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ABSTRACT 

In education today, Latino populations are growing, but Telles and Ortiz (2013) claim 

they account for the lowest academic levels and the highest levels of dropouts. Latino 

transfronterizo (literally border crossing) students and their parents in this study have high 

academic aspirations in spite of challenges of poverty, second language acquisition, and other 

difficulties which arise from U.S.-Mexico border contexts. Through dissecting the events of the 

1990s and early 2000s, the progression of northern migration from Mexico and the terrorist 

attacks of September 11, 2001 influenced anti-immigrant sentiment along the border and 

enactment of laws and policies to limit circumnavigating the international line. Misidentification 

as illegal immigrants creates borderland perceptions that Latinos are suspects and often results in 

discriminatory treatment from postcolonial dominant culture. This culture is reflected and 

perpetuated in schools where home language surveys identify native Spanish speakers to 

segregate them into Structured English Immersion programs for students with Limited English 

Proficiency. Ethnographic research from January of 2013 to August of 2015 included over 300 

observations and 14 semi-structured interviews with seven transfronterizo students and nine 

parents revealed language disconnects between school and home. Relationships between teachers 

and students/parents did not exist and trust was lacking. Latino parents wanted to help students 

with school, but English only requirements limited their assistance. Through the use of Furman’s 

ethic of community and Yosso’s community cultural wealth, educational leaders could create 

communal process at schools to build the capacity of teachers and parents to create relationships 

and shared cultural competencies.  
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

An educational paradox exists along the border between the United States and Mexico. A 

unique group of students attend school. Their hope is to achieve the American Dream      a high 

school education and the opportunity to work hard and better their lives. This American Dream is 

a part of their right as citizens of the United States. Yet, since many of these students have 

parents who are Mexican nationals, their citizenship, and right to a public education, is 

controversial. Many of these students live in Mexico and cross the border into the United States 

(U.S.) to attend school. These students are described as transfronterizo (literally border 

crossing). With 40 million legal crossings every year over nearly 2,000 miles of border between 

the US and Mexico, transfronterizos experience contextually-unique lifestyles. Transfronterizos 

are young people who often hold dual citizenship and have family in both nations according to 

Piedra and Guerra (2012). As a part of their bilingual, binational, and bicultural lifestyle, 

transfronterizos travel between Mexico and the United States (U.S.) multiple times a day.  

Many transfronterizo students spend the majority of their day circumnavigating the 

border between local shops, in neighborhoods, and with friends and peers in U.S. and Mexican 

settings.  Horowitz (2012) states: “With these regular bi-national crossings come new oral and 

literate encounters and transformations that shape adolescent identity, aspirations, and loyalties” 

(p. 152). As transfronterizo students work to complete the adolescent developmental task of 

identity, bi-literate contexts are essential for transfronterizo students along the Arizona/Mexico 

border. Swanson, Spencer, Dell’Angelo, Harpalani, & Spencer (2002) note: “Identity can be 

viewed as the central psychological element that defines and maintains an individual’s sense of 

self and ‘other’ through developmental changes” (p. 74). Selvester and Summers (2012) point 

out that relationships adolescents have with friends, classroom teachers, school leaders and staff, 
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family, and the greater community affect their perceptions of the world. Their identity is a result 

of their engagement with the people, contexts, and social structures around them. 

Understanding the Transfronterizo Student 

To create an understanding of transfronterizo students’ identities, it is important to 

understand who these individuals “are not”. These students are not children of immigrants. Their 

parents have not moved to the United States. They do not have intentions to become U.S. 

citizens. All but one of the study participants’ parents was employed in Mexico, which differs 

substantially from much of the literature available on immigrants. Often, however, 

transfronterizos are not distinguished between immigrants in the literature. Because of anti-

immigrant sentiment and policies that work against Latino students in border communities, many 

transfronterizos are fearful of being identified. Both immigrants and transfronterizos seek the 

American Dream. Like immigrants, transfronterizo students’ parents want a better life for their 

children. To ensure U.S. citizenship, parents and would-be parents begin by planning the birth of 

their child(ren) and taking measures to deliver their child in the U.S.. Because medical 

equipment in Mexico can be outdated, many physicians recommend women use U.S. medical 

facilities to avoid problematic deliveries (Tessman, field notes).  

Born to parents living in Mexico, but born in the U.S. provides transfroterizos in this 

study with dual U.S. and Mexican citizenship. For many parents, dual citizenship and 

opportunities for building bicultural and bilingual abilities, allows their children a choice for 

which of the two countries they want to live and/or work in the future.  I intend to be clear in this 

dissertation concerning to whom I am referring. For practical reasons, however, it is also 

important to utilize the term Latino generically in the literature. Where possible and with 

accuracy, I use the term Mexican to refer to the families. In this study, the reference applies to 
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the Arizona/Mexico border and the families of Mexican-descent. Much of the literature in this 

work specifically examines the experiences of Mexican-descent students and their families and 

intimately informs the Arizona/Mexico border context.  

A Life of Two Countries, Two Languages, Two Cultures 

Transfronterizo students’ binational lifestyle traps them between two worlds. Crossing 

the border to the U.S. during school hours subjects them to Arizona’s educational policies and, 

for decades, a social structure normed by white, middle class America. During out-of-school 

hours, however, transfronterizo students live by their Latino cultural norms. Part of the cultural 

context of borderlands show that Spanish usage can be an important measure of ethnic identity 

for Latinos. As children shift to English at school, transition from one generation to the next 

(intergenerational transmission) protects transfronterizo students from language (Rivera-Mills, 

2012). The requirements of English at school and Spanish within the home creates a double bind 

for Latinos: “They are marginalized by Anglophones for their ‘impure’ English or their 

association with Spanish: but they are also ostracized by Hispanophones for not speaking 

Spanish, or for speaking the ‘wrong kind’ of Spanish” (Leeman, 2012, p. 48). This dichotomy 

places dual language proficiency as a perceived disadvantage for their heritage language 

(Spanish).  

However, Latino children must abide by the wishes of parents who want to respect the 

heritage tradition of speaking Spanish at home (Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco, 2002). The 

use of Spanish may be a sign of respect for other family members, or a way to honor a traditional 

way of life. Conversely, teachers advocate for assimilation to the dominant culture and work to 

incorporate habits that help Latino students appear more Americanized. This forces 

transfronterizos to navigate between: “two countries, two languages, and two homes on a weekly 
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and sometimes daily basis” (Piedra & Araujo, 2012, p. 216). As transfronterizo students cross 

the physical border between the U.S. and Mexico, they shift from heritage to dominant cultures, 

language, and norms in an effort to gain an education.  

As if language and cultural challenges were not enough, many transfronterizo students 

have family responsibilities, such as caring for younger siblings after school. Long lines crossing 

the border may take one to two hours or more to arrive school. Returning to Mexico may also 

take one to two hours or more. For transfronterizo students, attending school may be an all-day 

activity, with little time for extra-curricular activities. With parents often lacking comprehension 

of the language to offer assistance, adolescent transfronterizo students with advanced English 

language skills must help younger siblings with homework. These same adolescents translate 

between teachers and parents at conferences, school events, and within the community. Hence, 

many adolescent transfronterizos hold semi-adult roles within the family because of their 

bilingual abilities.  

Some adolescents do not cross the border during the school week. To allow their U.S.-

born children the opportunity for an American education, Mexican parents surrender their rights 

to allow their U.S.-born children the opportunity for an American education. Since Arizona 

schools require physical residency for enrollment and enforce the policy by following students 

home and visiting residences (Duarte & Huicochea, 2012), transfronterizo students live often 

with guardians in the US. In these cases, many transfronterizos may cross the border for only the 

weekend. Or, to avoid the morning lines at the border before school, transfronterizo students 

may cross to spend the evening meal with their families and then recross to sleep at the home of 

their guardian (Tessman, field notes). To live a bilingual, bicultural life on both sides of the 
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international line, habitual daily crossing and recrossing the border reinforces transfronterizo 

students’ unique binational lifestyle and identity.   

Why an American Education? 

Mexican parents view education as a principle advantage for their children to access the 

labor market (Lauder, Brown, Dillabough, and Halsey, 2006). Ortiz and Contreras (2014) point 

out that Mexican women cross into the U.S. to give birth to their children. Their hope is the 

provision of better education for their children and the opportunity for their children to learn 

English at a young age. Mexican parents use dual citizenship to create access not only for their 

children’s legal entry into U.S. educational and labor systems, but also for binational public 

resources. However, “the consequences of these links for children’s education have barely been 

explored” (Vargas-Valle, 2012, p. 42). Parental advocacy for education in the form of dual 

citizenship refers to a cultural value similar to first generation immigrants with aspirations for 

their children’s future opportunities. Valle’s (2015) research shows a positive relationship 

between the attendance and completion of high school for children born in the U.S., as well as a 

positive association between the same group and college attendance compared to their Mexican 

citizen counterparts. She states: “Among 19 and 20-year-olds, 65.2% of those born in the U.S. 

graduated from senior high school, of which 77.8% enrolled at university, versus only 53.4% and 

68% of those born in Mexico, respectively” (p. 49). For Mexican families with aspirations for 

their children to attend college, an education in the U.S. matters.  Aspirations for college and 

future jobs are grounded in the opportunities that come from what the U.S. has to offer. During 

the 1980s and 1990s, the maquiladora (twin plants) industry created more than a million jobs in 

Mexico. 

Maquiladoras are American factories placed in Mexico to take advantage of lower labor 
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and materials costs. Managers are often bilingual and facilitate reporting to American factory 

executives in English plus managing Spanish-speaking workers. Managers earn around $200; 

weekly pay for maquiladora workers averages around $80 (Tessman, field notes). On the 

Mexican side of the border, a large number of residents lack safe drinking water, sewage, and 

sanitation services. By 2010, the resulting degradation from factory pollutants and 

overcrowding created an environmental infrastructure deficit that “was more than $1 billion for 

water and wastewater projects” (Lusk, Staudt, & Moya, 2012, p. 24). During the 1980s and 

1990s, the maquiladora (twin plants) industry created more than a million jobs in Mexico. 

Overwhelming growth caused deteriorating housing, schools, and law enforcement (Lusk, 

Staudt, & Moya, 2012). With poor wages and infrastructure in Mexico, it is not surprising that 

Mexican parents use their agency to look to the American side of the border for education and 

future work opportunities for their children. 

Purpose of the Study 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the narratives of transfronterizo students 

and their parents concerning their experiences with American schools. After the 

militarization of the U.S.-Mexico (MX) border following the September 11, 2001 attacks, 

significant changes in border policies created a unique context. It affected bicultural, 

binational, and bilingual children who cross the international line each day to attend 

school and challenged school leaders to create educational venues to meet students’ 

needs. Yet, the unique transnational experiences of transfronterizo students, has yet to be 

included within the existing literature on immigrants. Therefore, this transnational study 

was created to give voice to transfronterizo students and their parents and to focus upon 

the interplay of people, place, and policies. It is my hope that through the telling of their 
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experiences, border educators can identify strategies for increasing cultural awareness 

and Latino parental involvement.  

Problem Statement 

 Educational leaders are challenged to meet the unique bicultural, binational, and 

bilingual needs of transfronterizo students and their families and also to meet the 

accountability standards of state and federal mandates.  

RQ1: In what ways do Latino transfronterizo students and parents narrate their 

experiences with American schools?  

Embedded within the narratives of these individuals lie relationships that I built with 

students over long periods of time through multiple participant observations. During the 

formation of social bonds, I worked to establish confianza en confianza—trusting mutual trust—

and reciprocity. We exchanged educational services. I provided after-school opportunities for the 

community and, during the activities, students taught me about their culture, language, and life. 

Through this ethnographic viewpoint, my role as researcher diminished. Instead, I was 

seen more so in the role of an adult social support and fitting with cross-cultural studies. My role 

demonstrated the importance of stable relationships with at least one adult (Garbarino et al, 

1992). Frequent visits to the border, combined with my employment outside of the school 

system, allowed me to avoid the mistrust that transfronterizos often feel toward governmental 

agencies. Students’ cooperation led to interviews with their parents. In turn, the interviews shed 

light on the experiences of Mexican families who use their agency to choose U.S. citizenship and 

education for their children. In all, rich narratives were exposed and observations drove my 

grounded theoretical approach. My work along the border informed my research, which I 

describe in the following outline of chapters.  
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Organization of Study 

In the next chapter, I examine what other ethnographers and social science researchers 

have discovered when studying Latino students in light of current educational policies. I draw 

broadly from the studies of Gándara and Contreras (2010), Menken (2008), Spring (2001), 

Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001), Valdés (2001), and Valenzuela (1999). Their 

quantitative and qualitative research empirically demonstrates nuances of Gándara and 

Contreras’ (2010) claim that, “Latinos are the largest and most rapidly growing ethnic minority 

in the country, but academically, they are lagging dangerously far behind” (p. 1). The authors 

continue by saying, “half of all Latino students fail even to graduate from high school, and while 

all other ethnic groups . . . have gradually increased their college graduation rates, Latinos have 

seen almost no such progress in three decades” (p. 1-2). The works of Valdés, Suárez-Orozco 

and Suárez-Orozco, and Valenzuela focus upon either immigrant children or children of 

immigrants, informing the broader framework of this work. 

However, this study moves the understandings about Latino youth to the Arizona/Mexico 

border. Here, a distinct population of Latino students crosses the international border daily. The 

act of crossing the border creates complicating circumstances for already-challenged Latino 

students and their families as border contexts are rife with anti-immigrant sentiment, poverty, 

and Spanish language usage—all of which can influence Latino student success. In exploring 

these challenges, I utilize Menken’s (2008) tenets of de facto language policies. These illustrate 

how No Child Left Behind (NCLB) and Arizona language policies have overridden the linguistic 

and cultural needs of Latino students. To further iterate the entrenchment of purposeful removal 

of Latino language and culture, I use Spring’s (2001) ideology of deculturalization, or the 

destroying of one culture to replace with a new one. 
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For example, the difference between Americanization for Mexicans compared to 

Americanization for Europeans was the segregation of schools and the practice of giving the 

Mexican schools the discarded texts from Anglo schools. Deculturalization is used as a backdrop 

in analyzing Arizona educational policies beyond language and the gaps culturally between 

Latino students and the many Anglo teachers in the profession. Teaching of English-only creates 

mistrust between students and teachers (Valdés, 2001), for language is not only a school subject 

but also a social act. The basis though which relationships are formed is through social 

interaction. Valenzuela’s (1999) ethnographic work on subtractive schooling articulates the 

critical role of caring relationships between teachers and students.  

Within the political accountability mandates of state and federal language policies, I 

analyze the difficult decisions educational leaders must make when working to meet the needs of 

Latino transfronterizo students and their parents. The complexity of the linguistic, cultural, 

political, and contextual challenges led me to use Shapiro and Gross’ (2013) theoretical 

framework of the multiple ethical paradigms of justice, critique, care, and the profession. The 

mix of state and federal policies in this study represent a level of legality (ethic of justice) that 

lends to a (ethic of) critique of the equity in which those are enacted. Cultural and linguistic gaps 

between teachers and students require an identification of relationships (ethic of care) and 

communication (ethic of the profession) between individuals. While these paradigms allow for 

abundant discussion on the decision making options for educational leaders, I take an additional 

step towards praxis by including Furman’s (2004) ideology of the ethic of community which 

pushes towards communal action.  

As a way to fill some of the gaps in the literature on linguistic and cultural fissures 

between Latino’s home culture and those of U.S. public schools, I discuss how educational 



19 
 

leaders can use their agency to increase their community capital. The tasks for school leaders are 

immense and the expectation for a single individual to accomplish them is unrealistic. Therefore, 

the ethic of community works to build common vision and participatory accomplishments. To 

accomplish this increase in community capital, border communities can be tapped to share their 

collective wisdom. This type of local capacity building is detailed in Yosso’s (2005) community 

cultural wealth. As educational leaders become knowledgeable in the many resources within 

Latino communities, they are able to activate effective participatory teams that could not only 

close linguistic and cultural gaps but also meet NCLB accountability mandates, especially for 

parental involvement.  

In chapter three I detail the methodologies employed to create an understanding of the 

cultural, political, and economic context of the Southern Arizona border region. The framing of 

this ethnographic study of seven Latino transfronterizo students and their nine parents comes 

from Mills’ (1959) strategies for critical research, which balance history, society, and personal 

narratives. Within this context, larger anti-immigrant sentiment, papers for lawfully entering the 

US, student citizenship, and Arizona’s educational residency policies influenced the daily 

movement of transfronterizo students from their homes to the school. Chapter three’s 

amalgamation of a day in the life of a transfronterizo student demonstrates the act of arriving at 

school each day had the potential to become a gauntlet of political navigation.  

From January 2013 to August of 2015, I collected qualitative data in the form of fourteen 

interviews and over 300 observations. Through my position as a border resident and community 

youth worker, I was privy to sociopolitical issues as an Anglo insider. Yet, I used my position as 

a researcher and my long term professional relationships in the borderlands to gain trust within 

the Latino community and learn their perspectives. Because I was not positive that all parents 
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could easily cross the border, I traveled to Mexico to meet with them in their homes or 

businesses. Their children often translated, but I also brought a translator—a native speaker that 

was also known and trusted by parents. In the gathering of Latino perspectives of shared 

experiences, participant observations frequently reflected blending of my researcher and 

community youth worker roles. Biweekly border-based afterschool programs during the school 

year and four day-a-week summer programs established a level of rapport from my community 

youth work, shaping trusting relationships and making interviews possible with transfronterizo 

students and their parents.   

Within the interviews, transfronterizo students and parents articulated challenges with 

language—the aspiration to acquire English and the accompanying draw for American schools— 

as well as the challenge to learn English in light of segregating English Language Learner 

classrooms. While parents expressed their desire to assist with homework, they bemoaned lack 

of English skills and shared reliance on older siblings to help with homework or to translate 

when communicating with the school. While the school sent fliers in English and Spanish about 

meetings or events, parents often felt uncomfortable attending. Limited English skills made 

communication difficult. Language themes connected with other data themes in the research. 

When registering transfronterizo students for school, native Spanish speakers are segregated 

from Arizona’s use of a home language survey. S.B. 1141 requires residency for school 

enrollment, requiring parents to sign over guardianship to someone with an Arizona address. 

Based on my study, the next three chapters represent manuscripts that have been 

submitted to peer-reviewed journals. Data in these chapters were analyzed specifically to meet 

the theoretical framework that best represented the foci of the literature for each article. Chapter 

four highlights the first journal article, Borderland Parentocracy: Mexican Parents’ and their 
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Transfronterizo Children. It examines parentocracy (Brown, 1999) in light of U.S. citizenship 

opportunities for transfronterizos. Brown’s (1999) ideology of parentocracy depends more 

heavily on the desires of parents than the students’ abilities. According to Spera, Wentzel, and 

Matto (2009), “these aspirations can be understood as standards for performance that organize, 

communicate, and direct parents’ behaviors toward their children. . .” (p. 1140).  Mexican 

parents value education but display their agency toward educational attainment for their children 

differently than middle class parents from dominant cultures. The context of the U.S.-MX border 

may exacerbate differences, for Latino parents’ challenges may be greater because of poverty, 

language difficulties, and discriminatory practices. In some cases, these limitations spurred 

parents to assure U.S. citizenship for their children. Through citizenship, parents secured 

American schooling and future job opportunities. Limited experiences with American schools 

typically placed Latino parents at a disadvantage for navigating systems. However, Latino 

parents did not lessen aspirations for their children to attend the American schools.  

In chapter five, the second article, Educational Policies Deculturalize Transfronterizo 

Students along the U.S.-MX Border, secondary themes of school policies and parent involvement 

are framed by Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth. I argue that macro policies, including 

No Child Left Behind (2001) and Arizona’s Proposition 203, work to extinguish the language 

and culture of Latino students. No Child Left Behind legislation requires the use of English for 

all standardized tests and Proposition 203 requires that all instruction in Arizona be done in 

English. These two policies create a climate where language learning becomes highly racialized 

(Green, 2008). Additionally, residency policies require a physical Arizona address. Thus, parents 

give guardianship of their children to family or friends, causing schools to contact guardians 

rather than parents. Communication re-routing usually perpetuates myths of detached Latino 
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parents when, in reality, families narrate their desire to be highly involved with their children’s 

education.  

Between the Border and Mandated Hard Places: The Ethical Fine Line of Educational 

Leaders uses themes of language and policy to scrutinize ethical challenges. In chapter six, I 

focus on the decision-making task of educational leaders. I use Furman’s (2004) ethic of the 

community to recommend the inclusion of Latino parents and community to create communal 

process by identifying Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth.  Throughout the chapters, an 

educational paradox outlines a difficult situation for school principals, often left as single leaders 

to face overwhelming trials. No Child Left Behind (2001) legislation creates a perilous situation 

for schools with large populations of English Language Learners (ELL): Schools are mandated 

to test in English and Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) will be determined by these test scores. 

Schools along the U.S.-MX border have high populations of ELLs, simply because of their 

geographic location. Logically, testing in English will affect their AYP scores and further 

determine whether or not the principal and staff remain employed. AYP scores may even 

jeopardize the continuation of the school.  

In addition, Arizona policies further challenge school leaders, already experiencing 

limitations, to include segregated students into ELL classrooms for Structured English 

Immersion (SEI). Skill and drill techniques work to Americanize segregated students while 

depriving them of their heritage culture (Spring, 2001). Furthermore, these classes have failed to 

attain the predicted gains in English proficiency that would help narrow the education gap 

between Latino and Anglo students. Inside this chapter, I examine how political agendas have 

superseded the needs of Latino students for second language acquisition.  
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 One indicator of student achievement comes from parental aspirations. As Gaitan (2012) 

argues the need for parent involvement, the use of a home language survey continues to 

segregate native Spanish speakers and creates mistrust between the school and the Latino 

community. Communication issues become further complicated by English-Spanish and 

Spanish-English translation needs. While parents want more interaction with school, their own 

limited English proficiency creates hesitancy to initiate contact. Therefore, most parent 

involvement happens within the home and under the linguistic capital (Yosso, 2005) of older 

siblings who use their larger range of English skills.  

Within this educational paradox we find school leaders in the borderlands. They are 

between a system of NCLB language testing limitations and AYP accountability mandates. 

Although Arizona places limitations for English instruction and designates the use of SEI, the 

state has not delivered on its promise to teach English in one year and fails to give options for 

other pedagogical approaches. Furthermore, communication is fractured. Language issues result 

in little contact between the parents of transfronterizos and school and parents and their children. 

Diminished relationships between students and teachers are the result.  

In closing, this research does not claim to provide solutions to the educational paradox 

along the U.S.-MX border. Rather, the study was designed to bring to light the narrations of a 

distinct population of individuals who are highly impacted by the current round of federal and 

state policies. The entities—border communities, schools, educational leaders, and 

transfronterizo families—are individual. Experiences and beliefs differ and generalizations about 

one are not expected to garner similar results with another. However, my hope is that through 

this study, educators can identify strengths and assets within border communities and from them 

build collaborations to jointly mitigate the challenges that come from policies.  
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CHAPTER 2: THE COLLISION OF PLACE, PEOPLE AND POLICY 

In education today, Latino populations are growing, but Telles and Ortiz (2013) claim 

they account for the lowest academic levels and the highest levels of dropouts. Many of these 

first generation students have high academic achievement in spite of challenges of poverty, 

second language acquisition, and other difficulties. Within the research on Latino students in 

American schools, a social construction and academic discourse, deficit thinking (Valencia, 

1997), permeates the literature. Deficit thought posits that students who fail in school do so 

because of their personal or racial/ethnic/cultural deficiencies. Regardless of the conditions under 

which the child lives, the language he or she speaks, the opportunities available, or other 

socioeconomic, cultural, or environmental factors, deficit thinking works under the premise of 

blaming the victim rather than uncovering strengths within their purview. While historically, 

America’s racial minorities were viewed as cognitively and culturally inferior, early IQ tests 

found Mexican-American children outperformed their white peers. Although deficit thinking 

casts a negative lens on Latino education in the 21
st
 Century, the reality of their experiences is 

much more complex and influenced by the interactions of place, people and policy.  

Within this literature, I examine people, place, and policy in separate sections, although I 

aim to demonstrate how they also interact and influence one another. In fact, the boundaries 

between these three broad areas are unavoidably fuzzy throughout the research. To begin with, 

an economic analysis of the U.S.-MX border context begins to explain the dichotomy between 

the two countries. This dichotomy begins to blur in the 1990s with transnational employment and 

border agreements that increased trade between the nations and widespread immigration. As 

migration increased, so did policies to stem the influx of people in their northern migration. 

Around 2000-2001, policy shifts in education began to require English-only instruction and 
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testing in English. Tensions heightened in 2000 around the Flores v State of Arizona case which 

mandated supervision of English Language Learners and formed a task force which subsequently 

designed the Structured English Immersion (SEI) program. In the efforts to create a system to 

meet court-appointed mandates, the SEI system, in conjunction with other educational policies, 

denudes native Spanish speakers of their heritage language. Within these inequitable systems, 

Latino students still have people around them to mitigate the influence of challenging contexts 

and policies. Families are critical for youth, often providing protective factors for children and “a 

stable emotional relationship with at least one parent or other reference person” (Garbarino et al., 

1992, p. 103). Other key people are often teachers but frequently school policies have alienated 

Latino students and families by creating mistrust through restrictive language policies. 

Therefore, teachers and educational leaders are challenged to repair relationships damaged by 

inequitable systems.  

Place: The Borderlands 

For transfronterizo students, an international line intersects their neighborhoods and 

creates a division where Customs and Border Patrol agents guard el muro—-the wall—that 

separates the U.S. from Mexico. This wall creates a division of laws, language and culture in the 

surroundings of transfronterizos. Once across the line and into the U.S., anti-immigrant 

sentiment creates a racialized climate for Latinos in postcolonial Arizona. While Latinos 

dominate the population in the borderlands, Arizona’s S.B. 1070 allows the potential for racial 

profiling. This profiling increases in border communities where labels of “poor,” “illiterate ” 

and“ non-English speaking” add to Latino deficit terminologies. These labels have been 

perpetuated by notions of cultural deprivation and genetic deficit theories which have created 

historically negative perceptions of Latino students and families.  
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Within this geographic site lies the interplay of micro and macro socioeconomic, 

educational, familial, and cultural structures. In this research, the border context becomes a large 

influence on the study because of the inequitable borderland juxtaposition of American and 

Mexican cultures, English and Spanish languages, and first and third world economies. As Ortiz 

and Contreras (2014) posit, “there is no other border in the world with greater inequity in terms 

of power, economic development and social conditions” (p. 38). Borderlands exist not only in 

the physical realm of the area surrounding the fence between the U.S. and Mexico, but also in the 

perceptual paradigms in which the people in the region live. Wilson, Ek, and Douglas (2014) 

refer to these borderlands as “physical and/or conceptual landscapes where one must negotiate 

notions of cultural difference as she or he lives and learns” (p. 1). Part of the landscape that 

stratifies power differentials at the border comes from economic development and 

socioeconomic status. 

Border Economy  

Economic conditions along the U.S.-MX border are imbalanced compared to other areas 

of the US, as Lusk, Staudt, and Moya (2012) state, “forty of the U.S. border counties have capita 

income lower than the state averages” (p. 25). According to the U.S. Census Bureau, Arizona’s 

median household income is $49,774 compared to U.S. median household income of $53,046. In 

communities on the U.S.-MX border, median household income can be as low as $27,638. When 

ethnic and gender stratification are added to income data, “[Latinos] on an average, earn a lower 

income than non-[Latino] whites . . .[and Latino] women’s earnings are 37% of non-[Latino] 

white men” (Lusk, Staudt, & Moya, 2012, p. 26). Furthermore, gaining employment can be 

difficult as, “the unemployment rate [in some border areas] is 250-300% higher than in the rest 

of the country” (p. 26).   
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In border communities, the maquiladora industries created thousands of jobs during the 

1990.  Yet, many closed when labor and materials became cheaper in China, leaving families 

looking for other employment. For those industries remaining in business, maquiladora worker 

salary averages $80 per week. Compared to the U.S. border median household income, crossing 

the border from Mexico to America for work translates to $531.50 per week or over six times 

factory workers’ wages. While U.S. workers might consider $27,638 poverty level wages, 

Mexican heads-of-household often see American jobs along the border as attractive employment 

options. Vargas-Valle (2012) discusses the transborder work practices of Mexican families: 

With more than post-basic education, some notion of the English language, social 

networks in the United States, papers for legally crossing the border and a car for 

traveling around [workers have] the greatest likelihood of being employed in the 

labor market in the south of the United States. Due to the structural differences in 

the local economies of each country, these workers obtain higher incomes than 

they would get in Mexico, although their jobs are not usually highly skilled (p. 

41).   

The unique context of the U.S.-MX border allows for this transborder employment. 

However, to be successful in obtaining work in the U.S., Mexican families are faced with 

obtaining a legal way to enter the country via visa or a more permanent solution.  

Immigration  

As distances to work become greater, the most common and controversial path for 

Latinos to gain access to higher wages comes from immigration. The North American Free 

Trade Agreement’s (NAFTA) failed trade pact displaced Mexican farm workers and caused 

massive migration to the United States. With jobs decreasing in Mexico, millions illegally 
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crossed the border seeking work (Ensinger, 2011). The influx of Mexican immigrants caused 

fear in Arizona that jobs would be taken from white workers. According to the National 

Research Council, large-scale immigration contributes only a modest drop in minimum wage for 

the lowest skilled native workforce—such as the work for high school dropouts (Suárez-Orozco 

& Suárez-Orozco, 2002). Domestically, the U.S. gains anywhere from $1-10 billion a year from 

immigrants’ economic spending. Yet, caveats exist. Immigrant families typically have more 

children and use more educational services than native households. Immigrants tend to be 

poorer. And, because immigrant families have lower paying jobs and own less property, they pay 

less taxes.   

War on Terror equals a War on Immigrants. The combination of migration increases. 

The terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001 created a wave of political nationalism that spurs the 

segregation of people from each side of the U.S.-MX border. The construction of a $2.4 billion 

steel fence blocks the movement of people near border crossing points. Tracts of the 

international line in rural areas still remain separated by only a few strands of barbed wire and 

remote sensing devices monitor movement. According to the State of the Border Report (Lee & 

Wilson, 2013), Arizona’s border patrol statistics in 2012 show the Tucson sector with the highest 

number of agents and arrests along the border at 4,239 agents and 120,000 arrests. Compared 

with the San Diego sector (2,669 agents, 28,461 arrests) and El Paso sector (2,738 agents, 9,678 

arrests). This placed the Tucson sector at nearly twice the agents compared to the San Diego and 

El Paso sectors and with more than four times higher than San Diego’s arrest numbers.  

In an effort to “stem the tide of illegal immigrants and drugs” (Lusk, Staudt, & Moya, 

2012, p. 19), the border has become militarized. The high numbers of border patrol agents and 

arrests in the Southern Arizona area are part of the anti-immigrant context. According to Nill 
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(2001), “seventy-three percent of Latinos think that police crack-downs on undocumented 

immigrants unfairly target them” (p. 52). The portrayal as undocumented immigrants “has had 

the effect of rendering all brown-skinned Latinos suspects” (p. 54). The consequence of that 

perception is that Latino civil rights limitations appear to be legitimized by the general public. 

Former Governor Janice K. Brewer signed the Support our Law Enforcement and Safe 

Neighborhoods Act (more commonly known as S.B. 1070) in April of 2010 (Campbell, 2011), 

illustrating Arizona’s draconian sentiment towards immigrants. This legislation allows for law 

enforcement to check individuals’ citizenship status during a lawful stop or detainment. 

Controversy surrounds the S.B. 1070 legislation. Detractors believe the conditions for racial 

profiling exist in the state as other laws add to the restrictive context for Latinos in Arizona. 

Policy 

Torres (2012) notes Arizona politicians use US-MX border communities as targets for 

xenophobic policies. In 2004, Arizona voters approved Proposition 200 prohibiting 

undocumented individuals from state and local benefits and requiring verification of immigrant 

status for those seeking benefits (Campbell, 2011). Just two years later, the Arizona Constitution 

was amended to prohibit bail for persons charged with specific felonies, if prosecutors believe 

defendants are undocumented (Santos, Menjivar, & Godfrey, 2013). Again in 2006, Proposition 

102 passed, which deprives undocumented immigrants the right to seek punitive damages in 

Arizona’s civil courts (Campbell, 2011). Finally in 2006, Proposition 300 passed, forbidding 

undocumented persons enrolled in Arizona’s community colleges and universities from receiving 

in-state tuition rates and financial aid or attending adult education classes. Adult education 

classes can help immigrants assimilate to the dominant culture if English as a second language 

could be provided for them.   



30 
 

Anti-Immigrant Sentiment Bleeds from Economic, to Legal, to Educational. Latinos 

have been cast into deficit perceptions through anti-immigration laws (Arizona’s S.B. 1070), and 

“welfare reform has all but indicted those who are poor, non-English-speaking, and noncitizens” 

(Villarruel & Montero-Sieburth, 2000, p.  xxiii). These inferential indictments are evidence “that 

past racial discourses were independent from, but were strongly interconnected to, colonial 

economic interests” (Menchaca, 1997, p. 13), as deficit views of people of color have bled from 

economic to social and educational contexts. Probably the broadest measures of anti-immigrant 

sentiment in education are state and federal policies restricting language instruction and usage. 

Federal No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation and Arizona’s Proposition 203 extinguish 

bilingual programs that meet the needs of non-English speaking Latino transfronterizo students. 

These laws place English-only instruction and testing into border schools, where high 

populations of students and parents speak Spanish as a native language.  

English for Native Spanish Speakers 

The unique nature of transfronterizo students creates an educational paradox for school 

leaders.  They are tasked with meeting the accountability mandates of No Child Left Behind 

(2002) federal legislation and A.R.S. 15-752 which regulates English-only instruction while 

transfronterizo students and their parents see an American education as a path to gaining English 

and future job opportunities. Additionally, Montero-Sieburth (2000), purports that education is 

tied to opportunities for economic development, but add the education system has failed Latino 

youth because they are forced to “abandon their language, culture, and certain values for 

transition to be deemed ‘successful’” (p. xvii). 

The definition for success in American schools originates in a myriad of educational 

policies. These policies are tied to academic testing in English, leaving educational leaders to 
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administer mandated academic testing for federal and state accountability. Menken (2008) 

asserts that testing has become central to education for all students (including English Language 

Learners).  At the same time more than five million non-English speaking immigrants speaking 

460 different languages have entered public schools in the United States. 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB) legislation of 2001 “requires steady, annual improvement 

in students’ test scores” (Goodman, Shannon, Goodman, & Rapoport, p. 34). This annual 

improvement is called Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP). It requires schools to account for the 

achievement of all groups of students (i.e.; English Language Learners [ELL]). At the same time, 

however, the tests were developed to assess progress of native English speakers, rather than 

those learning English (Menken, 2008), since they are “first and foremost language proficiency 

exams, not necessarily measures of content knowledge” (p. 4). These tests come with high 

stakes. Menken (2008) claims that students lacking English proficiency perform poorly (20-40% 

below other students on statewide assessments) and have far lower high school graduation rates. 

While the United States does not have a stated educational language policy, a de facto language 

policy in schools has been created by NCLB policies and standardized testing. Language policies 

tenets include: (1) how language will be taught in the school, (2) how language education will be 

implemented, (3) orientations towards language, and (4) language ideology (Menken, 2008). 

Each tenet is elaborated in the paragraphs below. 

De Facto Language Policies 

Teaching Process. The first tenet, the process by which language will be taught, is 

apparent. NCLB originator, Reid Lyon, a school psychologist from New Mexico, outlined a 

scientific approach to reading which included: “the sound part (phonics), fluency, vocabulary, 

and comprehension.” (Goodman, Shannon, Goodman, & Rapoport, 2004, p. 81). This scientific- 
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based approach to curriculum creation intended to decrease the gap between reading and non-

reading students. Lyon believed children just needed to come from homes with rich print 

environments. He felt it was the job of the school to make up for the deficiencies that these 

children had in their homes. Lyon’s reference to deficiencies children had in their homes is an 

example of deficit thinking or a process of “blaming the victim” which “asserted the poor and 

people of color caused their own social, economic and educational problems” (Valencia, 1997, p. 

x). Deficit thought terminology became popular in the 1960’s and, since, has often been used to 

explain school failure, specifically among economically disadvantaged minority students. 

Scientific vs Holistic Approaches. While NCLB’s scientific-based approach to 

curriculum intended to decrease student gaps, Hart and Hager (2012) assert that Latino student 

test scores are lower in all subject areas and have not changed in the past decade. By the end of 

elementary school, Latino students are two years behind, three years behind by the end of middle 

school , and four years behind their white counterparts by high school (Green, 2008). Research in 

bilingualism critiques scientific-based approaches and advocates for holistic approaches that 

allow for the ELL to learn through culturally-sensitive and contextually-appropriate lessons 

(Freeman & Freeman, 2000; Gándara & Hopkins, 2010; Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti, 2005; 

Hornberger & Link, 2012; Weaver, 2002). These holistic approaches embrace instruction that 

includes students’ first language.  

Literacy from first language transfers to second language as reading acquisition is faster 

in English for those students who can already read in their first language (Freeman & Freeman, 

2000). This is evidenced through multiple classroom case studies, where, for example, 

Vietnamese students were struggling to comprehend stories read in English. Tutors were 

arranged to discuss the stories in their native language before and after books were read in 
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English in class. After three weeks, results found that through the use of first language 

discussion, reading in English improved. Vietnamese students were able to participate in whole 

class discussions because they were able to articulate their questions and understand the answers 

in their native tongue. Then, they could rephrase their understanding in English for the class. 

Gándara and Hopkins (2010) concur that transfer happens between languages. If students learn 

something in one language they are more easily able to learn it in another. Cross-language 

relationships occur in sound-symbol awareness, word reading, and spelling. Bilingual 

methodologies allow for language transfer. Yet federal and state policies prohibit these effective 

teaching strategies. 

Language Implementation. NCLB’s elimination of $300M in federal funding for 

bilingual education and provision of block grants for states showing results teaching English 

demonstrates the second tenet of language policy, implementation. Arizona supported this 

language policy implementation tenet with English-only instruction legislation A.R.S. 15-752 

(Proposition 203). It mandates a daily four hour pull-out program for English Language Learners 

(ELLs). This pull-out program segregates students with Limited English Proficiency (LEP) from 

their more English proficient peers. Dow and Staudt (2012) consider this pull-out program to be 

a weak or subtractive program, failing to adequately close the achievement gap between the two 

language learners. Furthermore, for ELL students to achieve grade level academic performance, 

Thomas and Collier (2002) claim that between four to seven years of pull-out program 

intervention is needed.  

SEI. Given Proposition 203, Arizona’s plan for the length of time students would spend 

in a “Sheltered” or “Structured” English Immersion (SEI) curriculum program is temporary. The 

SEI model was touted to increase student acquisition in English within one year. Yet, “Arizona’s 
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SEI program failed to deliver on any of its claims” (Gándara, 2012, p. 126). She explains: “Most 

ELLs begin school . . . significantly behind their English-speaking peers. Adding even one year 

[in SEI], can make it virtually impossible for these students to catch up” (Gándara, 2012, p. 129). 

Because SEI typically takes longer than one year, often students in secondary grades fall further 

behind, denying them access to core curriculum because they are spending four hours a day in 

ELL classes.  

To test out of SEI, students must pass the AZELLA (Arizona English Language Learner 

Assessment), which tests only at a third to fourth grade reading level. Since no more assistance 

in English is available once exiting SEI, high school students are essentially set up to fail. Yet, 

high school texts are written at a reading level far above the elementary level students achieved 

to exit the program. Arizona high school students lose credits by being placed in the four hour 

blocks of ELL/SEI and can be deficient in hours necessary to graduate with their peers. Valdéz 

(2001) refers to these students as ESL (English as a Second Language) “lifers” (p. 17) who 

remain in language assistance programs their entire academic career. The result is talented 

students being lost in the political vortex of education.  

Arizona’s restrictive language policies may be a factor leading to dropout rates. While it 

is true that nationally high school dropout rates have declined over the past decade, Latinos 

outpace all other groups with 14% dropping out compared to 8% of African Americans, 5% of 

White, and 4% of Asian Americans (Fry, 2014). These dropout rates can be misleading when 

compared to the graduation rates of ELLs. Arizona finished last in the nation (Scott, 2012), for 

the amount of ELL students that it graduates each year at only 25 percent.  

Language Orientations. The third tenet of language policy includes orientations 

towards language. Arizona has an estimated 130,000 English learners in their public schools 
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(Gándara & Hopkins, 2010) who are affected by the Flores v State of Arizona ruling of 2000. In 

the Flores case, Miriam Flores sued the state of Arizona, saying it failed to provide her and other 

children who were learning English in a border school with effective educational progress in 

English proficiency. She complained of underqualified teachers, lack of funding for programs, 

and inadequate monitoring for learning English (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010). In 2000, the case 

resulted in a Consent Order requiring the Arizona Department of Education to provide detailed 

procedures to address her complaints. These procedures resulted in monitoring of students’ 

reading, writing, math, and content area skills every two years following their exit from English 

Learner status.  

At the same time, the 2001 No Child Left Behind legislation rejected cultural and 

linguistic equality by making English the language of schooling and promoting single culture 

standards in the Common Core (Spring, 2001). Furthermore, the passage in 2000 of Arizona’s 

Proposition 203 mandated “all children in Arizona public schools shall be taught English by 

being taught in English” (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010, p. 51). This legislation created SEI 

programming and AZELLA as a gatekeeping test.   

The convergence of Arizona educational policy and the Flores court case resulted in a 

task force that studied the effects of the performance of pre-Proposition 203 English Learners 

compare to the performance of post-Proposition 203 English Learners. The results state, “with 

regard to the post-Proposition 203 context, we found that English Learners suffer a persistent and 

dramatic achievement gap” (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010, p. 63). As for the language policy tenet 

concerning the orientations towards language, Arizona’s policies toward English language 

acquisition continue to perpetuate an achievement gap between English Language Learners and 

native English speakers that even legal battles are unable to mitigate.  



36 
 

Flores Case Illuminates Teacher Issues. The Flores case also brought to light the issue 

of underqualified teachers in border communities. McRobbie and Villegas (2004) state the 

problem is multi-fold, “Especially in remote areas, schools have difficulty finding and keeping 

well-qualified teachers. Often, teachers have little understanding of the border’s cross-cultural 

issues and/or little training in instructional strategies to help them reach bicultural English 

learners and their families,” (p. V-VI). 

According to a 2015 report from the Arizona Department of Education, Arizona is facing 

a teacher shortage as thousands of teachers have left the state over the past five years (Phoenix 

Business Journal, June 22, Gonzales, 2015). The report called for increases in state funding for 

education and teacher pay. Average per student spending across the U.S. is $10,700 compared to 

Arizona’s $7,208 (Gonzales, 2015). Salaries for teachers in 2013 also lagged behind neighboring 

states: Arizona averaged $49,885 compared to Nevada ($55,975) and California ($69,324) 

according to the same report. During the 2013-2014 school year, the Arizona Superintendents 

Association conducted a survey and found that of the 79 districts who responded, 62 percent 

stated they had open teaching positions, many of which were filled with long-term substitutes. 

This use of substitutes was a 29 percent increase from the previous year. With 24 percent of 

Arizona’s teachers eligible to retire within the next five years and 53 percent reporting that 

between one and five teachers broke their contract midyear during the 2013-2014 school year 

(Gonzales, 2015), the outlook for Arizona’s teaching cadre is tenuous.  

Deculturalization as a Language Ideology 

The last tenet of language policy revolves around language ideology. Language 

ideologies “mediate between language and broader social structures, and they are intertwined 

with ideologies about other social phenomena—such as gender, socioeconomic status, race, and 
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nation” (Leeman, 2012). US schools have deployed the use of deculturalization as a method to 

extinguish non-English languages and push Anglo-American curriculum (Spring, 2001). 

Deculturalization is defined as “the educational process of destroying a people’s culture (cultural 

genocide) and replacing it with a new culture” (Spring, 2001, p. 9). Spring outlines six methods 

in this effort to deculturalize students: (1) segregation and isolation, (2) forced change of 

language, (3) curriculum content of the dominant culture, (4) textbooks of the dominant culture, 

(5) denial of cultural expression by the dominant culture, and (6) teachers from the dominant 

culture. 

Arizona has several educational policies designed to segregate language speakers and to 

push them into programs that force them to change language. According to Valdéz (2001), these 

restrictive language classrooms are a site of struggle, where culture and language are part of a 

political moment of the day. Ceballos (2012) states, “literacy and language practices are typically 

not race-neutral” (p. 701). The first Arizona policy addressed in this paper which segregates non-

English speakers begins with the Home Language Survey. 

Segregation and Isolation. When Latino parents enroll their transfronterizo students 

into school, the Arizona Department of Education uses a Home Language survey. In 2009, the 

State Superintendent of Public Instruction altered the survey to ask only one question: What is 

the primary language of the student? (Arizona Department of Education, 2009). If the student 

designates a home language other than English, then he or she is assessed to determine eligibility 

for school district assistance. If the student designates a language other than English and tests 

low on an English proficiency test, then he or she is labeled “limited English proficient” (LEP) 

and placed in a SEI program (Combs & Nicholas, 2012). The single answer question did not 

require a level of English proficiency and led to under-identifying individuals needing additional 
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English assistance. Thus, Arizona’s practices were found to be prejudicial towards non-English 

speaking students and in violation of Title VI of the Civil Rights Act. 

Forced Change of Language.  As a result of the Home Language Survey, the Arizona 

education system enforces a second policy that deculturalizes non-English speakers. Proposition 

203 mandates the use of English only curriculum and the practice of segregating Spanish 

speakers from regular classroom students when providing additional help with English language 

instruction. The separation of Spanish speakers from regular classroom students qualifies as a 

deculturalizing experience. 

Curriculum Content of the Dominant Culture. The SEI plan for English Language 

Development classes (ELD) included student programming for up to a year. While there is no 

widespread agreement between researchers, most discuss language acquisition in terms of 

several years with transitional programs (Koyama & Bartlett, 2011; Rolstad, Mahoney & Glass, 

2010; and Wright, 2007). While waivers to ELD are available, many Spanish-

speaking transfronterizo parents are often unaware how to navigate the American educational 

system to request waivers. Furthermore, in 2003, Tom Horne, the newly elected Superintendent 

of Public Instruction, changed the passing grade on the test to that of an average native English 

speaker [emphasis added] rather than that of an English Language Learner. “These changes have 

imposed the most restrictive context in any state in the nation for native-language education, 

leaving parents who seek bilingual instruction for their children with no alternative to SEI” 

(Rolstad, Mahoney, & Glass, 2010, p. 47). In light of these linguistic challenges, some students 

may decide to drop out of the education system rather than continue within the dominant culture 

of the educational system. 
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Denial of Cultural Expression by Dominant Culture. According to Suárez-Orozco and 

Suárez-Orozco’s (2002) work with Latino students, often the first contact they have with 

American culture comes from schools. Through teachers and other students, Latino students 

observe dominant culture at work, yet all the while abiding by the wishes of parents who want to 

respect the heritage tradition of speaking Spanish at home. Conversely, teachers advocate for 

assimilation to the dominant culture and work to incorporate habits that help Latino students look 

more Americanized. This movement occurs through the navigation of: “two countries, two 

languages, and two homes on a weekly and sometimes daily basis” (Piedra & Araujo, 2012, p. 

216). This struggle within the school system leaves Latino students looking for adult supports to 

help them navigate the organization.  

Teachers from the Dominant Culture. An additional cultural segregation for Latino 

students is lack of educational role models of color. According to Sanchez, Thornton, and 

Usinger (2009): “In the 2007–08 school year, only 17.6 percent of principals of all US schools 

were from minority backgrounds. In rural areas, 9.3 percent were minorities; and in small towns, 

just 6.2 percent were minorities” (n.p.). Berta-Avila (2014) claims that between 87-90 percent of 

the K-12 teacher workforce is White. Although race is not an indicator of teaching ability, it may 

have implications in other issues: 

The National Bureau for Economic Research empirically researched the lack of 

role models for [Latino] students in border districts.  After randomly matching 

students and teachers within participating schools, researchers found that after one 

year, students matched with teachers of the same ethnic group increased their 

mathematics and reading test scores. Dee suggests the presence of a “passive 

teacher effect,” that is, improvement not due to a teacher’s instructional method or 
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other behavior but to the mere presence of a same-ethnicity role model providing 

encouragement. The passive effects were more concentrated the more segregated 

the school. (McRobbie & Villegas, 2004, p. 20-21) 

This improvement due to same-ethnicity role models is sorely needed as Gándara (2010), found 

that Latinos are more likely than other races to attend hyper-segregated schools [90-100 percent 

non-White] that are under resourced with poor facilities and less-qualified teachers. Segregation 

and poverty typically result in diminished scores, which Green (2008) claims, constructs a 

context where educational achievement is highly racialized.  

People 

 

By taking steps to assure United States (US) citizenship for their children, parents are the first 

people to surround transfronterizo students. Doing so, parents have exercised their agency to 

create opportunities for American education. Their long-standing educational aspirations are an 

important part of parent involvement, yet often touted by schools as a deficit in Latino 

communities. On the contrary, Latino parents expected not only high school, but post-secondary 

educational attainment of their children (Spera, Wentzel, & Matto, 2009). School personnel may 

view Latino transfronterizo students and families in a deficit frame or may lack the linguistic or 

cultural skills to communicate effectively. Policies within schools not only shape the ways in 

which people and structures operate but also exacerbate parents’ tensions between aspirations 

and realities. 

Parents as Supports not Deficits 

While schools have been identified as locations of segregation, home and family life 

remain strong supports for students. Perez and Romo (2011) argue that Latino youth find familial 

contacts important. Dufur, Parcel & Troutman (2013) support the importance of these ties, 
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claiming: “family influences are very consequential” (p. 16). Gaitan (2012) agrees that Latino 

parents are prominent figures in their child’s learning but points out that schools and parents 

often have different perceptions of how that involvement in learning is respected. For example, 

parents shape their children’s cultural language and literacy before they step foot into the school. 

The American school’s curriculum and elements of educational policy do not always 

acknowledge the linguistic repertoire nor value the depth of cultural knowledge that bilingual 

students bring to the classroom (Smith & Murillo, 2013). 

Gaitan (2012) concurs that Latino children possess nuances of language, culture, family, 

community, and society that are rarely esteemed in American school systems. Although the 

schools extol the involvement of parents in classrooms, within the Latino culture many parents 

believe it is not their responsibility for what goes on in the school and are uncomfortable 

questioning teachers’ and school administrators’ judgment (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 

2002). When viewed by the school system, these culture norms can be misunderstood and may 

lead to myths about Latino parental involvement. 

Myth of the Uninvolved Latino Parent. “A major myth lingers that Mexican 

Americans, particularly parents of low-socioeconomic status background, do not value 

education” according to Valencia & Black (2002, p. 81). Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 

(2001) defend that Latino immigrants often work two or three jobs and find it impossible to 

attend school functions. Often, transfronterizo parents possess limited English language skills, 

feel like social outsiders, and do not want to question the school’s authority. Many Latino 

parents believe it is the business of teachers to educate at school and parents are to raise their 

child at home (Smith, Stern, & Shatrova, 2008). 
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Gaitan (2012) argues that Latino communities often feel disempowered. Communities’ 

limited English language skills and knowledge about the American educational system result in 

hesitancy to advocate for their children through attendance at school activities. Trusting that the 

school will provide the academics necessary for their child, Latino parents frequently have little 

education and do not see themselves as contributors to their children’s education (Rivera & 

Lavan, 2012). 

Yet, even with little education and work commitments, Latino parents want to help with 

homework, teachers to respect their children, and better communication with the school. Some 

parents need help in techniques to accomplish these tasks. Chrispeels and Rivero (2001, as cited 

in Quiocho & Daoud, 2006) researched a California urban school’s parent workshop series, 

focused upon home-school collaborations, educational standards, and school system 

mechanisms. As a result, participating Latino parents initiated more contact with teachers and 

attended more events at school. While students benefit from parental involvement, their 

involvement needs to be appropriate within the context of the families, students, and school. 

The perspectives of the Latino parents and the Anglo expectations of the school may be 

in tension. According to Quiocho and Daoud (2006), unless the school explicitly defines what 

involvement entails, Latino parents often misunderstand American school expectations for 

parental involvement. When Latino parents do not attend school events, their absenteeism is 

often interpreted as lack of caring about their child’s education (Gaitan, 2012, Suárez-Orozco & 

Suárez-Orozco, 2002). Lack of caring about schooling is a myth commonly perpetuated in 

US/Mexico border communities. 

Inger (1992) suggests that school administrators and teachers misread non-involvement 

of low income Hispanic [Latino] parents as an uncaring attitude about their children’s education. 
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Administrators’ and teachers’ misreading leads to mistrust between parents and school 

personnel. Regardless of studies outlining the value Latino parents place upon education for their 

children (e.g., Beckett, Glass, & Moreno, 2012; González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Smith, Stern, 

& Shatrova, 2008), educational leaders are tasked with NCLB parent involvement mandates to 

guide their courses of action.  

NCLB Provisions for Parental Involvement 

Parental involvement referenced in the NCLB legislation and specifically states: “schools that 

receive Title 1 funding must involve parents in school improvement plans and . . . school 

decisions, [and] develop a school-parent compact that outlines how the school, parents, and staff 

are to share responsibility for the achievement of the students” (Olivos, Jiménez-Castellanos, & 

Ochoa, 2011). 

The most widely known model for school, family, and community partnerships is 

Epstein’s (2009), which defines six types of involvement:  

1. Parenting: Help all families create home conditions to support children as 

students. 

2. Communicating: Design effective forms of school-to-home and home-to –

school communications about school programs and their children’s 

progress. 

3. Volunteering: Recruit and organize parent help and support. 

4. Learning at Home: Provide information and ideas to families about how to 

help students at home with homework and other curriculum-related 

activities, decisions, and planning. 
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5. Decision Making: Include parents in school decision, developing parent 

leaders and representatives 

6. Collaborating with the Community: Identify and integrate resources and 

services from the community to strengthen school programs, family 

practices, and student learning and development (p. 16).  

Although Epstein’s (2009) model is well known, it does not denote socioeconomic or 

cultural variances. Instead, it offers suggestions in generalities. 

Auerbach (2007) critiques Epstein’s model, claiming it does not meet the unique 

needs of low-income and ethnically-diverse parents when examining involvement in 

schools. He argues Epstein’s model negates the culturally-relevant strategies that these 

parents use when they are outside of the recommendations of the model. Parental 

involvement may be more prevalent at home, which may lead school officials to believe 

that parents do not care about their children’s education (Olivos, Jiménez-Castellanos, & 

Ochoa, 2011). 

Not always the case in Arizona/Mexico border communities, Epstein’s guidance 

assumes that parents, school administration, and teachers speak a common language. 

Moreover, the partnership also assumes that parents can volunteer or attend meetings at 

the school for decision making.  However, some transfronterizo parents do not have visas 

or passports that allow them to cross the international border (Tessman, field notes). 

These contextual influences challenge educational leaders’ navigation along the border to 

include parents. 

Parents Influence Student Achievement  
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Yet, not all Latino parents stray far from the Epstein (2009) model. Galindo 

(2013) discusses how children of formally-educated parents [Anglo or Latino] tend to 

reach higher levels of education and are less likely to repeat a grade or drop out, 

compared to children whose parents attended less school. For students whose families 

have additional financial and cultural means, they may likely gain further academic 

knowledge from their home because educational materials are available present. The 

author suggests that highly educated parents are more likely to give positive educational 

messages and time towards school endeavors. Furthermore, highly-educated parents are 

more likely to create relationships with their children’s teachers and school 

administrators because they may share similar values of schooling. 

Vast differences exist between the haves and have nots along the borderlands.  In 

comparison, Gándara (2010) states: “More than 40 percent of Latina mothers lack even a 

high school diploma . . . about 10 percent  . . . have a college degree or higher. There is 

no better predictor of how well children will fare in school than parents’ education 

attainment” (p. 26). In light of this evidence, Jensen and Sawyer (2013) stress the 

importance of Latino parental involvement with school administration and teachers, 

similar student cohorts year-after-year, and group solidarity. They state: “The U.S. 

practitioner benefits from understanding school and classroom dynamics in Mexico . . . 

where group work dominates . . . and where respect for authority and good manners is the 

norm” (p. 17). More plainly, parent involvement matters, especially when that 

involvement is combined with US educators understanding the nuances of Latino culture.  

Cultural Tracking Influences Teacher/Student Relationships  
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In the process of segregating limited English speakers, Valenzuela’s (1999) study on 

subtractive schooling claims that teachers erode the respected relationship that is placed upon 

them in Mexican culture. In her research, she found that positive teacher-student relationships 

make schooling worthwhile. They create the potential for higher academic achievement for 

students. However, she found that the separation of English as Second Language (ESL) students 

created a track of students that culturally-separated the Spanish-speaking from English-speaking 

students. This cultural tracking created a status hierarchy that students attributed to teachers and 

staff and influenced student/teacher relationships.  

Understanding Educación. The relationship between students and teachers has cultural 

roots in the Spanish word, Educación. Valenzuela (1999) explains the term, Educación: “a sense 

of moral, social, and personal responsibility and serves as the foundation for all other learning. . . 

additionally . . .wherein one respects the dignity and individuality of others” (p. 23). For 

example, bien educada/o refers to a student who has respectful relationships with a teacher or 

others, while mal educada/o would characterize someone who is disrespectful towards others. 

Valenzuela (1999) emphasizes teacher-student relationships are important, especially in 

situations where students are forced to embrace: “a curriculum that either dismisses or derogates 

their ethnicity” (p. 25). In her study, she gave the example of a Career and Technical Education 

(CTE) teacher that cared enough to take the time to help a Latino student see the connection 

between what is learned in school and the student’s life goals. Valenzuela’s (1999) research 

found that teachers in CTE classrooms experience higher class attendance and academic 

achievement from Latino students than traditional subject matter teachers, who did not initiate 

relationships with Latino students. She further claims that the trusting relationships between 
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teachers and Latino students allow for academic survival skills that decrease student 

marginalization within the school.  

Educational Leaders Caught between Latino Students and Accountability Mandates 

Educational leaders are in a precarious position when working to meet the many 

demands of their sites. The pressures of academic accountability from federal NCLB 

legislation create a push for performance in public schools. Academic accountability is 

complicated by restrictive language policies at the federal and state level, compounding 

stresses on principals in border communities. That stress is magnified when state- 

mandated, English-only methodologies deculturalize the majority population of Latino 

border students. This leaves border principals in a hard place, left to make not only 

decisions about the students in their charge but also to make decisions concerning the 

policies for which they are accountable. 

NCLB Accountability 

Since the inception of NCLB, educational leaders are held to student achievement 

accountability standards that are considerably higher than historical measures. 

“Improving and sustaining teaching standards and school performance have become the 

most critical challenges for today’s school leaders,” states Gu and Johansson (2012, p. 2). 

These annual tests are required “in reading and math in grades three through eight and 

once in high school” (Assessor, 2011, p. 69). Unfortunately, many schools find that this 

focus has stratified a long-standing trend in education where “math and reading scores for 

ELLs are well below other peer groups and high school graduation rates for ELLs show a 

sharp decline” (Jimenez-Castellanos, Combs, Martinez, & Gomez, 2013, p. 3). According 

to Goodman, Shannon, Goodman and Rapoport, (2004) math scores for 15 year old 
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American Latinos would only exceed the scores of students in underdeveloped countries 

of Mexico and Brazil and is considered an “embarrassment” (p. 174) by the authors.  

The NCLB Threat of Failure 

While Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) accounts for the progress of all groups of 

students, it is the provisions for not meeting AYP that loom as frightening consequences 

for school principals. Schools are assigned a letter grade for the academic performance of 

their students (A.R.S. 15-241) and, if they do not meet AYP during a three year period, 

they can be labeled failing and fall into turnaround status. According to Lane, Unger, and 

Rhim (2013) turnaround status requires one of four options take place: the principal and 

half of the staff are fired (termed turnaround); the principal is fired and the staff remain 

(transformation); the school is closed and reopened possibly as a charter school (restart); 

or the school is permanently closed and the students attend other schools that are 

performing adequately (closure). In the current educational climate, school principal jobs 

are on the line every time consolidated test scores for their school are published.  The 

scores indicate increases, decreases, or stalls in student achievement. In rural Arizona 

border schools, where a single public school may exist for certain grade levels, the stakes 

are high for the employment of teacher-heads-of-households and the continued existence 

of educational institutions. 

 Pushing toward English acquisition and higher scores on standardized tests, teachers 

advocate for assimilation to the school’s dominant culture. They work to incorporate habits 

that help Latino students look more Americanized. The result is the negation of Latino 

cultural identity formation, consistent with Valenzuela’s (1999) ideology of subtractive 

schooling. Alternatively, heritage language usage generates a sense of cultural competence 
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that Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2001) suggest, creating feelings of control and 

belonging within the community.  

 Because of their unique situation, transfronterizo students are often caught in an 

English-only existence at school and a Spanish-only existence at home, as parents see heritage 

language as a sign of respect and tradition. This daily movement occurs through the 

navigation of: “two countries, two languages, and two homes” (Piedra & Araujo, 2012, p. 

216). This deculturalization by school policies creates a dual lifestyle for transfronterizos. 

Arizona educational policies sort and segregate students via their language, placing border 

school leaders between policies and a hard place. They are caught between meeting the 

linguistic and cultural needs of transfronterizo students and families and the policies which 

expressly limit that assistance.  

Theoretical Framework 

 With AYP as an accountability bar by which performance is measured and the future 

of schools determined, school principals and other educational leaders are facing “profound 

moral decisions regarding their classrooms, schools, [and] school districts” (Shapiro & Gross, 

2013, p. 3). Often, border educators find themselves challenged to meet the diverse needs of 

bilingual, bicultural students while simultaneously required to meet educational policies 

offering a monolingual and mono-cultural schooling experience.  

 At most schools, commitment to children’s wellbeing is a vision or goal of leadership. 

It is the implementation of that vision that falls within the agency of the leader inside the 

institution. Yet, to examine ethical decision-making using a single methodology seems 

illogical in light of the complexity of the educational paradox that exists along the US/Mexico 
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border. Therefore, a complex theoretical framework such as the Multiple Ethical Paradigms of 

justice, critique, care, the profession and community are discussed as a multi-prong approach 

to examine the educational paradox along the border. 

The ethic of justice focuses on “rights, law and policies” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, 

p. 6). Within this ethic, schools are to teach principles of justice and equity particularly 

salient to transfronterizo problems. When making difficult decisions and interpreting the 

law and professional standards accordingly, school administrators express concern for 

overall welfare of the school. For example, administrators may choose to invite non-

profit organizations to provide bilingual afterschool programs on their site. This practice 

allows the school to meet NCLB and Proposition 203 mandates for English-only 

instruction at their site and make inroads toward meeting the linguistic and cultural needs 

of students.   

While the ethic of justice may be the location of the rules and policies, it is within 

the ethic of critique where problems inherent to those mandates reside. The ethic of 

critique does not blindly accept the decisions of those in power but questions the status 

quo by finding inconsistencies and challenging issues (Shapiro & Gross, 2013). In border 

communities, the ethic of critique questions why certain policies are in place concerning 

residency, disallowing Latino cultural studies, mono-lingual language usage, anti-

immigrant sentiment, and more. Giroux (2006) describes the ethic of critique as a vehicle 

to discuss basic human rights and their struggle against inequality. For Latinos in border 

communities, the struggle for equality happens daily, as Ortiz and Contreras (2014) 

suggest, “there is no other border in the world with greater inequity in terms of power, 

economic development and social conditions” (p. 38). Within these historical inequities, 
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“Mexican Americans’ own sense of distinctiveness was constantly reinforced by the 

discriminatory treatment afforded them” (Guitiérrez, 1995, p. 7). Because of that 

mistreatment, a general distrust of Anglo governmental entities (such as schools) requires 

absolute regard for dignity and relationships which is found in the ethic of care. 

The ethic of care focuses upon the intrinsic value of individuals and balances the 

ethic of justice by identifying individual needs—what is needed for one person may not 

be fair for another (Furman, 2004). Concepts such as loyalty, trust, social justice, and 

empowerment are central to the moral platform of this ethic (Shapiro & Gross, 2013). In 

terms of an educational hierarchy, Noddings (1992, as cited in Shapiro & Gross, 2013) 

claims that “the first job of the schools is to care for our children” (p.28). This benevolent 

ideology contradicts the militaristic, hierarchical business model training of some 

educational leaders, at times in conflict with the ethic of justice. 

As leaders are faced with multi-faceted problems, however, the ethic of care is 

used as a balancing point for moral decision making. To form courses of action, the ethic 

of care also allows leaders to focus on culturally-relevant issues rather than only laws and 

policies. For example, Arizona policies require English-only language instruction and 

Structured English Immersion. Best practices in second language acquisition recommend 

bilingual instruction. Using the ethic of care, educational leaders might create afterschool 

programs from outside funding sources so that bilingual educational methods could be 

used to fit with best practices. Therefore, laws and policies are followed during school 

hours to stay within all mandates, while additional language help is provided afterschool 

in a forum where the best interests of the student are served.  
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The fourth paradigm embraces the best interest of children as well as the codes for 

ethical preparation of educational administrators. It is known as ethic of the profession 

(Shapiro & Gross, 2013). While other ethics have leader expectations that moderate 

behaviors and decisions made on behalf of the school, teachers, and the greater 

community, this ethic places students at the center of the decision-making process 

(Furman, 2004). Educational leaders follow the ten standards placed upon them by the 

National Policy Board for Educational Administration (2015) and most states require 

them to establish in their schools:  

1)Mission, vision, and core values, 2) Ethics and professional norm, 3) Equity and 

cultural responsiveness, 4) Curriculum, instruction and assessment, 5) 

Community of care and support for students, 6) Professional capacity of school 

personnel, 7) Professional community for teachers and staff, 8) Meaningful 

engagement of families and community, 9) Operations and management, and 10) 

School improvement (p. 27). 

These standards were designed to create renewed focus on praxis that identifies the links 

between educational leadership and student learning. Yet, the paths that link leadership 

and learning are challenging, as the ten standards and the context along the US/Mexico 

border reveal. For instance, since not all teachers speak Spanish which is spoken in many 

of the homes in border communities, tensions exist between the professional capacity of 

school personnel and the meaningful engagement of families and community when 

language barriers exist. This limits the school’s ability to improve its test scores because 

parents are often unable to help with homework assignments that come home in a 

language they do not understand. 



53 
 

Educational leaders in these contexts have additional challenges to student 

learning outcomes in these contexts. While Fullan (2003) emphasizes the responsibility 

of leaders to change contexts for students by introducing “new elements into the situation 

that are bound to influence behavior for the better” (p. 1), he explains that changing 

beliefs and behavior is done by creating a community around individuals where new 

beliefs are “practical, expressed and nurtured” (p. 2). This creation of a community 

around individuals agrees with the last of the paradigms, called the ethic of community. 

Furman’s (2004) ethic of community moves away from the ideology of a single 

educational leader and creates a community based decision-making process. This process 

dovetails with distributive leadership models and shared leadership methodologies 

(Shapiro & Gross, 2013). Furman (2004) describes this community-in-school as a 

connection with others that is based in relationships and the process of community-type 

experiences. She states: 

In other words, they [administrators, teachers, school staff, students, 

parents, and other community members] feel that they are morally 

responsible to engage in communal processes as they pursue the moral 

purposes of schooling and address the ongoing challenges of daily life and 

work in schools. Thus, an ethic of community centers the communal over 

the individual as moral agent—it shifts the locus of moral agency to the 

community as a whole (p. 222).  

Although NCLB legislation singles out educational leaders as accountable for the hard 

decisions that are made within schools, a single leader is unable to accomplish the vast 

amounts of work set out before him or her in the professional standards without 
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communal process. A single leader cannot run an entire school, for it is the sum of the 

parts involved—teachers, staff, students, parents, and the community—that create the 

unique school within each neighborhood. This is especially true along the 

Arizona/Mexico border where those parts have rich cultural traditions and post-colonial 

histories which influence the relationships between student’s families and school 

personnel.  

Furthermore, the prevalence of Anglo teachers and educational leaders in heavily 

Latino populated schools lends itself to the engagement of Latino parents as community 

assets within the border context. Gutiérrez (1995) sheds light on those relationships when 

he states: “Over the course of a century . . . Mexican Americans increasingly became a . . 

. circumstantial ethnic group as a result of the persistent racism and discrimination they 

experienced in the United States” (p. 7). If relevant connections are to be made between 

schools and Latino transfronterizo students and their families, deep understanding and 

respect will need to be formed to create the trusting relationships that are necessary for 

communal decision making. When policies and student needs may require leaders to 

make difficult decisions educational leaders can use a deep historical grounding of past 

policies to compare and use in their creation of praxis (Sutton & Levinson, 2001). 

Collective engagement of Latino parents and border residents suggests that educational 

leaders will need to identify and capitalize on the strengths within those communities.  

Building Communal Process by Identifying Community Cultural Wealth 

While accountability mandates may influence educational leaders to perceive what their 

schools lack, there are times when continuing to view deficits clouds the ability to see strengths. 

Often, there is a perception of educational leaders needing to create opportunities for Latino 
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students and their families. However, the emphasis of building communal process is to create 

opportunities with individuals. Therefore, the philosophy behind expanding Furman’s ethic of 

community by identifying Yosso’s community cultural wealth is to solidify educational leader 

awareness to the status of what may already be available within Latino border communities. This 

cultural wealth is a step towards capacity building praxis as it provides educational leaders with a 

list of pragmatic potential gains to their own social capital when they collaborate. Yosso (2005) 

discusses community cultural wealth [italics added] which is defined by the knowledge, skills, 

abilities and relationships used by Communities of Color to deter oppression.  She describes six 

types of capital that build upon one another: aspirational, linguistic, familial, social, navigational, 

and resistant. 

Aspirational capital is the ability to hold onto hopes and dreams even when there are no 

resources to make those dreams a reality. According to Quiocho and Daoud (2008), Latino 

parents have high expectations for their children’s education and want to develop relationships 

with schools to help their children to succeed. Studies report that families express high 

aspirations for their children’s academic success (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Moll et al., 1992, as 

cited in Valencia & Black, 2002). Aspirational capital overlaps with all other capitals. Most 

parents of Latino immigrants want their children to succeed in school, learn English, and be 

offered greater opportunities for higher education and future jobs (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010). 

As a result, aspirations are made within other capital.   

Linguistic capital involves the social skills necessary to communicate experiences in 

more than one language (Yosso, 2005). Students of color often come to school with bilingual 

abilities (Ceballos, 2012). They may have experiences with storytelling traditions, oral histories, 

and attention to detail, including comedic timing, tone, and rhythm abilities. In addition, 
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bilingual youth often interpret for their parents, raising cross-cultural responsiveness, familial 

duty, and collective maturity (Yosso, 2005). While Latino parents encourage English 

proficiency, they also desire the maintenance of their heritage language (Suárez-Orozco & 

Suárez-Orozco, 2002: Valdes, 2001). Desire for the use of Spanish in the home often places 

older children in charge of homework for younger siblings. 

Familial capital is defined as the knowledge within families that builds a sense of 

institutional memory around culture (Yosso, 2005). This understanding of kinship establishes 

traditional views of family as a model for relationships between immediate and extended familia. 

Another facet of familial capital comes from González, Mott and Amanti’s (2005) ideology of 

funds of knowledge, described as: “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies of 

knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 72). 

Funds of knowledge can be created from social ties and social relations such as family 

rituals (confirmations, baptisms, and quinceaneras) which mark episodes of solidarity and create 

kinship for extended families. The frequency of these social ties compounds the funds of 

knowledge or familial capital, with cultural meanings taught and reinforced through a calendrical 

cycle in which extended family participates. 

Social capital revolves around the networks of people and resources that can be used to 

obtain support (Yosso, 2005). Studies have found academic success results from social capital 

built between school and parents. Marschall (2006), discusses the link between school-based 

parent involvement and academic successes, where not only are math and reading scores 

increased but so also self-esteem and parent/child relationships expand. 

Niehaus and Adelson’s (2014) study of school support and parental school involvement 

of English Language Learners found that children with fewer socio-emotional challenges 
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(limited English abilities act as a stressor in classrooms and can lead to inattention, anxiety, and 

isolation) had higher academic achievement. The study found also that increased parental 

involvement at school was linked to lower levels of socio-emotional problems in ELL children 

while, on the other hand, higher levels of these problems were linked to lower academic 

achievement. The ELL children receiving language support services “had significantly lower 

academic achievement” (Niehaus & Adelson, 2014, p. 834). Their study suggests increasing 

focus on supporting parental involvement in schools as supports for ELL students. 

Navigational capital helps individuals maneuver through institutions, communities, or 

other venues to complete tasks or obtain skills (Yosso, 2005). Obtaining navigational capital can 

be challenging for transfronterizo children since they are the first generation to attend American 

schools. Transfronterizos are challenged to connect to an educated, ethnically similar populace 

Forty percent of Latino mothers do not have a high school diploma compared to 6 percent of 

White mothers, and only 10 percent of Latino mothers compared with 33 percent of White 

mothers have a college degree (Gándara, 2010). With maternal education a heavy predictor of 

future student success, Latino students have limited access to educational systems’ knowledge or 

post-secondary navigational skills. This suggests that Latino students are not as likely to come 

into contact with individuals of color that have gone to college in the United States or that have 

plans to attend (Gándara, 2010), especially when few classroom educators or educational leaders 

are of the same ethnicity to be role models. In this case, intelligence seems to be less a factor in 

the decision about post-secondary education than poverty and navigating the educational system.  

Finally, resistant capital is the knowledge and skills that may include oppositional 

behavior that rallies against inequality (Yosso, 2005). Shah’s (2009) study on symbolic 

representation suggests: “low parental participation rates among minority groups are . . . a 
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manifestation of . . . internalized feelings of powerlessness” (p. 213). They are a 

realization that minorities have less ability to sway political leaders. The study further 

claims that minority representation sends heuristic cues to parents concerning acquisition 

of  political power and an expectation of trust and support for change exists. 

In sum, the multiple ethical paradigms provide educational leaders a variety of 

frameworks in which to view their school praxis. Culmination of the paradigms, the ethic 

of community, provides a course of action for educational leaders where community 

process involves administrators, teachers, staff, students, parents, and the community in 

ethical decision-making for the school. This larger process piece engages stakeholders in 

solving difficult issues and challenges leaders to surpass local language and cultural 

barriers along the border. Savvy leaders use historical efforts and community cultural 

wealth to inform their praxis towards communal process for the betterment of students. 

Because parents and teachers often speak different languages, the linguistic capital of 

older students or other family members may assist with translations. Latino teachers or 

staff could share their educational experiences to increase the navigational capital of 

families in the community. Teachers and educational leaders could attend local festivals 

and cultural holidays to increase their social capital and demonstrate their commitment to 

understanding more about the local culture. Educational leaders could create professional 

development workshops to assist teachers in understanding the unique strengths of border 

culture.  
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

The study of a person or group begins with influences to that individual’s context. 

Therefore, to understand this research, I frame those influences through place, people and 

policy. I first describe the context (place) to illuminate the influence of socio-political 

events on the daily lives of the study participants. As policies and practice collide with 

issues of economic limitations, culture, language and anti-immigrant sentiment, the 

economic and socio-political situation for Latino families along the US/Mexico border 

provides a rich context. These challenging situations set the stage for a grounded 

theoretical approach built upon the contexts which influenced participant experiences 

(people) and the resulting stories that emerged from this critical ethnography. This type 

of narrative research fits the study of dominant groups who made immigration laws 

(policy) and educational policies contrasted with the Latino populations who are 

marginalized by them.  

Researcher Identity: The Lens of Resident, Practitioner, and Researcher 

My role in this research has been multifaceted. I am not only a researcher but also 

a local practitioner, border resident, and English-only speaking Anglo. For years prior to 

this research, I viewed social inequities along the border. When it came time for this 

study, however, I feared that my whiteness would prevent me from learning about 

unfairness from the perspective of the Latino experience. I felt strongly that Latino voices 

along the border were underrepresented in the literature and I knew individuals who had 

important experiences to share.  
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The choice of a critical ethnography methodology allowed me to identify my 

personal limitations in this research: “Critical ethnographers are mere culture-bound 

mortals speaking from very particular race, class, gender, and sexual identity” (Foley & 

Valenzuela, 2005, p. 218). My race and class placed me in the dominant culture.  I did 

not look like the marginalized population that I wanted to research. The success of my 

research hinged upon the breakdown of racial barriers in the highly racialized context of 

the US/Mexico border. I was willing to learn from Latino families and I needed their 

consent to capture their stories and to share them. Many students knew me. This research 

would test their ability to convince their parents to trust an outsider.   

Since 2000, I have been witness to the growing anti-immigrant sentiment along 

the Southern Arizona border, as a both a person who lives 10 miles from the international 

line and as a community youth worker assigned to work with border populations. As a 

part of my job as a community youth worker, I attend dozens of local meetings each year 

that address topics on the economic, educational, and social issues of the area.  

At one meeting, in 2010, ranchers and farmers expressed concern over the 

environmental and economic impact of the northern migration of people and contraband. 

These long-time residents reported land that had been littered with clothing, backpacks, 

opened cans of food, and human feces. Fences that contained valuable livestock had been 

cut, leaving dozens of human footprints and empty water containers as evidence of the 

perpetrators. Around that same time, private residents in my area talked about cattle that 

were slaughtered and field dressed and portions consumed while remaining carcasses 

were left to rot and attract predators. While providing what he thought was humanitarian 

aid to a lone immigrant, rancher Rob Krentz was murdered. This 2010 act created a 
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firestorm over border security (Wagner, 2013) and fueled the passing of S.B. 1070 just 

weeks later. 

In my position, I work as a partner with schools to provide educational 

opportunities to K-12 schoolchildren and to run afterschool and out-of-school programs, 

train staff, write grants, and increase local resources. Being an Anglo, English-speaking 

female, high Latino populations along the border have been difficult to navigate. Among 

Latino populations, I could only be considered an outsider. Having lived overseas, I have 

multicultural experiences but struggle with border culture, language, and customs. As I 

drove home, exhausted from a day along the border, I thought I might never understand 

how I fit in this setting. 

Nonetheless, I continued to attend community meetings and to partner with 

whatever schools would allow me to write grants or program for them in other 

communities in the area. As I increased resources for community schools, I created a 

reputation as a grant writer and was able to attract the attention of some influential Latino 

leaders in one of the border communities where I wanted to work. I was invited to begin 

networking with some of their contacts which and led to meetings with one of the 

elementary schools.  

Slowly, I was able to establish an afterschool program for about 15 Latino 

children one day a week for six weeks in one school. Being desperate to serve the 

population for their benefit, I offered the program for free. It worked. Tuesday 

afternoons, the children’s’ parents or family members picked up the children, helping me 

to extend my contacts in that town. The school, children, and parents were happy. At 

least I thought the children and parents were happy because I could not understand half of 
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what they were saying. Since I had lived in two foreign countries and learned to read 

body language and pick up small bits and piece of language. Moreover, I learned that 

students or older siblings would tell me much of what their parents said if I asked. So, I 

asked.  

Over several years, people working in the schools learned that I would write 

grants for them or provide them with free programs. Some of the students remembered 

me when they saw me at different offerings throughout the year. The fledgling 

relationships with students set the stage for this research study, conducted from January 

2013 to August 2015. Later in the chapter, I describe my research design and data 

collection. First, however, I discuss the study’s context, which is an important element, if 

not participant, in the study.   

Border Context 

The U.S./Mexico border region is among the most socioeconomically depressed 

regions, since “three of the ten poorest counties in the United States are located in the 

border area” (United States Border Health Commission, 2014). Economic conditions 

along the US/Mexico border are imbalanced compared to other areas of the US. Lusk, 

Staudt, and Moya (2012) state that “forty of the US border counties have capita income 

lower than the state averages” (p. 25). The authors point out that when ethnic and gender 

stratification are added to income data, “Hispanics, on an average, earn a lower income 

than non-Hispanic whites . . .[and] Hispanic women’s earnings are 37% of non-Hispanic 

white men” (p. 26). Rates of unemployment are also higher than the U.S. national 

average, 11.9% as compared to 9.6% in 2010.  



63 
 

Poverty. Challenges for communities 20 miles or less from the border include 

higher percentages of children living in poverty, Latino populations, and youth that speak 

Spanish as their primary language at home (McRobbie & Villegas, 2004). Should the 

same border region become a state, it would have the lowest per capita income and 

highest level of children in poverty. Put simply, border schools serve largely Spanish-

speaking Latino families who have few available resources. Low income areas mean 

schools collect little through the community tax base. Nearly 90 percent of community 

schools where English Language Learners attend are located in areas of poverty (Darder 

&Torres, 2014). This translates to low educational attainment as well. In 2010, a little 

over 55% of the population, age 25 and older, of the 24 U.S. border counties earned the 

equivalent of a high-school degree or higher (Powers & Williams, 2013). 

Latino Demographic Changes. According to the U.S. Census report (2009), 

Arizona’s Latino population is nearly double that of the rest of the nation. Hart and Hager 

(2012) explain, Arizona’s total population more than doubled (2.9 million to 6.4 million) 

since 1980. More than 40% of White Arizonans are over age 50 compared to only 11% of 

Latinos, affecting school enrollments as Latino youth in K-12 have grown by more than 

50% in the last decade. In fact, “by the 2011 school year, there were a mere 8,000 more 

White youth than Latinos in a system that educates more than 1 million students” (Hart & 

Hager, 2012, p. 21). With this high level of Latinos in schools, a large number of students 

come from homes where Spanish is spoken.   

Spanish Language Usage. The United States Census Bureau (2011) reports that 

27% of Arizona’s population speaks a language other than English at home (Ryan, 2013). 

Yuma, Pima, Santa Cruz, and Cochise counties share a border with Mexico. The 
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population that speaks Spanish increases dramatically, with Yuma and Santa Cruz 

counties having a range of 47.5% or more and Pima and Cochise Counties with a range 

of 23.6% - 47.4%. The populations of Yuma and Tucson metropolitan areas showed, 

respectively, 96.2% and 82.3% speaking Spanish (Ryan, 2013). These statistics transfer 

to school children, where according to Jiménez-Castellanos, Combs, Martinez, and 

Gomez (2013), nearly 90% of English Language Learners (ELLs) speak Spanish. 

Speaking Spanish at home and exposure to English primarily at school influences how 

much can be learned during the school day as aggregated figures reveal: “[Latino] is one 

of the least educated racial or ethnic groups, with only American Indians faring as poor” 

(Rios-Aguilar, 2010, p. 2212).  With approximately 370 miles of border with Mexico and 

a high level of Latinos who speak Spanish in that area, Arizona has a pressing need to 

improve the way Latinos are educated.  

Educational Policies and the Latino Achievement Gap. Across the United 

States, “Latinos are the largest and most rapidly growing ethnic minority in the country, 

but academically, they are lagging dangerously far behind”, states Gándara and Contreras 

(2009, p. 1). Policies may play a role in that academic gap. Standardized tests are 

mandated in English because the No Child Left Behind legislation (NCLB) (2002) 

prohibits exemptions for English Language Learners (ELLs) on state-wide tests. Plus, 

Arizona’s Proposition 203 (Arizona Revised Statute 15-752) ended the opportunity for 

testing in native languages (Wright, 2007).  

If instruction was offered to Latino students bilingually or in their native 

language, their academic understanding would likely be better in Spanish. However, 



65 
 

when English-only tests are required for both White and Latino students, Latino students 

may be more likely to score lower on the English-only tests than White students. 

National Security Concerns Compound Anti-Immigrant Sentiment 

 Since the terrorist attacks of September 11, 2001, the number of Customs and 

Border Patrol (CBP) Agents has increased in Southern Arizona. Much of the 

militarization of the border has been an effort to “stem the tide of illegal immigrants and 

drugs” (Lusk, Staudt, & Moya, 2012, p. 19). The number of agents is easily observed. 

CBP vehicles are widely visible, with agents driving on roads and parked in open tracts 

of land plus flying in helicopter patrols. Some residents laughingly remarked that when 

there were “visitors” from the south, they called Border Patrol to give them [Mexicans] a 

ride back home. 

This general anti-immigrant sentiment seemed to be just below the surface of 

many of the Anglo population with whom I came in contact throughout the area. For 

others, xenophobic actions were more overt.  For example, several parents enrolled their 

children in a youth version of CBP as an out-of-school-time activity where teens learned 

about seeking and detaining illegals. “Anchor baby” terminology was used to refer to 

children born in the US to Mexican nationals, without regard for the circumstances of the 

birth.  

In the mid-2000s, Minuteman groups periodically lined the border between 

Arizona and Mexico to emphasize the need for increasing security along the international 

line. By arming themselves with weapons and sitting in lawn chairs to patrol the southern 

border, these self-appointed individuals viewed themselves as guardians of the southern 
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border. Campers and barbeques were unloaded along major and minor roads. Any and all 

routes north were monitored for movement. Television crews interviewed the modern day 

protectors and publicity created a national magnifying glass placed upon the borderlands. 

Vigilante efforts were rewarded. The number of CBP Agents to the area increased.     

Now, the influx of CBP Agents and border militarization restrict the once free-

flowing movement of people at the US/MX border. According to the State of the Border 

Report (Lee, Wilson, Lara-Valencia, De la Parra, Van Schoik, Patron-Soberano, & Selee, 

2013), Arizona’s border patrol statistics demonstrate the [Southern Arizona] sector as 

having the highest number of agents and arrests along the border in 2012 compared to 

other states. The National Geographic Channel’s television show “Border Wars” has 

sensationalized the growing presence of CBP Agents and their mission to decrease the 

northern movement of people and contraband from Mexico. The construction of a 12-foot 

steel fence blocks the movement of people between the countries near border crossing 

points [see Figure 1.]. Yet, tracts of the international line in rural areas still remain 

separated by only a few strands of barbed wire. [See Figure 2.]  

A crack-down on immigration along the border began in earnest. Criminalization 

of anyone of Mexican descent ensued. It is a common sight to see CBP Agents driving on 

the road, 
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 [Figure 1.]  [Figure 2.] 

typically in the process of questioning or cuffing detainees along the side of the road. It is 

speculated that summer forest fires have been started by illegals traveling through 

mountainous regions to escape capture. According to Nill (2011), ninety-one percent of 

Arizona’s Latino population is from Mexico and thirty-three percent are foreign born, 

making the correlation between Mexican and Latino identities inevitable in the state. Nill 

adds, “seventy-three percent of Latinos think that police crack-downs on undocumented 

immigrants unfairly target them” (p. 52). The portrayal as undocumented immigrants 

“has had the effect of rendering all brown-skinned Latinos suspects” (p. 54). Arizona’s 

laws reflect this anti-immigrant sentiment (S.B. 1070, Prop 100, 200, and 300). The laws 

allow law enforcement to check the citizenship status of individuals during a legal stop 

and restrict the access of illegal immigrants to government aid, their rights in court, and 

eligibility to in-state tuition, respectively (Torres, 2012).  

Research Site 

 The economic, educational, and political data describes a daunting context for 

Latino students and their families along the Arizona/Mexico border. For this reason, a 

border study location was chosen in order to examine the distinctive context that exists: 

an entry point on the international line that allows the crossing of people and goods. 
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Bordertown, AZ (a pseudonym) has a population of about 20,000 while its Mexican 

counterpart city, Amigo’s population is roughly 100,000. Bordertown’s official census 

data reports that just over 80 percent of the population identifies as Hispanic and around 

25 percent as foreign born. Nearly 70 percent of the American residents speak Spanish at 

home.  

The size of the two border communities is salient because it creates a context for 

the educational opportunities available to students on each side of the border. Because 

Amigo, MX is a larger community and contains more schools, it begs the questions about 

motivation for schooling in the US. As with many rural communities, Bordertown High 

School is the American town’s only public high school and serves around 1,200 students 

with roughly a 98 percent Latino enrollment. Conversely, Amigo, MX is a large 

community with multiple secondary schooling options.  

U.S. Census figures show median household income for the Bordertown 

community at just over half of the median income for the state and per capita annual 

income for Bordertown at roughly 10,000 dollars less than the state’s average. On the 

Mexican side of the border, a large number of residents lack safe drinking water, sewage, 

and sanitation services.  By 2010, the environmental infrastructure deficit “was more than 

$1 billion for water and wastewater projects” (Lusk, Staudt, & Moya, 2012, p. 24). The 

maquiladora (twin plants) industry led to this deficit. The maquiladora industry created 

more than a million jobs between the 1980s and 1990s, resulting in overwhelming growth 

that deteriorated housing, schools, and law enforcement. 

Data Collection 
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Qualitative ethnographic research was conducted from January 2013 to August 

2015. My work with afterschool programming, community service projects, school 

events, and community meetings allowed me time in the field to gain the views of the 

people who live there. I was able to collect observations two-to-four times each week 

during the 31-month study. During much of the three summers of the study, I traveled to 

Bordertown, AZ four days a week to deliver a multi-age bilingual educational program.  

Through this long engagement with the community and its people, I was able to 

gain the trust of individuals. They allowed me to learn via casual conversations, 

participant observations, and taking field notes within the more intimate socio-cultural 

contexts of their families, both inside their homes and family businesses and with close 

friends and carpooling. Within these selected personal locations, semi-structured, one 

hour interviews were recorded and transcribed into English. Once transcribed, the 

interviews were analyzed into inductive and deductive themes. Photos of the community 

area were taken. Field notes documented people and events. These included border 

crossings, school drop-off and pick-up, student behavior and comments at afterschool, 

community service and other events, and parental involvement before, during, and after 

school. 

Observations. Observational research attempts to “see events through the eyes of 

the people being studied” (Angrosino, 2005, p. 732). Three types of observations were 

used: (1) participant observation, the individuals and I interacted with their knowledge, 

(2) reactive or direct observation, individuals were aware they were being observed, and 

(3) unobtrusive observation, individuals were unaware they were being observed. Before, 

during, and after the months in which I interviewed participants, I utilized all forms of 
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observation to acquire data on the community, the culture, social norms, and day-to-day 

experiences. 

The bulk of observations was conducted in participant observations during 

afterschool programming. Fortunately, my active educational programs allowed me to 

arrive early and stay late, enabling me to passively observe the community. I worked to 

immerse myself in the community, eating at the local restaurants, buying groceries 

locally, and attending school/community meetings. I watched children walk home from 

my afterschool activities, crossing the border on their way. I noticed that students had two 

cell phones, one for American calls and the other for calls from Mexico so they could 

speak with their parents. I attended school events, such as board meetings, parent nights, 

open houses, and any other event that allowed me time to foster relationships with those 

parents and students.   

Interview Protocol. Of the 14 interviews conducted (six were group interviews), 

I interviewed three parents and seven students in homes, parking lots, or the public 

library in Bordertown, Arizona. Six parents and four students were interviewed at homes 

or businesses in Amigo, Mexico. I was unaware of the nationality of some of the parents 

(or if it was possible for them to cross the international border). So, I traveled to them to 

make interviewing convenient and provided either their child or another translator when 

necessary. A recording device was used and participants were made aware of its use prior 

to recording. I used semi-structured interviews to allow for flexibility to assure that 

participants used their own voice and vocabulary. Carspecken (1996) advises researchers 

that participants may be uncomfortable during interviews and may use “dialogical data” 

(p. 154) or unnatural speech. A Spanish-English translator transcribed the interviews.   
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Participants 

My long-term engagement with Bordertown, AZ and its students and families 

made the design of this research possible. Additionally, since recruitment for additional 

students and families was facilitated by community leaders, my personal position of 

working in community youth programs for several years created a more trusting 

participant/researcher relationship. I used purposive sampling with nine parents and 

seven students in order to interview participants who produced a variety of perspectives 

(e.g. trans-border parents living along the Arizona/Mexico border and teens who attended 

school in the United States). Because this study was sensitive in nature and concerned 

issues of citizenship, recruitment was done only through my long-time contacts in 

Bordertown, AZ. Initial enlistment for these participants began in the fall of 2013.  

However, fear of potential retaliation by the school district or other individuals limited 

the audience for this research. Interview dates are provided in Table 3.1.   

Santiago and Sofia are a married couple who reside in Mexico. Both are 

employed. They have children who attended private religious elementary school in 

America but now attend public elementary and high school. Santiago attended college 

and Sofia attended high school in Mexico. Both participated in the study. Selena is their 

daughter. Selena graduated from high school at Bordertown High School and is currently 

attending college.  

Lorenzo and Lena are a married couple who are Mexican nationals and reside in 

the US. Their family is in the immigration process and unable to return to Mexico while 

their immigration request is pending. Lorenzo attended post-secondary educational 
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institutions in both the US and in Mexico. Their children attend public elementary, 

middle, and high school in the United States. Both participated in the study. Lonzo is 

their son. Lonzo is currently a sophomore at Bordertown High School.  

Jesus and Juanita are married and live in Mexico. Jesus has some college 

education and Juanita is a college graduate. Each received all of their education in 

Mexico. Juanita does not work. She and Jesus drive their younger children to private 

religious school in the US and back home each day. Their older child attends public high 

school in the US and helps transport younger siblings to-and-from school. Both 

participated in the study. Javier is their son. Javier is a senior at Bordertown High School.  

Reina is married and lives in Mexico. She and her husband work in the family 

business and both have college degrees from Mexico. Their children attend religious 

elementary school and public high school in the US. A family member lives in their home 

in the US with the children during the week. Regina is her daughter and she is a senior at 

Bordertown High School.  

Pia is a Latina single mother who lives in the United States and works in Mexico 

in the family business. Her children attend public middle and high school in the US. 

Pedro is her son. Pedro is a junior at Bordertown High School.  

Blanca is a Latina who lives in the US. She attended vocational school in Mexico. 

She is the guardian to her niece and nephew who attend public elementary and high 

school in the US. Bella is Blanca’s niece. Bella is a senior at Bordertown High School 

and attended religious elementary school until 8th grade.  
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Ana is a Latina sophomore at Bordertown High School and attended religious 

elementary school until 8th grade. Her mother did not consent to the study.  

Data Analysis 

In light of the large quantity of data collected from the 14 interviews and many 

hours of observations, I approached the data thematically and used holistic coding to 

create chunks of data into broad topic areas. Holistic coding is used to “grasp basic 

themes or issues in the data by absorbing them as a whole rather than by analyzing them 

line by line” (Dey, 1993, p. 104). Because my engagement in the community and 

literature review led me to believe there would be some themes around language, culture, 

and policies, chunking of data was a preparatory step to save time. After initial analysis, I 

added the themes of opportunity and poverty to the data chunks.  

Secondary analysis proved challenging. The volume of the narratives spoke to the 

need to start from common ground or defining feature of the participants before detailed 

thematic coding could progress. That defining feature was the daily experience of 

students crossing the international border to attend school, but it was narrated uniquely by 

each participant. This event separated transfronterizo students from their immigrant 

counterparts. While immigrants created residency in the US, transfronterizo students 

habitually circumnavigated the border on a regular basis but, typically, were not 

permanent residents of the US. For many transfronterizo students, the decision to 

immigrate has yet to be made and policies affected them differently because of that 

factor. The following takes an amalgamation approach to the daily activity of crossing the 

border to attend school to clarify and define the transfronterizo student experience.  
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The Typical Transfronterizo Path to School and Home. For five of the seven 

students in the study, their educational journey began at a Kindergarten in Mexico 

[Figure 3]. These Kindergartens specifically cater to Mexican families who then send 

their children to private religious school in the United States. Each school-day morning, 

hundreds of children cross the international border from Amigo, Mexico into 

Bordertown, Arizona. Some are accompanied by parents; some are not. By car, this 

border crossing may take one to two hours. Or, by walking, it may take thirty to sixty 

minutes to clear the checkpoint area [Figure 4]. Within the checkpoint area, agents verify  

 

 [Figure 3.] [Figure 4.] 

passports or Visa paperwork, search backpacks of some walking students, and search 

vehicles of some individuals who drive. Agents question individuals about their intent for 

visiting the US and how long they expect to be there. For individuals with US passports, 

crossing into the US takes little time. However, for those who use Visas to cross, 

schooling is not a condition of the student Visa, unless that education is a private, for-pay 

school. 

Locals discuss concern over a current cartel ploy, magnetizing drugs to the 

bottom of cars which are driven by unwitting border crossers who unknowingly transport 
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the drugs across the border for eventual pickup at worksites. Cartel drug traffickers also 

watch students. Students who cross the border without an adult are viewed as potential 

mules (drug carriers) because minors are given less stringent criminal offenses. The lure 

of easy money in high poverty areas or the threats of family harm are cartel ploys to elicit 

the mule trade. Locally, pre-teen and teenage boys have been disappearing as a possible 

cartel recruitment effort. Both parents and students in this study were wise to the ploys of 

the drug underworld and used supervision by groups or adults to navigate this threat. 

Once children passed through the checkpoint area, [Figure 5.] the closest 

elementary school was just over a mile from the border crossing. For children without 

  [Figure 5.] 

parental chaperones (due to lack of appropriate Visa paperwork or other citizenship 

related complications to walk with them), this distance posed a challenge for families 

aiming to navigate the safe passage of their children from the border to school and back 

each day. The middle schools (one just over one and a half miles away, the other is nearly 

four miles from the border) were located further away than the elementary school and the 

high school was roughly three miles from the border. Carrying equipment and walking 

home after dark complicate their journey. These distances make school sports, clubs, or 

extracurricular activities difficult for transfronterizos. 
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 Using a defining experience allowed me to differentiate the transfronterizo 

student population from other Latino populations in Bordertown, AZ. My afterschool 

programming placed me in contact with many students. Although the action of crossing 

the border to school is only one activity, it was the basis for defining this research. It set 

the stage for policies that influenced the participants and other actors, the socio-political 

context, and the agency of all involved.  

After the daily border crossing defined the transfronterio experience, I returned to 

secondary elaborative thematic coding, “the process of analyzing textual data in order to 

develop theory further” (Auerbach & Silverstein, 2003, p. 104). I took the original five 

chunks of themed data: language, culture, policies, poverty, and opportunities and 

analyzed the data, not only for what the participants said but what was left unsaid. 

Carsprecken (1996) describes analysis of the primary record as reconstructive, for “it 

articulates . . . cultural themes and system factors that are not observable and that are 

usually unarticulated by the actors themselves” (p. 42). Thus, I reconstructed 

unarticulated factors into language using “patterns, their meanings, power relations, roles, 

interactive sequences, evidence of embodied meaning, [and] intersubjective structures” 

(p. 42). Frequently, I had to make meaning from participants’ subtler expressions because 

many of them were hesitant to speak of power and discrimination in front of an Anglo 

researcher. This interpretation of body language and expression was included in the 

research.  

Because this dissertation represents three journal article submissions, the 

theoretical frameworks are multifocal. Hence, the data analysis represents threefold 

usage. In the first article, Educational Policies Deculturalize Transfronterizo Students 
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along the US-MX Border, Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth frames secondary 

themes of school policies and parent involvement. The second article, Borderland 

Parentocracy: Mexican Parents’ and their Transfronterizo Children, examines 

parentocracy (Brown, 1999) in light of U.S. citizenship opportunities for transfronterizos. 

The last article, Between the Border and Mandated Hard Places: The Ethical Fine Line of 

Educational Leaders, scrutinizes the multiple ethical paradigms by using themes of 

language and policy. Each of these articles has different foci requiring more specific 

thematic coding and theoretical analysis for each publication. However, the original 

holistic coding of the five areas: language, culture, policies, opportunities, and poverty 

held as the thematic mainstays of the data analysis throughout the study.  

Trustworthiness/Crystallization. The first validity measure I used was prolonged 

engagement. Because of my limited Spanish abilities, language usage was simplified 

during interviews and in participant observations. Interviews were recorded on digital 

recording devices. Translator usage assisted with the language barrier. Transcriptions 

were completed from the digital recording devices by fluent Spanish/English speakers 

native to border communities and customs. I utilized Carspecken’s (1996) 

recommendations for data validity: (1) multiple recording devices and multiple observers, 

(2) flexible observation schedule, (3) practice prolonged engagement, (4) low-inference 

vocabulary, (5) peer-debriefing, and (6) member checks. I used a native Spanish- 

speaking peer to read my field notes and transcriptions to assure I did not bias the 

research. While I did not use member checks, I substituted the use of a native bilingual 

border resident to assist with language and cultural issues. When multiple participants 
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shared similar interview information, I identified “theoretical saturation” (Maxwell, 2013, 

p. 174). This type of triangulation increased validity. 

Limitations of the Study 

My physical appearance labeled me as Gringa in the border community. So, it 

was very likely that my label may have been the largest limitation to this study. My 

experience in that community was much like a reverse “othering”. With 98 percent of the 

high school identifying as Latino, my Anglo identity made me an “other”. The 

afterschool program was not mandated to follow English-only policies, so linguistic 

code-switching meant that I often learned as many Spanish words as the children learned 

in English. No matter how long I worked in the community nor how many people I knew, 

still, I was not Latino. I wanted a Latino point of view. 

The number of students and families in this study represents a small minority of 

the transfronterizo students and their families along the US/Mexico border. Because of 

that fact, I cannot ascertain the experience for the whole population but only for the small 

sample that I was able to study. Fear is a factor for many of these students and their 

families. Because many families cannot afford the tuition to attend or wish to avoid the 

family separation, they are afraid of the American schools finding out they are not 

residents.  

Additionally, some of the parents never met me before the day of the interview or 

perhaps saw me a few times in passing. My community youth work meant that my 

engagement was more often with the students than directly with parents. Since the 

majority of the parents were native Spanish speakers, I conducted most of the parental 
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interviews as family interviews, using a translator and their child to help with the 

language. Graciously, the parents invited me into their homes and businesses for the 

interviews. They were patient with me in working through the arduous process of 

translating every question and answer with someone that many hardly knew. Moreover, 

they shared very confidential information about their child’s citizenship. 

Because I was aware of the sensitive nature of the interviews and the need for 

parents’ comfort with language during the process, I strategically chose a translator that 

was known by the participants. She was a native Spanish speaker who knew the students 

well and had the trust of the families. She was born in Mexico and became a naturalized 

US citizen. Through that process, she was aware of the culture and norms of both nations 

and could help me understand colloquialisms as well as literal meanings of discourse. 

The use of a translator may have limited the comments of participants because of the time 

and effort required for eventual translation.  

The presence of their children at the interview may have limited what parents 

disclosed. Often, however, the students gave rich descriptions or and shared experiences 

that supported parental narrations. Two of the families did not have an interpreter present 

during the interview; four families had the interpreter present. I wanted to use my social 

capital with students to create confidence during the discussion. With that, all interviews 

with parents included their children. 
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Table 3.1: Study Participants 

 

Educational Levels Interview Date 

Family Member Father Mother  Father Mother       Youth 

Santiago and Sofia Graduated Univ. in MX    High School in MX  10/03/14 10/23/14 10/03/14 

daughter Selena       04/14/15 

Lorenzo and Lena College in US and MX High School in MX  10/16/14 10/16/14 10/16/14 

son Lonzo          02/10/15 

Jesus and Juanita Some college in MX Graduated MX Univ.   10/03/14 10/03/14 10/03/14 

son Javier          12/09/14 

Reina Graduated MX Univ. in 
MX 

Graduated MX Univ.    10/09/14 10/09/14 

daughter Regina          04/14/15 

Pia     High School in MX   10/09/14 10/09/14 

son Pedro          03/24/15 

Blanca--Guardian Graduated MX Univ. in 
MX 

   Some College in MX   10/16/15 10/16/15 

niece Bella          04/28/15 

Ana, student     Some College in MX          07/23/15 
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CHAPTER 4: BORDERLAND PARENTOCRACY 

The American Dream is alive, but not necessarily well, in the borderlands of the 

United States (US) adjacent to the US-Mexican border. There, Mexican parents choose to 

give birth to children in US territory to mitigate the perceived economic, educational, and 

sociocultural disparities between Mexico (MX) and the US. Similar to their mostly white, 

middle-class US counterparts, Mexican parents aim to secure educational advantages for 

their children. However, since the usual middle-class avenues to the educational 

marketplace—including school choice and privatization—are not available to them, these 

parents use US citizenship to ensure access for their children to US education. As we 

demonstrate in this article, Mexican parents and guardians create a unique form of 

“parentocracy” (Brown, 1990, p. 65). It is grounded in their economic realities and 

aspirations for their children’s schooling and future and circumscribed by the 

complexities of relationships throughout the MX-US borderlands. They use dual 

citizenship to create access for their children to binational public resources. In essence, 

the parents in this study make a conscious decision where to bear their children, in part, 

to determine where the children may be legally schooled, albeit within constrained 

geographic border regions.  

 Yet, the parentocracy we see exerted by the Mexican parents in this Southern 

Arizona study is further complicated and its affect mediated by the economic, 

sociocultural, and histopolitical, contestations of the border. We consider borderlands to 

be not only the physical areas surrounding the fence between the US and MX, but also 

the conceptualized differences across the official demarcation. As noted by Ortiz and 

Contreras (2014), “there is no other border in the world with greater inequity in terms of 

power, economic development and social conditions” than the US-MX border (p.38). 

Linguicism, racism, and xenophobia have long characterized the US border regions and 

impact educational policies and practices in US borderland schools. In these schools 

situated in relatively poor rural American border communities, Mexican transfronterizo 
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youth—children and teens who cross the borders or live on both sides of the US-MX 

border—and their Mexican parents are constructed and constrained by, and challenge, 

these borders.  

In this paper, we consider the ways in which parents and guardians take action to 

ensure educational and potential future employment advantages for the transfronterizos. 

Their mothers cross into the US to give birth, with hope of providing them a better 

education and a chance of upward social mobility (Ortiz & Contreras, 2014). Their 

families want their transfronterizo youth to have a better life than they have. These 

parental aspirations center on the belief that receiving a US education will benefit their 

children. With poor wages, inconsistent regulations, and unstable security conditions in 

the borderlands of Mexico, Mexican parents look to the Arizona side of the border for an 

education they believe will provide a pathway to highly-paid future work opportunities 

for their children.  

Parents’ aspirations and expectations resonate with research findings by Valle 

(2015). Findings confirm a positive relationship between attendance and completion of 

high school for children born in the US as well as a positive association between the same 

group and college attendance compared to their Mexican citizen counterparts. She states: 

“Among 19 and 20-year-olds, 65.2% of those born in the US graduated from senior high 

school, of which 77.8% enrolled at university, versus only 53.4% and 68% of those born 

in Mexico, respectively” (p. 49). We examine how the experiences of transfronterizos 

and their families contribute to our understandings of these statistics.  

 To elucidate a positive and complex form of parentocracy that we view as unique 

to the transfronterizos’ families, we offer first a brief overview of the MX-US border 

context. We pay particular attention to rural Southern Arizona where the study that 

informs this paper was conducted. Then, we review the literature on parental aspirations 

and expectations. We discuss the ways in which Mexican parents’ value of education has 

been wrongly portrayed and look closely at Latino parental aspirations for their children. 
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We introduce the theory of “parentocracy,” (Brown, 1990) and discuss the ways in which 

it can be reconsidered for the framing of the parents in this paper. After reviewing our 

methods and introducing the study’s sixteen participants, we explore two interrelated 

themes in our findings. The first focuses on parents’ aspirations and the hardships they 

endure in the hope of transforming their aspirations into actualities. The second centers 

on related economic realities that intertwine with, and complicate, the aspirations. 

Exploring these two themes helps reveal the complexities of the transfronterizo families 

and offers suggestions for how borderland schools might build stronger relationships with 

these families.   

The Arizona-Mexico Borderlands 

With a background of uncertainties, inequities of power, and subjectivity, the 

politics of difference have become amplified at borders between nation-states, such as the 

US and MX, with unequal global influence and standing. The MX-US border continues 

to wield influence, creating uneven movements of people, goods, and currency. 

Economic conditions along the border are imbalanced compared to other areas of the US. 

As Lusk, Staudt, and Moya (2012) state: “[F]orty of the US border counties have per 

capita income lower than the state averages” (p. 25). When ethnic and gender 

stratification are added to income data: “Hispanics, on an average, earn a lower income 

than non-Hispanic whites . . . [and] Hispanic women’s earnings are 37% of non-Hispanic 

white men” (Lusk et al., p. 26). Furthermore, “the unemployment rate [in some border 

areas] is 250-300% higher than in the rest of the country” (p. 26). In the rural US-MX 

borderlands, gaining employment can be difficult. 

Other challenges, including increased border security, also confound the ability of  

Mexicans to gain employment in US border communities. Since the September 11, 2001 

terrorist attacks on the US, the border regions have become militarized to “stem the tide 

of illegal immigrants and drugs” (Lusk, Staudt, & Moya, 2012, p. 19). This strategy has 

increased the number of law enforcement jobs and immigrant prisons but has not created 
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lasting investments in the border’s economic or educational growth. According to the 

State of the Border Report by Lee, Wilson, Lara-Valencia, De la Parra, Van Schoik, 

Patron-Soberano and Selee, (2013), Arizona’s border patrol statistics demonstrate that the 

corridor leading from the US-MX border to Tucson sector had the highest number of 

agents (4,239) and arrests (120,000) along the border in 2012.  

 More broadly, legislation in Arizona, such as Senate Bill (SB) 1070, has been 

perceived as anti-immigration and anti-Mexican. Nill (2011) reports that “seventy-three 

percent of Latinos think that police crack-downs on undocumented immigrants unfairly 

target them” (p. 52) and legislation such as House Bill 2162 [which is the House version 

of SB 1070] “has had the effect of rendering all brown-skinned Latinos suspects” (p. 54) 

in Arizona. SB 1070 allows law enforcement officials of the state, county, city, town, or 

other political region to determine the immigration status of an individual during a 

routine stop, detention, or arrest (Campbell, 2011).  

 The path to SB 1070, however, started more than a decade ago with politicians 

using the MX-US border communities as targets for xenophobic policies (Torres, 2012).  

In 2004, Arizona voters approved Proposition 200 that prohibits undocumented 

individuals from state and local benefits and requires verification of immigrant status for 

those seeking benefits (Campbell, 2011). Just two years later, the Arizona Constitution 

was amended to prohibit bail for persons charged with specific felonies if prosecutors 

believe that defendants are undocumented (Santos, Menjivar, & Godfrey, 2013). Again in 

2006, Proposition 102, which deprives undocumented immigrants the right to seek 

punitive damages in Arizona’s civil courts, was approved (Campbell, 2011). During that 

same year, Proposition 300 became law, prohibiting undocumented persons enrolled in 

Arizona’s community colleges and universities from receiving in-state tuition rates, 

financial aid, or attending adult education classes. Such legislation impacts not only the 

schooling experiences of youth in our study but also the aspirations and expectations of 

their parents. 
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Latino Parental Aspirations and Expectations for Their Children’s Education 

 Although research examining the impact of  “parental involvement”—a vaguely 

defined term—on academic achievement has increased in the last two decades, it is often 

unclear in the literature what aspects of parental involvement are most helpful (Jeynes, 

2003). Attempts have been made to define parental involvement and identify its key 

aspects.  For instance, Hoge, Smit, and Crist (1997) define parental involvement using 

four interrelated elements: parental expectations, parental interests, parental involvement 

in schools, and family community. Of these four, they find parental expectations are the 

most important. However, other studies examining parental expectations (e.g. Mau, 1997; 

Zellman &Waterman, 1998) challenge the importance of parental expectations and point 

to the variance among contextual and cultural components of these expectations. 

Recently, it has been reported that immigrant parents have higher expectations for their 

children’s educational attainment compared with US born parents. In a 2015 report by 

Child Trends, seventy-two percent of immigrants with US born children expect their 

child to earn a bachelor’s degree or higher. 

 Likewise, parental aspirations, or the parental belief system that centers on the 

hopes parents hold for their child’s educational success and attainment—often measured 

by the level of education completed—are also said to impact children’s own aspirations, 

their persistence in school, their academic achievement, and their college attendance 

(Bronstein, Ginsburg, & Herrera, 2005; Jeynes, 2005). According to Spera, Wentzel, and 

Matto (2009): “These aspirations can be understood as standards for performance that 

organize, communicate, and direct parents’ behaviors toward their children…” (p. 1140). 

They represent the ideal level or accomplishment parents want their children to achieve, 

rather than the realistic level, or expectation, they believe they will achieve. Studies have 

demonstrated that “African American and Latino parents have aspirations for their 

children that equal those of non-minority parents” (Spera et al., 2009, p. 1141). However, 

these parents might also be more challenged to help their children with homework and be 



86 
 

involved in their school because of lowered academic attainment, scarce resources, and 

less flexible work schedules.  

 Aspirations are important in the study of immigrant parents’ involvement. Despite 

not knowing specifics about what success in US schools demand or what they, as parents, 

can do to support their children’s academics, many of these parents recognize education 

as an important path toward upward social mobility. The lack of experience and 

knowledge about US schooling has led to studies positing that Latino parents hold low 

aspirations and expectations for their children because of their ambivalence toward the 

value of formal education (e.g. Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 1996). Research argues 

that prolonged discrimination against and limited possibilities in the US for minority 

youth diminishes parents’ aspirations and expectations for their children (e.g. Ogbu & 

Matute-Bianchi, 1986). Yet, several recent studies refuted this earlier causal connection 

between lowered Latino academic achievement and parental aspirations (see Behnke, 

Piercy, & Diversi, 2004 and Spera et al., 2009).  

 Goldenberg, Gallimore, Reese, & Garnier (2001) offer a thorough examination of 

the relationships between Latino parents’ aspirations (ideal level) and expectations 

(realistic level) for their children. Using both quantitative and qualitative methods, they 

call to question previous scholarship documenting a causal relationship between Latino 

children’s poor school performance with assumed parents’ lowered expectations and 

aspirations.  Utilizing two contrasting models—one specifying parent 

aspirations/expectations influencing student performance and another specifying student 

performance influencing parent aspirations/expectations—the researchers found that 

parental expectations do not predict or constrain achievement. Instead, “fluctuations in 

parental expectations were influenced by variations in children’s performance” (p. 575). 

 More broadly, they reported high levels of parental aspirations across the eighty-

one Latino children and their immigrant parents in the study. They found that “parents’ 

educational aspirations are stable, high, and certain over elementary school... 
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[e]xpectations, however, are lower, less stable, and subject to uncertainty” (p. 560). Still, 

among Latino immigrant parents in their study, eighty-five percent of whom born in MX 

and regardless of their time in the US, perceive academic success as integral to their 

children’s future opportunities and express a belief in meritocracy as an important 

cornerstone of US education. Despite having sparse knowledge about what they should 

do to help their aspirations become reality, the Latino immigrant parents held high 

aspirations for their children’s academic success.  

 In a quantitative study examining parental aspirations of a parent sample of 

13,577 middle and high school parents, Spera et al. (2009) found that, irrespective of 

ethnicity or race, parents hold aspirations for their children to earn a college degree. 

Slightly greater than eighty-eight percent of the Latino parents indicated aspirations for 

their child to obtain a college or graduate level degree. For all ethnicities, these 

aspirations were positively related to parental education, children’s academic 

performance, and the positive regard parents held toward the quality of the children’s 

school. The significant link between perceptions of schools and aspirations confirms 

earlier studies showing “[p]arental perceptions of the quality, safety, and climate of the 

school their children attend may also influence the educational aspirations they develop 

for their children” (Spera et al., 2009, p. 1141). Parent and guardian aspirations, like the 

ones in our study, have mostly limited experiences with US schools. Yet, they believe US 

schools are safer, with higher quality, and may reflect their perceptions (and 

misperceptions) of American schooling. 

 The link between parents’ and children’s aspirations must also be examined. As 

noted by Behnke, Piercy, and Diversi (2004), there exists a dearth of previous research on 

children’s aspirations and their potential effect on parents’ aspiration. From their 

interviews with ten rural Latino family triads—mother, father, and teen—they report that, 

while parent aspirations were found to transfer to their children, only half of the parents 

held knowledge about their children’s aspirations.  From the range of parents’ aspirations 
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for their own education—none to college graduation—most parents expressed a desire to 

attend some sort of formal education to become fluent in English. The youths’ aspirations 

paralleled their parents in several families. The researchers note: “[a]s they did for 

education, the current and aspired-for occupations of parents and youth showed some 

degree of continuity…” (p. 24). Overall, however, the teens in the sample had low 

academic aspirations for themselves; only two expressed aspirations for going to college. 

Possibly, the challenges faced by the youth account for their low aspirations. Yet, both 

parents and teens reported knowledge of barriers, including lack of time to study, lack of 

understanding the US education system, and limited English. In all, the parents, in 

particular, remained undeterred by the challenges their children faced when crossing the 

borders and living across two cultures. 

Theorizing Parentocracy at the Border 

Much of the scholarship on parentocracy centers on the agency and actions of 

middle-class parents. For example, in her studies on parents’ practices aimed at 

improving their children’s schooling performance, Lareau (2000, 2003) traces how both 

black and white middle class parents secure advantage for their children through 

“concerted cultivation.” This includes promoting the children’s ideas and talents and 

modeling for their children how to advocate for themselves. It also includes parents 

aligning themselves with the requirements and policies of schooling and interacting with 

schools in ways that result in higher academic engagement and achievement for their 

kids. These parents strive to gain an advantage for their children in the educational 

system. One way that seems to be included in this approach is “choosing” which school 

one’s child will attend. Research by Bauch and Goldring (1995) suggests that parents 

who have chosen a particular school for their child demonstrate higher levels of parent 

involvement. 

More recently, Demerath (2009) reveals similar middle-class parents’ actions 

through a cultural rather than an exclusively class lens. In his four-year ethnography of 
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Wilton Burnham High Schools, a school in a Columbus Ohio suburb, he exposes the 

“Winton Way”—the practices and ideologies of advantage and heightened achievement 

that legitimize parental aspirations and privilege. Specifically, Demerath shows how the 

parents and school community invest private resources into the school, in return for 

added value to the community and in which parents leverage both school and community 

resources for their children. To live up to the school mantra, “There are no average kids 

in Wilton” (p. 56), some parents secure unwarranted special education status and services 

for their kids to increase the chances of optimal academic performance. More broadly, 

parents, teachers, and administrators collude in nearly unregulated competitive practices 

at the school. Grade inflation, cheating, stress, fatigue, illness, alienation, and, sometimes, 

disengagement are the outcomes. Importantly, Lareau (2000) and Demerath find that 

there are high costs for such behavior, including a mechanical, grade-focused way of 

“doing school” (Pope, 2001) and children exhibiting a sense of entitlement.  

Just as Demerath (2009) illuminates the dangers of masking a school in an 

enactment of exaggerated and unwarranted meritocracy, Brown (1990) sets forth the 

complementary argument, that in British education as well as across schools in the US, 

Australia, and New Zealand, meritocracy has given way to the rise of “parentocracy, 

where a child’s education is increasingly dependent upon the wealth and the wishes of the 

parents, rather than the ability and efforts of pupils” (p 66). 

Brown notes this trend not only reifies educational inequalities but also increases 

them. Parentocracy, he points out, best serves the middle and upper class families who 

believe (but may be mistaken) that they already know how to exert influence in their 

children’s schooling. Brown makes clear that “the ideology of parentocracy has not 

emerged as a result of a ground swell of popular demand for radical educational reform 

among a majority of parents” (p. 66). Rather, the ideology of parentocracy comes as the 

state centralizes power over schooling with standardization, testing, and increased 

accountability in education policy, such as No Child Left Behind in the US. While these 
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take some control away from parents, such mandates are also part of a larger “attempt to 

provide parents with the necessary consumer information to decide to which school to 

send their children” (p. 74) and also for what supportive services they need to secure for 

their children.   

Here, we reconsider and then positively reframe notions of parentocracy by 

looking first at Valdés’ (1996) study of first-generation Mexican families in the US. She 

notes: “Working-class mothers’ involvement is never quite satisfactory…. [They] must, 

therefore, depend much more on the teachers and schools. They cannot serve in the roles 

of co-teachers as the schools would hope that they could. Lamentably, because of this, 

their home-school relationships will fall short of what school personnel have currently 

concludes is desirable for all families.” (p. 39) 

 Although these families hold high aspirations for their children, familial goals, 

and determination to succeed, their experiences do not necessarily “help them make sense 

of what schools expect of their children” (p. 5). They are confronted by schools that 

frame notions of academic success and parent involvement on white, middle-class ideals, 

like those described by Lareau (2000) and Demerath (2009). Furthermore, many US 

schools, as Valenzuela (1999) demonstrates, “subtract” cultural strengths, including 

language skills and collaboration, from children of Mexican-decent. Moreover, the 

“funds of knowledge” defined as “the historically accumulated and culturally developed 

bodies of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and 

well-being” are denied (Moll, Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 2001p. 133). Schools ignore 

the rich cultural and cognitive resources of children of Mexican-descent and their 

families, which could, and should be, integrated in their formal schooling. 

On first glance, then, the ability of many Mexican parents to wield much 

influence on their children’s schooling may not be recognized. However, this is only the 

case if parentocracy is framed and defined by the behaviors of mostly white, middle-class 

parents. If instead, as we do in this paper, identify ways in which Mexican parents exert 
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their wishes for their children’s schooling and future through key choices—giving birth 

to their children in the US or giving up legal guardianship to a relative in the US, we can 

make better sense of what we have already discussed as high parental aspirations and 

expectations held by Mexican parents for their children. Our data suggest that Mexican 

parents, in fact, enact a border-style of parentocracy, associated less with high parental 

wealth than with high parental aspirations.   

Methodological Considerations 

This paper draws on data collected by the first author during her critical 

qualitative research in the US-MX borderlands, from January 2013 to August 2015. Data 

was collected primarily in Bordertown, AZ a town located in rural Southern AZ with its 

counterpart, Amigo in MX, across the border. While Bordertown, AZ has a population of 

less than 20,000, Amigo, MX’s population is approximately 100,000. Because Amigo has 

a larger community and more schools than Bordertown, the authors were intrigued that 

Mexican parents aim to have their children attend Bordertown High School, which is the 

only public high school in Bordertown and serving roughly 1,200 students in ninth 

through twelfth grades. Between ninety-eight and ninety-nine percent of the students are 

of Hispanic/Latino ethnicity, while the remaining one to two percent identify as White, 

Asian Pacific, or African American.  

We use a critical qualitative approach to examine the experiences and perceptions 

of transfronterizos—those who have or who have recently attended Bordertown High 

School—that are embedded within the disparities across the MX-US border and which 

we have described. Our aim is to better articulate the ways in which the inequities impact 

parents’ aspirations, perceptions, and actions. Specifically, we define our approach as 

critical because we aim to infuse our research with the “voices of Discarded Others who 

offer daily or local meanings, which seemingly contrast with or interrupt hegemonic 

discourses and practices” (Fine 1994, p. 17). At the same time, we also aim to dislodge 
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and disrupt existing discourses and ideologies surrounding Mexican parents’ lack of 

value for education and perceived low aspirations for their children (Valencia, 2010). 

Utilizing observations, interviews, photos, documents, and videos, the first author 

gathered the stories behind Mexican parents’ aspirations for their children as well as the 

children’s own aspirations. One hour semi-structured interviews were conducted and 

recorded at public locations in Bordertown, AZ (e.g., library, parks), in private homes, or 

in businesses in Amigo. Students were interviewed twice—once with their parents 

present and then later alone—to ensure their narratives were told as they wanted them to 

be documented. Spanish-English translators were utilized as needed and recorded. 

Interviews were coded for patterns that emerged from themes including opportunities 

(bilingual, learn English, scholarships), school policies (the form, separate classes for 

English), and parent involvement (contact from school, volunteer, feedback, 

grades, conferences, relationships, and communication). The two authors of this paper 

shared, discussed, and analyzed the data throughout the study. 

Participants 

This study covers potentially controversial issues of citizenship, thus recruitment 

was done through contacts of the first author, who has lived and worked along the US-

MX border for 15 years as a community youth worker. Pseudonyms are used to protect 

the identities of the participants—the nine parents and guardians and seven 

transfronterizo teens—introduced in Table 4.1. [At end of Chapter 4] 

Aspirations and Economics Informing Borderland Parentocracy 

Securing US citizenship for their children is the main strategy utilized by the 

Mexican parents to gain educational and future employment advantage for their children. 

Giving birth to children in the US assures dual citizenship, and thus, legal access to US 

public schooling. For Mexican families, who dream of their children earning a high 

school or college education, bearing their children in the US is one form of parentocracy. 

Often facing social stigma from both their own and school cultures, parents confront an 
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initial decision—a commitment—to move closer to the border and wait in lines at the 

border twice daily to drop off and pick up their children. In some cases, parents’ 

commitment may also require relinquishing their parental rights to a relative living in the 

US to comply with Arizona State Bill 1141. This bill requires school districts to verify 

the residency of students yearly to receive their state funding—nearly $4,000 per 

student—from the Arizona Department of Education. The parents in the study said their 

sacrifices were well-worth the potential future advantages they hoped to secure for their 

children. 

 As the US-born transfronterizos age, they also understand the importance of 

being US citizens. Regina, a senior at Bordertown High School, explains: 

 As American citizens we would get a little bit more benefits than you would just 

 by being a Mexican citizen. You know, we have a little bit more privilege and the 

education, I guess, is, you can consider it to be a little bit more proficient, 

advanced. It’s a little bit, it’s different, but yeah basically the reason why they had 

us here in the US, is for the education (interview, April, 14, 2015).
 
 

Yet, as articulated in the next example, holding US citizenship and having a right to a US 

education can also be challenged.  

 Selena, who was born in the US, and thus holds US citizenship, continued to live 

with her parents in Amigo as she began to attend Bordertown High School. When the 

school staff began questioning her eligibility to attend the school, her aunt, who lived in 

Bordertown became her legal guardian. Selena lived with her aunt during the week while 

she attended school. At the time, Selena was barely fifteen years old and her parents gave 

up their parental rights to ensure that she be educated in the US. Selena, who has since 

graduated from the school, and attends a US college, still harbored concern, if not anger 

about her experience as a US citizen. She recounts: 

 The reason for it, I honestly cannot know. I honestly do not know. I even ask that 

myself even to this day, “why isn’t it enough proof that you’re a US citizen 
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enough in the school?” But I don’t know why they need proof of residency for 

you to go to school, I mean, it should be enough proof that you provide your birth 

certificate; you’re from the United States that should be enough proof for them to 

rely on and allow you to go to school. But no they need residency proof and bills 

and taxes and…they need so much paperwork just to get to school and let you 

stay in school (interview, April 14, 2015). 

Selena also remembered other students to whom this happened. She said: “They would 

get kicked out of school until they could prove their legal residency here in the United 

States, and it was ridiculous.” Still, even for families, like Selena’s, who endured physical 

separation during the school week, securing a US education for their children was the top 

priority. 

 The confidence the parents and guardians expressed in the advantages afforded to 

US citizens, and if necessary, US residents, is supported by the work of Valle (2015), 

who quantitatively analyzed transborder linkages with formal education for Mexican 

students along the border. She found that students who were American citizens 

(compared to Mexican nationals) showed advantages in high school completion and 

university attendance. A mother in the study, Pia, was educated in Mexico and now lives 

in the US where her children attend school. She explains the importance of education and 

American citizenship for transfronterizo students: “Since they were born . . .in the United 

States, as long as they have the promise of a future, they will continue to study over there 

[US]” (interview, October 23, 2014). This future promise is the central premise of the 

American Dream in which individuals who work hard and better themselves will achieve 

more (Gándara & Contreras, 2009). The promise also drives parental aspirations and 

actions, which we now look at more closely. 

Hopes, Desires, and Dreams 

 All sixteen participants stated that a US education provides children with 

additional opportunities. Parents and guardians, alike, said they sent their children to 
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school in the US so they may learn English. They understand that learning English is 

necessary for improved employment and economic opportunities. One mother, Sofia 

explained: “That’s really why all of us who live in the border send our children to school 

in the US because the Spanish is already spoken at home, but we want them to learn 

English very well” (interview, October 23, 2014). Reina, another mother, continued: 

“[English], it’s the number one language in the world. In the case of our children, and 

even us as a person, it opens doors.” In another interview, Blanca added, “If they are 

American citizens it [is] better for them to go to school over there [US] so that they can 

learn good English…. parents want a better future for their children” (interview, October 

16, 2014). The parents’ desire for their children to become proficient in English resonates 

with previous studies showing acquisition of English as one of the primary motivations 

for Latino parents having their children in the US to ensure their children could attend US 

schools (Montero-Sieburth & Villarruel, 2000; Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).  

Learning English, however, was not the end goal. Instead, learning English was 

situated, by both parents and transfronterizo teens, as an essential stepping-stone to future 

educational and employment opportunities. Parents felt that the best way for their 

children to accomplish the goal of being bilingual was to be educated in the US. 

Moreover, parents wanted their children to experience the American way of life. Reina 

shared her aspirations for her children to be: 

…enculturated into America, so they would understand American culture. . . It’s a 

first world country and it is something very pleasant to be able to be part of it. . 

.so they wouldn’t grow up as foreigners, but for them to submerge themselves in 

the United States.  (interview, October 9, 2014) 

Even if the youth remain in MX, Jesús added: “…they [US schools] need to prepare them 

for English. We are neighbors, we live together and the people [don’t] speak English. It’s 

a shame.” (interview, October 3, 2014).  This same father added that he preferred living 

on the border and sending his son, Javier, to school in Arizona where teachers speak 
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English as a “maternal language” and have more experience teaching English than 

educators in Mexico. 

Javier, a senior at Bordertown High School, and the son of Jesús and Juanita, 

talked about the connections between speaking English learned in an American school 

and future life opportunities. Expanding on what his father had said, Javier stated: 

My parents considered it a great advantage to be able to speak two languages, 

especially in the border community because they knew that if you can speak two 

languages you can...you have a greater chance of getting a good job. . . [US] 

offers more opportunities later on in a post-high school education, as where...well 

comparing it all to Mexico since...if you want to go to a really good school, you 

would have to travel far or pay more than if you come over to the United States. 

And the US just has more, more job opportunities, better paying jobs. That's the 

biggest thing, better pay jobs. Minimum wage is so much higher here than it is in 

Mexico. Mexico is 60 pesos per day. 60 pesos is like, 5 dollars per day. That's 

minimum wage. (interview, December 9, 2014)  

Like Jesús and Javier, all of the study participants expressed their hopes and dreams for 

future opportunities based on being bilingual in Spanish and English. Yet, they were also 

aware of the economic and social realities as well as the challenges of living across two 

cultures, the topic to which we turn our examination next. 

Poverty, Expenses and Inequities  

Economic realities faced by the families heavily influenced their initial decisions 

to send their children for schooling in the US and their ongoing aspirations for their 

children. Sofia explained: “In Mexico, the education and schooling is more expensive and 

troublesome besides we don’t have the right economy for it…” (interview, October 23, 

2014). Blanca agreed that education in MX is expensive, stating that attending school in 

MX is more expensive than schools in the US. Thus, the parents’ desires to send their 

children to US public schools helped them avert a real and practical dilemma. To get an 
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education equivalent to a US public education, the children would need to attend a 

private school in MX, where their parents would need to pay for tuition, uniforms, books, 

study materials, and even food. The lure of free breakfast/lunch and longer hours in 

American schools was difficult for the parents to ignore.   

At the time of our study, all but one of the public elementary and middle schools 

had free after-school programs, which extended the school day until 5pm. In contrast 

Mexican schools had a morning shift and an afternoon shift in the same buildings. Jesús 

explained: “There are two shifts now, the hours are shorter. I think that’s another reason a 

lot of people go to the other side [US], because there are more hours.” Blanca added that 

in MX, “high school is expensive as well, and here [in the US] the high school is public.” 

For parents and guardians, like Jesús and Blanca, the US school system offered a safe 

haven for their children for roughly 10 hours a day without any costs.  

The realities that helped shaped the parents’ decisions extended beyond securing 

US schooling to occupational aspirations. Parents wanted their children to have better 

employment opportunities than most of them had. They were certain that US citizenship, 

along with a US education, could lead to advanced jobs for their children. Without such 

education, they feared their children would be relegated to line work in maquiladoras, 

factories on the Mexico side of the borderlands run by US companies that provide work 

for some Mexican families living near the US-MX border but that also have degraded the 

living conditions for those living near them. Lusk, Staudt, and Moya (2012) note that, 

indeed, the maquiladora industry created more than a million jobs between the 1980s and 

1990s, but that a majority of positions held by Mexican workers paid low wages.  

Santiago, a father who previously worked in a maquiladora, explained that only 

managers received livable wages and benefits in these factories. These managers, he said, 

were required to be Spanish-English bilingual. Juanita added: “Even if you stay here in 

Mexico, especially here in the border because here, in order to find a good job, you need 

to know English” (interview, October, 3, 2014). Her husband concurred, stating: “The 
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chiefs of the companies that stay here in Mexico, are people that come from the United 

States and lot of them don’t speak Spanish and they need people . . .that speak two 

languages”.  Thus, being bilingual, and educated in the US would increase their 

children’s chances of becoming a factory manager, a position that was seen by the 

parents as one that was well compensated by Mexican standards. 

However, Reina revealed the income realities of factory workers and company 

chiefs; she noted that the “average pay for a week of work for a factory worker is about 

$80 or $240 a month. A person with a degree from University will make about $800 a 

month.” These amounts were echoed by other participants and in personal conversations 

during the study. With the US minimum wage of roughly $8/hour and 40 hours a week at 

$320/week, many Mexican professionals cross the border to take low level jobs in the US 

for a higher wage than what can be earned in Mexico. With English language skills 

creating opportunities for employment, parents felt that sending their children to school 

in the US helped to assure the future financial security of their children—even if it was to 

be on the US side of the border.  

In fact, many parents spoke about wanting their children to attend college and 

secure employment, preferably in the US. One father, Santiago, explained: 

They have a chance to be better live and…in American Dream. They have a 

chance to live in the USA and if they work honestly and live honestly…they have 

more opportunities to have a family, a house, and a job, and for the benefits to 

give education for the little ones is coming. (interview, October 3, 2014) 

Jesús and Juanita wanted Javier to attend college in the US because obtaining post-

secondary education in MX would be expensive and uncommon. Juanita stated: “To 

study a profession, university, there are scholarship opportunities and that stuff. There 

aren’t any here [in Mexico].” She seemed to believe that scholarships were readily 

available and they covered living expenses, as well. Yet, she noted that if a scholarship 
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was not awarded, at least, with English skills, Javier could also work part time to fund his 

college. 

 While the parents in the study reported aspirations for their children’s American 

academic future beyond high school, none of them knew about the US college application 

process. Several of the parents attended college/university in MX and were very 

knowledgeable in the navigation of those systems. Yet, none of the parents had any 

family members who had attended college in the US. All parents discussed how their 

children would be responsible for acquiring scholarships or financial support. However, 

the parents were not even aware that to be eligible for most financial aid, their 

transfronterizo children would need to first establish a two-year history of paying US 

income tax.  The lack of experience or knowledge, coupled with high aspirations 

expressed by all the parents and guardians in the study, aligns with previous research 

(e.g. Goldenberg et al., 2001; Spera et al., 2009) showing parents were less able than 

middle class US parents to help their children with homework and educational decisions. 

Nonetheless, these parents held high aspirations, and in some cases, expectations for their 

children. 

Concluding Thoughts and Recommendations 

 Some Mexican parents use US citizenship for their children as a strategy for 

expanding prospective opportunities for education, employment, and future well-being. 

Low paying jobs, insufficient housing, water, and sewage infrastructure in MX make the 

Arizona side of the border appear as the best, if not the only, option for their children’s 

potential upward mobility. So convinced and determined were the parents in this study to 

do all they could to gain advantage for their children that they chose to give birth to them 

in the US; move closer to the border where the barely regulated maquiladoras had 

degraded the land, water, and air; and, if necessary, relinquish their parental rights so 

their children could live in the US while attending school. Others moved closer to the 
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border and made twice daily trips to meet their children as they returned from 

Bordertown High School.  

 However, because Arizona legislation (especially Arizona State Bill 1141 

requiring AZ residency to attend AZ schools) brought changes to educational policies 

during a period in which anti-immigrant sentiments were plentiful in the state, these same 

parents had to either sacrifice their parental rights to maintain their pursuit of a better life 

for their children or to divorce themselves from involvement in the very education that 

they had planned for their children prior to their birth. The Mexican parents had little, if 

any, legal rights at the school. This meant their children were often left to advocate for 

themselves when navigating school policies, class placements, or college advisement. In 

some cases, Mexican parents were even unable to cross the border because of insufficient 

Visas, prohibiting entry into the US. Unfortunately, the parents reported having little 

communication with Bordertown High School staff.   

 Still, this research demonstrates parents’ aspirations continued to be high but, 

unlike the parentocracy, middle class parents documented by Brown (1990), Demerath 

(2009), and Laurea (2003), the actions of the Mexican parents were tempered by the 

constraints of policies and border politics. While parents’ actions ensured that the 

transfronterizos gained access to English language skills and American culture necessary 

for the promise of a bilingual future for college going and employment, the families faced 

challenges navigating the US education system. All of the students in this study were first 

generation US citizens. Thus, many were the first in their family to attend school in 

America. This created navigational challenges for parents and students aiming to 

negotiate educational processes for high school, as well as for college applications, 

entrance examinations, references, financial aid, residency requirements, acquiring 

housing, meals, books, and more. 

 More research is needed on parentocracy at the MX-US border. As the border has 

become more militarized, Arizona laws, including Propositions 102, 200, and 300, have 
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decreased opportunities for undocumented immigrants in the US. Educational policies 

have become more restrictive towards the children of these immigrants. As policies 

change, so do the conditions under which parents choose to advocate for their children. 

While dual citizenship for children mediates some of the restrictions and provides 

opportunities, it also creates a situation requiring parental sacrifice under Arizona’s 

residency provisions. Disconnecting parents from their students through residency 

provisions may lead to further misunderstandings about the value Mexican parents place 

on education and perpetuate myths about the lack of Latino parents’ involvement in their 

children’s schooling. 

 While neither the school nor the parents can change the residency policy, a 

commitment to communicate could be created to build navigational supports. Bordertown 

High School has staff, faculty, and administrators with institutional knowledge of 

American post-secondary institutions and their processes that could be shared with 

Mexican parents. Some Mexican parents may be limited in their English proficiency but 

bilingual translations are available. Even for parents who cannot legally cross the border, 

real-time, online interactions can be facilitated through free conferencing/communication 

software. Additionally, a Mexican parent or relative living in AZ could serve as a 

facilitator who relays school-related information to other Mexican parents. The 

possibilities of increased engagement between Bordertown High School and other US 

borderland schools with Mexican families must be explored and enacted. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



102 
 

References 

Bauch, P. A. & Goldring, E. B. (1995). Parent involvement and school responsiveness. 

Facilitating the home-school connection in schools of choice. Educational 

Evaluation and Policy Analysis, 17, 1-21. 

Behnke, A. O., Piercy, K. W., & Diversi, M. (2004). Educational and occupational 

aspirations of Latino youth and their parents. Hispanic Journal of Behavioral 

Sciences, 26(1), 16-35. 

Border region school district forced to 'disenroll' legitimate U.S. citizens. (2011, February 

4). Retrieved February 11, 2016, from 

http://cronkitenewsonline.com/2011/02/small-school-district-in-border-region-

forced-to-disenroll-legitimate-u-s-citizens/  

Bronstein, P., Ginsburg, G. S., & Herrera, I.S. (2005). Parental predictors of motivational 

orientation in early adolescence: A longitudinal study. Journal of Youth and 

Adolescence, 24, 559-575.   

Brown, P. (1990). The ‘third wave’: Education and the ideology of parentocracy. British 

Journal of Sociology of Education, 11(1), 65-85.  

Child Trends. (2015). Data Bank. Parental Expectations for Their  

 Children’s Academic Attainment.  http://www.childtrends.org/wp-

content/uploads/2012/07/115_Parental_Expectations.pdf  

Demerath, P. (2009). Producing success: The culture of personal advancement in an  

 American high school. Chicago: The University of Chicago Press. 

Fine, M. (1994). Working the hyphens. Handbook of qualitative research. Thousand 

Oaks, CA: Sage. 

Gándara, P. C., & Contreras, F. (2009). The Latino education crisis: The consequences of 

failed social policies. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Goldernberg, C., Gallimore, R., Reese, L. & Garnier, H. (2001). Cause or effect? A 

Longitudinal study of immigrant Latino parents’ aspirations and expectations and 

http://cronkitenewsonline.com/2011/02/small-school-district-in-border-region-forced-to-disenroll-legitimate-u-s-citizens/
http://cronkitenewsonline.com/2011/02/small-school-district-in-border-region-forced-to-disenroll-legitimate-u-s-citizens/
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/115_Parental_Expectations.pdf
http://www.childtrends.org/wp-content/uploads/2012/07/115_Parental_Expectations.pdf


103 
 

their children’s school performance. American Educational Research Journal, 

38(3), 547-582.  

González, N., Moll, L. C., and Amanti, C. (2005). Funds of knowledge: theorizing 

practice in households, communities, and classrooms. Mahwah, N.J.: L. Erlbaum 

Associates. 

Hoge, D. R., Smit, E. & Crist, J. T. (1997). Four family process factors predicting 

academic achievement for sixth and seventh grade. Educational Research 

Quart’//erly, 21(2), 27-42. 

Jeynes, W. H. (2005). Effects of parental involvement and family structure of the 

academic achievement of adolescents. Marriage and Family Review, 37, 99-117.  

Jeynes, W. H. (2003). A meta-analysis: The effects of parental involvement on minority 

children’s academic achievement. Education and Urban Society, 35(2), 202-218. 

Gibson, M. A. & Koyama, J. (2011). Immigrants and education. In A Companion to the 

Anthropology of Education, edited by Bradley A. U. Levinson, and Mica Pollock 

(391-407). Walden, MA: Wiley Blackwell. 

Lareau, A. (2000). Home advantage. Lanham: Rowman & Littlefield. 

Lareau, A. (2003). Unequal childhoods: Class, race, and family life. Berkeley: University 

of California Press.  

Lee, E., Wilson, C., Lara-Valencia, F., De la Parra, C., Van Schoik, R., Patron-Soberano, 

K., Selee, A. (2013, May 1). The state of the border report: A comprehensive 

analysis of the U.S.-Mexico border. Retrieved October 5, 2015, from 

https://www.wilsoncenter.org/sites/default/files/State of the Border Report 

ADVANCE COPY.pdf      

Lusk, M., Staudt, K., & Moya, E. (2012). Social justice in the U.S.-Mexico border region. 

Dordrecht: Springer. 



104 
 

Mau, W. (1997). Parental influences on the high school student’s academic achievement: 

A comparison of Asian immigrants, Asian Americans, and White Americans. 

Psychology in the Schools, 34(3), 267-277. 

McRobbie, J., and Villegas, M. (2004). La frontera: Challenges and opportunities for 

improving education along the U.S./Mexico border. West End.  

Moll, L., Amanti, C., Neff, D. and Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge for 

teaching: Using a qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms. Theory 

Into Practice, XXXI, 2, 132-141. 

Montero-Sieburth, M., and Villarruel, F. (2000). Making invisible Latino adolescents 

visible: A critical approach to Latino diversity. New York: Falmer Press. 

Nill, A. C. (2011). Latinos and S.B. 1070: Demonization, dehumanization, and 

disenfranchisement. Harvard Latino Law Review, 14(35), 35-66. 

Ogbu, J. & Matute-Bianchi, M. (1986). Understanding sociocultural factors: Knowledge, 

identity, and school adjustment. In Beyond language: Social and cultural factors in 

schooling language minority students (pp. 73-142). Los Angeles: Evaluation, 

Dissemination and Assessment Center, California State University, Los Angeles.  

Ortiz, L., and Contreras, O.F. (2014). The border as a life experience: Identities, 

asymmetry and border crossing between Mexico and the United States. Frontera 

Norte, 26(3), p. 37-56. 

Pope, D. C. (2001). “Doing school”: How we are creating generation of stressed out, 

materialistic, and miseducated students. New Haven, CT: Yale University Press. 

Spera, C., Wentzel, K. R., & Matto, H.C. (2009). Parental aspirations for their children’s 

educational attainment: Relations to ethnicity, parental education, children’s 

academic performance, and parental perceptions of school climate. Journal of 

Youth Adolescence, 38, 1140-1152.  

Suárez-Orozco, C. & Suárez-Orozco, M. (2001). Children of immigration. Cambridge, 

MA: Harvard University Press. 



105 
 

Suárez-Orozco, C.M. & Suárez-Orozco, M. (1996). Transformations: Immigration, 

family life, and achievement motivation among Latino adolescents. Stanford: 

Stanford University Press.  

Torres, R. (2012). Border challenges and ethnic struggles for social justice in Arizona: 

Hispanic communities under Siege. In M. Lusk (Ed.), Social justice in the U.S.-

Mexico border region (p. 231-246). Dordrecht: Springer. 

Valdés, G. (1996). Con respeto: Building the distances between culturally diverse 

families and schools. An ethnographic portrait. New York: Teachers College 

Press. 

Valencia, R. R. (2010). Dismantling contemporary deficit thinking: Educational thought 

and practice. New York: Routledge. 

Valenzuela, A. (1999). Subtractive schooling: U.S.-Mexican youth and the politics of 

caring. State University of New York Press. Albany: New York.  

Valle, E.D. (2015). A decade of changes: Formal education and transborder linkages of 

young people in highly urbanized areas of the northern border. Estudios fronterizos, 

16(32), p. 1-14.  

Notes 

 



106 
 

 

Table 4.1: Study Participants 

 

Current Education Educational Aspirations 

Family Member Father Mother  Father Mother Youth 

Santiago and Sofia Graduated University in MX High School in MX  US College US College US College 

daughter Selena       

Lorenzo and Lena College in US and MX High School in MX  US College US College US College 

son Lonzo       

Jesus and Juanita some college in MX Graduated University in MX  US College US College US College 

son Javier       

Reina Graduated University in MX Graduated University in MX  US College US College US College 

daughter Regina       

Pia  High School in MX   US College US College 

son Pedro       

Blanca--Aunt/Guardian Graduated University in MX Some College in MX  US College US College US College 

niece Bella       

Ana, student  Some College in MX   US College US College 
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CHAPTER 5: DECULTURALIZING US-MX TRANSFRONTERIZO STUDENTS  

 Many Latino parents living on the Mexican side of the United States (US)-Mexico (MX) 

border yearn for their children to acquire an American education in the United States. In 

Arizona, six US-MX border crossing points exist which allow for a unique educational situation 

where an unknown number of transfronterizo [italics added]—literally, border crossing—

students residing in Mexico circumnavigate daily the international line to attend school in the 

US. Transfronterizo youth living on both sides of the US and Mexico border transcend physical 

and perceptual borders between homes, the community, and school (Piedra & Araujo, 2012). 

While many of these students’ parents are from Mexico, according to Hart and Hager (2012), 

their children are often born in the United States, making them US citizens. As Mexican 

nationals, some parents are unable to acquire visas to cross the border while many of the students 

have US passports, alleviating border crossing issues. This citizenship status makes the physical 

US-MX border fence invisible for numerous transfronterizo students. 

 At the same time, from Proposition 203 (A.R.S. 15-752, 2000) restricting Arizona 

language learners to English-only instruction to the most recent federal education policy No 

Child Left Behind, restrictive macro policies confront rural Arizona border schools. These 

policies make it challenging to deliver high-quality education. In spite of complying with all of 

Arizona’s educational policies and regulations, Latino families, whose transfronterizo children 

attend rural schools along the US-MX border, contend with racialized policies within the 

Arizona educational system that strip families of their heritage culture (Spring, 2001).  

 Latino student test scores are lower in all [emphasis added] subject areas. They have not 

changed in the past decade (Hart & Hager, 2012). Compared to white counterparts, by the end of 

elementary school Latino students are two years behind; by the end of middle school they are 

three years behind; and by high school, they are four years behind (Green, 2008). This 

achievement gap between Latinos and Whites may not absorb the opportunities provided by 

American education that many Latino parents desire. 
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 The achievement gap is influenced further by negative factors of poverty, xenophobia, 

and racism - all beyond the control of Mexican families. For example, the US-MX border region 

is one of the most socioeconomically depressed, where “three of the ten poorest counties in the 

United States are located” (United States-Mexico Border Health Commission, 2014). McRobbie 

and Villegas (2004) report that challenges for communities 20 miles or less from the border 

include higher percentages of children living in poverty, Latino populations, and youth who 

speak Spanish as their primary language at home. Should the same border region become a state, 

it would have the lowest per capita income and highest level of children in poverty. Nearly 90 

percent of community schools where English Language Learners (ELLs) attend are located in 

areas of poverty (Darder & Torres, 2014). Hart and Hager (2012), report that Arizona [Latino] 

poverty rates are twice that of non-[Latinos]. High poverty areas mean schools collect little 

through the community tax base and resources are limited. This translates to low educational 

attainment as well. In 2010, slightly more than 55 percent of the population, age 25 and older, of 

the more than 20 U.S. border counties earned the equivalent of a high-school degree or higher 

(Wilson, 2013). 

 Additional challenges confronting transfronterizo students is Latinos are more likely than 

other races to attend hyper-segregated schools [90-100 percent nonwhite]. They are under-

resourced with poor facilities and less-qualified teachers (Gándara, 2010). Along the US-MX 

border with Arizona, Spanish-speaking transfronterizos are placed in segregated English 

Language Learner (ELL) classes, taught using only English (Combs & Nicholas, 2012). All the 

while, transfronterizo students need to learn enough spoken English to understand instruction in 

class so they can understand written English. Despite transfronterizo students demonstrating 

proficiency in the written language, they remain separated from their more literate peers, whose 

rich oral skills in English could provide a natural enhancement to learning (Hurley & Tinajero, 

2001).  

 Segregation and poverty often result in diminished scores, creating a context where 

educational achievement is exceptionally racialized (Green, 2008). Segregation has increased 
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over the past two decades and may influence the statistic that shows, “Latino students have by 

far the highest drop-out rates of any major group in American schools and are experiencing 

declining access to college” (Orfield & Yun, 1999, p. 22, as cited in Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-

Orozco, 2002). Within poverty and racialized tensions of the US-MX border, this paper argues 

that macro educational policies inequitably serve Latino transfronterizo students and their 

families as they seek to get an education - their children's American citizenship right. 

Transfronterizos’ dual citizenship creates a unique situation for these students. They attempt to 

fit into both cultures and nations with distinctive geographic settings, savoring hope to create 

future opportunities that better their lives. Compared to migrant youth who live full time in the 

US, transfronterizos pass through armed Customs and Border Patrol Agents to enter the land of 

opportunities as they cross the border, leaving their parents standing behind a metal wall. The 

US-MX border creates a rich context for study, with restrictive Arizona educational policies 

creating tensions related to issues of economic limitations, culture, and institutionalized racism. 

Studies such as this one provide opportunities for greater understanding of the community and 

cultural context for schools in the United States bordering Mexico. 

 This paper addresses the current status of the border situation from the perspective of 

Mexican-descent parents and their transfronterizo children. First, I provide a review of literature 

where I situate my study. I introduce the context of population demographics, school enrollment, 

and Spanish language usage. Next, I detail Arizona’s macro educational policies of 

deculturalization, which remove cultural traditions and native language from groups (Spring, 

2001). Then, more closely, the paper examines contextual supports of family and culture through 

the theoretical framework of community cultural wealth (Yosso, 2005). Finally, by sharing the 

perspectives of Mexican parents and their transfronterizo students as they work to navigate the 

policies of the Arizona educational system, I provide findings that illuminate the interplay of 

policy, experiences, and context. 

 

Arizona’s Educational Effort to Deculturalize Spanish Speakers 
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 US schools deployed the use of deculturalization as a method to extinguish non-English 

languages and push Anglo-American curriculum (Spring, 2001). Deculturalization is defined as 

“the educational process of destroying a people’s culture (cultural genocide) and replacing it 

with a new culture” (Spring, 2001, p. 9). Valenzuela (1999) concurs with the educational effort 

of denying youth the opportunity to learn about their Mexican heritage, but terms it subtractive 

schooling. In this effort to deculturalize [italics added] students, Spring outlines six methods: (1) 

segregation and isolation, (2) forced change of language, (3) curriculum content of the dominant 

culture, (4) textbooks of the dominant culture, (5) denial of cultural expression by dominant 

culture, and (6) teachers from dominant culture. Arizona has several educational policies 

designed to segregate language speakers and to push them into programs that force them to 

change language. According to Valdéz (2001), these restrictive language classrooms are a site of 

struggle where culture and language are part of a political moment of the day. Ceballos (2012), 

states: “literacy and language practices are typically not race-neutral” (p. 701). The first Arizona 

policy addressed in this paper which segregates non-English speakers begins with the Home 

Language Survey. 

 Segregation and Isolation. When Latino parents enroll their transfronterizo students 

into school, the Arizona Department of Education uses a Home Language survey. The survey 

asks three questions about (1) language spoken most often, (2) language spoken in the home, and 

(3) first language learned. In 2009, the State Superintendent of Public Instruction altered the 

survey to ask only one question: What is the primary language of the student? (Arizona 

Department of Education, 2009). If the student designates a home language other than English, 

he or she is assessed to determine eligibility for school district assistance. If the student 

designates a language other than English and tests low on an English proficiency test, the student 

is labeled “limited English proficient” (LEP) and placed in a Structured English Immersion (SEI) 

English Language Development (ELD) program (Combs & Nicholas, 2012). The single answer 

question designated “no level of English proficiency” led to under-identification of individuals 

needing additional English assistance. Through these findings, Arizona’s practices were found to 
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be prejudicial towards non-English speaking students and in violation of Title VI of the Civil 

Rights Act. 

 Forced Change of Language. As a result of the Home Language Survey, the Arizona 

education system enforces a second policy that deculturalizes non-English speakers, through the 

use of English-only curriculum and the practice of segregating Spanish speakers from regular 

classroom students when providing additional help with English language instruction, as 

mandated by A.R.S. 15-752 (commonly known as Proposition 203). This legislative movement 

began in 1998, under the seemingly altruistic argument of providing English for immigrant 

children as Ron Unz, a politically-driven California multimillionaire, campaigned and passed 

Proposition 227 to eliminate bilingual education in his home state (Combs & Nicholas, 2012). 

Professionally, Unz had little knowledge of bilingual education or its replacement “Sheltered 

English Immersion” (SEI), but he continued his personal political advancement efforts by 

working to eradicate bilingual education with the passage of Proposition 203 in Arizona in 2000, 

and in 28 other states (Koyama & Bartlett, 2011). 

 Curriculum Content of the Dominant Culture. The plan for the length of time students 

would spend in a “Sheltered” or “Structured” English Immersion (SEI) ELD program, in 

Propositions 227 and 203 was temporary and would not normally exceed a year. While there is 

not widespread agreement among researchers, most discuss language acquisition in terms of 

several years with transitional programs (Koyama & Bartlett, 2011; Rolstad, Mahoney & Glass, 

2010; and Wright, 2007). Waivers to SEI in Arizona are available, unfortunately Spanish 

speaking transfronterizo parents often are unaware of how to navigate the American educational 

system to request these waivers. Furthermore, in 2003, Tom Horne, the newly-elected 

Superintendent of Public Instruction, changed the passing grade on the test to that of an 

average native English speaker [emphasis added] rather than that of an English Language 

Learner. “These changes have imposed the most restrictive context in any state in the nation for 

native-language education, leaving parents who seek bilingual instruction for their children with 

no alternative to SEI” (Rolstad, Mahoney, & Glass, 2010, p. 47). In light of these linguistic 
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challenges, some students may decide to drop out rather than to continue within the dominant 

culture of the educational system. 

 Denial of Cultural Expression by Dominant Culture. According to Suárez-Orozco and 

Suárez-Orozco’s (2002) work with Latino immigrant students, the first contact that Latino 

students have with American culture comes from schools. Through teachers and other students, 

Latino students observe dominant culture at work. Yet, parents are not privy to the inner 

workings of this culture and often maintain traditional culture and language in the home. This 

paradox creates a struggle for Latino students who must meet the expectations of not only their 

parents, but also those of their teachers. Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco (2002) expand that 

Latino students must abide by the wishes of parents who want to respect the heritage tradition of 

speaking Spanish at home. 

 Using Spanish may be a sign of respect for other family members, or a way to honor a 

traditional way of life. Conversely, teachers advocate for assimilation to the dominant culture 

and work to incorporate habits that help Latino students look more Americanized. Wilson, Ek, 

and Douglas (2014) add that students of color and/or immigrant youth move in and out of these 

racialized borderlands. This movement occurs by navigating, “two countries, two languages, and 

two homes on a weekly and sometimes daily basis” (Piedra & Araujo, 2012, p. 216).   

 As transfronterizo students transcend the physical border between the US and Mexico, 

they are shifting from heritage to dominant cultures, language, and norms in an effort to gain an 

education. This shift creates situations where transfronterizos: “[struggle] to understand a new 

educational system, and [confront] racism and discrimination in this new educational context” 

(Piedra & Araujo, 2012, p. 216). This struggle within the school system leaves Latino students 

looking for adult supports to help them navigate the organization. 

 Cultural Perceptions of Parental Involvement. While schools are identified as 

locations of segregation, home and family life remain strong supports for students. Perez and 

Romo (2011) argue that Latino youth find familial contacts important. Gaitan (2012) agrees that 

Latino parents are prominent figures in their child’s learning but makes the point that schools 
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and parents often have different perceptions of how that involvement in learning is respected. 

For example, parents shape children’s cultural language and literacy before students step foot 

into the school. The American school’s curriculum and elements of educational policy do not 

always acknowledge the linguistic repertoire or value the depth of cultural knowledge that 

bilingual students bring to the classroom (Smith & Murillo, 2013). Gaitan (2012) concurs that 

Latino children possess nuances of language, culture, family, community and society that are 

rarely esteemed in American school systems. Although schools extol involving parents in 

classrooms, within the Latino culture, many parents believe it is not their responsibility for what 

goes on in the school and are uncomfortable questioning the judgment of teachers and school 

administrators (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2002). These culture norms can be 

misunderstood when viewed by the school system. Some of these norms have led to myths about 

Latino parental involvement. 

 Myth of the Uninvolved Latino Parent. “A major myth lingers that Mexican 

Americans, particularly parents of low-socioeconomic status background, do not value 

education,” according to Valencia and Black (2002, p. 81). Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-Orozco 

(2001) defend that Latino immigrants often work two or three jobs and find it impossible to 

attend school functions. Often, transfronterizo parents possess limited English language skills, 

feel like social outsiders, and do not want to question the school’s authority. Many Latino 

parents believe it is the business of teachers to educate at the school and the parent’s 

responsibility to raise the child at home (Smith, Stern, & Shatrova, 2008). 

 Gaitan (2012) argues that Latino communities often feel disempowered because of 

limited English language skills and knowledge about the American educational system, resulting 

in their hesitancy to advocate for their children through attendance at school activities. 

Frequently, Latino parents have little education and do not see themselves as contributors to their 

children’s education, trusting the school will provide the academics necessary for their child 

(Rivera & Lavan, 2012). Even with little education and work commitments, Latino parents want 

to help with their child's homework, want teachers to respect their children, and have better 
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communication with the school. But, some parents need help in techniques to accomplish these 

tasks. Chrispeels and Rivero (2001, as cited in Quiocho & Daoud, 2006), researched a California 

urban school’s parent workshop series. The series focused on home-school collaborations, 

educational standards, and school system mechanisms and demonstrated Latino parents initiating 

more contact with teachers and attending more events at school. Students benefit from parental 

involvement. Yet, that involvement needs to be appropriate within the context of the families, 

students, and school. 

 Perspectives of the Latino parents and Anglo expectations of the school may be in 

tension. According to Quiocho and Daoud (2006), unless the school defines explicitly what 

involvement entails, Latino parents often misunderstand American school expectations for 

parental involvement. When Latino parents do not attend school events, their absenteeism is 

often interpreted as lack of caring about their child’s education (Gaitan, 2012, Suárez-Orozco & 

Suárez-Orozco, 2002). Lack of caring about schooling is a myth perpetuated in US-MX border 

communities. Inger (1992) suggests that school administrators and teachers misread non-

involvement of low income Hispanic [Latino] parents as an uncaring attitude about their 

children’s education. The myth of uncaring attitude leads to mistrust between parents and school 

personnel. Several studies outline the value Latino parents place upon education for their 

children (e.g., Beckett, Glass, & Moreno, 2012; González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Smith, Stern, 

& Shatrova, 2008). Nonetheless, educational leaders are tasked with using their agency within 

the current situation to determine courses of action that may create more effective strategies for 

student success. Yosso’s (2005) cultural capital wealth illuminates a strength-based framework 

derived from the supports of family and culture that may provide insights for educational leaders 

in the borderlands. 

Theoretical Framework 

 Along the US-MX border, an educational paradox exists where 

Latino transfronterizo parents hope for future opportunities for their children, even under 

restrictive macro policies in Arizona schools. Carreon, Drake, and Barton (2005) state: “We 
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know a great deal about what school structures, programs, and activities promote parental 

involvement in education in reform-based settings, but we know much less about the sense that 

parents make out of these structures or programs or how they use them to promote their 

children’s education” (p. 468). Although Latino students face racial challenges, most balance 

these through supports within family (Perez & Romo, 2011). Great cultural resources are found 

within families, providing assets for young people as they attend school (González, Moll, & 

Amanti, 2005). 

 Cultural and familial supports create provisions for a type of capital for Latino 

transfronterizo students. Yosso (2005) discusses community cultural wealth [italics added], 

defined by the knowledge, skills, abilities and relationships used by Communities of Color to 

deter oppression. She describes six types of capital that build upon one another: aspirational, 

navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant. 

 Aspirational capital is the ability to hold onto hopes and dreams even when resources are 

unavailable to make those dreams a reality. According to Carger (1996), Latino immigrants see 

upward mobility possible through education. Within that goal for increasing opportunities 

through education, Quiocho and Daoud (2008) purport that Latino parents have high 

expectations for their children’s education and want to develop relationships with schools to help 

their children to succeed. “Several studies report that all the families in their interview samples 

held high aspirations for their children’s academic success” (Delgado-Gaitan, 1992; Moll et al., 

1992, as cited in Valencia & Black, 2002). This capital overlaps with all other capitals as 

aspirations are made within other contexts. Most parents of Latino immigrants want their 

children to succeed in school, learn English, and be offered greater opportunities for higher 

education and future jobs (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010).  

 Linguistic capital involves the social skills necessary to communicate experiences in 

more than one language (Yosso, 2005). Students of color come to school often with bilingual 

abilities (Ceballos, 2012). They frequently interpret for their parents and, in doing so, raise cross-

cultural responsiveness, familial duty, and collective maturity (Yosso, 2005). While Latino 
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parents encourage English proficiency, they also desire maintaining their heritage language 

(Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2002: Valdes, 2001). 

 The nature of the lives of transfronterizo students is the daily transcendence of the US-

MX border. It is here where a fluidity of Spanish-English bi-literacy has existed for generations 

(Piedra & Guerra, 2012). At the same time, the border is a location where tensions around 

language become center stage. The border is where macro-educational policies place schools as 

local enforcers of mandates but not always fitting the contextual needs of students and parents. 

 Familial capital is defined as the knowledge within families that builds a sense of 

institutional memory around culture (Yosso, 2005). This understanding of kinship establishes 

traditional views of family as a model for relationships between immediate and extended familia. 

Another facet of familial capital is viewed in González, Mott and Amanti’s (2005) ideology 

of funds of knowledge, described as, “historically accumulated and culturally developed bodies 

of knowledge and skills essential for household or individual functioning and well-being” (p. 

72). Funds of knowledge can be created from social ties and social relations, such as family 

rituals of confirmations, baptisms, quinceaneras, and more. These rituals mark episodes of 

solidarity and creating kinship for extended families. The frequency of these social ties make up 

the funds of knowledge or familial capital. Cultural meanings are taught and reinforced through a 

calendrical cycle in which extended family takes part (González, Moll, & Amanti, 2005). 

 Social capital revolves around the networks of people and resources that can be used to 

obtain support (Yosso, 2005). Studies have found academic success results from social capital 

built between school and parents. Marschall (2006) discusses the link between school-based 

parent involvement and academic successes as well as the growth of self-esteem and parent/child 

relationships. In a study of school support and parental school involvement of English Language 

Learners, Niehaus and Adelson’s (2014) study of school support and parental school 

involvement of English Language Learners found children experienced higher academic 

achievement and fewer socio-emotional problems. Without school support and parental 

involvement, limited English abilities act as a stressor in classrooms and may lead to inattention, 
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anxiety, and isolation. Their study also found increased parental involvement at school linked to 

lower levels of socio-emotional problems in ELL children while higher levels of these problems 

were linked to lower academic achievement. 

 Navigational capital helps individuals maneuver through institutions, communities, and 

other venues to complete tasks or acquire skills (Yosso, 2005). Often, transfronterizo children 

are the first generation to attend American schools. Acquiring navigational capital can 

be difficult for transfronterizo children. Connecting to an educated, ethnically-similar populace 

is difficult. Forty percent of Latino mothers do not have a high school diploma compared to 6 

percent of White mothers without a high school diploma. Ten percent of Latino mothers 

compared with 33 percent of White mothers have a college degree (Gándara, 2010). With 

maternal education a heavy predictor of future student success, Latino students have less access 

to educational systems’ knowledge or post-secondary navigational skills. The outcome is they 

will less likely come into contact with individuals of color who have gone to college in the 

United States or who have plans to attend (Gándara, 2010). 

 Finally, resistant capital includes knowledge and skills that may produce oppositional 

behavior, such as rallies, against inequality (Yosso, 2005). Shah’s (2009), study on symbolic 

representation argues, “low parental participation rates among minority groups are . . . a 

manifestation of . . . internalized feelings of powerlessness” (p. 213), a realization that minorities 

have less ability to sway political leaders. The study further claims minority representation sends 

heuristic cues to parents they have gained political power and with that power is an expectation 

of trust and support for change. 

Methodology 

 For more than a decade, my job assignment as a community youth worker in Southern 

Arizona has put me in the position to partner with schools along the US/MX border. In 

discussing their needs, many schools talked about students crossing the border, difficulties 

involving their parents, and the educational policies that complicate the situation. This study 

evolved from those discussions. Bordertown, AZ (a pseudonym) is a rural American town 
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situated on the US/MX border where Amigo, MX (also a pseudonym) is a Mexican community 

which sits directly across the international line. As with many rural communities, Bordertown 

High School is the American town’s only public high school and serves around 1,200 students 

with roughly 98 percent Latino enrollment. Conversely, Amigo, MX is a large community with 

multiple secondary schooling options. 

I conducted qualitative ethnographic research from January 2013 to August 2015. I 

collected observations two to four times each week during the 31-month study, with after school 

programming, community service projects, school events, and community meetings allowing me 

time in the field to capture the views of the people who live there. During much of the three 

summers of the study, I traveled to Bordertown, AZ four days a week to deliver a multi-age 

bilingual educational program. Through this long engagement with the community and its 

people, I was able to gain the trust of individuals who, in turn, allowed me to observe them 

within the more intimate socio-cultural contexts of their families, inside their homes, family 

businesses, with close friends, and carpooling. Within these selected, personal locations, one 

hour, semi-structured interviews were recorded and transcribed into English, where they were 

analyzed into inductive and deductive themes. Two questions drove the research: (1) “In what 

ways do Latino parents narrate their hopes of an American education for 

their transfronterizo children?” and (2) “In what ways do macro policies create tensions between 

these hopes and the day-to-day school experiences of transfronterizo students?”   

 Pseudonyms have been used to protect the identity of the seven transfronterizo students 

and their nine parents. See Table 5.1. [at end of Chapter 5]  

Findings 

 During the interviews with nine Latino parents and seven transfronterizo students along 

the Arizona/Mexico border, themes arose that included: school policies, and parent involvement. 

 School Policies. In filling out paperwork for schools, parents are asked to identify the 

language spoken at home. This identifier begins a labeling process for students and their families 
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and begins the process of segregation and isolation which are part of Spring’s (2001) ideology of 

deculturalization. Santiago explains, 

When we filed the form, they request if the first language at home is 

Spanish or English. If we put Spanish, the little one are put in the room for the 

English. . . [ELL]. . .But is [if] they do not learn very well they have an extra class 

after school to teach more English. . They would take the kids out so that they 

could have separate classes with them. . .but, in [religious private school] there is 

not a separation of the students . . . all are in just one classroom all day. . .the 

students who are [ELL]. . .they get embarrassed. And I think the teacher need[s] 

to make them understand that they shouldn’t be (interviewed, October 3, 2014). 

Santiago’s comments describe the isolation of students from their peers and also alludes to the 

embarrassment and shame that comes from the act of separating ELL students. He describes a 

gap that exists where teachers are not helping ELL students understand there should be no shame 

in learning English. It is unclear whether that gap exists because teachers are from the dominant 

culture (Spring, 2001) and there are deficit perceptions of Latino students. Javier discusses his 

experience with the Home Language Survey: 

Javier: When I went my first year to high school, was that they were asking what 

was my native language. And I wasn't, I didn't care saying that my native 

language was Spanish, it is. And so I did, I put my native language is Spanish. 

Because of that, they tried to put me in a, in, how do they call it? In a ELD class. . 

. 

Javier: Just because my first language was Spanish. Even though I had been 

studying English for, what? Twelve years of my live. 

Interviewer: And what happened with that? 

Javier: Eventually, my parents could get me out of that class, like I didn't have to 

go through a single class. Although some of my friends, coming from [religious 

elementary school] too, had to go to like a couple of classes. And so, to get us out, 
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we had to take a new exam. And it was an oral test, partly. And it really made me 

feel like they just... it was horrible, because they really looked down on us. Part of 

the questions were like, "Where do you live?" and the options were: A) "In a 

house", B) "In a basketball", C) " In an egg". The question was, "Where do you 

live?" and those were the options. A) A picture of a house, B) A picture 

basketball, C) A picture of an egg. For English comprehension (interviewed 

December 9, 2014). 

 Santiago and Javier each have different experiences with the Home Language Survey and 

placement within ELL classrooms. Yet, they share the sense that the experiences were negative 

toward the use of Spanish. Lorenzo tells about his discernment of ELD classrooms: 

It is supposedly for kids that don’t speak English, and what I understand is that 

the teacher’s a little bit more patient: they repeat instructions more often, because 

they are not allowed to speak Spanish. Even though the teachers all speak 

Spanish, they are not allowed to speak it in the classroom . . . and, they go slower 

than the others. But, I personally didn’t want [my children] to be in that class 

(interviewed, October 16, 2014). 

 Santiago’s and Lorenzo’s explanations of a Home Language Survey and an English 

Language Development class demonstrate Arizona’s public school policies that deculturalize 

(Spring, 2001) non-English languages. Deculturalization (Spring, 2001) separates and isolates, 

forces a change of language, and denies cultural expression by culture other than dominant 

culture. Through this framework, the use of a language survey and the segregated placement into 

ELD classrooms isolates students due to their non-English status. Lorenzo mentions that the 

teachers, among whom many speak Spanish, are denied the use of their Spanish-speaking skills 

and, therefore, are denied cultural expression by a culture other than the dominant one. 

 These macro-school systems create an educational environment of linguistic and cultural 

confusion for transfronterizo students, as Selena describes: 
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Because it puts…it puts the child in a broken state as to “should I forget my 

Hispanic culture?”, you know, just so I can be in school and speak only English. 

Because when that happened to me I noticed that I started to lose my Spanish, 

speaking only English. I…I started talking a lot of English to my parents, and my 

parents would be like what? What does that mean? I don’t know what that means, 

mija. I don’t speak English and you know that. . . But it was hard because I 

couldn’t speak it at school, only at home and then it was hard at home because it 

was only Spanish and I couldn’t speak English. So there was that harsh balance 

on me; that I was restricted on one language in one country and another language 

in another country (interviewed, April 14, 2015). 

Selena eloquently describes the conflicting nature of school deculturalization policies because 

they alienated her communication with her parents, having to choose which language to speak in 

each context of her life. The English-only policies of the school system created tensions for her 

at home.  As she gained vocabulary in English, the new vocabularies isolated her from her family 

and became less able to articulate her success in Spanish. 

 Parent Involvement. Schools are challenged to involve parents to help students achieve 

academically, but in rural US-MX border communities limited English proficiency diminishes 

parental abilities to volunteer or attend school events which further isolates Latino families from 

the school. 

 Blanca explains that she usually attends parent teacher conferences for her niece and 

nephew. She says: 

Because [brother’s name] doesn’t speak any English . . .and that is an obstacle for 

him. . . and that’s why he is not very involved in school because he doesn’t 

understand much, so he tells me he feels like a fool just going there and not 

understanding (interviewed, October 16, 2014).  

 Blanca’s example indicates how Yosso’s (2005) ideology of community cultural wealth 

can be seen along the Arizona/Mexico border. In her situation, her brother’s lack of linguistic 
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capital, English language skills, made it difficult for him to attend parent-teacher conferences. 

Therefore, he used his familial capital, relationship with his sister who has English language 

skills, to attend the conferences in his place. 

 In light of these language issues, Mexican parents were asked how the American school 

initiates contact with them, after reminding Reina that the school, not the parents, makes contact 

with the guardian. Typically, he or she is a relative living in the US with guardianship of the 

children and, as required by Arizona schools, must be a resident of the state in order to receive an 

education regardless of their US citizenship status. Reina shares, “They call.” (interviewed, 

October 9, 2014). Reina explains the use of a Magic Jack that allows for a landline with an 

American phone number to ring in Mexico and in the house in the US at the same time. “[Our 

child] almost never brings fliers or something similar [home from school].” 

 Jesus and Juanita report that event information from the school is given in English and 

Spanish, but attending the events proves to be difficult. Juanita explains, “Whenever we go to 

awards ceremonies, there is no Spanish,” (interviewed, October 3, 2014). Jesus agrees, “There 

are a lot of people in attendance that [don’t] understand,” (interviewed, October 3, 2014). When 

asked what people do when they need translation, Jesus responds, “Ask. Ask another, ‘Do you 

understand?’” Juanita continues, “[Javier] goes with me to translate.” When asked if Spanish 

speaking parents have asked for translators, Jesus responds, “In the high school, I haven’t seen 

anyone. . .they just go along with it.” Juanita adds, “I don’t know, we’ve never asked, or have 

seen anyone who has that question.” Jesus supplements, “Maybe because it is a public school. I 

don’t know, maybe. There are no complaints.” Juanita responds, “Maybe while the meeting is 

going on, people don’t have the courage to ask.” Juanita and Jesus’ responses demonstrate the 

respect for school personnel and hesitancy to question authority that Suárez-Orozco and Suárez-

Orozco (2001) describe in their research. Additionally, Juanita and Jesus’ responses correspond 

to Gaitian’s (2012) research on language barriers providing challenges to Latino parent 

involvement. Parental verbal inflection and facial expressions during the interviews expressed 
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feelings of being unwelcome at the school, which can be a part of the segregation and 

isolationism in the deculturalization process (Spring, 2001). 

 Sofia has her own opinion: “We risk so many things when we take our children to school. 

Because it is our most highest concern of every Mexican parent is to send them across the 

border. We risk ourselves to the discrimination.” While the expectation is that the discrimination 

experienced would be from the dominant class, more subtle oppressions were observed with 

other Mexicans and Mexican-Americans. Among Mexicans, Valenzuela (1999), describes inner 

race discriminatory forces in relation to, “extended contact with, and opposition to, the dominant 

culture” (p. 17). She explains that immigrants tend to have higher academic achievement than 

non-immigrant (US born) Mexican-Americans who historically have expressed their opposition 

to dominant cultural norms. Americanizados—(Americanized) culturally assimilated Mexican 

youth eschew newer immigrants for their Mexicanidad (Mexican-ness). These micro aggressions 

between races add to the segregating nature of school for students (Yosso, 2005). 

 However, some families have created positive relationships as Lorenzo discusses his 

contact with the schools. He explains: 

When it is picture day we go and volunteer by taking the kids to take their picture. 

When it’s the book fair we go help decorate. The secretary calls us for everything. 

. .the ones that are involved in PTO are our friends, as are some of the teachers. . 

.we are very close to everything that is going on. Now, I know of parents that do 

not feel the same way. But what I tell them is that they have to take the first step 

to be involved. 

 Lorenzo and his family’s living situation allow them accessibility to the school without 

issues of crossing the border, mitigating some of the Visa issues that other Mexican parents face. 

Also, Lorenzo and Lena have increased their social capital (Yosso, 2005) at the school through 

the use of networking with the school secretary and the PTO. Creation of close friends within the 

school has allowed for a symbiotic relationship between parents and school that allows for a 

level of partnership between Lorenzo, Lena and the school. However, it is important to note that 
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the volunteering mentioned is limited to school-wide events and not classroom-related activities 

as the relationships that Lorenzo and Lena have cultivated seem to be on a school level and not 

with their children’s teachers. 

 Santiago is one of the parents who disagrees with Lorenzo about school involvement and 

communication when he shares his experiences with the school: 

When something is not good . . .the grades, and then need to go to speak with the 

teacher, but only in this time. Between . . . no, only when we receive the grades 

and the grades is not good or is low.  . .they don’t have a mind to . . . offer 

feedback between to receive the grades. You know, if the child is improving. 

 This limited communication between school and Latino parents begins a trend of 

exchanges that Guerra and Nelson (2013) claim shape negative relationships. Santiago continues 

with concerns about teacher/student/parent relationships: 

I don’t know how they know . . . the student. All the student[s] . . .because they 

have twenty or twenty-five student in the room. If they start. . . with one student 

and have feedback and another feedback and another feedback, then this child and 

sharing with the parent I think we [parents] can help. . .the teacher, they don’t 

have enough time to complete these subjects and they don’t have enough time to 

know if the student understands.” Because of this lack of communication with 

parents, when children have homework, they do not understand how to complete 

it and parents are unable to help as they are unaware of the processes that are 

being taught during the school day. 

 Santiago’s concerns express his desire to create partnerships between parents and 

teachers for the purpose of alleviating homework issues, recapping Valenzuela’s (1999) research 

on the importance of teacher-student relationships. In Valenzuela’s (1999) study: “Very few 

students said that they thought that their teachers knew them or that they would be willing to go 

to their teacher for help” (p. 63). Many parents echoed his concerns, feeling they were not able to 

help their children with homework because of a lack of relationship with the school. Hampered 
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by an English language barrier in gaining communication with a teacher, not only did parents 

report a lack of communication but also a lack of comfort in contacting the teacher. 

 Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth lens can shed light on these challenges. 

Within the framework, Santiago and the other parents demonstrate their aspirational capital 

through their desire for school achievement for their children (completing homework, attending 

school events, volunteering, and communicating with school). Lorenzo’s family established 

social capital (Yosso, 2005) by developing relationships within the school to further their 

aspirations for their children. On the other hand, some of the families were unaware of other 

ways by which to seek academic/linguistic help for their children, such as lack of navigational 

capital (Yosso, 2005). Parents did not mention looking for additional homework or English 

services for their children outside of school or home. While this self-sufficiency may be an 

indicator of income, it may also be a function of the expectations of familial capital (Yosso, 

2005), where families take care of their own and provide the best they can. This glimmer of 

familial self-sufficiency is seen in the next family’s efforts at homework completion. 

 Jesus provides his perspective on the issue of homework: “We help them with homework 

and all that”. Juanita adds: “I do know how to read it”. Jesus explains: “Just the speaking part is 

when it gets complicated . . .we ask our oldest child [Javier] to speak to his siblings in English”. 

But, Javier reports that he does not like to have conversations in English with his siblings 

because he feels that he needs to reinforce the Spanish in the house. Javier reads vocabulary 

words to help younger siblings with spelling and comprehension in English but, for normal 

conversations, all are done in Spanish, as is the custom for the rest of the family. Juanita shares: 

“Here at home they don’t speak a single word in English. They don’t want to between 

themselves”. 

 Jesus expands: 

I like that all the children learn good English, but good Spanish too. We 

try to speak Spanish in our house and they learn English at school, but we 

know that it’s important to practice, because I say to [my son] ‘talk to 



126 
 

them in English too, not always, but something, conversations, to 

practice’. 

 The use of older siblings to help with English is an example of how Latino parents may 

use familial capital (Yosso, 2005) to mediate the language challenges between home and school. 

In Jesus and Juanita’s home, the use of Javier’s linguistic command of English is a way for them 

to assist with the homework assignments given by the school. Since many of the siblings attend 

teacher conferences, school events, and act as the family translator in matters of business, the 

linguistic capital (Yosso, 2005) of older siblings is used widely by parents. From a young age, 

their linguistic abilities are highly valued by the family as a navigational tool in the border 

community. 

Deculturalization Limits Students, Relationships, and Parent Involvement 

 Arizona’s Home Language Survey forces students to indicate their heritage language 

(Combs & Nicholas, 2012), and thus begins the categorization of Spanish speakers in the 

American education system. As transfronterizo students enter the Arizona English-only school 

system, their linguistic capital (Yosso, 2005) is threatened as mono-linguistic norms are valued 

under the dominant culture. Restrictive language policies create an environment where Spanish 

speakers are fearful to disclose their heritage language because of placement in English 

Language Learner classrooms (Combs & Nicholas, 2012) and the potential discriminatory nature 

of those programs. By wanting their children to learn English, all parents expressed aspirational 

capital (Yosso, 2005), but some were concerned about the limiting social capital practice of 

separating their children from their peers. The social practice of separating children from their 

peers is nothing less than a method of school deculturalization (Spring, 2001). Valenzuela (1999) 

describes this deculturalization as a lesson in school that Mexican youth learn “to devalue the 

Spanish language, Mexico, Mexican culture, and things Mexican” (p. 19). This poisonous lesson 

erodes the respect and trust that Mexican culture places upon educators through the cultural norm 

of educación (Valenzuela, 1999). The dismissal of culture becomes an affront to individuals and 

sets the stage for parental disengagement from teachers, school, and the educational institution. 
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 None of the parents in the study discussed having a close relationship with a teacher, nor 

did they discuss any of their children having a close relationship with a teacher. This absence of 

relationships correlates to Valenzuela’s (1999) ideology of subtractive schooling. In the process 

of segregating limited English speakers, through a program similar to Arizona’s SEI, 

Valenzuela’s (1999) study claims that teachers erode the respected relationship that is placed 

upon them in Mexican culture. In her research she noted that positive teacher-student 

relationships make schooling worthwhile and create the potential for higher academic 

achievement. However, she found that the separation of English as Second Language (ESL) 

students created a track of students that culturally separated the Spanish from English-speaking 

students. This cultural tracking created a status hierarchy that students attributed to teachers and 

staff and, thus, influencing student/teacher relationships. For the families, it is a loss of 

navigational capital, where teachers could help transfronterizo families traverse the educational 

system and advocate for their child. 

 The Latino parents in this study felt disconnected from school and wanted increased 

communication to assist their efforts in doing homework and forming relationships with their 

children. This follows with Quiocho and Daoud’s (2006) literature describing how Latino 

parents often misunderstand American school expectations for parental involvement. Parents 

discussed their discomfort in attending events at the school, where accommodations for Spanish 

translations were lacking and how schools may interpret as a lack of caring about their child’s 

education (Gaitan, 2012, Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2002). 

 Many parents are uncomfortable questioning the judgment of teachers and school 

administrators. Parental hesitancy to ask for translation services may be in deference to parents’ 

respect for school authority since many parents are uncomfortable questioning the judgment of 

teachers and school administrators (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2002). Or, parents may not 

feel they have resistant capital (Yosso, 2005) that would allow them the political power to fight 

back against marginalizing language policies at the school. Juanita explained how she used her 
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child as a translator at those events, thus relying upon linguistic and familial capital to mitigate 

her language challenges. 

Conclusion 

 This study examined the Arizona/Mexico context and its influence on the educational 

desires of Latino transfronterizo parents. Mexican parents care deeply about their children’s 

education (López, 2001) but that caring does not always fit the American school’s perception of 

traditional parent involvement. While transfronterizo parents hope to expand the opportunities of 

their children through education, Arizona schools are set up as local enforcers of macro- 

educational policies that are a mismatch for the indigenous student population. Rural border 

schools are often located in high poverty areas with large populations of students needing 

English language acquisition skills. 

 Educators along the US-MX border can use studies such as this to work toward building 

personal relationships with Latino parents and students that, in turn, may increase the potential 

for transfronterizo student academic achievement. Understanding the context and culture of 

individuals so that educators and families can find a common ground from which to build trust is 

a first step to creating personal relationships. It is the hope of this research that educators use this 

study to find ways to identify and break down institutional barriers that might exist due to macro-

educational policies. However, I will caution educators that in examining the experiences of the 

study participants, it is important to consider that each family had a unique story and 

generalizations about a culture do not provide answers to communication with all members of 

that culture. 

 The school practice of using automated telephone calls in English and Spanish to 

communicate with parents has not been effective in motivating these parents to become involved 

with the school. Teacher conferences motivated by poor grades has also been ineffective. 

Therefore, this study was conducted to learn more about the parental perspective of rural border 

education, so parents could feel that they were heard and valued. While literature around Latino 

parental involvement may discuss increasing resistant capital (Yosso, 2005) through the political 
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appointment of Latino school board members, educators must remember that class structures 

within races may preclude generalizations about potential gains. For example, wealthy Latinos 

may gain political power within school structures which may never advance the resistant capital 

of lower income Latino counterparts. Therefore, it is important to remember that educational 

equity work prohibits race, socio-economic status, gender, national origin, or other generalizable 

casts. 

 Implications. Rural border schools, and their educational leaders, exist in highly 

challenging contexts. The US-MX border has high poverty and a high population of students and 

parents who speak Spanish. It is an area that can be difficult to recruit highly qualified teachers. 

However, Latino culture regards educators with respect and parents prize education for their 

children. By building personal relationships with Latino parents, educational leaders in rural 

border schools are able to create trusting partnerships within the community. In rural 

communities with few financial resources, social capital from volunteer work, connecting with 

community stakeholders, and learning of opportunities within the community may be realized in 

these services. While these services may not diffuse all financial difficulties for the school, 

community partnerships and parental support can make the day-to-day existence of educational 

leaders less complicated. 

 Additionally, educational leaders can create cultural awareness and understanding 

through teacher professional development. By highlighting the cultural expectations that Latino 

parents place on children and how cultural expectations may be in conflict with school norms, 

teachers can help to temper the acculturation process. Educational leaders can be a part of that 

tempering process as they work with school policies that create respectful spaces for heritage 

cultures and an inclusive environment for parents – no matter what language they speak. 

 Future research. Border communities are underrepresented in the literature and are even 

fewer when examining rural populations. Latino transfronterizo parents are also 

underrepresented in the literature. As Latino and transnational populations continue to grow, 

ethnographic research with transfronterizo parents could lead to culturally-relevant educational 
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partnerships that could be duplicated in other locations throughout the United States. Through 

additional study, the process of creating relationships based on mutual respect 

for transfronterizo contextual knowledge and experiences, schools and parents could build the 

capacity for Latino student academic achievement that is outlined by current literature. However, 

adequate funding needs to be provided to schools to allow for the cultivation and sustaining of 

these relationships as border communities exist in high poverty contexts 
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Table 5.1: Study Participants 

 

Educational Levels Interview Date 

Family Member Father Mother  Father Mother       Youth 

Santiago and Sofia Graduated Univ. in MX    High School in MX  10/03/14 10/23/14 10/03/14 

daughter Selena       04/14/15 

Lorenzo and Lena College in US and MX High School in MX  10/16/14 10/16/14 10/16/14 

son Lonzo          02/10/15 

Jesus and Juanita Some college in MX Graduated MX Univ.   10/03/14 10/03/14 10/03/14 

son Javier          12/09/14 

Reina Graduated MX Univ. in 
MX 

Graduated MX Univ.    10/09/14 10/09/14 

daughter Regina          04/14/15 

Pia     High School in MX   10/09/14 10/09/14 

son Pedro          03/24/15 

Blanca--Guardian Graduated MX Univ. in 
MX 

   Some College in MX   10/16/15 10/16/15 

niece Bella          04/28/15 

Ana, student     Some College in MX          07/23/15 
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CHAPTER 6: BETWEEN THE BORDER AND MANDATED HARD PLACES 

Along the border between the United States and Mexico, educational leaders face 

tensions between increasing Latino student achievement and meeting the accountability 

standards of state and federal policies. Whether these leaders agree or disagree with the mandates 

placed upon them by educational and political institutions, they are accountable to state and 

federal Departments of Education for the funding at their site. Yet, the location of their site and 

the unique population of students they serve create distinctly different challenges to 

accountability as the border between the United States (US) and Mexico (MX) can be an 

educational quagmire for leaders. This border context refers to the environmental situation or 

circumstance and is “equally, if not more, important than the background or personalities that 

people bring to the situation” (Fullan, 2003). The central challenge for educational leaders along 

the US-MX border lies in creating a tripartite balance between state and federal policies, the 

place, and the people.  

The Place 

Sociocultural influences refer to those “external situations and conditions which exist 

independent of schools’ activities but which are connected to and moderate the nature of 

activities occurring within the school sites” says Gu & Johansson (2012, p. 6). These activities 

can include the socioeconomic situation, culture, social norms, language, or academic attitude 

(Heck, 1992). For example, Ellett & Logan (1990, as cited in Heck, 1992) claim that the local 

community can shape norms that eventually influence student outcomes.  According to the U.S. 

Census (2014), Arizona’s economy is in need of salary escalations, with median household 

income for the state at $49,774 compared to US median household income of $53,046. Nowhere 

is this disparity more keenly felt than in high Latino communities on the US-MX border. Here, 
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median household income can be as low as $27,638. Trials for communities 20 miles or less 

from the border include higher percentages of children living in poverty, Latino populations, and 

youth that speak Spanish as their primary language at home (McRobbie & Villegas, 2004). In all, 

this information translates to low educational attainment. It is reflected in 2010 figures showing a 

little over 55 percent of the population, age 25 and older, of the more than 20 US border counties 

had earned the equivalent of a high-school degree or higher (Wilson, 2013). 

The People 

Transfronterizos are young people who “belong to families in and are residents of both 

nations,” according to Piedra and Guerra (2012). They travel between Mexico and the US 

multiple times a day for school, shopping, or work or for visiting family and friends. To create an 

understanding of the transfronterizo student, one has to also understand what these individuals 

are not. These students are not children of immigrants. Their parents have not moved to the 

United States, nor do they have the intent of becoming US citizens. All of the study participants’ 

parents were employed in Mexico, which differs from much of the literature that is available on 

immigrants. However, transfronterizos are often not distinguished between immigrants. Plus, 

many times they are not identified in the literature since many are afraid of being recognized 

because of anti-immigrant sentiment and policies that work against Latino students in border 

communities.  

It is within racial marginalization that immigrants and transfronterizos have similarities. 

Just as with immigrants, many of these students have parents who want a better life for their 

children and started that process by planning the birth of their child(ren) and taking measures to 

deliver in the United States and assure US citizenship. Often, these students have dual citizenship 

with Mexico. For many parents, dual citizenship (and opportunities of bicultural and bilingual 
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abilities) allows their children a choice for their future.  They can decide in which of the two 

countries they want to live and/or work. In this paper, I aim to be clear to whom I am referring. 

For practical reasons, there is also a need to utilize the term Latino to represent: Hispanic, 

Chicano, Raza, or Mexican individuals’ information that is represented generically in the 

literature. The term Mexican is used to refer to the families in this study, for it applies to the 

Arizona/Mexico border as the families are of Mexican-descent.  

The Policies 

Federal education policy (called the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 

[ESEA]) mandates the creation of academic standards and assessments. No Child Left 

Behind (NCLB) legislation of 2002 is the latest iteration of ESEA and differs from earlier 

iterations as it “requires steady, annual improvement in students’ test scores” (Goodman, 

Shannon, Goodman, & Rapoport, 2004, p. 34). This annual improvement is called 

Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) and requires that schools account for the achievement 

of all groups of students. The tests were developed to assess the progress of native 

English speakers, not those learning English (Menken, 2008) as they are “first and 

foremost language proficiency exams, not necessarily measures of content knowledge (p. 

4). These tests come with high stakes. However, students lacking English proficiency 

perform poorly (20-40% below other students on statewide assessments) and have far 

lower high school graduation rates (Menken, 2008). While the United States does not 

have a stated educational language policy, NCLB policies and standardized testing have 

created a de facto language policy in schools.  

At the same time, Arizona’s policies limit transfronterizo usage of Spanish and the study 

of their ethnic origins. In 2010, Governor Brewer signed H.B. 2281, banning ethnic studies in 
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Arizona public schools—specifically Mexican/American Studies at the Tucson Unified School 

District. In a state where more than half the student population is Latino (Hart & Hager, 2012), 

this legislation made it illegal for students to learn about their own history and culture (Torres, 

2012). Further complicating issues are Arizona’s policies to restrict bilingual education (A.R.S. 

15-752) and to base part of principal and teacher evaluation on students’ academic growth on 

state tests. 

Educational leaders are mandated to enforce policies that create inequitable 

contexts for students when they are faced with difficult decisions. Campbell (1999) 

states: “the majority of principals functioned at an ‘institutional’ or ‘societal’ level in 

which decisions were based primarily on policy and prevailing norms of behavior, even 

when they conflicted with personal ethical reasoning” (p. 153). Within this educational 

paradox, Latino transfronterizo students seek an education while Arizona’s educational 

leaders use their agency to make decisions about how to enforce federal and state 

mandates.  

Within this paper, I argue that current No Child Left Behind federal mandates and 

Arizona educational policies ask school principals to place meeting accountability ahead 

of educating Latino transfronterizo students and working with their families. This tension 

leaves educational leaders in a conundrum as to how to effectively meet the needs of 

students as well as the educational policies they are mandated to uphold, especially in the 

challenging context of the US-MX border. Drawing on 31 months of data collection in 

Southern Arizona, I demonstrate that the pressures of accountability often supersede the 

needs of Latino transfronterizo students and families. 
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 The Mandated Hard Place of Federal and State Policies 

Educational leaders are in a precarious position when working to meet the many 

demands of their sites. The pressures of academic accountability from federal NCLB 

legislation create a push for performance in public schools. This accountability is complicated 

with restrictive language policies at the federal and state level which compound the stresses 

for principals in border communities. That stress is magnified when state-mandated English- 

only methodologies deculturalize the majority population of Latino border students.  This 

leaves border principals in a hard place, where they are left to make not only decisions about 

the students in their charge but also the policies for which they are accountable. 

NCLB Accountability 

 Since the inception of No Child Left Behind (NCLB) (2001), educational leaders are 

held to student achievement accountability standards that are considerably higher than 

historical measures. “Improving and sustaining teaching standards and school performance 

have become the most critical challenges for today’s school leaders,” states Gu and Johansson 

(2012, p. 2). These annual tests are required “in reading and math in grades three through 

eight and once in high school” (Assessor, 2011, p. 69). Unfortunately, many schools find that 

this focus has stratified a long-standing trend in education where “math and reading scores for 

ELLs [English Language Learners] are well below other peer groups and high school 

graduation rates for ELLs show a sharp decline” (Jimenez-Castellanos, Combs, Martinez, & 

Gomez, 2013, p. 3). This has implications for heavily Latino states along the border such as 

Arizona. The state finished last in the nation for the number of ELL students it graduates each 

year, at only 25% (Scott, 2012).  
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 American school systems under No Child Left Behind (2001) legislation are mandated 

to test students only in English (Hornberger & Link, 2012). NCLB prohibits exemptions for 

ELLs on state-wide tests and more specifically to this study; Arizona’s Proposition 203 

(A.R.S. 15-752) ended the opportunity for testing in native languages (Wright, 2007). This 

leaves students with various levels of English proficiency taking high stakes tests in a 

language in which they may lack aptitude. Furthermore, the Adequate Yearly Progress 

statistics (which translate to the turnaround status and employment of the principal and 

hypothetically the future of the school) are also calculated by the success or failure of students 

who are still struggling to understand the language in which the standardized testing questions 

are written.   

The NCLB Threat of Failure 

 While Adequate Yearly Progress (AYP) accounts for the progress of all groups of 

students, it is the provisions for not meeting AYP that loom as frightening consequences for 

school principals. Schools are assigned a letter grade for the academic performance of their 

students (A.R.S. 15-241) and, if they do not meet AYP during a three year period, they can be 

labeled failing and fall into turnaround status. According to Lane, Unger, and Rhim (2013), 

turnaround status requires one of four options take place: the principal and half of the staff are 

fired (termed turnaround); the principal is fired and the staff remain (transformation); the 

school is closed and reopened possibly as a charter school (restart); or the school is 

permanently closed and the students attend other schools that are performing adequately 

(closure). 

 In the current educational climate, school principal jobs are on the line every time 

consolidated test scores for their school are published because those scores indicate increases, 
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decreases, or stalls in student achievement. In rural Arizona border schools, where a single 

public school may exist for certain grade levels, the stakes are high for the employment of 

teacher heads-of-households and the continued existence of educational institutions. The 

consequences are steep in the borderlands. Yet, restrictive educational policies hinder the 

progress of principals in their work towards increasing student achievement.  

Policies Limit Instruction of Transfronterizo Students 

 School principals must create strategies that balance the needs of transfronterizo 

students for bilingual and bicultural contexts for optimal learning. Research in bilingualism 

steadily advocates for holistic approaches that allow for the ELL to learn through culturally 

sensitive and contextually appropriate lessons (Freeman & Freeman, 2000; Gándara & 

Hopkins, 2010; Gonzalez, Moll & Amanti, 2005; Hornberger & Link, 2012; Weaver, 2002).  

These holistic approaches include instruction that includes students’ first language. However, 

policies work against these student needs. Limiting transfronterizos to an English-only 

existence during school hours marginalizes second language student academic achievement 

and creates a dilemma for educational leaders. Arizona’s Proposition 203 segregates limited 

English speakers to a daily four hour class.   

 Spanish speaking transfronterizos are placed into segregated English Language 

Learner (ELL) classes and are taught using only English (Combs & Nicholas, 2012). This 

instruction focuses upon the mechanisms of English language skills (phonics, conjugation, 

sentence structure, etc.) in a skills approach. Transfronterizo students need to learn enough 

spoken English to understand classroom instruction and then can understand the written 

English to demonstrate their proficiency. On the other hand, they are separated from their 
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more literate peers whose rich oral skills in English could enhance their learning (Hurley & 

Tinajero, 2001). 

 This Structured English Immersion (SEI) methodology in English Language 

Development classes (ELD) was touted to increase student acquisition in English within one 

year. “Arizona’s SEI program failed to deliver on any of its claims”, says Gándura (2012, p. 

126). She expands: “Most ELLs begin school . . . significantly behind their English-speaking 

peers. Adding even one year [in SEI], can make it virtually impossible for these students to 

catch up” (p. 129). Most researchers discuss language acquisition in terms of several years 

with transitional programs (Koyama & Bartlett, 2011; Rolstad, Mahoney & Glass, 2010; and 

Wright, 2007). 

Because language acquisition typically takes longer than one year, often students in 

secondary grades fall further behind because they are denied access to content curriculum as they 

spend four hours a day in ELD classes. To test out of these classes, students must pass the 

AZELLA (Arizona English Language Learner Assessment), which tests only at a third to fourth 

grade reading level. At the high school level,  students are essentially set up to fail since no more 

assistance in English is provided once exiting ELD classes. High school texts are written at a 

reading level far above the elementary level students achieved to exit the program. In light of 

these linguistic challenges, some students decide to drop out rather than to continue within the 

racialized nature of the educational system. 

 In efforts to push toward English acquisition and higher scores on standardized tests, 

teachers advocate for assimilation to the school’s dominant culture and work to incorporate 

habits that help Latino students look more Americanized. This negation of Latino cultural 

identity formation agrees with Valenzuela’s (1999) ideology of subtractive schooling. The US 
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schools use this technique to extinguish non-English languages and push Anglo-American 

curriculum. This process of forcing a language change and altering the culture of a people by 

replacing it with another is described by Spring’s (2001) dogma of deculturalization.  Heritage 

language usage creates a sense of cultural competence that provides feelings of control and 

belonging within the community (Suárez-Orozco & Suárez-Orozco, 2001).  

 Because of their unique situation, transfronterizo students are often caught in an 

English-only existence at school and a Spanish-only existence at home, where parents see 

heritage language as a sign of respect and tradition. This daily movement occurs through the 

navigation of: “two countries, two languages, and two homes” (Piedra & Araujo, 2012, p. 

216). This deculturalization by school policies creates a dual lifestyle for transfronterizos. 

Arizona educational policies sort and segregate students via their language. This process  

places border school leaders between policies and a hard place: They are caught between 

meeting the linguistic and cultural needs of transfronterizo students and families and the 

policies which expressly limit that assistance.  

Using Theory to Guide Decisions 

 With AYP becoming the main measure of success, school principals and other 

educational leaders are facing “profound moral decisions regarding their classrooms, schools, 

[and] school districts” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 3). Border educators often find themselves 

challenged to meet the diverse needs of bilingual, bicultural students while at the same time 

being required to meet educational policies that offer a monolingual and mono-cultural 

schooling experience. Commitment to the wellbeing of children is a vision or goal of 

leadership at most schools. It is the implementation of that vision that falls within the agency 

of the leader inside the institution. On the other hand, to examine ethical decision-making 
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using a single methodology seems illogical in light of the complexity of the educational 

paradox that exists along the US/Mexico border. Therefore, a complex theoretical framework 

such as the Multiple Ethical Paradigms of justice, critique, care, the profession, and 

community are discussed as a multi-prong approach to examine the educational paradox along 

the border. 

 The ethic of justice focuses on “rights, law and policies” (Shapiro & Gross, 2013, p. 

6). Within this ethic, schools are to teach principles of justice and equity which are 

particularly salient to transfronterizo problems. The administrators of the schools express 

concern for the overall welfare of the school as a community when making difficult decisions 

and interpret the law and professional standards accordingly. While the ethic of justice may be 

the location of the rules and policies, it is within the ethic of critique where problems inherent 

to those mandates reside. The ethic of critique does not blindly accept the decisions of those in 

power but questions the status quo by finding inconsistencies and challenging issues (Shapiro 

& Gross, 2013). In border communities, the ethic of critique questions why certain policies 

are in place which disallow Latino cultural studies and only allow mono-lingual language 

usage. The ethic of care focuses upon the intrinsic value of individuals and balances the ethic 

of justice by identifying individual needs—what is needed for one person may not be fair for 

another (Furman, 2004). In terms of an educational hierarchy, Noddings (1992, as cited in 

Shapiro & Gross, 2013) claims that “the first job of the schools is to care for our children” 

(p.28). The codes for ethical preparation of educational administrators are termed the ethic of 

the profession (Shapiro & Gross, 2013). While other ethics have leader expectations which 

moderate behaviors and decisions that are made on behalf of the school, teachers, and the 

greater community, this ethic places students at the center of the decision-making process 
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(Furman, 2004). These ethical paradigms fit with the tensions of Southern Arizona school 

leaders, as often caring for Latino transfronterizo students lies in the balance of the laws and 

professional decisions made in the best interest of the school and community.   

The last of the paradigms, called the ethic of community, moves away from the 

ideology of a single educational leader and creates a community-based decision-s making 

process (Furman, 2004). This process dovetails with distributive leadership models and shared 

leadership methodologies (Shapiro & Gross, 2013). Furman (2004) describes this community 

in school as a connection with others that is based in relationships and the process of 

community type experiences. Although NCLB legislation singles out educational leaders as 

accountable for the hard decisions that are made within schools, a single leader may be unable 

to accomplish the vast amounts of work set out before them in the professional standards 

without communal process.  

  This need for collaboration is especially evident along the Arizona/Mexico border 

where heritage cultural traditions are denied during the school day and post-colonial histories 

have negatively influenced the relationships between student’s families and school personnel. 

“A major myth lingers that Mexican Americans, particularly parents of low-socioeconomic 

status background, do not value education” according to Valencia & Black (2002, p. 81). Yet, 

savvy border educators can use parents as supports to increase student achievement. 

Educational leaders can use a deep historical grounding of past policies to compare and use in 

their creation of praxis (Sutton & Levinson, 2001) when policies and student needs may 

require leaders to make difficult ethical decisions.  
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 Within the multiple ethical paradigms, the ethics of justice, critique, care, the 

profession, and the community allow educational leaders a variety of frameworks in which to 

view their school praxis. The ethic of justice sets the parameters of laws and policies by which 

the school is mandated to operate. The ethics of critique and care often are opposed to the 

ethic of justice. The rules that may be in place to protect students may also limit their rights to 

language, culture, or heritage (ethic of critique) or may create situations where children are 

bullied because of being placed in ELL classes, of having limited English proficiency (ethic of 

care). The ethic of the profession presses administrators to uphold a long list of standards that 

include providing staff training even in US/Mexico schools where finding qualified teachers is 

difficult (McRobbie & Villegas, 2004) and many teachers are from the dominant culture. 

Finally, the ethic of community provides a course of action for educational leaders where 

community process engages administrators, teachers, staff, students, parents, and the 

community in decision making for the school. This larger process piece challenges leaders to 

surpass local language and cultural barriers along the border. However, shrewd leaders will be 

aware of historical efforts and use that information to inform their praxis towards communal 

process for the betterment of students. 

Methodology 

Qualitative data was collected from Latino transfronterizo parents and students, January 

2013-August 2015. Data collection took place in Bordertown, AZ and its counterpart, Amigo, 

MX which are adjacent to each other along the US-MX border. Approximately 85 percent of 

Bordertown is demographically identified as Hispanic, yet Bordertown High School has a nearly 

99 percent Hispanic enrollment which leads educational leaders to suspect that a large number of 

students cross the border from MX for an American education. Observations, interviews, photos, 
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and field notes were gathered. One hour semi-structured interviews were conducted in public 

places (parks, the library, parking lots), family businesses, and private homes in Bordertown and 

Amigo. Spanish-English translators were used during interviews and again for transcription. All 

interviews were recorded and coded inductively and deductively for patterns.    

I used ethnographic methods, purportive sampling, and multiple ethical paradigms to 

describe and analyze data collected toward the research question: “In what ways do Latino 

parents and their transfronterizo students narrate their American educational experiences.” 

Pseudonyms protect the identities of the participants and research location as issues of 

citizenship made the interviews sensitive in nature. Multiple observations, interviews, and 

participants, along with prolonged engagement provide validity (Carspecken, 1996). (See Table 

6.1.) 

Narrating Transfronterizo Needs in light of Policy Mandates 

During the 14 interviews with 16 Latino parents/guardians and students along the 

Arizona/Mexico border, participants narrated the desire for bilingualism and its connection to 

future opportunities. Those future opportunities began through the attendance at an American 

school where differences of language and culture between Latino transfronterizo students and 

dominant culture teachers lead to narrations of gaps in relationships. English-only school policies 

create a domino effect of language issues for student learning and also for communication 

between parents and school, children and parents, and within the developing child.  

Bilingualism 

 All but one of the student participants self-identified as US citizens and all students and 

parents discussed aspirations for students to learn English in addition to the Spanish spoken at 

home. This desire for bilingualism stems from opportunities that English offers for individuals, 
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as Santiago explains: “[T]hey need to learn, you know, the English. For the reason is they want 

to study in USA” (interview, October 3, 2014). In all families, parents and students discussed 

plans for attending post-secondary education. Bilingualism led to other opportunities as Javier 

adds: “My parents considered it a great advantage to be able to speak two languages, especially 

in the border community because . . . you have a greater chance of getting a good job.” In high 

poverty areas like the border, US jobs are valued by Mexican parents. Javier continues: [T]he US 

just has . . . better paying jobs. Mexico is 60 pesos per day, 60 pesos is like, 5 dollars per day. 

That's minimum wage.” (interview, October 3, 2014). Families instill aspirations of a better life 

through bilingualism gained through an American education. Bella shares the advice she was 

told: “[M]y dad explained to me . . . if you have… a college degree or university degree from 

here [US], and go over there, I can get more money. I could get a job . . . because I’m bilingual, I 

have a better education” (interview, October 16, 2014). In MX, only 20 percent of the population 

complete a high school education (Vargas-Valle, 2012), compared to US rates of 80 percent. 

Upon graduation from high school, US citizen transfronterizos are eligible for scholarships to 

post-secondary education, or they may choose to work for higher wages in the US while residing 

in MX at a lower cost of living (Vargas-Valle, 2012). The border location, bilingualism, and dual 

citizenship of transfronterizo students create unique opportunities for the future for these 

families.  

Relationships  

 When students have trusting relationships, they achieve more (Valenzuela, 1999). A 

stable relationship with an adult, a supportive school environment, positive adult role models, 

and social supports all benefit cross-cultural students (Garbarino, 1992). Educational leaders 

control the implementation of policies which may enhance or limit the school environment 
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and supports of students. Bella explains: [I]f the teacher was good to us, and [understood] us, 

we were really nice to them, but if you were mean to us we wouldn’t really pay much 

attention,” (interview, April, 28, 2015). None of the participants related any stories about their 

public school teachers having a close relationship with them. Additionally, none of the parents 

shared a single positive experience with a teacher or administrator from the public school 

system. Parents had concerns that teachers contacted them only when there was a problem, 

such as in this example, when Santiago states: 

When something is not good . . .the grades, and then need to go to speak with the 

teacher, but only in this time. Between . . . no, only when we receive the grades and 

the grades is not good or is low.  . .they don’t have a mind to . . . offer feedback 

between to receive the grades. You know, if the child is improving (interview, October 

3, 2014). 

The absence of positive contact is a central concern, concurring with Valenzuela’s (1999) 

research on subtractive schooling which found that the lack of trusting relationships between 

teachers and students increases student marginalization and drop-out rates. Strong school and 

student relationships could be a protective factor for transfronterizos in light of state and 

federal policies which work against native Spanish speakers. Yet, Stanton-Salazar (2000) 

found that school personnel were less attentive to marginalized students and behaved in a way 

that discouraged them from asking for assistance. The result of this discouragement is self-

reliance and eventual distrust of the educational institution. These deterrents to relationships 

work against the ethics of care and the profession which place the best interests of students at 

the fore of education. In communities where language barriers exist between the English-only 

practices of the school and the Spanish speaking parents and the community, communication 
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difficulties are made more complicated when trust does not exist between the school and the 

Latino community of students. It creates situations where communication breaks down and 

parents feel uncomfortable asking for help. Jesus and Juanita (interview, October 3, 2014) 

report that event information from the school is given in English and Spanish but attending the 

events proves to be difficult. Juanita explains, “Whenever we go to awards ceremonies, there 

is no Spanish.” Jesus agrees, “There are a lot of people in attendance that [don’t] understand.” 

When asked what people do when they need translation, Jesus responds, “Ask. Ask another, 

‘Do you understand?’”  Jesus and Juanita’s attendance at school events demonstrate their 

interest in Javier’s education, but their language limitations create a communication gap 

between them and the school. Gaitan’s (2012) claim that limited English skills disempower 

Latino communities can be seen in Jesus and Juanita’s hesitancy to ask for translation 

services.   

School Policies 

 Language Divisions at School. Part of the registration process for Arizona 

schools is the completion of a survey that indicates the language spoken in the home. 

If the student designates a language other than English and tests low on an English 

proficiency test, then the student is placed in the Sheltered English Immersion program 

(Combs & Nicholas, 2012) which meets the mandates of Proposition 203. This 

language survey policy begins a labeling process that divides schoolchildren as native 

English vs native Spanish speakers. The survey is a defining moment that starts a 

course of events for Javier, who tells his story:   

I put my native language is Spanish. Because of that, they tried to put me in . . . 

a[n] ELD class. . . Even though I had been studying English for, what? 12 years of 
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my life.” And so, to get us out, we had to take a new exam. And it was an oral 

test, partly. And it really made me feel like they just... it was horrible, because 

they really looked down on us. Part of the questions were like, "Where do you 

live?" and the options were: A) "In a house", B) "In a basketball", C) " In an egg". 

. . It's just an insult to anybody who, thinking that just because your first language 

is not English that you cannot, that you don't know it. The fact that if you just say 

that your native language is Spanish, many places will just like, frown upon you. 

(interview, December 9, 2014) 

For many transfronterizo students and their families, the survey is their first experience with the 

public school. The form becomes a topic of concern for parents and the segregation that occurs 

for their children because of it. According to Valdéz (2001), these restrictive language 

classrooms are a site of struggle where culture and language are part of a political moment of the 

day. Ceballos (2012), states: “literacy and language practices are typically not race-neutral” (p. 

701). Santiago reflects these fears:  “If we put Spanish, the little ones are put in the room for the 

English. . . [ELL]. . . They would take the kids out so that they could have separate classes with 

them,” (interview, October 3, 2014).  Giroux (2006) purports the ethic of critique as a vehicle to 

discuss basic human rights and the struggle against inequitable treatment in cases such as these, 

yet discussing the imbalances, does not change them.  

Sofia labels this inequitable treatment as overt discrimination. She states: “We risk so 

many things when we take our children to school. Because it is our most highest concern of 

every Mexican parent is to send them across the border. We risk ourselves to the discrimination,” 

(interview, October 23, 2014).  This linguistic inequity builds a climate of mistrust between 
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Anglo schools and Latino communities. Javier explains how that mistrust manifests itself when 

he says:  

Many people when filling up applications, many people recommend you don't say 

your primary language is Spanish, even though it is. Because once you say you 

don't speak English as your primary language or as your native language, you'll be 

put to the side. 

Historical inequities between governmental agencies and Latino populations in postcolonial 

border locations may be the foundation of mistrust. Stanton-Salazar (2000) suggests that the 

rebuilding of trust between the institution of schools and Latino communities requires radical 

change from the current hierarchy to one of reciprocity that is demonstrated in Shapiro and 

Gross’ (2013) ethic of care--which requires absolute regard for dignity and relationships.  

Language Divisions at Home. While the separation of native English and Spanish 

speakers takes place at school, another type of language separation takes place within the 

relationships of these children. Valdéz (2001), states: “Language can thus emerge as an 

important rallying point in boundary maintenance, as a way of defining ‘us’ and ‘them’” (p. 12).   

The policy of English only at school increases the development of that language usage, at the 

same time, provisions that prohibit the use of Spanish at school deter heritage language 

acquisition for children and create subtractive experiences (Valenzuela, 1999). This leaves 

transfronterizo students in a bind as Spanish is often the sole language spoken at home and is 

viewed as a sign of respect. Selena explains: “I started talking a lot in English to my parents, and 

my parents would be like what? What does that mean? I don’t know what that means, mija. I 

don’t speak English and you know that,” (interview, April 14, 2015). The school’s use of 
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deculturalization (Spring, 2001) forces a change in language and denies cultural identification 

which transfers to identity confusion for transfronterizo students.  

All of the participant families commented on the difficulties of managing the two 

languages within the home. Selena expresses the confusion for transfronterizos: “[I]t puts the 

child in a broken state as to ‘should I forget my Hispanic culture?’ you know just so I can be in 

school and speak only English.” With Spanish speaking parents and schooling in English, a 

common problem for transfronterizo families revolves around nightly homework. Latino parents 

want to help with school lessons, but lack the English necessary to understand the language. 

Bella describes:   

Well, my brother and I, we would talk, he would talk to me in English because I 

needed the practice. And he would help me with my homework, because he 

already had gone through that. But my mom or my dad, they don’t know English, 

so they would always be asking “What? What does that mean?” and “Don’t say 

that in front of us” because, well it’s rude to talk in another language. (interview, 

April 28, 2015) 

Asking the teacher for clarification on homework might be typical for some parents; 

however, Gaitan (2012) cautions that Latino parents sometimes feel they lack the training 

needed to teach their children, and can create a hesitancy to ask for help. Many parents 

believe it is the business of teachers to educate at the school and that the parent is to raise 

the child at home (Smith, Stern, & Shatrova, 2008).  Furthermore, with many parents and 

teachers mono-lingual in different languages, communication may not be possible 

without a translator from within the school staff or a volunteer from the community. 
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 The business of communication is difficult for educational leaders along the 

Arizona/Mexico border. Two languages increase the level of complexity for schools to 

create a dialog with parents. Anglo educational norms expect parents to ask when they 

need help, while Latino parents may have limited English proficiency or understanding of 

navigating the American system to know how to gain assistance. Mistrust between 

parents and schools exist. Communication between parents and their children becomes 

more complicated as transfronterizo students acquire more English and struggle to 

maintain the Spanish language which is used within the home.  

Acquiring Language. The acquisition of English is difficult for transfronterizo 

children under the mandates of the English-only policies in Arizona. Selena says: “I was 

taught English in a very hard manner, meaning I could not speak Spanish at all in the 

classroom.” The difficulty for transfronterizos often comes in the confusion between the 

two languages as Bella confirms: “I couldn’t get all my vowels and sounds, consonants 

well. It was pretty hard for me. And still is,…I get it mixed up so much, between English 

and Spanish.” The confusion between the languages led to questions about how to make 

the process easier for transfronterizo students and others trying to acquire another 

language. Javier shared his experience learning French as his third language: 

Bilingual teachers . . . are . . . the best people that explain stuff. . . Everything has 

to be related to your first language, or to the second language, to any language 

you would have experience with, so that you can apply it. . . I really have to relate 

it back to either Spanish or English in order [to] be able to make it stick. 

Javier’s reflection concurs with Hornberger and Link’s (2012) claims that bi-literacy 

develops through the back and forth positioning of first and second language skills that 
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mix oral and written skills with lived experiences and context. While Javier’s most recent 

experience learning French reminded him of the process of learning language, since he 

remembered little from learning English, it is relevant to the language acquisition needs 

of other students.  Several researchers profess the value of creating connections for 

bilingual students (Freeman & Freeman, 2000; Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005; Piedra 

& Araujo, 2012; Piedra & Guerra, 2012). Often, these connections are found at the 

intersection of language, context and culture (Piedra & Araujo, 2012). Within that 

intersection, tensions between policies for English work against the needs of 

transfronterizo students and their families for Spanish. Unfortunately, back and forth 

positioning between first and second language skills are disallowed through Arizona’s 

English only policies of Proposition 203. 

Reflections and Recommendations 

 Arizona educational policies limit the opportunities of Spanish speaking 

transfronterizos to maintain their native language and cultural origins. Educational leaders in 

border schools can use their placed based agency to balance the implementation of these 

policies with the needs of the Latino students and families in their charge. By using the ethic 

of care, educators can look for instruction that is more sensitive to the contextual and cultural 

familiarity of students acquiring English (Freeman & Freeman, 2000; Hurley & Tinajero, 

2001). Educators can meld the ethics of care and the profession by utilizing cultural 

perspectives to create educational strategies to benefit student learning. Thus, teachers are 

better able to develop pedagogies and methodologies which help students find a healthy 

ethnolinguistic identity (Potowski, 2012).  
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 Language limitations challenge border schools to meet their NCLB 

accountability standards for AYP because testing in English does not necessarily reflect 

the intellect of bilingual students. Educational policies often place leaders in difficult 

situations where accountability mandates trump transfronterizo students’ needs and may 

be part of why Arizona’s attempts at addressing Latino achievement gaps have not 

changed their academic standing in the last decade (Hart & Hager, 2012). However, 

leaders can choose to view Latino transfronterizo families as deficits or to tap into their 

community cultural wealth. That decision remains in the hands of each school leader. 

In this study, transfronterizo students were engaged in school and parents were 

supportive of their children. Post-secondary education was valued and expected of 

student participants. All discussed the additional opportunities of American post-

secondary education. From the perspective of the Latino transfronterizo students and 

parents, their goal of bilingual attainment was being met by Bordertown High School. 

Because economic conditions were prevalent concerns for families, their child’s 

acquisition of English (and the hope for a better future) superseded many of the 

difficulties in the process to gain language. Yet, language issues were at the heart of 

communication breakdowns between families and school, at events, homework, and even 

between children and their parents concerning respect and cultural traditions in the home. 

Parents and students were aware of inequitable treatment that originated from 

their native Spanish speech; however, none expressed any expectation of change. On the 

contrary, parents expressed that their limited English skills were the problem at school 

events and they sought the help of other audience members rather than expecting the 

school to provide any services to increase communication between entities. Older siblings 
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were used to help with homework rather than questioning teachers for assistance. These 

expressions of self-reliance demonstrate mistrust between school and families, which 

could be a result from repeated communication breakdowns from unresolved language 

differences. However, more research is needed on the narrations of Latino transfronterizo 

students and their parents, for many of their stories remain untold. Greater insight can be 

gained for creating effective educational strategies through the identification of their 

needs.   

Recommendations. Educational leaders could balance the ethic of justice that 

requires the following of rules and policies with the ethic of community since a single 

school leader has more tasks than one person is able to accomplish. Leaders are 

responsible to change contexts for students by introducing “new elements into the 

situation that are bound to influence behavior for the better” (Fullan, 2003, p. 1). One of 

those new elements could be the incorporation of a school, parent, and community 

member team who works to increase cultural understanding and communication between 

Latino parents/community and school. Within the staff development structure, a school 

culture can be created where all participants have a voice and learning is seen as a 

collaborative process (Mitchell & Sackney, 2009). To increase cultural understanding of 

the border context, collaborative teams (with bilingual and bi-culturally competent 

members) could provide professional development training on topics such as family 

customs, cultural norms, important traditions, the history and culture behind local border 

festivals, and other topics that pose questions for faculty and staff.   

Additionally these bilingual, bicultural collaborative teams could provide training 

to Latino parents in how to help their child with homework or even navigating the 
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American educational system.  To increase communication, bilingual school staff could 

be assigned to the front office to be available to meet Spanish speaking parents or 

community members. Teams of bilingually fluent students could be used as translators at 

school events to increase understanding between English only and Spanish only speakers. 

The creation of a multi-prong system that values each individual voice and yet works 

toward common understanding agrees with Furman’s (2004) ethic of community 

(pursuing the daily work of educators through a communal process). However, to 

accomplish this re-establishment of trusting relationships and communication with Latino 

transfronterizo students and parents, educational leaders would need teachers with 

knowledge, awareness, skills and abilities in meeting the binational, bicultural, bi-literate 

needs of transfronterizo students and their families. Or, border school leaders would need 

funding and time for cultural training or pre-service preparation programs for teachers in 

these topics. 

The usage of various leadership teams could spread school accountability 

measures into manageable loads. By understanding border culture, leaders could create 

confianza en confianza or “trusting mutual trust” (Stanton-Salazar, 2000, p. 219) within 

the school as well as with local parents and community through a team approach. The 

term describes a reciprocal exchange of ensured well- being through trusted relationships. 

Leaders create school climates which foster caring relationships between students and 

teachers, or families and schools to help with homework, increase trust and involvement, 

and decrease marginalization of transfronterizos. This type of communal approach to 

decision making not only follows with Furman’s (2004) communal process behind the 

ethic of community, but also is “an enduring cultural feature of many Mexicano and other 
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Latino communities” (Stanton-Salazar, 2000, p. 219). By using a leadership style that is 

similar to local cultural norms, border leaders are more likely to gain the respect and trust 

of the parents and community in which they serve.  
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Table 6.1: Study Participants 

 

Educational Levels Interview Date 

Family Member Father Mother  Father Mother       Youth 

Santiago and Sofia Graduated Univ. in MX    High School in MX  10/03/14 10/23/14 10/03/14 

daughter Selena       04/14/15 

Lorenzo and Lena College in US and MX High School in MX  10/16/14 10/16/14 10/16/14 

son Lonzo          02/10/15 

Jesus and Juanita Some college in MX Graduated MX Univ.   10/03/14 10/03/14 10/03/14 

son Javier          12/09/14 

Reina Graduated MX Univ. in 
MX 

Graduated MX Univ.    10/09/14 10/09/14 

daughter Regina          04/14/15 

Pia     High School in MX   10/09/14 10/09/14 

son Pedro          03/24/15 

Blanca--Guardian Graduated MX Univ. in 
MX 

   Some College in MX   10/16/15 10/16/15 

niece Bella          04/28/15 

Ana, student     Some College in MX          07/23/15 
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