portraiture resists this tradition-laden effort to document failure.  It is an 
intentionally generous and eclectic process that begins by searching for what is 
good and healthy and assumes that the expression of goodness will always be 
laced with imperfections.  The researcher who asks first ‘what is good here?’ is 
likely to absorb a very different reality than one who is on a mission to discover 
the sources of failure.  But it is also important to say that portraits are not 
designed to be documents of idealization or celebration.  In examining the 
dimensionality and complexity of goodness there will, of course, be ample 
evidence of vulnerability and weakness.  In fact, the counterpoint and 
contradictions of strength and vulnerability, virtue and evil (and how people, 
cultures, and organizations negotiate those extremes in an effort to establish the 
precarious balance between them) are central to the expression of goodness 
(Lawrence Lightfoot & Davis, 1997, p. 9). 
 
Beyond documenting “goodness” portraiture also seeks to capture how the research 

subjects define goodness.  The researcher does not project his or her own definition of “good” 

and does not assume that only one definition exists, but rather aims to document the subjects’ 

perspectives knowing that “goodness” can be expressed in multiple ways (Lawrence-Lightfoot & 

Davis, 1997; Gatzambide et al., 2011).  When discussing education and college-going, 

“goodness” is often defined as attending and graduating from college as quickly as possible 

(Lawrence-Lightfoot & Davis, 1997).  While this is often society’s definition of success, it is not 

the only path available.  During this research, I aim to capture how my family members define 

success and to document the different paths they have taken to achieve their “goodness.” 

A methodology such as portraiture introduces a sense of partiality into the research, yet 

the partiality does not represent a negative aspect.  On the contrary, the portraiture allows the 

researcher a space within which he or she can acknowledge her or his own presence and 

investment in the research, whether it be physically, psychologically, spiritually, and/or 
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emotionally (Dixson, 2005).   

Portraiture methodologies represent the latest of qualitative research that continues to 

depart from postpositivist conceptions of research, where the researcher and subject are meant to 

remain detached and objective (Denzin, 2003), and toward a process where “the decisions made, 

the relationships formed, and the narratives that represent people’s lives are deeply connected to 

the past and present experiences of researchers and their epistemologies concerning the research 

topic and participants” (Chapman, 2007, p. 158).  Gatzambide (2011) states “the purpose of this 

methodology is to explore participants’ experiences and the complexities of how meanings are 

produced within a particular context” (p. 4). 

Lawrence-Lightfoot and Davis (1997) in their book The Art and Science of Portraiture, 

summarized the major aspects of portraiture research into categories that include emergent 

themes, relationships, contexts, voice, and the aesthetic whole.  The aspect of relationships is 

particularly important because it is the foundation of the development of insider trust (Lawrence-

Lightfoot & Davis 1997) which can heighten the depth of information provided by the research 

participants.  Since I am part of the family, the context of our relationships already exists and the 

confianza (trust) is already firmly rooted.  Because of my closeness to the research participants, 

the research was particularly personal and thus my voice was a strong tool in the narrative to be 

created around this subject, which contributes to the aesthetic whole of the research.   

I focused on the roles different immigration experiences play in the formation of college 

ideologies among my own family members who include first, second, and third generation 

immigrants from México to the United States.  I performed the interviews in the language chosen 

by the participants – English or Spanish.  The IRB determined that this study did not classify as 

human research and therefore did not need to go through the entire IRB approval process.  The 
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research participants are directly related to me and therefore a sense of trust already exists 

between the two. The setting of the research was in the homes of the participants or in the home 

of their family members.  Because the interviews were conducted on a one-on-one basis, they 

occurred in a private room where no one else was able to hear the conversation. 

I was the sole person recruiting participants, conducting the interviews, and analyzing the 

data.  The interviews lasted approximately one hour and they were audio recorded and 

transcribed by me.  As part of this thesis, I have an advising committee consisting of three 

faculty members with specialties in higher education.   

 Consistent with portraiture methodology I asked questions that allowed me to create a 

holistic portrait of the participants and their families.  I included questions about decision-

making, emotions, experiences, and reflections.  I also asked questions about the future.  A list of 

the interview questions is included in Appendix A.  The semi-structured format of the interviews 

served as a guide to begin conversations; however, the conversations were not bound by the 

predetermined questions. 

The subjects were identified based on direct familial lineage to myself.  No outside 

subjects were recruited.  The participants learned about this research on the weekend of 

November 27-30, 2014 at a family gathering.  I explained the research verbally in English and 

Spanish.  The potential subjects had one month to make a final decision regarding their 

participation.  I emphasized that they were in no way obligated to participate and that they could 

withdraw their participation at any point during the research.  Throughout the research subjects 

were notified of any updates through direct communication from me via text, phone call, or 

private Facebook message. 
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Research Procedure 

The specific procedure was a one-on-one interview that lasted approximately one hour.  

Because the subjects are my family members, I chose to conduct the interviews in an informal 

setting so it was more like a conversation than an interview.  A methodology such as this 

introduces a sense of partiality into the research, yet the partiality does not represent a negative 

aspect.  On the contrary, this methodology allowed me to acknowledge my own personal and 

academic investment in the research (Dixson, 2005).   

The timeline for the data collection was during The University of Arizona winter break 

(December 19, 2014 – January 13, 2015), but extended into the Spring semester.  The data 

analysis occurred immediately after and lasted until April 2015.  The interviews were audio 

recorded and transcribed using an application on the Apple MacBook Pro called Evernote.  The 

application was used to audio record the interviews in individual folders.  I was able to listen to 

the playback as many times as I needed as I chose to transcribe the interviews by hand.  I listened 

to the recordings and typed them out as I went along.  When I finished transcribing, I would 

listen to the entire interview one final time to make sure I didn’t did not miss anything.  For the 

interviews that were completely in Spanish I used the same process, except that I translated the 

interviews to English in my head as I was typing. 

After transcribing the interviews by hand, which also included translating the ones that 

were done in Spanish, I individually analyzed each interview transcription and identified and 

categorized salient themes.  The themes, inspired by literature focused on diversity in higher 

education and immigration and education, were analyzed to draw conclusions about the data.  I 

began by making a list of every theme found in the interviews, and then grouped them into larger 

categories.  The categories that appeared most often and that were most significant were used as 
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tools to understand my family’s overall experiences of immigrating to the United States in the 

1960s and 70s and adapting to the new educational system.  I determined the significance of the 

theme based on themes or ideas that related to decision-making by my family members. 

All interviews are stored on my personal, password-protected computer.  Subjects were 

told they can voluntarily withdraw at any time during the research at no consequence to them. 

This was established verbally at the beginning of the study. 

 

Research Participants 

The research participants were chosen from both my maternal and paternal sides of the 

family.  On the maternal side, my grandfather and grandmother were born in the 1930s and 

raised in Chihuahua, México.  They were married and raised their nine children in the small 

village of Guadalupe Victoria near the border of New Mexico where they owned a farm.  They 

came to the United States in the 1970s and are first generation Mexican immigrants.  My 

grandfather passed away before I was born, so I interviewed my grandmother, Trinidad Rincon, 

about her experiences moving to the U.S. with her husband and nine children, and how she 

navigated the educational journeys of all her kids.  Both my parents were interviewed as second-

generation immigrants.  My younger brother also participated representing the third-generation 

immigrant perspective. 

Beyond my immediate family, I also interviewed my mother and father’s siblings 

(second-generation) as it allowed for a more robust sample and included wider variety of life 

decisions and outcomes.  My mother has six brothers and two sisters.  Four of the brothers were 

not able to participate in the interview.  My father has two brothers and one sister, but only the 

brothers were able to participate in the research.  For all my parents’ siblings, each of their first-
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born was interviewed; this group represents the third-generation perspective.  There was one 

exception to this as one of my cousins is under 18 years of age and was not interviewed. 

My mother, Delia Rodríguez, was born in New Mexico but raised in Chihuahua until she 

was in middle school when the family permanently moved to Deming, New Mexico.  She 

finished high school there and then moved to Phoenix, Arizona and started working at Jack in the 

Box.  She began taking classes at different community colleges in Phoenix before transferring to 

Arizona State University.  She graduated with a Bachelor’s degree in education in ten years 

while raising my younger brother and me.  Because she was raised in Mexico until middle 

school, she is considered as a 1.5-generation immigrant to the U.S. 

On the paternal side, my Nana, Alicia Rodríguez, was born and raised in Mazatlán, 

Sinaloa, México.  She immigrated to the U.S. in the 1950s when she married my grandfather.  

My grandmother was naturalized as a citizen after living here for a few years.  My grandfather, 

Juan Rodríguez, was born in Las Piedras, Puerto Rico.  Because he was born in Puerto Rico, he 

always had U.S. citizenship.  Even though this study is focused on Mexican American 

experiences, I still interviewed my grandfather and analyzed his experiences as he was a big part 

in the lives of my father and uncles.   

My father, Juan Rodríguez Jr., was born and raised in Phoenix, Arizona.  My 

grandparents are first-generation immigrants, and he is a second-generation immigrant.  He 

attended urban schools in central Phoenix and went straight to Northern Arizona University 

(NAU).  With one semester left before finishing his Bachelor’s degree he took a year off school 

and worked at a restaurant in Phoenix.  After the year, he returned to NAU and graduated with a 

degree in education.  After graduation he became an elementary school teacher – a profession he 

carries to this day. 
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My only sibling is a brother, Erick Rodríguez, who is three and a half years younger than 

me.  We were also born and raised in Phoenix, Arizona and attended urban schools in the center 

of the city.  We are third-generation Mexican American immigrants.  I recently graduated from 

The University of Arizona with a Bachelor’s in French and am currently pursuing a Master’s in 

higher education.  My brother has just finished his first year at The University of Arizona.  He 

recently completed the college choice and application process which included visiting both in- 

and out-of-state colleges and universities. 

In sum, I interviewed 15 research participants. The age of the participants ranges from 

18-80.  Image A below is an organizational chart (family tree) of both sides of the family that 

includes my parents, aunts, and uncles, and their first-born.  This chart will aid the reader see and 

understand the flow and how the participants are related.  The family members who participated 

in this research are in blue, and the family members who did not participate are in red. 

Paternal Side 

 

 

Maternal Side 
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Research Limitations 

Because of the portraiture format, the findings from the study cannot be generalized as 

they only pertain to a few family units. Further, this research does not address the experiences of 

undocumented students and families since my grandmothers were naturalized back in the 1960s 

and 1970s and my grandfather was from Puerto Rico.  However, a substantial glimpse into the 

lives of the two families is provided and offers a deeper understanding of how these families 

experienced immigration and the navigation of the United States educational system. 
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THE PORTRAITS 

 In this section I draw a portrait of each family member unit (consisting of the parent and 

first-born child) and discuss their views on education. I also emphasize the protective factors that 

existed which ultimately allowed each of them to navigate the United States, and the educational 

system within. Each family member was interviewed, but the data are reported and analyzed as a 

family unit.  Essentially, each family unit represents a portrait. 

 

Portrait #1: Grandparents in Arizona 

My paternal grandparents got married in 1964 and that year they moved to Phoenix, 

Arizona. When my grandma decided to marry my Tata Juan and move to the United States she 

left everything she knew behind. My tata did some work in Chicago and then moved to Phoenix 

when he married my grandma. 

When I asked them what the transition was like, my grandma said it was cool.  Her 

answer surprised me because when I think of leaving the country you know to get married and 

live in a country you have never been in and where you do not know the language, or even 

anyone there, the word “cool” is not typically the first thing that comes to mind.  After asking 

more questions in an attempt to delve deeper into this unexpected response I found that she used 

the word “cool” because at the time it was a new and exciting adventure.  She knew the United 

States was a place for opportunity so she was glad to move there.   

I also found that even though it might have been cool; it was not easy.  She did not know 

anyone in the U.S. expect for her new husband, and he did not know anyone either.  They 

mentioned that they felt sad because of that, but that she was not sad after the rest of us came 

into the picture.  Today they live in a Mexican enclave in central Phoenix.  Though they have 
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lived in the same neighborhood for over 50 years, at the time they first moved there, not as many 

people spoke Spanish so it was difficult to communicate with people anywhere they went.  When 

my dad, uncles, and aunt were born, I asked if it became easier since they had four kids who 

were able to translate between English and Spanish.  She said it was, but that since they were 

always in school, there were still many times her and my grandpa just had to figure it out.  

My grandma was a stay-at-home mom.  She did the best she could with what she knew.  

Something that stood out to me from our conversation was that her kids never missed school.  

She said all through elementary, middle and high school her kids never missed unless they were 

very sick.  She knew the importance of education.  Though my grandpa was almost never home 

due to holding 2-3 full time jobs at a time, he also knew the importance of education and 

supported my grandma’s encouragements to do well in school and aspire to attending a 

university. 

 

Portrait #2: Grandma in New Mexico and my cousin Nancy 

 My grandma on my mom’s side grew up in Mioqui, Chihuahua.  When she and my 

grandpa started having kids they went back and forth from Deming (a border town in New 

Mexico) and La Colonia Guadalupe Victoria (a small border town in Mexico). In Mexico, my 

grandparents owned a farm and made a good living.  Even though they were well off financially 

they decided to permanently move to the United States in 1979.  The reason for this was the 

same as for my other set of grandparents – they knew there were more opportunities for their 

kids here in the U.S. 

 Even though my grandma only was in school until the third grade (and her husband until 

fourth grade), education was still very important to her and she made sure her children did well 
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in school.  My grandparents never required any of their children to work, explaining that their 

most important job was to learn and do well in school. 

 My grandma’s oldest son had a daughter, Nancy, who was born in Las Cruces, New 

Mexico but spent her first few years in La Colonia in Mexico.  Before my cousin Nancy was ten, 

my aunt approached Nancy’s mother and gave her the option of allowing Nancy to be raised by 

our grandmother in the United States.  Nancy’s mother agreed and so she moved to Deming and 

was largely raised by our grandma.  For this reason Nancy is somewhere between the second- 

and third-generation classification.   

 

Portrait #3: My Dad 

 My dad was born and raised in Phoenix, AZ and was the first in his family to go to 

college.  He attended Carl Hayden High School which was predominantly attended by Hispanic 

and low-income students.  He had a great counselor in high school who helped him receive the 

scholarships and federal aid he was eligible for.  He moved to Flagstaff to attend Northern 

Arizona University.  Initially he wanted to pursue a career in medicine because my grandma had 

always encouraged him to become a doctor.  In high school he participated in the University of 

Arizona’s Med Start Summer Program, a residential summer program for high achieving juniors 

and seniors.   

After a few months at NAU, however, he changed his mind and declared Education as his 

new major.  After about seven semesters, he was close to graduating with a Bachelors in 

Elementary Education but dropped out of college after a few weeks of student-teaching.  He felt 

overwhelmed by the task of teaching young students and took a job working in the kitchen of a 

restaurant.  After a year of “soul-searching,” as he called it, he returned to NAU for his final 
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semester and graduated with his B.A. degree.  He has been an elementary teacher for the past 

twenty-five years.  His siblings followed his example of going to college and they studied 

education, engineering, and nursing.  Their stories will be shared in the following portraits. 

 

Portrait #4: My Mom 

My mom was born in Deming, New Mexico but was raised in Mexico.  After moving 

back to Deming, she graduated from high school and moved to Arizona to work.  One of the jobs 

my mom had that stood out to me the most was her brief time as a manager at a Jack-in-the-Box.  

It was before I was born, but I remember this well because her two sisters were among her 

employees and they always laugh about how stern my mom was, especially towards her sisters.  

She began taking classes at community colleges in the valley and eventually married my dad and 

began to work at Arizona State University full-time.  While she was working and raising my 

brother and I, she took classes at ASU part time.   

In ten years, she graduated with a Bachelor’s degree in education as well and has been a 

teacher for the past ten years.  During her tenure as a teacher she has served as the coordinator 

for the school’s English Language Learners program and well as the test coordinator.  She is now 

back in the classroom and teaches fourth grade.  My mom has received two Master’s degrees.  

One degree is in Education Administration from Grand Canyon University and the other is in 

Curriculum and Instruction from Arizona State University. 

 

Portrait #5: My tio Jaime and cousin Janessa 

My tio Jaime was the second born after my dad.  Like my dad he was born and raised in 

Phoenix, AZ.  He decided to attend Northern Arizona University where he got a Bachelor’s 



Running head: IMMIGRATION AND THE FORMATION OF COLLEGE IDEOLOGIES 29 

degree in Environmental Science.  One thing that really stood out from his interview was that his 

counselor in high school never talked to him about college.  “He just counted my credits,” he 

said.  However, my dad had a great counselor and she, knowing that my tio and my dad were 

brothers, took my tio under her care and helped him through the college application process.  

Another comment he made that I found significant was the he credited my dad for paving the 

way to a higher education for him and for the rest of his siblings.  My tio went on to get a 

Master’s degree and is and assistant principal at Alhambra High School in Phoenix.  He is 

married and has two teenage children.  His first-born is my cousin Janessa who also participated 

in this study. 

Janessa was born in Phoenix in 1996, the same year as my younger brother, and has lived 

in Avondale (suburb of Phoenix) since she was three years old.  She is currently in her first year 

at Estrella Mountain Community College, part of the Maricopa Community College District.  

She said her parents talked to her about college from Day 1.  She decided to start at Estrella 

Mountain first because she felt like she was not ready to leave home.  She is currently not sure 

what she wants to major in, but is hoping to transfer to a four-year institution in the future. 

 

Portrait #6: My tio Jorge 

 My tio Jorge was born next after my tio Jaime.  He was the youngest of the siblings who 

all already spoke English by the time he was growing up.  All three of his siblings had gone to 

college before him and so he wanted to go to college as well so as to not be left behind.  The 

University of Arizona was his first choice and he studied to become a mechanical engineer.  He 

also credited my dad for paving the way for all of them to go to college. 

 This tio also got married and now has five children.  With that many children it is easy to 
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understand why he is a little worried about how he is going to pay for tuition for all five, 

especially since tuition has been increasing steeply in the last few years.  Like with the rest of the 

third generation Mexican Americans in this study, his children are also expected to graduate 

from a four-year university.  Evidence of this is that his daughter, who is currently eight years 

old, has already started saving for college on her own.  Because his oldest is now only ten years 

old, he did not participate in this research study. 

 

Portrait #7: My tia Dora and cousin Willie 

On my mother’s side of the family, my tia Dora was also born in Deming, New Mexico 

and raised in the small border town of La Colonia Guadalupe Victoria, Mexico.  She is a couple 

years younger than my mother and chose a different path.  She got married and had her first child 

before she finished high school.  She has three children and has now remarried.  She has not 

received her GED but is currently employed in a state government office in Arizona where she is 

able to make a living and help support her family. 

My tia Dora’s first born is my cousin Willie who was born in 1985 in Deming, New 

Mexico.  Willie was raised in Deming and went to elementary, middle, and high school there.  

He mentioned he liked school when he was younger, but then in middle school he started getting 

into trouble.  He succumbed to peer pressure and then he began to peer pressure others.  In high 

school he got involved in the wrong crowd and ended up dropping out during his senior year.  

After being involved in a gang he ended up spending a few years in prison in New Mexico.  

Soon after he got out, he had a child of his own and he decided to move to Phoenix with his 

girlfriend and son in order to remove himself from his past and join a lot of his family members 

who had already moved to Phoenix (including his mother). 
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Currently Willie works for a sheet metal company where he has been employed for the 

last couple years.  His wife, Autumn, works for the same government organization as my aunt.  

They now own a house in Laveen, Arizona, a suburb of Phoenix and live a middle-class lifestyle.  

Willie attributes his successes to his wife and son; he believes they saved him. 

 

Portrait #8: My tia Eva and cousin Crystal 

 My tia Eva, born in 1962 is a few years older than my mother.  She graduated from 

Deming High School and was married and had a daughter.  After separating from her first 

husband, she remarried and moved to Albuquerque, New Mexico where she now works for the 

federal court system and also cares for my mom’s youngest brother who has Down Syndrome 

and lives with them. 

 My cousin Crystal, born in 1989, spent the first few years of her life in Deming but was 

mostly raised in Albuquerque where she currently lives.  She attended schools in predominantly 

White neighborhoods and graduated from the University of New Mexico with a double major in 

Spanish and Criminology.  Crystal was the second one of my cousins who attended and 

graduated from a four-year institution.  Before her, one of our older cousins, Ophelia, graduated 

from Arizona State University.  And before her, the only other person to have gone to a 

university was my mother.  Today Crystal works for the Albuquerque Police Department and is 

debating whether or not she would like to go back to school for a Master’s degree. 

 

Portrait #9: Me and my brother 

 Growing up my brother and I never knew that going to college was optional.  Our parents 

instilled in us the expectation to get a degree, so much so that we considered a higher education 
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simply the next required step after high school.  It is what people did… or so we thought. 

 We were born and raised in central Phoenix, AZ in a neighborhood where the 

predominant language was Spanish and all the neighbors loved to hang out outside each other’s 

houses and talk.  This was the same neighborhood that our dad grew up in, and in fact, our house 

was across the alley from my dad’s old house where my grandparents currently live.  Growing 

up we never had cable and the Internet we had was provided by Net Zero, which was a dial-up 

connection company.  I remember the rare times we would get online, we would sign in and 

literally go find something else to do for a few minutes while the Internet was connecting.  It is 

no surprise that we did not spend too much time watching television or surfing the web.  Most of 

our time was spent outside playing with the neighborhood kids, riding our bikes, enjoying the 

outdoors.  Reflecting on our childhood now it seems so foreign to think how “disconnected” we 

were from the world, especially because now neither of us can imagine life without our iPhones 

and 4G Internet connectivity. 

I did not know any other life besides that one… until I got to the University of Arizona 

(UA).  I was sixteen years old when I started college (I had skipped a grade in middle school) 

and was thrown into my new “independent” life.  I place the word independent in quotes because 

I was still completely dependent to my parents for anything related to finances and overall well-

being.  I just happened to live in a dorm two hours away from them.  My brother had a similar 

experience when he transitioned to the UA last year.  He lives on his own but still depends on my 

parents for everything.  I only recently stopped being completely dependent when I began 

graduate school and started making at least $12,000 per year.   

This May I am graduating with a Master’s in Higher Education and my brother will be 

finishing his freshman year in college.  Two months ago I began my first full-time position at 
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Grand Canyon University (GCU) where I am the admissions representative responsible for some 

high schools in Tucson and others around Southern Arizona including Nogales, Sierra Vista, 

Douglas, and Sells.  After I graduate I will continue to work for GCU for a while before I begin 

studying to become a full-time minister in my church, focusing on college ministry.  My brother 

is currently considering changed his major from Philosophy, Politics, Economics, and Law 

(interdisciplinary major) to a double major in Global Studies and English.  We are both thankful 

for the opportunities we have been given and realize that not everyone has access to the same 

privilege we have had in pursuing a higher education and being able to chose among a plethora 

of paths for the future.  
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FINDINGS AND ANALYSIS 

For this analysis I want to focus on two key themes that explain the success of each 

family unit: 1) education is key and 2) generational differences. 

 

Education is Key 

 Because many of my family members have found success by standards of 

homeownership and financial security without having received a college degree, I explored 

whether there may be multiple ways to get where you wanted in life.  I thought that some of the 

interviewees would challenge the need for a higher education if they themselves were happy with 

their lives without it.  For example, my cousin Willie, who went to prison and has not yet 

received his GED, lives in a nice house in a neighborhood close to my parents’ house.  Yet, in 

every instance, my interviewed family members expressed that education was important to them, 

and that they held an expectation for their children to attend college.  They did not see college as 

an option for their kids, but instead they chose to make it a requirement. 

Me: Your mom and our grandma both raised you. What do you think they thought 
about the importance of education? 
 
Nancy: I think they both thought they it was, you know, very important. My mom, 
my real mom, she was pulled from like, I think she just got to third grade, cause, 
you know. I think both of my grandmothers had nine kids, I think both of them 
did…yea…sorry I’m counting my other uncles. So my mom was the oldest so she 
got pulled from the third grade to help because there’s no way that, you know, so 
back then, it was like, so I think my mom always had, first of all she only had 
three kids because she was like the second mom to all her brothers and sisters, so 
she really wanted to just have a few so she could make sure that, she really always 
thought about us finishing school. Which is one of the reasons she went to work 
in Las Cruces. Cause she was single and pregnant and she wanted me to be born 
in the United States for the purpose of me going to school. So whenever she was 
approached by tia Eva about me moving to Deming, I think as hard as it was for 
her, I think if it wouldn’t have been important she wouldn’t have allowed them to 
take me to Deming. So her making the decision and allowing me to move at such 
a young age to Deming, I think it shows the importance of school. But to them 
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graduating from high school was huge. (Third generation) 
 
 The excerpt above gives an example of the sacrifices made by family members in order 

for their children to have access to education.  In this case, my cousin Nancy’s mom made the 

decision to let Nancy move to the United States with our grandmother so that she would be able 

to be raised in the U.S. and graduate from high school.  Though it must have been very painful to 

allow her daughter to leave home before she was ten years old, she knew it was the best 

opportunity for Nancy. 

 Nancy ended up graduating from high school and is now a branch manager at a state of 

Arizona Medicaid medical insurance office in Phoenix, AZ.  She does not have a degree but lives 

in a large, two-story house in Laveen, AZ with her husband and two daughters.  When she talks 

to her children about college the questions are related to their intended majors, not whether or 

not they hope to attend: 

Me: Do you talk to your kids about college? 
 
Nancy: Oh yeah. I just think, you know, nowadays it’s not like I would like for 
you to go to college, it’s more like you’re going to college. You have to figure out  
a way. It’s more of what are you going to do, or what are you going to study when 
you get to college, not if you want to attend college or not. (Third generation) 

  

On my father’s side of the family, education was also a priority for my grandparents.  

Though they only were in school until third and sixth grades, my grandparents knew that the best 

chance their children had for a better life was via education.  This was especially true for my 

grandmother as she had two brothers who became doctors, one an optometrist and the other a 

dentist, in Mexico and she was able to see how their financial situation was improved with the 

added degrees.  She knew the opportunity for social mobility could only be greater here in the 

United States.  For this reason she made sure to instill the importance of education in her 
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children.  Her youngest son, Jorge, reflected on this:   

Me: Growing up, what did your parents think about education? 
 
Jorge: Education was a priority. They wanted us to excel more than they did. 
Nana more than Tata. My dad pretty much worked all day long and so we pretty 
much got raised by my mom. And her focus was for us to get a good education. 
To better ourselves. (Second generation) 
 
Me:Why do you think she valued education so much? 
 
Jorge: Us being first generation here and her ability to, her struggle with the 
language, so she really wanted us to do the best that we could in order to…not so 
much to be better educated than they were, I mean that was part of it, but they 
always wanted us to fit in as fast as we could and they knew they couldn’t help us 
as much because of their limited education. As far as our learning ability. It was 
very important for her, for both Nana and Tata for us to better ourselves I guess.  
 

The high importance placed on education did not stop at this second-generation level.  

Now that my tio Jorge has attained his Bachelor’s degree, the expectation he holds for his 

children is far greater than what his parents had for him.  My tio Jorge explained that the schools 

his children currently attend are very different than ones he and his siblings attended.  The main 

difference is the neighborhood.  He and his family now live in Avondale, AZ, a suburb on the 

west side of Phoenix.  It is a predominantly White, middle-class neighborhood which the school 

demographics reflect. 

Jorge: Here parents are expected to be more involved in their kids’ education.  
And you can tell the schools my kids go to have more than our schools had.  You 
can tell with the school programs, they have more programs, better technology, 
and you can tell because they offer more outside programs like art.  The PTA is 
more involved. In my school I don’t even know if that existed. 
 

His brother, my tio Jaime, shed some more light as to what attributed to his success and 

the success of his siblings: 

Jaime: With Nana and Tata coming here and really not knowing anybody and 
having four kids, you know I don’t know if it was the luck of God or the help of 
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God and everything else, I mean it’s kind of, I don’t wanna toot everyone’s horn, 
but the fact that all four of their kids not only graduated high school but went to 
college. I don’t wanna say it’s rare, but in the circles that my parents hung out 
with, those people are still around, but most of them, their kids, they never went 
to college and if they did, I don’t know that any of them finished; you know them 
like ______ and ________. You know but like their kids, I’m trying to think, I 
don’t know that any of them went to college. 
 
Me: So what do you think it was about Nana and Tata that made them and their 
kids so successful? 
 
Jaime: Well and you know, don’t get me wrong I love my dad, but my dad he was 
at work most of the time. So it was Nana was the one who was the drill sergeant. 
And I think part of that has to do with, as little as she is, she would kick your butt 
if uhh you know. Cause I remember, for example, I had a couple friends who 
would show up with their bikes at night. But my mom said no. But now I think 
back, and for one thing I don’t even know if they’re all still alive. But anyway I 
think that had a lot to do with it, you know, we were scared of Nana. Luckily she 
had her brothers. Because it was a different time, where she grew up women were 
not allowed to go to college, and they certainly couldn’t go to another town by 
herself.  She wanted better for us. 

 

My dad also identified some factors that contributed to the success of him and his 

siblings and he listed the ones he felt were the most significant: 

Me: What was it about Nana and Tata that helped you be successful? 
 
Dad: 
1) That no matter what they would see to it that I and my siblings would go to 
college.  
  
2) My father’s work ethic. He always worked and never made excuses.  
 
3) The huge benefit of my mother staying at home as a housewife, from having 
our school clothes clean and ready, to having hot meals ready for us every day, to 
trying to help us with our homework, or you know finding someone who could. 
 
4) My mother’s strict upbringing of us. We resented it throughout our elementary 
and junior high years, but in the end, and to this day, we thank her for it. You 
know all four siblings are college graduates, have never been in trouble with the 
law, nor hung with the “wrong crowd”, nor been involved with drugs. (Second 
generation) 
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My mom also had support from her parents who worked hard their entire lives on their 

farm in Mexico.  My mom reflected about the role they played in helping her get to and through 

college. 

Me: Did you always want to go to college? 
 
Mom: Yes, I always wanted to go to college.  My dad just went to third grade, 
but, you know, he instilled the love for learning on all of us.   He showed us 
through his actions.  He worked very hard all his life and created a good life for 
us. (Second generation) 
 
Me: What about your parents helped you be successful? 
 
Mom: My mom’s support has a tremendous impact on my success.  She has 
always been very strong and I have always looked up to her.  She always believed 
in me and I did not want to do anything to disappoint her. 

 
 In all these examples, the driving forces were my grandmothers who made an education a 

priority and a requirement rather than an option.  Though they might have only made it to 

elementary school, they knew education was the key to prosperity in the United States.  Like in 

the example of Velasco (2014), where the mothers used all their resources and did whatever was 

necessary to help their children integrate literacy into all aspects of their lives, my grandmothers 

knew they had to do whatever they needed to get my parents, aunts, and uncles through school.  

They tapped into their funds of knowledge and social capital and the fruit of their actions are 

evident in the success of their children. 

 

Generational Differences 

 My cousins, brother, and I view education from a different perspective than our parents 

and grandparents.  For them, education was more than the key to success; it was the key to social 

mobility and just plain survival in the United States.  They experienced hardship growing up in 

Mexico and they experienced hardship in the United States when they immigrated.  The reason 
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they decided to leave Mexico in the first place was because they knew there would be more 

opportunity for their kids here.  Their motives did not solely have to do with selfish ambition, but 

instead every decision they made was for the benefit of their kids.  When my Tata got here he 

had to work two jobs just to make enough to provide food and shelter for his family.  My Nana 

wanted better for her kids and therefore pushed education. When asked about moving here, she 

explained that it was a sacrifice: 

Me: And how… so what did you feel when you came here for the first time? 
 
Nana: No, well I was sad. I left my whole family. Even though I came with Juan 
and everything but. My mom stayed with me here until I got married. And then 
she left back to Mazatlan. And now we have 50 years of being married this May.  
 
Me: What did you leave in Mazatlan? 
 
Nana: My mom, my family, my brothers, my uncles, and my dad, my dad was 
still alive. 
 
Me: What was it like to start a new life in the US? 
 
Nana: Well, really cool. At first.  
 
Me: Was it hard? Easy? 
 
Nana: At first we were spent our time very sad because we didn’t have family, we 
don’t have family, until now with you guys. At the time neither me nor your 
grandpa had family here, they were all in Mazatlan and Puerto Rico. 

 
 It was a sacrifice, however, as my tio Jaime explained in the excerpts above, her purpose 

was to set her kids up for success in the U.S. by going to school.  She witnessed her two brothers 

become doctors in Mexico and so made sure her kids had the best opportunities available to 

them.  This is an interesting element to consider because my two great uncles did pursue a higher 

education, and they did make a good living in Mexico.  My grandmother saw that and was 

determined for her children to have the same advantages.  She took that to the next level by 

requiring her children to go to college in the United States.  
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 The second-generation perspective was very similar to this first-generation perspective 

regarding how they viewed education.  My parents, aunts, and uncles were either born and raised 

in the United States, or they came at a young age.  They all grew up in a low-income situation 

and were the first in their families to attend high school, let alone college.  The idea of using 

education as a tool for success and social mobility had been instilled in them, and they had the 

responsibility to go out and put it to action.  Their view of education had to do with survival and 

escape of their situation of poverty, similar to the first-generation experiences.   

Here my tia Eva expresses that her mom, my Mama Trini, knew that she was not able to 

go far in education because of poverty: 

Me: So growing up, did your parents ever talk about school or college? 
 
Eva: Yes, they were very determined that we, education was very important. They 
wanted for us to go to school and get educated. My dad was gonna take care of us. 
We didn’t have to work. Our main thing was going to school and get a career. It 
was a big thing for them. (Second generation) 
 
Me: Why do you think it was so important to them for you guys to do well in 
school? 
 
Eva: Because they weren’t able to do it, so, since we were in a better situation 
than when they were very poor, they didn’t have the chance to go to school.  So 
that’s why they were very umm, they knew it was better for us to go to school and 
to have a better life and have more education than they did. 

 
 Those of us who are third-generation immigrants reflected a different attitude and tone in 

our responses about education.  Our parents have already performed the task of escaping poverty.  

This has been true for those who went to college and those who did not.  None of my family 

members are currently struggling or unemployed and so we did not grow up having to struggle 

ourselves.  Granted, some of us, me included, started off life in a low-income neighborhood and 

attended low achieving schools, but our situations greatly improved as our parents got promoted 

and earned more income.  We did not feel poor.  Our “task” was to maintain the same level of 
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success our parents had achieved.  In other words, we did not face the same pressures as our 

parents did that drove them to work hard to find success.  Their accomplishments made for a 

different dynamic as we were going through school. 

Janessa explained it one way: 
 

Me: So what are you doing with your life right now? 
 
Janessa: I’m going to college now, I go to Estrella Mountain Community College.  
 
Me: What made you chose there? 
 
Janessa: I always wanted to go to college; never thought otherwise, my parents 
constantly explained how important it was and I would see people work really 
hard. I’ve been given a lot and want to be able to provide for my family. 
 
Me: Did you always want to go to Estrella? 
 
Janessa: I knew I wanted to start at a community college. I was afraid to leave 
home. (Third generation) 

 
 There is a stark contrast between her perspective and those of my aunts and uncles.  

Janessa recognizes that she has been given a lot.  She understands the importance of education, 

but there was no sense of urgency.  It seemed to me that college was an expectation but not a 

need for survival as it was seen in the previous generations.  In her eyes, her parents already 

achieved success by moving out of central Phoenix to the higher income neighborhood in 

Avondale.  Her goal is to remain at that socioeconomic status, whereas her parents and 

grandparents needed to improve their financial situation for survival.  The first- and second-

generation family members laid the groundwork by creating and establishing their funds of 

knowledge.  The funds were available to Janessa from birth. 

Another significant difference to point out is her fear of leaving home.  By that she meant 

moving out of her house, not necessarily leaving the city or state.  This is a very different 

mindset than that of my grandparents who not only chose to leave home, but chose to leave their 
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countries to move to the U.S. where they did not know anyone, anything, or even the language.  

It is fascinating how an entire mindset can change in just two generations.  I think a reason for 

this is a sense of urgency that was present for my grandparents that is not present for my cousins 

or me.  My grandparents came to United States looking for a better life; my cousins and I were 

born into a great life. 

 An aspect that also stood out from the interviews of the third-generation family members 

was the idea of race and racism.  My cousin Janessa shared what her schools and neighborhoods 

were like where she was raised: 

Me: Can you describe what your schools were like? Like as far as ethnicity? 
 
Janessa: My school was mainly White.  
 
Me: Was that how your neighborhood was too? 
 
Janessa: Um yeah. 
 
Me: Did you realize that? Is that something you paid attention to? 
 
Janessa: I think I did. I don’t know cause like especially here at Garden Lakes, the 
kids are all blonde, you know, and have blue eyes. I didn’t have that. It was like, it 
was around that time where all kinds of people were being deported to Mexico. 
And this one girl asked me why I was still here and why I wasn’t going back to 
Mexico. 
 
Me: Wow. What grade were you in? 
 
Janessa: I was in third grade. 
 
Me: Do you remember how that made you feel? 
 
Janessa: Yeah I started crying and told my dad “I don’t wanna go to Mexico! 
Yeah and Javier was with me and he just started freaking out. 

  

Issues of race and racism did not come up in the interviews until I spoke with the third-

generation immigrant family members like in the example above.  My cousin Willie shared some 
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of his experiences with race in prison: 

Me: Switching gears a little bit. I know we’re Mexican. Is that, how do you 
identify? Like your race? Do you say Mexican? Or do you identify yourself? 
 
Willie: Yeah Mexican, Mexican or Chicano. I don’t like being Hispanic even 
though we are sort of Hispanic since our name Rincon comes from Spain, but I 
like saying we’re Mexican cause there’s where our culture and bloodline come 
from. And Chicano because we’re from America. That’s the way I see being 
Chicano. 
 
Me: Are you pretty proud of it?  
 
Wille: Oh yeah! Brown pride, I got my culture here, my Chicano culture over 
here, I love my race, man. [points to tattoos of “Brown Pride” and Aztec symbols] 
 
Me: Did you ever experience racism or anything like that growing up? 
 
Willie: Oh yeah. At work once in a while you hear stuff. I hear it once in a while 
here. Growing up, no. Cause Deming is Deming. Everyone is Mexican! 
I heard it in prison, of course, all the time. It’s an everyday thing there. 
 
Me: Would you say in prison it was mostly Hispanic or was more it mixed? 
 
Willie: It was mixed but we were dominant, the Mexican race was dominant. 
Cause it was New Mexico you know everyone was Mexican. It was still mixed 
though, there were more Black people than I had ever seen in my life. (Third 
generation). 
 

Willie states that he did not experience any issues related to race when he was younger 

because he grew up in Deming, New Mexico, a city in which most of the population is Mexican.  

It was not until he entered an environment that was more diverse that he began to experience 

racism.  Though the prison was still predominantly Hispanic, the increase of diversity accounted 

for the increase of race issues. 

The further the participants ventured out of their predominantly Hispanic environments, 

the more diverse life experiences they had.  Whether it was in prison or in a higher education 

setting, their experiences became more and more diverse which allowed for more racial 
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interactions. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Running head: IMMIGRATION AND THE FORMATION OF COLLEGE IDEOLOGIES 45 

CONCLUSION 

The interview questions were open-ended and gathered information pertaining to 

biographical information, motivations for immigrating, expectations, experiences upon arrival, 

and experiences navigating the educational and college process for their children.  My 

grandparents were the first members of their families to live in the United States, my parents 

were the first members of their families to go to college, and my brother and I are on track to 

have advanced degrees.  Despite the struggles that they all had to endure, they were all 

successful – my grandparents made a decent living here in the U.S., my parents attained college 

degrees and found great careers as teachers.  For this reason, I expected to see themes regarding, 

resilience, determination, initiative, and persistence as a result of their experiences, and this is 

exactly what I found.   

The focus of this study, however, was to analyze the way in which my family members 

viewed education.  They were all in agreement that education is important, and that it is a key 

tool for social mobility here in the United States.  These ideas were consistent throughout the 

interviews, regardless of generational status and regardless of whether the person attended 

college or not.  The differences came in the experiences of navigating the educational system in 

this country.  There was a stark contrast between the paths to success of my maternal and 

paternal sides of the family. 

On my paternal side, my grandparents immigrated to central Phoenix in the 1960s and 

they remain in the same house and neighborhood to this day.  My dad and his siblings were all 

born and raised here in Arizona.  They all excelled in high school and went on to pursue four-

year degrees (and one of them has received a Master’s degrees).  From the interviews I drew two 

main reasons that help explain their achievements despite having grown up in an economically 
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and socially disadvantaged situation.  The first has to do with my grandmother’s two brothers 

who became doctors in Mexico.  She witnessed the power of education through them as they 

built comfortable lives for themselves and their families in Mazatlan, her hometown, and so the 

importance of education became engrained in her values and in the way she raised her children.  

As my dad explained in his interview, my grandmother was very strict, and though he and his 

siblings resented it growing up, they now see the fruit of their upbringing.   

The second reason for success I am highlighting in this paper is the significance of 

trailblazers.  My dad was the oldest of his siblings and he was the first one to go to college.  He 

was not just the first in his family (besides his uncles in Mexico), but he was the first in his 

immediate circle of friends and in his neighborhood to leave home and go to college.  Though he 

struggled his first semester and dropped out for a brief amount of time, he learned how to 

navigate NAU and graduated.  His siblings then followed.  I am the first born of the 

grandchildren and therefore I am the oldest cousin.  Even though my brother and younger 

cousins all have an expectation to go to college from their parents, I still get to play the role of 

trailblazer.  I did not even realize I had that responsibility until my tio Jaime mentioned it at my 

brother’s high school graduation party last year.  I remember him saying “Just like your dad led 

the path for us, you and your brother are doing the same thing for your little cousins.”  Now I can 

see what a privilege and honor it is to be in that position, but I also feel the slight weight of 

responsibility.  I can only imagine that the weight my dad carried was far greater.  It is 

interesting to ponder what would have happened had my dad not returned to NAU to get his 

degree.  It is difficult to guess whether or not his siblings would have pursued college and where 

our family would be now.  However, I know my Nana and her support and encouragement is 

relentless.  My dad may have thought he had to choice to drop out, but I’m positive that my Nana 
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would not have rested until he was back at NAU.  At the root of their success lies my Nana’s 

determination and support.  Even in the interview with my Tata, he often referred to his wife’s 

constant “nagging” of his children as a factor in their success. 

The maternal side of the family did not have uncles who went to college and my mom’s 

oldest sibling did not go to college.  In fact, out of nine children, my mom was the only one who 

did.  Her siblings all took different paths including marriage, starting a business, or working their 

way up in an organization.  When my mom attended college, she was working at ASU full time 

and attending classes part time while raising my brother and I.  She was number six in line of her 

siblings and though her younger siblings did not end up pursuing a higher education, many of my 

older cousins did.  In a sense my mom was also a trailblazer in her family.   

This side of the family is all doing well now and they all have families they are able to 

provide for.  But it was not easy.  They have all faced struggles and have had to work extremely 

hard to get to where they are now.  This is not to say that my dad’s side of the family did not 

have to struggle, but it is a different experience to work hard in school and to work hard in life.  

And with Bachelor’s degrees my dad and his siblings were able to rise in social class much 

quicker than my aunts and uncles on my mom’s side.   

After analyzing the interviews, I propose that because my dad’s side of the family 

immigrated sooner (the first generation permanently immigrated before the second generation 

was born) and assimilated (integrated themselves) faster in American society, they were able to 

take advantage of more resources available to them.  Their view of and goals for a higher 

education were more established and attainable than for the members of my mom’s side of the 

family who faced different barriers including having to learn English.  My tia Eva spoke about 

disliking school in general because learning English was so difficult for her.  This difficulty 



Running head: IMMIGRATION AND THE FORMATION OF COLLEGE IDEOLOGIES 48 

prevented her from enjoying her education and she held a negative perspective about school.  

She, as my mom and other aunts and uncles, had to first navigate high school in English before 

they could even start thinking about school beyond postsecondary education.  Assimilating at a 

slower rate did not prevent my mom’s side of the family from successfully integrating 

themselves in American culture, but it did not happen as smoothly as in my dad’s side of the 

family. 

When I asked each individual about their definition of success, most of the answers 

surrounded happiness, financial security, and family.  Though there were not explicit differences 

in each family’s definition, I suggest that my dad’s side of the family viewed success more as 

relating to the positive assimilation into American culture by which their children can have 

access to the opportunity promised in this culture.  For my mom’s side, success was defined 

more as making it in the United States while holding on to as much of our culture as possible.  

My family members on my mom’s side are more concerned with family cohesiveness and each 

other’s happiness than becoming more Americanized. 

The topics of race, ethnicity, and racism hardly came up in the conversations with the 

first- and second-generation family members, but these topics were more salient for the third-

generation family members.  I believe the reason for this is because those who are part of the 

first- and second-generation groups established themselves in Mexican-American neighborhoods 

here in the United States and did not have to interact much with those outside their ethnicity.  My 

grandparents have never had to learn English despite being here since the 1960’s.  But with me 

and my cousins, we have all had experiences in predominantly White environments either in 

middle and high school, in prison, or in college.   

This finding is similar to the research by Portes and Rumbaut (2001) and Sparks and 
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Nuñez (2012) who explained that reduced exposure by the more recent arrivals to a 

discriminatory environment helped them to persist in college at higher rates than their 

subsequent generations.  I did not test college persistence, but I did see examples of a reduced 

exposure to racism and discrimination by the first- and second-generation family members.  It 

was my cousins, and myself, who had experience with racism as we had more experience living 

and working outside of the Hispanic neighborhoods of which our parents and grandparents were 

a part. 
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IMPLICATIONS FOR THEORY AND PRACTICE AND SUGGESTIONS FOR FUTURE 

RESEARCH 

Similar to Kiyama’s (2010) findings, these interviews support the conclusion that 

Mexicans hold education as an important value and have positive educational aspirations.  I 

argue that my family members view education as an important tool for social mobility and thus 

strongly encourage their children to not only excel in school, but to pursue higher education 

degrees at a minimum.  Another one of Kiyama’s (2010) arguments is that these families are able 

to tap into their social capital through their funds of knowledge.  This is supported in various 

instances in these interviews such as my Nana viewing the experiences of her successful brothers 

and translating that to her children in the United States, or my dad finding help from his high 

school guidance counselor with applying to college and financial aid.  Both my parents can be 

seen as trailblazers as they are the first in their families to attain higher education degrees and 

have added to their families’ shared funds of knowledge and social capital with their own 

networks that came from their educational journeys. 

An additional aspect this study adds to the existing research and practice is the analysis of 

the intergenerational differences.  An important feature of this study was its bilingual approach 

which allowed for the first-generation immigrants to share their experiences in their own voice.  

Portes and Rumbaut (2001) found generational differences in educational achievement in the K-

12 setting.  This study focuses on educational ideologies among the different generations as they 

relate to college-going.  Each generation has been able to build upon itself and advance further in 

education than the previous generation.  The value of education has been so deeply engrained 

that the third-generation immigrants view a higher education as a normative path to success.  

Even with my cousins who did not go to college, they recognize the importance of it and have 
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stated that their children will go. 

This research shows that the value and importance of education has been passed down 

intergenerationally.  This is significant for us as educators and practitioners because this shows 

us that we do not have to focus all our energy into convincing Mexican Americans to pursue 

advanced degrees.  They already aspire to.  What we need to focus on is identifying the systems 

of oppression that are in place in education and in society as a whole in order to cause change in 

the statistics related to access and achievement. 

Portes and Rumbaut (2001) spoke about the concept of selective acculturation in relation 

to the success of some communities’ integration to life in the United States.  It can be argued that 

contextual factors shape acculturation pathways.  For example, in this study, my mom’s side of 

the family assimilated at a slower rate than my dad’s side of the family.  My mom’s side took 

longer to learn English and establish themselves in the U.S., but the Mexican culture is still very 

present in the family.  Almost all of the members speak Spanish (including the third-generation), 

cook Mexican food, and get together a couple times a month.  These can all be viewed as 

protective factors and factors that contribute to family cohesiveness and support.  My dad’s side 

of the family does not have this sense of closeness.  In fact we only get together on major 

holidays despite all of us living in Arizona.  Both families have taken different acculturation 

pathways – some have left behind the Mexican culture to adopt an American culture – and both 

have had different results.  As mentioned my dad’s family assimilated quicker and all its 

members have achieved higher education degrees, but at the cost of leaving the Mexican culture 

behind.  My mom’s family was more selective in the assimilation process, and while its members 

have not all achieved advanced degrees, they have been able to retain the importance of the 

Mexican culture and have created a more cohesive and supporting network.  The contextual 
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factors of assimilation and acculturation varied by situation in my family. 

For future research projects such as this I would recommend an even deeper analysis of 

each portrait that includes photos and videos to further humanize the research.  This would help 

the audience see the entire picture of each family member and place a face with the narratives.  

Because this study did not analyze the experiences anyone under the age of eighteen, there is a 

missing perspective of participants who are in the K-12 setting.  This perspective can be 

significant as one would be able to stress questions about college going aspirations since college 

would still be in the distant future depending on the age of the participant.  It would also be 

important to include analyses of families with diverse backgrounds and experiences.  For 

example including a family where no one has yet attained a college degree.  How do the 

educational ideologies of third-generation immigrants differ in that scenario?  Kiyama (2010) 

found that families tap into their social capital.  It would be interesting to study the differences 

between the social capital that can be found within families and the social capital external to the 

family, and how those differences may impact college ideologies. 

An interesting finding not analyzed here is the career paths my family members have 

chosen.  Many of them, including my parents and myself, have chosen careers in education.  My 

parents are teachers, my uncle is the principal of a local high school, and I am a practioner in 

education.  There has been research in the area of minority students pursuing careers in 

education, and with more intentional questions surrounding their career options, my family 

member’s stories could contribute to the literature. 

This study can also be analyzed from a socioeconomic status lens.  My dad’s mom was 

fortunate to be part of the middle class in Mexico as her brothers were both doctors.  This formed 

part of her funds of knowledge as she was able to bring that understanding of the role of 
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education in social mobility to the United States.  My mom’s parents owned a farm in Chihuahua 

and worked extremely hard maintaining it.  While they did well financially, they did not have 

anyone around them who had gone to college and found a good paying, less labor intensive 

career option.  The role of socioeconomic status has an impact on the social and cultural capital 

individuals and families possess. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW QUESTIONS 

Interview Questions First Generation 

1. Where were you born? 
2. How long did you live there and what did you do? 
3. Why did you decide to move to the United States? 
4. What was moving like? 
5. What did you leave behind? 
6. What was it like starting a new life in the U.S.? 
7. Did you need to learn English? 
8. How did you choose which schools your children would attend? 
9. What did you think about college? 
10. When you son/daughter was applying for college, what did you think? 

Interview Questions 1.5, Second, and Third Generations 

1. Where were you born? 
2. How long did you live there? 
3. What were your schools like growing up? 
4. What were the demographics like where you grew up and in your schools? 
5. How do you identify? 
6. What languages do you speak?  
7. Which languages do you prefer? 
8. Did you always want to go to college? 
9. What was your college application process like? 
10. Tell me about your transition to college? 
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