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ABSTRACT 

This study examines how Latina school leaders’ narratives of experiences lead to 

understanding the prevailing underrepresentation problem of Latinas in educational 

administration ranks in Arizona. The analyses of two principals and two superintendents’ 

Latina/womanist narratives of lived experiences are interpreted and reflected in themes of 

aspirations, support systems, and barriers encountered in preparation for and performance 

of leadership duties. The study was conducted over a one-year period in urban and rural 

K-12 school settings. A mujerista perspective complemented a qualitative narrative-

inquiry approach. Narrative findings divulged the poise displayed and conflicts 

experienced by participants in leading schools and staff; the confidence in influencing 

students’ learning opportunities; and insight on ways of understanding Latina leaders 

challenges and contributions. Most important, interpretation of findings showed how 

culture, gender, race, and class shaped knowledge, power, and relationships that 

intersected in leadership practices. The sharing of capabilities as school administrators of 

the Latinas profiled herein disclosed and validated their diverse knowledge and 

experiences as advocates to meet the needs of all children, schools, and communities. 

Salient findings from the mujerista perspective of Latinas’ professional experiences 

suggest means of achieving change and recommendations for future research to improve 

recruitment, professional development, mentoring, promotion, and retention in order to 

value Latinas’ contributions and strengthen the leadership workforce in Arizona. With 

increases in demographic diversity foreshadowing the future challenges of education, 

participants emphasized the important contributions Latina leaders make as principals 

and superintendents in K-12 schools. 
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Women are heavily represented in the modern American workforce but are badly 

underrepresented in leadership roles. This is especially true of minority women. Many 

women have entered the ranks of educational administration, the subject of this study, 

within the last few decades, but the participation of minority women in educational 

leadership positions has remained minimal (Jones & Montenegro, 1982; Méndez-Morse, 

2004; Montenegro, 1993; Ortiz, 2000). 

In this study, I will focus on principals and superintendents in the kindergarten through 

the high school sector, with an emphasis on Hispanic women leaders. Nationally, the 

number of women earning degrees in educational administration has not been reflective 

of the number of principal and superintendent positions occupied by women. In addition, 

although school administration programs enrolled more women than men, a 

comparatively few women were employed as school leaders (Dana & Bourisaw, 2006). 

Males of all ethnicities continued to dominate as secondary principals, whereas females 

were more likely to be elementary principals. For example, in 2008, 71.5 percent of high 

school principals and 41.1 percent of elementary principals were men. That year, women 

occupied 28.5 percent of the secondary principal positions and 58.9 percent of the 

elementary principal positions across the nation (National Center for Educational 

Statistics, 2009). According to the American Association of School Administrators 

(2010), the percentage of women in superintendency positions had risen across the 

United States from 13.2 percent in 2000 to an astonishing 24.1 percent in 2010, a nearly 

twofold increase. Data from the U.S. Department of Labor (2014) indicated that 63.3 
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percent of educational administrators were women, while a trifling 9.1 percent consisted 

of Hispanics, a significant underrepresentation. 

Legislative efforts over the last 40 years have made tremendous strides to dismantle 

inequalities with respect to employment, education, and other opportunities for women 

and minorities (e.g., Civil Rights Act of 1974, Title VII and Title IX of 1972, and the 

Educational Equity Act of 1974 (Department of Labor, 2011). These efforts have 

provided minorities and women with employment rights, equal opportunity rights, and 

funding to support the dismantling of existing inequalities. However, even with such 

efforts, the representation of Hispanic women leaders in the principalship and 

superintendency has remained minimal and undervalued, and even chimerical (Diaz 

Quilantan & Menchaca, 2005). Thus, understanding the underlying issues from authentic 

consejos—that is, narrative storytelling from Hispanic women leaders—may reinforce 

Hispanic women’s aspirations in education, influence schools and universities to 

understand the discernible challenges, reduce occupational barriers, and increase 

opportunities for Hispanic women’s advancement in leadership positions. 

For example, a participant in my study shares this story about persevering that offers 

encouragement for aspiring Latina leaders: “What I will say to aspiring Latinos or 

Latinas is don’t give up. Go to the highest levels possible of everything. Live by example. 

It’s not because it’s something that people think Latinos are or something. It’s because 

we need to be known for the great things we do have.” Narratives such as this one capture 

a Latina educational leader’s advice to potential leaders. Moreover, it demonstrates an 

aspect of Yosso’s (2005) community cultural wealth principle of aspirational capital 

found in research on principals (Méndez-Morse, et al., 2015). Aspirational capital, Yosso 
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writes, is “the ability to maintain hopes and dreams for the future, even in the face of real 

and perceived barriers.” This aspirational capital offers resiliency “in those who allow 

themselves and their children to dream of possibilities beyond their present 

circumstance” (Yosso 2005, 77–78). 

As the population of minorities continues to increase in the United States, one would 

expect the number of minorities in educational leadership positions to increase as well. 

According to the U.S. Census Bureau (2006), between 2000 and 2006, the number of 

Hispanics grew from 35.6 million to 44.3 million, accounting for half of the nation’s 

population growth. In 2010, the Census Bureau indicated that the Hispanic population 

consisted of 1,656,668 in Arizona. In addition, in 2010 the Census Bureau projected that 

by the year 2060, Hispanics would comprise 28.6 percent of the U.S. population. Despite 

the demographic trends, information about the pipeline according to the National Center 

for Education Statistics [NCES] (2011–12) indicate that 12,069 females of whatever 

ethnicity earned master’s degrees in education, and 2,248 earned a doctorate in education; 

in that year, 10,451 Hispanic females had attained a master’s degree in education and 455 

had attained a doctorate in education. Hispanic females are attaining the necessary 

credentials in the field of education, even if the supervisory positions have not caught up 

with them. 

Statement of the Problem 

As a native Arizonan of Latina descent on the path to a principalship in public education, 

I am personally interested and vested in understanding the experiences other Hispanic 

women school administrators encountered in regard to aspirations, support systems, and 
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barriers, particularly as principals and superintendents in Arizona. In practice and 

research, the problem is an absence of a public effort to understand from Latina school 

leaders the enduring institutional barriers that perpetuate their underrepresentation. This 

study will use a Latina feminist or mujerista perspective to focus on understanding 

Latinas’ multiple challenges, as well as successful experiences, as school administrators. 

Although there are a sparse number of Hispanic female principals and superintendents in 

Arizona, they are nevertheless essential actors. Fully understanding the connection of 

their experiences with the changing roles of school administrators and challenges for the 

future is important. Principals and superintendents are necessary to ensuring student 

success in the shifting diversity of school demographics, increases in high-poverty 

schools, continued issues with standardized tests and narrowing students’ achievement 

gaps, and a host of other challenges, from shrinking resources to teacher evaluation. 

Arizona Department of Education data from 2014 show that Hispanic females held 110 

of 1,316 public school principal positions. More disconcertingly, in the role of 

superintendent, only five (2 percent) Hispanic females served among 204 superintendents 

in the state. Consequently, the history of low percentages of Hispanic females in 

leadership roles continues. Writes Sylvia Méndez-Morse, “Hispanic females—whether 

Mexican American or Cuban or Puerto Rican or Central or South American—are 

severely underrepresented in all educational administrative positions, especially when 

considering the superintendency” (cited in Brunner, 1999, 125). A closer look reveals 

that when the U.S. Department of Education released data in the 2011–2012 school year, 

there were an estimated 89,819 public school K-12 principals, of whom 3 percent overall 

were Hispanic and 52 percent were females in general (Bitterman, Goldring, & Gray, 
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2013, 9). However, in public primary schools 64 percent, in public middle schools 42 

percent, and in high schools 30 percent were women. The data did not disaggregate the 

female principals by ethnicity or race. In 2013, 5.8 percent of education administrators 

were Hispanic and a majority were women (63.8 percent). 

Examining Hispanic women’s personal and professional journeys as school 

administrators from authentic consejos will offer insight about aspirations, experiences 

with support systems, and perceptions of barriers when fulfilling roles as educational 

leaders. My results afford educators and policymakers ways to discern distinct 

opportunities to improve and augment the recruitment, employment, retention, and 

promotion of Hispanic females in school administrator positions. It is hoped that such 

strategies will help improve these dismal numbers in the years to come. 

Focus of the Study 

This study focuses on Hispanic females’ aspirations, experiences with support systems, 

and perceptions of barriers consequential to experiences as educational leaders. Latina 

educational leaders’ narratives describe experiences that enlighten our understanding of 

their roles in the social context of schools. The following questions will guide the 

narrative inquiry of this study: 

 How do Latina leaders narrate their journey into educational leadership? 

 What experiences strengthened these aspirations? 

 How did they navigate through the barriers? 

 What access do Latina leaders have to formal/informal support systems? 
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Significance of the Study 

Although we know more women are entering the ranks of educational administration, 

there is limited research on experiences of the lack of the attainment and sustainability of 

Latina’s in positions as principals or superintendents. Furthermore, we do not know how 

Latinas narrate their experiences leading to roles in school administration and how they 

characterize those roles. Moreover, we do not know how veteran Latina principal and 

superintendents perceive the reasons for the underrepresentation of principals and 

superintendents in the state of Arizona. With the expected shift in student demographic 

diversity, the general public and educational institutions need leaders who offer wide-

ranging backgrounds and effective ways of leading. For example, research from Grogan 

and Shakeshaft (2011) offers insight from women leaders on different types of leadership 

styles that reveal many ideas conducive to reaching common goals for the overall benefit 

of schools and districts. Dana and Bourisaw suggest that “educational professionals who 

are or have been in public school superintendents will confirm there are barriers to 

accessing and entering the position of school superintendent and for women, they are 

likely to be ever present” (2006, 13). However, we know little of the experiences and 

inroads made specifically by Latina principals and superintendents or of their aspirations, 

support systems, and barriers in this age of demographic diversity shifts, increased 

punitive accountability measures, and neighborhood diminishing assets (Murakami et al., 

2015; Méndez-Morse et al., 2015; Sanchez-Portillo 2012; Ramsey 2013). 

My study provides a better understanding of the way Latinas narrate essential roles as 

school administrators to lead teachers, staff, students, and communities. The reality of 

Latina narratives about lived experiences may enlighten educational decision makers 
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about the obstacles preventing them from understanding and supporting the potential 

contributions of Latina principals and superintendents. Latinas’ narratives about 

accomplishments with teachers, communities, and students may influence profession 

practice in the preparation, employment, retention, and promotion of school 

administrators in general. Central results of the study narratives may promote authentic 

dialogue between Latina leaders and other leaders (school boards, legislators, governor) 

in what school leaders and policymakers might consider as instrumental changes to the 

theoretical and practical underpinnings of the role of administrators to ensure student 

success. Therefore, Latina educational leaders’ narratives from a mujerista perspective 

provide lived experiences that enlightened our understanding of leadership roles in the 

social context of rural and urban schools. 

Recognizing unique characteristics and comparing commonalities and differences among 

the experiences Latinas encountered allow for a better understanding of how to increase 

the recruitment of Latinas to pursue a role as principal or superintendent. Administrators 

at all school sector levels will be informed by evidence that a more diversified population 

of leaders promotes the understanding of equality of access for all students. For example, 

in the postsecondary sector, Gonzalez (2007) has advanced the argument that to increase 

the representation of Latino/a academic leaders, there must be coordinated efforts by 

institutions of higher learning, the Hispanic community, and Latino faculty members. 

Colleges and universities may need to consider more opportunities to improve access for 

aspiring Latina leaders to work directly with administrators in the K-12 sector. Exposing 

aspiring leaders to work with diverse populations in the public school sector allows for a 

more comprehensive understanding of what leadership entails within a particular setting. 
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Increasing student diversity also requires investment of resources and mentoring support 

to promising Latina students by providing administrative internships (Gonzalez, 2007). 

Internships in general may provide networking opportunities where relationships are 

formed and sustained throughout educational leadership careers. My study provides 

insight on aspirations and support systems Hispanic women leaders experienced through 

networking opportunities. Understanding experiences regarding access to leadership 

opportunities and support systems may encourage more Hispanic women to pursue a role 

in educational leadership. For example, the participants of my study shared how they 

built relationships through network opportunities and how these relationships partially 

helped to encourage self-confidence that further enhanced the opportunities of learning 

for students, how they led their staff, and how they continue to make advancements as 

Latina leaders in education. 

With an increased presence of Hispanic women leaders, young Hispanic students may be 

inspired to be leaders and further their education simply because the leader is one of their 

same ethnic background. With regard to a more coordinated effort for Hispanic youth, 

Cammarota (2011) argues, young people must adopt a social awareness that centers on 

understanding how social and economic institutions, policies, and practices can either 

stall or promote healthy youth outcomes. Latina participants in my study shared their 

experiences on how they navigated through such challenges from an early age. 

Additionally, by educating our minority youth about the negative stereotypic views and 

myths on education and helping them to recognizing their unique abilities, a sense of self-

efficacy could be developed thus leading to the accomplishment of their educational 

goals. My study identified barriers from participants’ lived experiences, and this served to 
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demystify issues that otherwise, if left unattended, could offer potential obstacles to an 

increase presence of Hispanic women leaders in education. 

Educational leadership perspectives and practices from Hispanic women and women in 

general are needed to inspire other women who aspire to be in a leadership position. 

Participants of my study gracefully exhibited confidence as they shared their 

contributions that further enhance the opportunities of learning for students, how they led 

their staff, and how they continue to make advancements as Latina leaders in education. 

Hispanic women leaders such as the ones in my study who share stories about their 

journey to educational leadership offer different perspectives about their abilities to lead 

with confidence. 

Though Latina leaders generally lack mentors or sponsors to help guide, support, or 

encourage their careers (Méndez-Morse, 2004, Ortiz, 1982b), some researchers 

(Armendariz-Husen 1995; Colon Gibson 1992; Fernandez 1999) have cited their heavy 

reliance on familial support on their quest to fulfilling their goals. Studying the unique 

characteristics of various minority female leaders can contribute to expanding the 

understanding of leadership in general and the recognition of certain abilities (Méndez-

Morse, 2004). Three of the four Hispanic women participants in my study brought 

forward practical meanings about learning, knowing, and teaching, providing further 

insight on how they identified specific challenges on balancing knowledge from home 

with their knowledge from practices in their positions as educational leaders. Therefore, 

recognizing unique characteristics and comparing commonalities and differences among 

the overall experiences (youth through adulthood) Hispanic women leaders encountered 

on their journey may provide universities, district leaders, and mentoring services with a 
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better understanding of how to meet the growing needs of Hispanic women pursing roles 

as principals and superintendents. 

Relevant Definitions 

Due to limited research specific to Hispanic women in educational leadership, the 

following terms are used interchangeably specifically for the purposes of this study. 

Chicana: “U.S. born women of Mexican or Latin American descent who identify with a 

collective history of oppression and pride connected to a political consciousness within 

its origins in El Movimiento or the Mexican American civil rights movement” (Bernal, 

Elenes, Godinez, & Villenas, 2006, 7). 

consejo: narrative storytelling 

educational administration/leadership: the roles of assistant principal, principal, assistant 

superintendent, or superintendent 

Hispanic: Person of Cuban, Mexican, Puerto Rican, South American, Central American, 

or other Spanish culture or origin regardless of race (U.S. Census, 2010). 

la facultad: knowing through experience and intuition  

Latina: A woman who is of Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, Spanish, Central or South 

American descent (Méndez-Morse, 2004).  

mujerista: Latina-oriented “womanist” sensibility or approach to power, knowledge, and 

relationships rooted in convictions for community uplift (Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, & 

Villenas, 2006, p. 4) 
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pensadora: a woman who is a creative thinker 

Limitations 

I am a practicing Latina educational leader in Arizona, and biases may occur due to my 

experiences on my journey, which may include a lack of support, limited mentors or role 

models of Latina descent, opportunities to network, and language barriers. In my 

reflexive ethnography section, I will share my experiences and how they coincide with 

the experiences from the participants in my study. However, the small number of 

participants was a limitation of the study. Participants included two principals and two 

superintendents, in each case one rural and one urban. The structure of the narrative 

inquiry study was another limitation owing to boundaries in gaining more in depth 

knowledge of participants’ journey to educational leadership from other methods. For 

example, limits in gaining the benefits of observations at participants’ education sites to 

supplement narratives. Thus, securing time to observe participants at work in conjunction 

with collecting narratives would have added to deeper probing and making sense across 

stories in the area of aspiration as an example. 



21 

 

CHAPTER 2: REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

Exploring the educational leadership journey of Hispanic women is a complex problem. 

The following literature review focuses on five general areas that are pertinent in guiding 

the study on experiences Hispanic women leaders encountered on their journey to their 

position in educational leadership relating to, among other things, gender stereotypes in 

educational leadership, policy, challenges Latinas encountered from youth to adulthood, 

Hispanic women leaders lived experiences, and postmodern feminist perspectives and 

mujerista perspectives. The first section, on gender, offers insight on how educational 

leadership positions are progressively moving from a representation of the traditional 

white male toward a reflection of women, and in particular minority women. This 

transition has been gradual with the help of policies and major reforms to legislation that 

have led to more equal opportunities for women and minorities in the workforce (Blout, 

1998), as discussed in the second section. The third section focuses on the challenges 

Hispanic women leaders have encountered in regard to stereotypes in education. A 

significant challenge of deconstructing embedded gender stereotypes lies in the term 

“power.” In educational leadership, power may often be associated with a vision of 

hierarchy where white males are in control of his subordinates (Fennell, 2001). For the 

Hispanic woman leader, the term “power” may be contradictory and may provide insight 

to the nuances of how Hispanic women in turn share their power instead of using it as a 

control mechanism. Hartsock (1983) stresses the importance of recognizing and 

confronting power as domination when trying to make changes in an organization. The 

following section of the literature review provides research on educational experiences of 
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Hispanic women from youth to adulthood. The final section focuses on postmodernism, 

power, and feminist and mujerista perspectives in educational leadership. 

Literature specific to Hispanic women’s lived experiences in educational leadership is 

limited. The significance of the literature in the following section offers an understanding 

of the foundational perspectives Hispanic women have experienced on their journey to 

educational leadership. Based on the synthesis of the literature in the following section, a 

theoretical framework was developed to guide my study. 

Gender Stereotypes in Educational Leadership  

Traditionally, the public school system in the United States has reflected women as 

dominating the teaching force while men occupied leadership positions. Jackie Blout’s 

book Destined to Rule the Schools: Women and the Superintendency, 1873–1995 (1998) 

points out that teaching became feminized while administrative roles became 

masculinized during that time period. Recently, more women have entered the ranks of 

educational leadership, occupying positions as principals or superintendents. However, 

according to Blout (1998), because men historically had shaped the overall structure of 

what educational leadership entails the field has been predominately male-oriented, 

women have faced numerous challenges in attaining educational leadership positions. For 

example, Blout observes that men have exhibited authoritarian leadership practices, and 

as a result, women are faced with additional challenges in changing the mindset that 

leadership may encompass empathy and a desire to share leadership roles with teachers 

and staff. Dana and Bourisaw (2006) concur, as men in leadership positions influenced 

the structural development and operations of organizations and institutions, they often 
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established a number of structural overlays that prevented the entry or promotion of 

women within the organization or institutions. For example, one such structural overlay 

in the form of gender practices, according to Dana and Bourisaw, were “learned from the 

culture and subcultures and have existed for generations and are accepted and used by 

many for a number of purposes especially the intentional discrimination for power and 

control” (p. 25). Men were typically associated with positions of power such as 

superintendent and in control as the decision maker of the organization. Instead, women 

were stereotyped with “other” responsibilities such as wife and mother, roles that convey 

negative traits for someone in a position as leader. Women educational leaders who 

challenge these traditional stereotypes face enormous pressures and tensions. 

Bolman and Deal (2003) write that when “stereotypes associated leadership with 

maleness, women more than men walked a tightrope of conflicting expectations, women 

encountered discrimination, and women paid a higher price” (p. 347). In other words, in 

the past, male educational leaders exercise their power through types of behavior that 

equivocate strong leadership with being a male. On the other hand, women leaders who 

exhibit such behavior were viewed as negative and unwelcoming. Bolman and Deal 

(2008) state, “The historical association of powerful men with leadership and powerful 

women with evil produces unspoken and often uncomfortable bias” (p. 354). Women are 

typically not considered powerful in a positive way; instead, powerful women may be 

considered distasteful and unfeminine. 

Specific to my study, I drew upon Méndez-Morse (2000) to offer further insight to 

stereotypes that have been formed about Hispanic women leaders. Traditional stereotypes 

of the Hispanic woman depict her as dominated by a man and her primary responsibilities 
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as wife maintaining the home and a mother rearing children. With such parameters, she is 

limited to work outside the home, and furthering her education is discouraged. Other 

studies of Latina educational leaders have indicated these stereotypes to be false. In fact, 

Hispanic women leaders have specified the encouragement and support they received 

from their husbands to pursue their goals and dreams have been extremely beneficial 

(Méndez-Morse, 2000). Furthermore, Hispanic women leaders have emphasized support 

they received from their significant others, including with traditional female-oriented 

tasks such as assisting with housework, shopping, childcare, and helping children with 

their studies. With this support from their husbands, the stereotype of role conflict 

weakens. Hispanic educational leaders were able to balance work and home demands 

with the support from their families. Writes Sylvia Méndez-Morse, “Several present-day 

Latina leaders are examples of these women’s non-stereotypic identities and therefore are 

contradictions to society’s expectations of Hispanic women and their abilities” (2000, 

593). Hispanic educational leaders seem to manifest nonstereotypical identities that 

counter mainstream societal expectations often resulting in additional barriers to 

overcome. As the number of Hispanic women leaders in educational leadership positions 

increases, opportunities for further research specific to gender roles in the Hispanic 

community do too. 

Though women and women of color have overcome obstacles and have made some 

progress in attaining educational leadership positions over the years, being powerful and 

female may be a dual challenge. According to Dana and Bourisaw (2006), with the help 

of legislation and policies that provided women and minorities’ equal opportunities, 

women, especially women of color, have continued to move toward overcoming gender 
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and racial stereotypes. The next section offers insight to policies in education that have 

helped women and women of color attain their goals in an equitable manner. 

Policy in Education 

Over the course of the twentieth century, two major pieces of legislation were 

instrumental in achieving equity for minorities and women: Title VII and Title IX of the 

Civil Rights Act of 1964 and the Educational Equity Act of 1974. The Civil Rights Act of 

1964 prohibited discrimination on the basis of sex or race in hiring, promoting, on firing 

of any person. According to the Equal Employment Opportunity Commission (2012), 

Title VII of the Civil Rights of 1964 prevented employment discrimination based on race, 

religion, sex, or national origin. Title IX prohibited any educational program that 

received federal funding from excluding a person from the program, denying benefits, or 

discriminating on the basis of sex (Title IX of the Education Amendments of 1972, 20 

U.S.C. §1681 et seq.). For example, the Women’s Educational Equity Act (cited in the 

U.S. Department of Education, 2011) was enacted to promote educational equity for girls 

and women, including those who suffered multiple discrimination based on gender and 

on race, ethnicity, national origin, disability, or age, and provided funds to help 

educational agencies and institutions meet the requirements of Title IX of the Education 

Amendments of 1972. These efforts provided minorities and women employment rights, 

equal opportunity rights, and funding that supported the dismantling of sex-based 

inequalities. 

Though continuous efforts in legislation and policy have been made to support women 

and minorities, the number of Hispanic women, particularly in educational leadership, 
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remains minimal. Another piece of legislation that was established for the benefit of 

equal opportunities for women and minorities was the Civil Rights Act of 1991 (U.S. 

Equal Employment Opportunity Commission, 2011). This act enabled the Federal Glass 

Ceiling Commission of 1991 to be formed for the purposes of conducting a study to 

prepare recommendations concerned with (1) identifying artificial barriers blocking the 

advancement of women and minorities and (2) increasing the opportunities that foster the 

advancement of women and minorities in management and decision-making positions in 

business (Federal Glass Ceiling Commission, 1995). As a result of this study, the Federal 

Glass Ceiling Commission found that prejudice did lie in the executive ranks among 

minorities and white women in the form of formalized barriers that exclude qualified 

people of diverse backgrounds. Furthermore, the study also found that three levels of 

barriers that existed for minorities and white women: societal, internal, and 

governmental. According to the Federal Glass Ceiling Commission (1995), societal 

barriers are those barriers that are outside the control of the place of employment. Internal 

barriers are those barriers where control is within the place of employment and 

governmental barriers include inadequate reporting or support associated with glass 

ceiling issues. From the perspective of a minority woman in educational leadership, 

societal barriers may include stereotypes of ethnic background, community pressures, 

gender, and commitment to traditional ethnic values. Internally, minority women may 

encounter challenges associated with the limited opportunities to network with other 

minority women because of the minimal number of minority women in educational 

leadership positions, mentors of the Hispanic descent, and deconstructing white male 

embedded norms. Finally, inadequate reporting and monitoring of data on the part of 
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government agencies that do not provide the information needed to accurately report the 

progress of minorities and women further reinforces glass-ceiling issues that may hinder 

increasing the number of Hispanic women in educational leadership. 

 Few scholars have examined Hispanic women leaders’ experiences specific to barriers, 

support systems, and aspirations on their journey to educational leadership. Therefore, 

further research on understanding the overarching issues and barriers in the form of 

societal, internal, and governmental factors may lessen the challenges aspiring women 

encounter on their journey to a leadership position. For example, narratives about 

Hispanic women leaders experiences in regard to gender bias, access to social networks, 

support systems/mentoring, motivations, preparation, and best practices may provide 

school districts, local and state agencies, and universities the information necessary to 

assist aspiring Hispanic women leaders in education. Furthermore, understanding the 

experiences Hispanic women leaders encountered in regards to barriers, support systems, 

and aspirations and how they incorporated those experiences in their role of principal or 

superintendent influences further deconstruction of stereotypes. 

As opposed to male-embedded norms of the past, women leaders in general offer diverse 

perspectives on leadership styles conducive to student learning, collaboration of staff, and 

ways to advance practices in education for students of all ethnic backgrounds. Grogan 

and Shakeshaft (2011) emphasize the urgency on diverse perspectives in leadership in 

order to craft new solutions to problems. In other words, educational leaders of today 

must have a vast knowledge of the many components of the position itself: knowledge of 

instruction and curriculum, state and federal reforms, finances, and relationship building; 

knowledge of how to exercise power and be empathetic; knowledge of strategies that lead 
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to an efficient and successful organization. In addition, Yosso (2005) offers insight on six 

forms of cultural capital from a critical race theory lens that highlights processes that 

communities of color utilize to navigate through happenings of everyday life: (1) 

Aspirational capital refers to “the ability to hold onto hope in the face of structured 

inequality and often without the objective means to make such dreams a reality” (p.77). 

(2) Linguistic capital encompasses the “intellectual and social skills attained through 

communication experiences on more than one language” (p.78). (3) Familial capital 

includes “cultural knowledge nurtured among familia that carry a sense of community, 

history memory, and cultural intuition” (Delgado-Bernal, 1998, 2002). (4) Social capital 

comprises networks of people and community resources. (5) Navigational capital refers 

to skills of maneuvering through social institutions where forms of inequalities may be 

present. (6) Resistant capital refers to “knowledges and skills fostered through 

oppositional behavior that challenges inequality” (Freire, 1970, 1973; Giroux, 1983; 

McLaren, 1994; Delgado-Bernal, 1997; Solorzano & Delgado-Bernal, 2001; Yosso, 

2005). Latina leader participants in my study expressed with confidence their cultural 

wealth of knowledge in many of these components, as well as strategies they utilized in 

their educational and developmental practices to overcome tensions, disagreements, and 

inequalities they experienced. 

Women Educational Leaders 

Women across the United States are attaining the necessary qualifications to serve in 

educational administration positions such as principal or superintendent; however, the 

number of women in these positions continues to be minimal. Understanding narratives 
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from women and more specifically minority women in the realms of educational 

leadership positions allows for new ideas and knowledge on practices that could aide in 

the recruitment and retention of women leaders. From a national perspective, Grogan and 

Shakeshaft’s (2011) book Women and Educational Leadership offers ideas from women 

leaders on different types of leadership styles conducive to reaching common goals for 

the overall benefit of schools and districts. Grogan and Shakeshaft offer insight on five 

ways of leadership that relies on diverse perspectives to craft new solutions to problems. 

“The more diverse the ideas,” they write, “the more likely innovative approaches will 

result-and usually from cognitive shifts” (p. 3). Women hold comprehensive roles that are 

critical in effective organizations: (1) relational leadership, (2) leadership for social 

justice, (3) spiritual leadership, (4) leadership for learning, and (5) balanced leadership. 

These five ways of leadership particularly resonated with my study. I sought to identify 

aspirations, support systems, and barriers participants encountered in their roles to 

principal or superintendent in education in order to find ways to increase the number of 

Latina principals and superintendents. Participants of my study offered diverse 

perspectives on how they exercised practices similar to the five ways women lead as 

stated by Grogan and Shakeshaft. For example, three of my four participants shared how 

they were able to better balance their role as a principal or superintendent with the help of 

their significant other or spouse. Balanced leadership in Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) 

was defined as essentially living two lives, managing a household and managing a school 

or district. The notion of Grogan and Shakeshaft’s balanced leadership resonates with 

Anzaldúa’s (1987) mestiza consciousness, an individual’s cognizance and willingness to 

break down the subject/object duality that expresses confidence in straddling multiple 
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identities. For example, three of the four participants of my study shared their lived 

experiences on balancing the intersectionality of gender, race, and culture on their 

journey to and practices of educational leadership. Another example lies with relational 

leadership or a more collective type of leading where a hierarchy of positions is less of 

the focus and people are more of significance. A participant (superintendent) of my study 

said, “I feel that my job is to bring people together. We respect, and that has always been 

very, very helpful because I can hug a custodian, I can hug a bus driver, a parent, and I 

have equal respect for all of them. It doesn’t matter what title they have or who they are, 

or if they are a student for that matter.” 

Though Grogan and Shakeshaft (2011) do not focus solely on Latina educational leaders, 

their book offers distinctive ways that women lead moving away from embedded norms 

of leadership practices to more uplifting diverse practices that benefit teachers, staff, and 

the overall academic success of students. In order to increase the number of women and 

more specifically minority women in the ranks of educational leadership positions, 

identifying the barriers puts meaning toward steps that need to be taken in order to 

encourage aspiring leaders to pursue a principal or superintendent position. From a 

worldwide perspective, Reilly and Bauer’s (2015) book Women Leading Education 

Across the Continents allows readers, aspiring leaders, and others in the field of 

education to further understand different strategies women and more specifically minority 

women have utilized navigating through challenges in their educational leadership 

positions. The book offers various perspectives and narratives from women all over the 

world in educational leadership positions on policy, theory, and practices with an analysis 

that acknowledges multiple realities and deflating labels that prevent women from 
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attaining a principal or superintendent position. For example, as cited in Reilly and Bauer 

(2015), Roane and Sherman (2011) “studied African American women under the age of 

35 and found that participants’ responses were contradictive around issues of gender, age, 

and race” (p. 50). Participants maintained that age, ethnicity, and gender were examples 

of discriminatory behaviors that impacted the experiences as principals. Another example 

from Roane and Sherman (2011) describes the influence of gender on career paths and 

career pressures shaping the willingness of women pursing the superintendency. 

Furthermore, the study indicated that women are overwhelmingly present in teaching and 

entry-level positions and continue to be disproportionately absent from the highest ranks. 

Additionally, the study identified barriers that women encountered when seeking the 

superintendency, which included the tensions of balancing family and career, flexibility 

of relocating, and the perception that qualification standards were higher for women than 

men. Most important, Roane and Sherman (2011) offer a variety of strategies to help 

overcome those barriers. 

Similar to the research cited in Reilly and Bauer (2015), participants of my study narrated 

experiences that exhibited confidence as they spoke of their aspirations, support systems, 

and barriers they encountered. Their stories brought to life an inspirational reality of 

courage and passion to the field of education. The presence of women and more 

specifically Hispanic women in educational leadership positions should signal an 

opportunity to explore the larger phenomenon of the projected shift of the increase of 

minority populations across the United States. 

Research on aspirations offers insight to beliefs and perceptions leaders experienced on 

their desire to pursue a role as an educational leader. The next section focuses on the 
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support systems that further inspired women and more specifically Hispanic women to 

attain their goal of becoming a principal or superintendent. Finally, the section concludes 

with barriers and the debunking of stereotypes that certain barriers exist or prevent 

women from attaining a position in educational leadership. 

Aspirations 

The population of Hispanic women in principal and superintendent positions is limited, 

therefore, research specific to experiences of aspirations from Hispanic women 

educational leaders in limited. In attempts to further understand the aspirations of 

Hispanic women to become principal or superintendent, further research such as my 

study must be conducted to offer authentic experiences on beliefs and perceptions that 

support or impede on Latinas’ aspirations. As the number of Hispanic females earning 

master’s and doctorate degrees in education increases, understanding the lack of 

correspondence associated with the minimal number of Hispanic females in educational 

leadership roles is critical especially when projections of the minority population is likely 

to increase significantly over the next few decades.  

Méndez-Morse (1999) illustrates experiences on aspirations from four Mexican 

American females on their journey to becoming a superintendent. Throughout the study, 

Méndez-Morse’s participants share a process of redefining how they perceive themselves 

as an aspiring leader to one with the necessary skills and knowledge to lead a public 

school system as superintendent. Among the experiences these women shared, three 

phases were apparent in their process of redefinition. First, the Hispanic women shared 

the initiation stage of their journey to a leadership position. In this stage, the women 
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proved to themselves their capacity to accomplish a self-imposed task that demonstrated 

their leadership abilities. For example, one participant explained how she was assigned a 

high school principalship where her main objective was to desegregate and end 

discriminatory practices. She accomplished this task during the two years she served as 

principal. She proudly shared how she ended procedures that discriminated against 

minority students and meeting her self-imposed requirement of changing the school. 

The next phase of Méndez-Morse’s study entailed three processes where transformation 

of self was involved: (1) a conscious and deliberate decision to become a superintendent; 

(2) a public proclamation of competence to be a district leader; (3) a validation resulting 

from being hired as the primary administrator of a public school system. One participant 

shared feelings about a female superintendent who visited her second-grade class, 

causing her to recognize that her teacher, a female, had a boss, the principal, another 

female, and the principal had a boss, the superintendent, a Hispanic female. From a 

young age, she aspired to become superintendent because she was inspired by that 

realization. 

The final phase of Méndez-Morse (1999) was how leaders transformed themselves to 

superintendents, focusing particularly on how they were perceived by others and how the 

women themselves viewed the leadership position. A participant shared her experiences 

from an interview for a position as superintendent, which motivated her to exhibit her 

assertiveness about her skills to be an effective district leader. She related how a board 

member complemented her on how well she expressed her ability to be a superintendent. 

He also commented on how the other board members would respect her abilities and 

skills. 
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Overall, findings from the study show that participants redefined themselves through self-

perceptions of identity and having the skills and willingness to reject, assert, and claim 

who they are as leaders. Participants also acknowledged and publicly proclaimed their 

skills and abilities to lead public school systems resonating with Yosso’s definition of 

aspirational culture. 

Similar to Méndez-Morse (1999), Ortiz (1999) indicates that Hispanic women seek the 

superintendency and seem to position themselves for advancement by having the required 

credentials and experiences to be viable candidates for the position. However, Ortiz 

(1999) focuses more on the utilizing social capital aspects along with participants being 

qualified for the position of superintendent. Ortiz adds, “From the perspective of the 

Hispanic female, the attainment of the superintendency is lodged in a personal need to be 

a superintendent and the willingness to prepare for it” (1999, 94). This study serves as 

another example of the fact that Hispanic women are more than capable of handling the 

technical as well as the political aspects of the job. The women in the study who were 

successful were those who were able to develop personal connections for the benefit of 

the position, who understood the political and professional aspects of the job, and who 

had extensive experience in education in general. 

More recently, Bruner (2008) conducted a study to further understand how aspiring and 

practicing leaders addressed issues of diversity and social justice. The study included 68 

student participants of diverse ethnic backgrounds, 27 of whom held administrative 

positions. The participants wrote “self-reflective essays on issues of diversity and social 

justice using the movie Crash (2004) as a vehicle to explore, examine, and reflect on 

personal experiences and address diversity and social justice issues in school from a 
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leadership perspective” (p. 484). Participants of the study shared the importance of 

leaders creating a nurturing and compassionate environment for students, staff, and 

parents. As stated by Bruner (2008, 486), “When people understand the cause and effect 

of personal beliefs on their behaviors and how it impacts their leadership goals, they are 

better able to empower themselves and others.” 

As educational leaders, our competency levels in a number of areas (instruction, 

curriculum, discipline, policy, student academic success) are necessary for our 

organization to operate efficiently. On top of our organization operating efficiently, 

leaders of today must be willing to further understand how different ways of leading and 

understanding diversity and social justice issues can further enhance the opportunities of 

learning for students, listen to ideas on how to further lead their staff, and continue to 

make advancements as educational leaders. 

A research report by Polka, Litchka, and Davis (2008) suggests strategies for aspiring and 

practicing superintendents to reflect on in order to cope and succeed. Their research 

derives from two studies of more than 500 superintendents in Georgia and New York, 

150 of whom were females. As a result of the study, five Cs for personal coping and 

surviving the professional victim syndrome were identified: (1) challenge, (2) 

commitment, (3) control, (4) creativity, and (5) caring. Individuals must be confident to 

see challenge as a constant change and look at a crisis situation as an opportunity. 

Commitment to family, self, and the profession is vital in coping with the daily routines 

of being superintendents. Next was control, influencing the outcome of an event. 

Creativity was encouraged when confronting barriers to professional advancements. 

Finally, having a caring attitude in the workplace exhibited a nurturing demeanor, 
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especially in the times of tension. Polka, Litchka, and Davis’s report resonates with my 

study, particularly in accepting diverse ways that women lead and confronting and 

adjusting to challenges that come by on their pathway to achieving success. 

Aspiring women leaders may be further inspired to pursue goals of attaining a position in 

educational leadership through such examples. Though the studies shared in this section 

did not indicate experiences specific to a mujerista perspective, participants of my study 

share how their approach to power, knowledge, and relationships was utilized to navigate 

through to their appointment as principal or superintendent. 

With the limited numbers of Hispanic women in educational leadership positions, finding 

a network specific to Hispanic women leaders remains problematic. The following 

section illustrates different types of support Hispanic women leaders received on their 

successful journey to and practices in educational leadership. 

Support Systems 

Various types of support systems have been noted to have significant impact on the 

course of a person’s educational career (Gardiner, Enomoto, & Grogan, 2000; Méndez-

Morse, 2004). Support systems discussed in this study are specific to what Hispanic 

women leaders have described from their lived experiences on their journey to 

educational leadership. Mentoring, for example, has been conceptualized as a key 

component of attaining a goal. For some, mentoring is a professional structured support 

system, and for others mentoring may be offered through an informal mode of support. 

For the purposes of my study, the term “mentoring” is defined in several ways to provide 
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insight specific to experiences Hispanic women in education have encountered with 

mentors as part of their support to success. 

Increasing the number of women, and more specifically Hispanic women, in educational 

leadership positions is a desirable goal not only to meet the projected increased 

population of minorities but also to leverage the diverse ways in which women lead. 

Mentors play a critical role in promoting aspiring leaders into a leadership position; 

however, in the androcentric culture of educational administration, informed by white 

male norms, there is a high likelihood that the protégés of the leadership would also 

mostly be white males (Méndez-Morse, 2004). 

Hispanic women who aspire to become a principal or superintendents are at a 

disadvantage at having access to a Latina mentor in that position simply because 

Hispanic women continued to be underrepresented in educational leadership. However, 

with the absence of a mentor of the same ethnic background, women leaders discuss how 

they found the support they needed on their pathway to success from other sources. 

Méndez-Morse (2004) sought to understand the importance of mentors and role models 

in support of Latina school leaders in West Texas and concluded that participants 

experienced a lack of traditional mentoring. In the study, a “role model” was defined as 

someone whose characteristics or traits another person would want to emulate, and the 

term “mentor” was defined as someone who actively helped, supported, or taught 

someone else how to succeed. Three themes in regard to role models arose as a result of 

the study: distant, familial, and professional. A distant role model was one whom 

participants knew but did not directly work with. Familial role models were identified as 

those whom participants identified as family members, more specifically as their 
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mothers. Finally, professional role models were defined as teachers, principals, and 

others in the educational profession. 

As a result of Méndez-Morse’s study, participants considered informal mentoring or 

modeling from their parents to be of major significance to their success. More 

specifically, findings indicated that participants’ mothers (informal mentors) provided 

active, explicit guidance and support as mentors. Critical to understanding how the 

importance of role models/mentors, according to the participants of this study, none of 

their mothers graduated from high school, yet the support and inspiration given was a 

vital piece of support to the success Latina leaders encountered on their journey to 

educational leadership. Though Méndez-Morse’s study indicated that Latina leaders 

categorized their mothers as their primary mentor because of the lessons learned from 

home were applicable to their leadership setting, further research on the implantation of 

those lessons and how leadership skills were strengthened may further encourage aspiring 

leaders to be confident without formal mentors. For the purposes of my study, including 

learning and teaching from home from a mujerista perspective may strengthen autonomy 

as aspiring leaders dare to take risks and explore new possibilities. 

While Méndez-Morse (2004) focused on how Latina leaders found mentors in informal 

ways (e.g., mothers, teachers, etc.), Gardiner, Enomoto, and Grogan characterized more 

formalized mentoring processes. Participants in their study were formally assigned 

mentors. The authors “characterized mentoring as an active, engaged and intentional 

relationship between two individuals (mentor and protégé) based upon mutual 

understanding to serve primarily the professional needs of the protégé” (2000, 52). In 

other words, the active relationship between the mentor and protégé may have 
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encompassed a variety of practical opportunities that allowed the protégé to develop 

autonomy and a deeper sense of self-efficacy for potential success. Gardiner, Enomoto, 

and Grogan (2000) emphasized that mentors of color should be committed to sharing 

cultural understandings of oppression and a willingness to support the protégé through 

challenges of racism and discrimination. By doing so, mentees may feel a sense of well-

being and develop a stronger sense of autonomy that may allow them to cope with issues 

that involved gender and race. One Hispanic participant of their study shared how her 

Hispanic male mentor allowed her to take risks and explore new possibilities and by 

doing so, she gained more respect for her mentor and a better sense of understanding the 

responsibilities principals shoulder. Another participant from the study shared how her 

Hispanic woman mentor (a college professor) inspired her to attain her GED, teaching 

credentials, and eventually her degree in administration. Furthermore, Gardiner, 

Enomoto, and Grogan (2000) emphasized that if “mentoring was to be useful for women 

and minorities who have not been prominent in educational leadership, an examination 

must take place on how mentoring relationships have benefited women of color in 

successfully negotiating their way in the predominantly white male administrations” (p. 

175). Gardiner, Enomoto, and Grogan (2000) gave examples of Hispanics having 

opportunities to formal modes of mentoring, albeit those opportunities are constrained by 

their underrepresentation. Valverde (2014) states that many persons can be mentors (e.g., 

business person, professionals in various fields, and students). The mentor introduces 

students to different experiences, gives explanations, and sketches out lifestyles. 

Valverde (2014) adds, the suggestion of mentoring should force educators to think of 

education as all one system (i.e., prekindergarten though university level) and to 
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communicate and cooperate on multiple elements in education such as curriculum, 

student tracking, academic achievement, and family mobility. 

Aspiring leaders may desire the essential components that warrant success on their 

journey to educational leadership. Whether those components include formal or informal 

types of role models or mentors, research specific to experiences Hispanic women leaders 

encountered on their journey offer perspectives to new approaches that further support 

aspiring leaders. Women who have been successfully mentored into educational 

leadership could then dialogue with aspiring leaders about changing past images of 

educational leadership. Gardiner, Enomoto, and Grogan (2000) suggest the notion of 

coloring outside the lines, an anticipated change in discourse about the image of 

educational administration. Coloring suggests adding more women (white and women of 

color) to the profession. Outside the lines entails discourse on changing the culture of the 

profession from an administration of being informed by male norms to diverse 

perspectives from women and leadership. More important, the notion of coloring outside 

the lines opens up opportunities for women to be in positions to mentor aspiring leaders 

and the ability to then promote more women into leadership positions. 

The next section includes barriers and challenges of stereotypes Hispanic women leaders 

encountered on their journey to becoming a principal or superintendent and in practice in 

their leadership position. 

  



41 

 

Barriers Encountered: Youth to Adulthood 

Further research on the barriers that exist or prevent women from attaining a position in 

educational leadership is critical when trying to increase the number of women, and in 

particular minority women, in principal and superintendent positions. 

Education is the critical component to employment opportunities that are gratifying as 

well as a foundation for economic security. Delgado-Gaitan (1992) stresses the fallacious 

notion that Mexican Americans do not value or support their children pursuing an 

education. In fact, parents of Mexican American children in Delgado-Gaitan’s study 

encouraged the benefits of education to further promote their well-being. Educational 

leaders, teachers, and parents must work in concert to support and encourage all students 

to appreciate the value of attaining their educational goals to be productive citizens in 

society. 

For the purposes of my study, employing a mujerista approach, participants of my study 

shared and validated their diverse knowledge and experiences that included spirit and 

emotions that uncovered their own struggles and efforts to reaching their goals. By using 

a qualitative narrative inquiry approach, participants shared their sensibilities and 

experiences from a mujerista perspective on how culture, race, class, and gender shaped 

the knowledge, power, and relationships in their practices as educational leaders. 

Chicana and Latina Feminist Pedagogies 

Assimilation and identity are just a few of many concerns that Chicana and Latina 

students encounter over the course of their educational careers. Being proud of who they 

are and where they come from can change instantaneously from the day they leave their 
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informal setting of education (home) to a formal setting of education (school) where they 

are introduced to societal norms that may not coincide with their informal education. 

Education may then become confusing and intimidating to students as they strive to 

understand their position in society. Delgado-Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, and Villenas 

(2006) and Cammarota (2008) offer accounts on personal educational experiences that 

Chicanas and or Latinas encounter from youth to adulthood. Chicana and Latina feminist 

pedagogies refer to specific cultural way of organizing teaching and learning from 

informal sites such as home. This type of pedagogy provides readers with knowing and 

extending beyond what is taught in formal schooling and embraces the authenticity of the 

resource. In other words, the Latina becomes the authentic resource as she combines 

learning form the formal setting of school and the informal teaching from home to form a 

unique and specific way of knowing. For example, participants of my study shared how 

they balanced learning from home combined with learning from school and society in 

general to navigate to their position in educational leadership. According to Delgado-

Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, and Villenas (2006), Chicana and Latina feminist pedagogies 

are partially shaped by collective and community memory though such ways as legends, 

corridos1 (narratives), storytelling and behaviors. That is, children listen to stories from 

                                                 

1 The corrido is a narrative song genre, a ballad form that has served as a popular commentary on the events shaping Mexican history 

over the last hundred years (Delgado-Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, & Villenas, 2006, 138). Scholars have tended to view the corrido as a 

kind of oral newspaper, spreading word of catastrophic events in its stanzas about accidents, acts of nature, and violent confrontations. 

One is frequently told to disregard the stories in the newspapers and wait for the true story in the corridos. Expressions such as “dice 

la pura verdad” (it tells the pure truth) and “son veridicos” (they are really true) are used in assessing the truth value of the corrido (p. 

141). 
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elders and family members about culture and traditions and expectations of their physical 

and social behaviors. Knowledge is passed from generation to generation, often by 

mothers and other female family members from the informal setting. Knowledge and 

support from home combined with the formal knowledge from school should signal an 

opportunity for success and not a division of obligation to conform to one or the other. 

Furthermore, children in general are more likely to encounter a smoother transition from 

home to school when given opportunities to be exposed to pedagogies on ways to resist 

domination regarding issues of race, class, gender, and sexual orientation. 

Assimilation 

From a young age, students learn how to conform to the institutional norms and work on 

finding a balance between what is expected in the formal school setting and what is 

expected at home. Assimilation, according to Cammarota (2008), refers to dominant 

norms laid out by society that are expected to achieve academic success or economic 

assets. In other words, individuals are accustomed to what they have learned at home 

from sources of culture, traditions, language, religion, and so on, and then new forms of 

education are exposed and individuals may be expected to conform to what society 

reveals. Furthermore, Cammarota (2008) associates assimilation with “cultural 

organizing,” the process by which “people reflect on their situation and determine the 

most appropriate approach for daily interactions, an approach what will ameliorate the 

conditions of existence and maintain a certain degree of autonomy with identity 

formations” (p. 11). Instead of society placing such an emphasis on what people should 

be and how they should act, we should capitalize on the uniqueness of each individual 

and what each has to offer. The benefits of having more Hispanic women leaders in the 
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field of education may simply offer students and especially students of color a stronger 

sense of gratitude for who they are according to their ethnic background and what they 

aspire to become in society. 

Finding a balance between conformations to societal norms and taking pride in one’s 

ethnic and cultural values may be a tiresome position for young Chicana and Latina 

students as well as adults. Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, and Villenas (2006) offer insight on 

how Chicanas and Latinas are divided by class, culture, and sexual differences and the 

pressures of assimilation when it comes to their educational experiences from youth to 

adulthood. For example, a young Mexican American female student shared her 

experience with the struggles of assimilation while attending a private high school: 

“Within a week from the first day of school, I was no longer Valentina but Valentine” (p. 

21). She expressed how she was viewed as not a Mexican American but rather someone 

of Spanish ancestry who would visit family in Spain every summer, even though the only 

place she traveled was down the street to take care of her younger cousins. In further 

attempts at assimilation, she would save her babysitting money to buy the nicer uniforms 

and shoes to “fit in” with her classmates in mainstream society. 

However, with the Hispanic population on the rise, Chicana and Latina youth are 

becoming more tolerant and less vulnerable when establishing who they are and where 

they come from. Young Chicanas and Latinas face assimilation and self-identity to some 

degree during their educational career. Cammarota (2008) stresses the importance of 

providing Latino youth with opportunities to reflect on their identities and challenge 

injustices that may impede on how they identify themselves. Our lives are shaped by so 

many internal and external influences. Internal influences (cultural values, beliefs and 
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traditions) are what we typically learn from our upbringing from our parents, guardians, 

and other family members. External influences are those we learn from educational 

institutions, the media, and society in general. Cammarota (2008) adds that Latina youth 

engage in cultural organizing, which includes cultural resources from both dominant and 

subordinate groups to further organize experiences of life and the drive for creativity and 

self-determination. For example, a participant from Cammarota’s study shared how 

teachers in school did not care if students graduated or not and commented on how 

Mexicans were placed in the lower classes simply because they were Mexican. This 

participant took what he knew from home about the importance of education and what 

mainstream society depicts about education and organized his experience in a way that he 

knew he had no choice but to be successful. This positive approach on resisting 

assimilating pressures may be missing in research and could further educate other 

Hispanic youth on overcoming such barriers. 

Delgado-Gaitan (1992) resonates with this example. The study investigated how 

Mexican-American families participated in the mainstream educational system and the 

influence parents exhibited that helped train their children to adapt to the social order in 

which they identified. The author describes the influence of parents: “In Mexican-

American families, the transmission of educational values is shaped by the family’s low 

socioeconomic condition and the parents’ low levels of formal education in the U.S. 

Mexican-American parents have viewed the educational system as a means of economic 

mobility for their children” (p. 498). In essence, the findings on parental views of 

education as a means for economic mobility suggest that Mexican American families 

indeed value education. Mexican American parents view an education as an opportunity 
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for their children to accomplish their aspirations in attaining professional employment 

opportunities. As a result of the study, parents provided children with the appropriate 

emotional support and placed a high cultural value on education through personal 

experiences that limited their own educational opportunities, which in turn motivated 

students with the drive to accomplish their educational goals. 

With the limited number of Hispanic women in educational leadership positions, 

understanding their experiences on working through the pressures of assimilation may 

lead to different methods on how educational embedded norms can be transformed to 

allow all students a more comfortable and accepting education. By increasing the number 

of Hispanic women leaders in public education, students may be exposed to leaders who 

have a deeper understanding on how to help students be more successful by braiding their 

own cultural mores, socioeconomic status, traditions, and values with the formal ways of 

learning when navigating through their educational endeavors. 

More specifically, an approach that focuses on the shift of optimistic direction is offered 

by Delgado-Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, and Villenas (2006) that aids in overcoming 

assimilating pressures. For example, educational policies and practices may create 

challenges for Hispanics that force conformity to dominant expectations in ways that are 

demeaning to their personal identity. Positive and meaningful relationships in education 

help instill confidence, which further facilitates the notion of braiding formal knowledge 

and cultural knowledge in an effort to navigate and cope with the daily expectations. This 

approach offers a standpoint on how young Chicana and Latinas attending high school 

defined their identities, worldviews, and ways of learning from their home space. 
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Drawing in part on Gonzalez’s (1998a, 1998b) concept of trenzas y mestizaje (braiding), 

I developed a qualitative methodology that helped put meaning to ways participants 

interwove teaching and learning from home to navigate through situations that posed a 

challenge. Trenzas is an analytic frame of intersectionality, an approach of pláticas 

(popular conversations) and active engagement that include voices from the researcher as 

well as the participants of the study. “Trenzas was then connected with mestizaje, a form 

of U.S. third-world feminism understood as a worldview and practice bringing together 

women of color differential realities and experiences to reveal similarities in another 

way” (Godinez, 2006, 28). The author suggests there are multiple perspectives on 

braiding that women share to overcome challenges. Furthermore, the importance of the 

braided learning from their mothers’ and elders’ cultural knowledge, and having faith in 

their own creations of images, rituals, and beliefs helps negotiate who they are as a 

person. Trenzas y mestizaje can be used as a tool for those with multiple ethnic 

backgrounds to navigate through embedded societal challenges they may face on a 

regular basis. For example, one participant stated, “Success is to have ambition and not 

let anybody tell you you cannot do something. When you do this you have a sense of 

accomplishment and you inspire other Mexicanos to get ahead. As Mexicans, we are an 

example to the American society that everyone can be successful” (Godinez, 2006, 32). 

Once Latino/a children learn how to be comfortable with who they are and where they 

come from, the less pressure they may encounter in their educational careers to “fit in.” 

As stated by Godinez (2006), trenzas y mestizaje offers a thread of spirituality specific to 

Latinas that weaves together their innermost personal thoughts, rituals, and beliefs with 

their own identity and self-image. Participants from my study shared their learning 
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experiences from home (images, rituals, beliefs, and spirituality) with formal ways of 

learning (education from school) and how they have applied braided learning into 

practices and navigating through their daily lives. 

Further research on lived experiences Chicanas and Latinas faced on their journey to 

educational leadership from youth to adulthood may offer insight on how leaders may be 

change agents by providing approaches on overcoming barriers and pressures of 

becoming fully assimilated into mainstream America. In preparing for the increase shift 

in demographic diversity, principals and superintendents need to understand themselves 

and others in the contexts of family, community, country, and world without the 

pressures of assimilating to what society in the past declared as “normal.” School leaders 

of today must embrace people’s diverse cultural experiences in order to identify with 

staff, students, and communities and support functions in a pluralistic environment. With 

changing demographics and the added pressures in education accountability from the 

state and federal governments, leaders must be equipped to fully serve schools that 

promote equity and equality of learning opportunities for all students. 

Identity 

Historically, Chicana and Latina women have been stereotyped as subservient to their 

male counterparts and viewed as the homemakers and caregivers to the family. 

According to Gloria Anzaldúa (1999), in the past, a Latina had three places she could 

venture out to: the church as a nun, the streets as a prostitute, or the home as a mother. 

Anzaldúa adds, “today some of us have a fourth choice: entering the world by way of 

education and career and becoming self-autonomous persons” (1939, 39). She argues that 
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in today’s society, more Chicanas and Latinas are proudly identifying themselves in 

connection to what they have learned at home (e.g., culture, religion, sexuality) along 

with how they connect to the greater society. Dolores Delgado-Bernal (2006) draws upon 

Anzaldúa’s concept of “mestiza consciousness” to further explain the confidence building 

experienced by Latinas as they transition to higher education. Mestiza implies being torn 

between ways and consciousness as an awareness of dual or multiple personalities. 

Anzaldúa interviewed participants to better understand their lives and how they identified 

themselves on their educational journey from early elementary school to college. She 

writes, “La mestiza constantly has to shift out of habitual formations; from convergent 

thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use rationality to move toward a single goal (a 

Western mode), to divergent thinking, characterized by movement away from set patterns 

and goals toward a more whole perspective, one that includes rather than excludes” 

(Anzaldúa, 1999, p. 101). 

In other words, Chicanas and Latinas cope with dualisms by developing a tolerance for 

contradictions and a tolerance for ambiguity. For example, she learns to be an Indian in 

the Mexican culture and Chicana/Latina in the Anglo culture, her identity operates in a 

pluralistic mode. She learns how to manipulate her ways between both or multiple 

cultures. Delgaldo-Bernal’s study allows us to better understand how participants 

balance, negotiate, and draw from bilingualism, biculturalism, commitment to 

communities, and spiritualties on their educational journeys. Instead of seeing these items 

as deficits for these participants, they were utilized as cultural assets and resources that 

Chicanas brought to higher education. For example, one participant explained how being 

bilingual would open more doors to professional opportunities and in terms of identity, 
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the importance of maintaining her native language. Other participants in Delgaldo-

Bernal’s (1999) study shared how their “family preserves a really strong Mexican 

culture” and how this was part of their identity and were able to consciously reject 

assimilation while learning and respecting other cultures. Another critical aspect of 

mestiza consciousness is being able to balance between and within the different 

communities to which a person belongs (Delgado-Bernal, 1999). 

Anzaldúa’s idea of mestiza consciousness stresses the importance of identifying with 

multiple cultural and traditional beliefs in conjunction with formal educational 

experiences to accomplish goals and aspirations. Similarly, Holling (2000) defines 

identity as “an individual’s conception of herself which is communicated through the 

names or labels she attributes to herself, the stories she tells and the experiences she 

conveys, and involves a process of becoming” (p. 154). Holling (2000) offers insight to 

lived experiences of eight undergraduate Chicana and Latina students on how they 

identified and analyzed their personal experiences and ideologies that shaped their sense 

of identity within their social and cultural context. The study offers insight on how 

Chicana and Latina college students overcame challenges they encountered on their 

educational journey by negotiating their own resistance, identities, and culture. Moreover, 

students were able to develop and articulate ways of negotiating their identities based on 

their experiences. For example, one participant shared how she embraced the fact that she 

was biracial, instead of dwelling on the negative aspects she saw it as a blessing and an 

opportunity to learn about her two different backgrounds. Furthermore, it gave her an 

opportunity to claim all aspects of her identity from both worlds. 
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Traditionally, an expectation of Chicana and Latinas is to marry in a white gown, have a 

family, and be subservient to familial traditions. However, such traditions are 

disappearing. In the case of two of Holling’s (2000) participants, “domestic labor is 

divided and shared, both husband and wife are co-providers and gender equity teachings 

to children take place.” The concept of “la familia” was and continues to be deeply 

rooted in the lives of Chicanas and Latinas however, contrary to beliefs of the past, 

Chicana and Latina women are becoming more comfortable with their own identity and 

have emerged into occupations outside the home and continue to place an emphasis on 

the importance of their role in la familia. Identifying oneself allows meaning and 

provides insight to how one is connected to the greater society. 

Participants of my study, shared experiences on ways they balanced their identities in 

ways they considered positive mechanisms for change—a change where Hispanic women 

educational leaders were able to contribute personal narratives on ways of knowing and 

learning as well as straddling multiple identities and offering coping mechanisms for 

those who struggle with dualisms in the K-12 sector. The following section shares 

experiences from Chicana and Latina leaders on aspirations, support systems, and 

barriers encountered on their journey to educational leadership. 

Méndez-Morse (2000) provides examples and research findings contrary to stereotypical 

barrier beliefs that Latina leaders have experienced in educational leadership positions. 

The study explained how women in educational leadership positions were not consistent 

with the subservient stereotypes about Latinas domestic roles and responsibilities that 

limit of work outside the home and education. Relations with men were depicted as 

women conforming to the domination of men, whether husband, father, or male sibling. 
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Intertwined with stereotypes about the roles of mother and homemaker is the notion of 

discouragement and lack of support for what a Latina should be. In fact, participants 

reported that such role conflicts were minimal (Méndez-Morse, 2000). Instead, 

participants shared how support from their husbands and family members attributed to 

their success rather than impeding on their aspirations. Results of my study also indicated 

the support from their partner, husband, or other family members to be of significance in 

the attainment of their role of becoming and serving as an educational leader. 

Despite the limited research on identity to reinforce the knowledge of the true 

experiences Latina leaders encountered, more understanding of the positive stories of 

success such as the ones in my study are critical for aspiring leaders to be inspired to 

overcome prescribed barriers. Though Méndez-Morse (2000) stressed the stereotypes in 

her study to be false and barriers to educational leadership for Latinas to be minimal, 

absent from the study are why Latinas continue to be underrepresented in educational 

leadership positions. 

More recent work from Murakami, Hernandez, Méndez-Morse, and Bryne-Jimenez 

(2015) sought to understand how Latina/o principals identify their leadership styles and 

how they advocate for the improvement of student academic achievement. 1000 Latina/o 

principals and assistant principals from public schools across the country participated in 

the study. Findings of the study indicated that participants connected their experiences 

with those of their students and these experiences shaped their identity, leadership, and 

how they advocate toward their students. My study resonates with Murakami, Hernandez, 

Méndez-Morse, and Bryne-Jimenez’s because it allows readers to understand the 

relationship between their identity formation, identity and leadership, and leadership and 
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advocacy especially with the projected increase in the minority population. In order to 

effectively serve our students and more specifically our minority students, deep 

understanding of identity formations is critical. 

With limited numbers of minority women in educational leadership positions, the 

likelihood of an aspiring minority woman leader to have a traditional mentor of the same 

ethnic background is minimal. Many may believe that the absence of Hispanic women 

leaders in educational leadership may be a barrier and may be connected to why aspiring 

Hispanic women leaders are hesitant to pursuing a leadership position. On the contrary, 

Ortiz’s (2001) study further debunks myths about these stereotypes by offering awareness 

on how social capital was utilized by three Latina superintendents while in their 

leadership role and how those experiences attributed to their success in the 

superintendency. In the study, social capital referred to construction of social relations 

Latinas assumed in their role as superintendent. Furthermore, the participants of the study 

share how their unique abilities allowed them to obtain and sustain their position in the 

superintendency. For example, participants discuss the moral and emotional effects 

placed upon them when working with school board members and the community when 

building and sustaining meaningful relationships that would aide them in retaining their 

position as superintendent. One participant shared how she survived through the hiring of 

two new board members by being specific about the institutional needs of the district. 

Where the discrepancy lies may simply be in the lack of research specific to Latina 

leaders experiences exercising social relations and how social capital practices may 

impede on their aspirations to becoming an educational leader. 
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In another study by Ortiz (1999), she sought to understand how twelve Hispanic female 

superintendents were chosen for the school districts in which they served. The 

significance of this study alludes to the fact that Latina leaders are slowly moving into 

educational leadership positions despite the stereotypic myths about barriers impeding on 

their journey to reaching their goal of becoming a leader in education. Some participants 

of the study were vested community members and others were selected through a 

superintendent search. Data from the report indicated that Hispanic females are more 

likely to be sought when school districts are in trouble. According to two participants in 

the study, they felt they were in the position of superintendent because nobody else 

would have been likely to commit to it. Participants also stated that because they had 

been part of their communities for so long that it was “natural” for them to be in that 

position. 

The remaining ten superintendents were appointed because the schools were undergoing 

drastic changes. The younger superintendents were viewed as more vulnerable and did 

not have the experience to overcome such adversities. The superintendents with more 

experience were able to handle the technical and political aspects of the job because they 

were more experienced in building and sustaining meaningful relationships. One 

participant shared how while working as acting superintendent she was ordered not to 

apply for the superintendent position that was open in her district. The participant had 

taken part in the search for a new superintendent and after reading the applications, she 

felt she was qualified to perform the job so, she decided to apply in another school 

district where she attained a superintendent position. Direction not to apply may have 

been considered an internal barrier because of the fact that the leader who ordered her not 
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to apply may have not supported her for selfish reasons. Aspiring leaders may have more 

confidence in who they are and what they have to offer despite the myths that Latinas 

cannot overcome barriers in order to reach their goals. 

 Including Latina mujerista perspectives as a conceptual framework for my study was 

critical in understanding authentic inquiries that provided insight on how to increase the 

number of Hispanic women in educational leadership positions to complement the 

increase in the predicted minority population across the United States over the next 

couple of decades. My research indicates how Latina leaders use spiritual and emotional 

powers to navigate through barriers successfully and create opportunities for professional 

growth.  

Postmodern Feminist Perspectives and Mujerista Perspectives 

The history of educational administration has been associated with hegemony, hierarchy, 

and bureaucracy with limited modifications and somewhat continues to be associated 

with those dynamics in today’s modern society. According to Brunner (1999), 

educational leadership positions continue to be predominately occupied by males who 

remain comfortable with the institutional and societal norms of power established by their 

predecessors. Women and especially women of color are slowly emerging into positions 

of principal and superintendent despite issues of gender and ethnic background. Women 

leaders are taking the initiative to exercise power and implement their ways of knowing, 

learning, and teaching for the benefit of the school systems they serve. The following 

section offers insight to different approaches from postmodern feminist and mujerista 

perspectives. 
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Postmodernism and Power 

In this ever-changing society, knowledge is power and power is knowledge. From a 

postmodernist perspective, “knowledge cannot be merely objective because the universe 

is no mechanistic and dualistic but rather historical, relational, and personal” (Grenz, 

1996, 224). In other words, our universe is constructed by historical events, relational 

constructs to those events, and the personal (subjective) experiences of the event that is 

documented. Our world does not offer merely one truth to power or knowledge, rather a 

pluralistic view for given situations. In other words, people live in different worlds and 

experience life in different ways and postmodernists accept knowledge from multiple 

realities. 

My study concerns how power is exercised based on Latina leaders’ experiences in 

regard to race, color, language, upbringing, and ability. Specific to Hispanic women 

leaders, understanding how power is exercised and what strategies have been used in 

their role may provide different perspectives from the traditional ways power is exerted. 

Brunner and Schumaker (1998) offer understanding to differences in human orientations 

toward ways power is excised with the notions of “power over” and “power to” in terms 

of accomplishing goals. “Power over” is a property of individuals or groups and such 

people have power if they have a position of hierarchically structured communities and 

organizations and they achieve control over their resources at their disposal, issue 

unilateral commands, and often employ coercion to attain obedience from subordinates” 

(Brunner and Schumaker, 1998, 32). In other words, individuals or groups of people 

control “others” to get what they want commanding and enticing “others” to want what 

people with power have instilling false hopes to their actual needs. Those in positions 
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exercising the notion of “power over” tend to be individuals or smaller groups of people 

with control central to patriarchy with domination and competiveness. On the other hand, 

“power to” is a property of the social unit as a whole. “The community has power when it 

produces some social product, such as solving a common problem or attaining a public 

good” (Brunner and Schumaker, 1998, 32). With the notion of “power to,” individuals 

and groups work together toward a common goal with mutual empowerment and support 

for the benefit of the organization as a whole. For example, Latina participants in my 

study shared their leadership perspectives on how they exercise power from the notion of 

“power to” in order to run effective educational organizations. With the increased diverse 

population across the nation, a more diverse range of leaders such as Hispanic women 

principals and superintendents may be central to ensuring the success of all students 

regardless of race. 

Educational leaders of today no longer can sit behind the desk to maintain control and 

dominance but instead empower multiple stakeholders to meet academic needs. 

According to Brunner (1999.) women and women of color who are in educational 

administration may experience feelings of apprehension to exercise power merely 

because the position of superintendent is associated with domination. Hispanic women 

leaders may share their personal and intellectual experiences on how they have overcome 

barriers such as being gazed upon and treated differently simply because of their gender 

and race. Furthermore, understanding how Hispanic women leaders reconceptualize 

power through more collaborative and inclusive mechanisms that counter old paradigms 

may encourage aspiring leaders who have completed their credentials but are reluctant to 

take on the challenge of an educational leadership position. This information may provide 
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a deeper understanding that power may be exercised in a variety of ways and not just as a 

form of domination. Brunner (1999) concludes with the notion that perhaps women 

superintendents will open doors to different uses of power that are valued in new ways. 

While Brunner focuses how women leaders exercise power in the superintendency, 

Fennell (2001) examines this phenomenon of power among women principals. Fennell 

studied six principals who shared their experiences with power relations in schools during 

the times of decentralization and accountability. Participants Fennell (2001) shared the 

importance of channeling a positive energy for change and growth rather than exercising 

power through a “top-down” leadership style. Different types of power were discussed as 

a result of the study that included: legitimate power (raising awareness of consequences 

rather than punishment), power of trust (reciprocal relationships), and knowledge as 

power (empowering others to exert knowledge). Participants shared how they as women 

in educational leadership positions exercised legitimate power, power of trust, and 

knowledge as power (Fennell, 2001). For example, legitimate power was used only when 

necessary; otherwise, it was used for win/win situations (i.e., what the end goal was, learn 

how to compromise, empowering others to establish trust. Knowledge power was 

exercised when principals offered their knowledge from different experiences other than 

being an administrator. Power of trust was used to empower other people to take on a 

task, this expressed that the principal trusted the person to accomplish the task. Fennell’s 

(2001) study offers insight on how power is exercised by principals; however, the 

principals of the study did not include Hispanic women participants. Therefore, further 

research on how Hispanic women in educational leadership exercise their power, share 

their talents and skills, and provide different leadership perspectives aside from the 
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traditional political establishments offers opportunities for discourse on how Hispanic 

women lead differently. Through discourse with Hispanic women leaders, understanding 

postmodern feminist perspectives help compliment notions that power can be associated 

with a diverse range of abilities aiding in eliminating bureaucratic structures in education 

and offering nuances on how Hispanic women lead. 

Women, and especially women of color, in leadership positions may bring new 

approaches (e.g. self-identity, development, cultural understandings, and awareness of 

racial/cultural barriers) to better serve students and to further promote equity and 

diversity in the current learning conditions within the public school system. According to 

Grogan, “Postmodernism provides us with concepts that enable us to understand the 

superintendency in terms different from those that have been used in the past (2000, 12). 

Such concepts include, discourse, subjectivity, power and knowledge, and resistance.” In 

the discourse of educational leadership, postmodern feminist perspectives allow us to 

understand the roles of principals and superintendents directly from the voices of woman 

whom have experienced issues such as subjectivity, power and knowledge, and different 

forms of resistance. Subjectivity refers to the conscious and unconscious thoughts and 

emotions of the individual, and her ways of understanding her relation to the world. 

Knowledge and power in the postmodern world embrace adaptability, change, and 

divergent thinking with the ability to generate new ideas and a tolerance for conflict. 

Grogan (2000) emphasizes that a postmodern perspective implies a sense of resistance if 

knowledge is expanded to include others’ perspectives. New knowledge will include 

some form of resistance to the formerly accepted knowledge claims therefore leading to 

doubt that knowledge is permanent and independent. Postmodernism may provide us 



60 

 

with concepts of the superintendency that enable us to understand in terms different from 

those in the past. Specific to my study, Hispanic women principals and superintendents 

offered a wealth of knowledge on their experiences on their journey and practices in 

educational leadership by sharing Latina-oriented womanist’s lived sensibilities and 

experiences from a mujerista perspective on how culture, race, class, and gender shaped 

the knowledge, power, and relationships in their practices as educational leaders. In the 

following section, societal perspectives such as power and knowledge from feminist 

theorist of different ethnic backgrounds are shared to offer a deeper understanding of the 

acceptance of intersectionality. 

Feminist Perspectives  

An acceptance and appreciation for the intersectionality of feminism and other societal 

perspectives such as African American studies, Latino studies, and Native American 

studies allows insight to distinct concepts and mindsets. Specific research on how 

Hispanic women in educational leadership exercise their power, share their talents and 

skills, and provide different leadership perspectives aside from the traditional political 

establishments, help solidify the notion that power is associated with a diverse range of 

abilities eliminating embedded structures in education. For instance, embedded structures 

in educational leadership tend to originate from research on male experiences that are not 

necessarily right or wrong. Exploring females’ and more specifically Hispanic women’s 

experiences will provide further ideas on exercising knowledge and power. According to 

Hartsock, “Power refers to something possessed by individuals (a commodity) and means 

domination over others can be found in philosophical writings of the seventeenth century 
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where it served as a justification for the ways society was managed and controlled by the 

marketplace” (1998, 17). From a feminist perspective, when a female educational leader 

exercises a mutual form of dominance that works in ways to empower others rather than 

an authoritarian type of domination, the notion of hierarchal/top down leadership tends to 

be lessened. Male leaders are typically associated with a style of leadership that consists 

of control, which is not necessarily wrong if exercised in the given situation that requires 

control such as serious safety issues. Ability to empower others in particular situations 

will further increase the organization to feel a sense of collectiveness. Hartsock (1983) 

stresses the importance of recognizing and confronting power as domination when trying 

to make changes in an organization. She emphasizes that political change requires “that 

we set up organizations based on power defined as energy and strength, groups that are 

structured and whose structures do not permit the use of power to dominate others in the 

group” (p. 63). For example, empowering Hispanic women leaders by allowing them to 

share their talents, skills, and mental and manual work for the benefit of the organization 

as a whole may minimize isolation and competiveness in the workplace. 

According to hooks (1984), feminist activists must highlight different forms of power 

women exercise and how women use those forms of power for their benefit. Success is 

not enough to eliminate the social status of women and does not lessen the sexist 

oppression or eliminate male dominance. Instead individual achievement advances the 

feminist movement when it serves the interest of a collective feminist struggle. hooks 

(1984) adds, “The forms of power that these women should exercise are those that will 

enable them to resist exploitation and oppression and free them to work at transforming 

society so that political and economic structures will exist to benefit men and women 



62 

 

equally” (p. 94). In other words, when women exercise power, the mindset should not be 

to outshine men or as a way to prove power over, instead, should simply offer insight to 

how women lead differently. 

Black feminist experiences shared by ordinary black women in their role as mothers, 

teachers, musicians, and preachers have been documented directly from individuals as a 

significant source of personal and cultural knowledge. Collins (1986) shares the 

significance of black feminist thought on how Afro-American women position 

themselves including their lived experiences on self, family, and society. Collins (1986) 

associates three themes that encompass her notion of “outsider within” that include self-

definition and self-valuation, interlocking nature of oppression, and the importance of 

Afro-American women’s culture. The notion of “outside within” is described as the given 

situation that a black women is positioned to use her unique social abilities to analyze 

race, class, and gender in various settings: having the knowledge of what is expected 

from the outside, yet applying distinct abilities and experiences within to endure the 

obstacle placed upon her as a black woman. All three themes allow black females to 

express identification of one-self and share their social experiences and how they cope 

with oppression. Self-definition was described as challenging political knowledge and the 

validation process that has resulted in the stereotypic images of Afro-American 

womanhood. Whereas self-valuation, was defined as replacing externally derived images 

with authentic black female images (Collins, 1986). 

In my study, Latina leaders relate how they applied their authentic knowledge to given 

situations that involved race, class, and gender. Participants also provide insight on how 

to cope from the “outside within” as a source of self-validation and replace externally 
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derived images of the typical male leader with that of a Hispanic woman leader. The 

concept of the interlocking nature of oppression allows a black feminist to develop new 

theoretical interpretations of oneself in conjunction with gender, race, and class 

experiences toward a paradigm shift. For example, the focus is to develop new theories 

based on the interpretations of the oppressive interactions that take place. The third theme 

Collins (1986) describes is the importance of Afro-American women’s culture in black 

feminist thought that involves efforts to explain the importance of black women’s culture. 

For instance, black women produce a vision of the authentic experiences on oppression, 

consciousness, and activism, and these personal biographies are then used to create 

sources and theories on the importance of the Afro-American women’s culture. 

From the feminist perspective of Native American AhNee-Benham (2003), the “walk in 

many worlds” of Native women resonates with Anzaldúa’s (1987) mestiza 

consciousness. Both stress the significance of straddling between two or more cultures 

and embracing multiple identities. Native/indigenous women must position themselves to 

be able to express their ways of knowing and have the courage to share how they 

navigate through complex situations in order to provide understanding and meaning to 

the presented topic. According to AhNee-Benham (2003), “Traditional ways of knowing 

incorporate a balance of the social/cultural, physical/health and well-being, 

psychological/cultural integrity, and spiritual being of an individual, all within the 

complexities of a social system of roles and responsibilities” (p. 226). Native/indigenous 

women must learn to maintain their heritage through language and cultural practices 

while balancing traditions with conflicting contemporary matters. 
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Like native/indigenous women, Chicanas may experience ongoing feelings of conflict 

concerning associations of one or more cultural attributes. The notion of mestiza 

consciousness involves an individual’s cognizance and willingness to break down the 

subject-object duality that keeps her prisoner. Otherwise stated, she learns to operate in a 

pluralistic mode where she is confident with her multiple cultures and is not willing to 

abandon any of her cultural or spiritual beliefs because of contradictions. As Anzaldúa 

(1987) observes, the new mestiza copes by developing a tolerance for contradictions and 

ambiguity. Chicanas are not powerless victims; instead, Chicanas have learned different 

methods to survive the challenges of oppressive structures: 

The struggle is inner: Chicano, Indio, American Indian, mojado, 

mexicano, immigrant latino, anglo in power, working class anglo, Black, 

Asian—our psyches resemble the border towns and are populated by the 

same people. Awareness of our situation must come before our inner 

changes, which in turn comes before changes in society. Nothing happens 

in the “real” world unless it first happens in the images in our heads. 

(Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 109) 

Mestiza consciousness is about resilience and having the inner strength to balance 

opposing influences. For example, one of the participants of my study shared how she 

balanced the opposing influences on her quest to seeking the superintendency in her 

district. After getting the news that she was not chosen as the superintendent, she has the 

resilience to continue in her role as principal and has the inner strength to smile and lead 

with confidence. By examining Latinas on their journey and in their practice as 

educational leaders, learning how they balanced opposing influences such as gender, 
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race, religion sexuality, and language further informs aspiring and practicing leaders how 

to navigate through potential barriers. 

From a feminist theoretical perspective, Chela Sandoval’s book Methodology of the 

Oppressed (2000) synthesizes how women of color situate themselves in situations of 

oppositional resistance. Oppositional resistance is formulated when an individual has the 

ability to transform from one situation to another with the recognition of oneself in a 

neutral mode of survival. Sandoval pinpoints five key categories around which 

oppositional consciousness is organized, and which are politically effective processes for 

transforming dominant power relations: (1) equal rights and (2) revolutionary, (3) 

supremacist, (4) separatist, and (5) differential forms of oppositional consciousness. For 

the purposes of my study on Hispanic women experiences on their journey to educational 

leadership positions, I gave most attention to the fifth for transforming dominant power 

relations, differential forms of oppositional consciousness. These make “clear the vital 

connections that exist between feminist theories in general and other theoretical and 

practical modes concerned with issues of social hierarchy, marginality, and dissident 

globalization” (Sandoval, 2000, 700). 

Differential forms of oppositional consciousness allow women of color to use different 

tactics that serve specific purposes that deploy different strategies of opposition. This 

depends on the practitioner’s ability to read the current situation of power and self-

consciously choose and adopt the ideological stand best suited to push against its 

configurations, a survival skill well known to oppressed people. For example, when 

Hispanic women leaders are faced with gender discrimination or racism, they must first 

value their cultural beliefs and ways of knowing and then apply strategies of oppositions 
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and navigate to a place where their actions are recognized without resistance. 

Furthermore, these experiences may be used to generate theoretical perspectives on ways 

that Hispanic women leaders can help others make sense of their strengths and talents. 

Research on postmodern perspectives from Hispanic women leaders on ways that power 

is exercised provides alternative ways to lead with an emphasis on collectiveness. These 

postmodern perspectives are the antithesis of research from the past on the typical male 

dominance (power) exercised in the workplace. For example, Lopez-Mulnix, Wolverton, 

and Zaki (2011) offer stories on how eight Latina leaders navigated their way to success 

in business, education, science, and other male-dominated occupations. Even though the 

definition of success varied amongst the eight participants, the experiences shared offered 

an understanding of their approach to power and unique characteristics each participant 

possessed. Similar to my study, all eight participants of Lopez-Mulnix, Wolverton, and 

Zaki’s 2011 study shared how a strong sense of family, influential religious traditions, 

and formidable ties to their cultural heritage were instilled well before they entered their 

positions as leaders. 

Lopez-Mulnix, Wolverton, and Zaki (2011) share postmodern perspectives on power and 

how power is acquired by showing integrity and building trust and working with others to 

share their skills and talents in order for the organization to run more efficiently. For 

example, one participant (Latina superintendent) described how “power” is abused by 

some in the field of education. This postmodern perspective on power resonated with 

Grogan and Shakeshaft’s notion that “power needs to be conceptualized as something 

that is shared with others and that is not power over but, rather power with” (2011, 7). In 
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other words, women leaders work in a collective manner, allowing others to be 

empowered and exercise their power over in necessary situations. 

With predictions of significant growth of the minority population in the United States, 

educational institutions must prepare for the shifts in meeting the social, emotional, and 

academic needs of all students. By further researching the pathways women, and more 

specifically minority leaders, have taken in their educational careers and how they have 

applied their knowledge in this modern world, their personal narratives will serve to 

improve student outcomes in light of the demographic changes. According to Grogan and 

Shakeshaft (2011), the majority of empirical research specific to the underrepresentation 

of women in educational administration is found in dissertation research. For example, a 

dissertation study on “Examining the Career Experiences Among Oregon Female School 

Superintendents” by Heather Cordie (2013) explored experiences on career paths 

different from that of their male counterparts, opportunities of support structures, and the 

description of various roles women served in as they ascended to the superintendency. 

Results of the study indicated that all four participants of the study began their career in 

education as elementary teachers. Cordie’s (2013) participants also shared they had no 

full-time experience in the secondary sector, from elementary teacher participants 

proceeded to elementary principal or district office roles. All participants also had 

district-level experiences before attaining their superintendent position. On their journey 

to the superintendency, some of the participants from Cordie (2013) shared experiences 

about the mentors who were there for support along the way. Though Cordie’s (2013) 

dissertation had a small number of participants, the personal narratives served as 
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meaningful form of research on detailed experiences that encouraged their efforts of 

attaining the superintendency. 

Another dissertation where voices were heard specifically from Latina principals aimed 

to understand the experiences they encountered in attaining their leadership position in 

the United States. Angelica Maria Ramsey (2013) focuses on stories from ten Latina 

secondary principals that included experiences on obstacles they encountered, the impact 

race, ethnicity, and gender had on their professional opportunities, and the qualities and 

characteristics Latina principals believed helped shaped them as effective principals. 

Results of the study indicate that Latina principals shared unique experiences in the areas 

of shared heritage, duality of growing up Latina, informal mentors, and barriers. 

Experiences of racism and discrimination were encountered. Participants in Ramsey’s 

(2013) study shared their beliefs and awareness’s of being the “other.” Seven of the ten 

participants had informal mentors who guided their decision about pursuing and attaining 

the principalship. As for the barriers, participants of Ramsey’s (2013) study indicated 

financial burdens, being ill prepared for college, and juggling professional aspirations and 

familial obligations as central challenges in attaining their position of principal. 

Ramsey’s dissertation is very similar to mine. Both have narratives specifically from 

Latina leaders that provide insight on how Latina leader experiences have shaped them 

into leaders, providing nuances of leadership practices geared to meet the populations 

they serve. Research such as Ramsey’s study and my own is needed to further inspire 

Latina principals to pursue the superintendency. 
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A dissertation on Latina superintendents that certainly resonated with my study was by 

Laura Sanchez-Portillo (2012). It focuses on career paths, influences, and motivations. 

The purpose of Sanchez-Portillo’s (2012) study was to seek answers regarding 

experiences Latina superintendents encountered in regard to career path, barriers, family 

influences, motivations, and aspirations in seeking and obtaining the superintendent 

position. As in my study, a very small sample of Latina superintendents (three) 

participated. Findings indicated that participants had strong family influences and 

support, were considered exceptional teachers, had spouses who believed in them, and 

had mentors or someone who inspired them to seek the superintendency. All participants 

in Sanchez-Portillo’s (2012) study stated that holding a doctorate degree certainly helped 

with the attainment of their current position. Both my study and Sanchez-Portillo’s focus 

on experiences of Latina leaders’ career path, barriers, family influences, and aspirations. 

These personal narratives may promote authentic dialogue between Latina leaders and 

other leaders (school boards, legislators, governor) in what school leaders and 

policymakers might consider as instrumental changes to the theoretical and practical 

underpinnings of the role of administrators to ensure student success. What was different 

in my study was that my participants shared their Latina-oriented womanist’s lived 

sensibilities and experiences from a mujerista perspective on how culture, race, class, and 

gender shaped the knowledge, power, and relationships in their practices as educational 

leaders. 
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Conceptual Framework: Mujerista Perspective 

Over the past several decades, educational leadership has been dominated by a hierarchy 

of male leaders, and much of the research depicts male embedded practices that lead to 

male embedded norms. Intersectionality signals an opportunity to reveal connections 

from women between multiple identities and different perspectives that offer new ideas to 

educational leadership. According to Janis Sanchez-Hucles and Donald Davis, 

intersectionality is the “manner in which multiple aspects of identity may combine in 

different ways to construct social reality” (2010, 176). For the purposes of my study, 

including the multiple feminist perspectives on leadership from women of different 

cultures, theory is not reflected from one autonomous category; instead, the social reality 

from multiple perspectives that examine experiences women encountered on their 

journey and in their practice of educational leadership. Furthermore, these perspectives 

have commonalities on race, gender, and culture in the pursuit of understanding how 

women from different cultures offer different ways of preserving beliefs and survival 

skills to balance complex social situations as educational leaders. 

In constructing my conceptual framework, I draw upon the work of Anzaldúa’s (1987) 

Mestiza Consciousness and Sandoval’s (2000) Differential Form of Oppositional 

Consciousness. Both authors offer insights that complement further understanding on 

why a mujerista perspective was utilized in my study. Anzaldúa’s la mestiza is a “product 

of the transfer of the cultural and spiritual values of one group to another. . . . La mestiza 

constantly has to shift from convergent thinking, analytical reasoning that tends to use 

rationality to move toward a single goal, to divergent thinking, characterized by 

movement away from a set of patterns and goals toward a more whole perspective, one 
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that includes rather than excludes” (1987, 100–101). Mestiza consciousness involves an 

individual’s cognizance and willingness to break down the subject-object duality that 

keeps her prisoner. Otherwise stated, she learns to operate in a pluralistic mode where she 

is confident with her multiple cultures and is not willing to abandon any of her cultural or 

spiritual beliefs because of contradictions. 

Similarly, Sandoval’s (2000) Differential Form of Oppositional Consciousness weaves 

“between and among” oppositional ideologies. The differential form of oppositional 

consciousness allows for a differential and postmodern paradigm that makes “clear the 

vital connections that exist between feminist theories in general and other theoretical and 

practical modes concerned with issues of social hierarchy, marginality, and dissident 

globalization” (Sandoval, 2000, 700). This allows women of color to use different tactics 

that serve specific purposes that deploy different strategies of opposition. The differential 

form of oppositional consciousness requires poise, flexibility, and strength to confidently 

commit to a well-defined structure of identity and having the ability to relieve the ill 

fallacy of marginality. 

The perspective used in my study derives from the mujerista theology of Ada Isasi-Diaz, 

who writes, “The goals of mujerista theology have been: to provide a platform for the 

voices of Latina grassroots women; to develop a theological method that takes seriously 

the religious understandings and practices of Latinas as a source for theology; to 

challenge theological understandings, church teachings, and religious practice that 

oppress Latina women that are not life-giving, and therefore cannot be theologically 

correct” (1996, 73). The mujerista perspective rejects the notion of feminist perspectives 

for the mere fact that a typical feminist perspective takes a stance for women in general. 
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A mujerista perspective, according to Isasi-Diaz, allows Latinas to construct something 

in our own terms not “in the shadow cast by the Anglo” (1996, 92). 

For the purposes of my study, I use a notion of mujerista or Latina womanist vision that 

aims to uncover, share, and validate the diverse knowledge and experiences of Latinas in 

the United States and abroad. My study includes a mujerista perspective to conceptualize 

the experiences Latina leaders have encountered on their educational leadership journey. 

The mujerista perspective emphasizes a holistic approach to self that includes spirit and 

emotions and recognizes our individual/communal struggles. Through a mujerista 

perspective, participants of my study shared their experiences on their journey to 

educational leadership and the efforts they choose for their own destiny. “A mujerista 

vision enlightens our understanding of pedagogies that encompass personal, collective, 

spiritual, and survival undertakings” (Galvan, 2006, 175). By including this framework, 

both personal and social interactions combined with the notion of situation on 

experiences from the past, present, and future may further explain the limited number of 

Hispanic women in educational leadership. Consejos (narratives) from the lives of 

women who have accomplished their journey to educational leadership may provide 

insight on how Hispanic women leaders overcame barriers, embraced their support 

systems, and fulfilled their aspirations leading to new theories and contributions to our 

educational institutions to meet the growing needs of the Hispanic population. 

My study was conducted through a comprehensive framework that allowed a historical 

understanding from an economic and racial foundation including Hispanic women leader 

experiences on issues that include gender, policy, and power on their journey to 

educational leadership. The framework provided mujerista perspectives specific to 
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challenging experiences Latina leaders encountered such as assimilation and identity on 

their journey to and practices of educational leadership. Finally, the mujerista framework 

contributes relevant and trustworthy qualitative information from Hispanic women 

leaders’ experiences of how they navigated through their aspirations, utilized their 

support systems, and how they overcame barriers all on their quest to attaining their goal 

of becoming a leader in education. The Latinas’ sharing of capabilities as school 

administrators discloses and validates diverse knowledge and experiences of Latinas as 

concerned advocates to meet the needs of children, schools, and communities. 
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CHAPTER 3: METHODOLOGY 

By using a qualitative narrative inquiry approach, participants shared their Latina-

oriented womanist’s lived sensibilities and experiences from a mujerista perspective on 

how culture, race, class, and gender shaped the knowledge, power, and relationships in 

their practices as educational leaders. In qualitative research, Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) stress the importance of using narrative inquiry as a significant way of 

representing and understanding of life experiences. My study sought out meaning to the 

underlying issues that impede on Latinas pursuing educational leadership positions. With 

the demographic shifts of the minority population increasing significantly over the next 

couple of decades, understanding the lived experiences of Latina leaders further 

encourages aspiring leaders to pursue a position in educational leadership. 

According to Denzin and Lincoln (2005), qualitative research involves of a set of 

interpretive material practices that make the world visible through a series of 

representations including field notes, interviews, conversations, photographs, recordings, 

and memos to the self. I used field notes, interviews, and audio recordings to collect data 

for my study. My own introspection helped me further understand on how other Latina 

leaders navigated through aspirations, support systems, and barriers on their journey to 

becoming a principal or superintendent in education.  

Focus of the Study 

Inquiry on the narratives of emerging Hispanic women educational leaders was guided by 

one overarching research question and three ancillary questions: How do Hispanic 

women leaders narrate their journey into educational leadership? What experiences 
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strengthened these aspirations? How did they navigate through the barriers? What access 

do Hispanic women leaders have to formal/informal support systems? 

Sampling 

A purposeful sampling strategy was used in the study. Purposeful sampling, according to 

Patton (1990), lies in selecting information-rich cases from which one can learn an 

abundance of information on issues that are central to the purpose of the study. The 

purposeful sample included experiences on aspirations, support systems, and barriers 

Hispanic women leaders encountered on their journey to educational leadership. 

Participants in my study, as previously stated, comprised two principals and two 

superintendents, in both cases one rural and one urban. Criteria for willing participants 

included self-identifying as a Hispanic and having experience as a principal or 

superintendent. 

I contacted four school districts in Southern Arizona to gain permission to conduct the 

study with selected principals/superintendents. Pseudonyms were given for the 

participants in the study.  

Data Sources and Collection 

Potential educational leadership participants were contacted through emails/letters, and/or 

by telephone. Data were collected through a face-to-face semistructured interview and 

also included observations (e.g., leader interactions with staff members, students, parents, 

etc.) from a site visit. This style of interviewing allowed flexibility to probe openly and in 

depth for details and issues pertinent to the questions on the interview protocol. The 

interview protocol was purposely designed to seek information that relates to topics in 
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my literature review. Information extracted from the interview was referenced back to the 

literature review as a basis for validity or may be used as an opportunity for identifying 

new avenues of understanding an existing topic. 

Furthermore, open communication about questions on the interview protocol led to the 

initial stages of trust between the participant and me. For example, my interview protocol 

begins with a general question on participants’ educational background. This initial 

question led me to probe for information from participants’ educational background 

beginning as a student in elementary school giving me an opportunity to understand the 

history of the participants’ educational background. As the researcher, I listened carefully 

to information pertinent to assimilation or identity as it related to research from my 

literature review. I was in a position to transition into the next question about motivating 

factors that inspired participants to become a leader in educational. In doing so, the 

opportunity may be present to seek information about experiences on motivation, support 

systems, and barriers encountered on their journey to educational leadership. Throughout 

this conversation, I probed for experiences on power, gender, and policies that may have 

strengthened or impeded on participants’ journey to educational leadership. Overall, I 

focused on the mujerista perspective, including participants’ approach to power, 

knowledge, and relationships on the journey to educational leadership. 

Appendix A describes the interview protocol. Interviews took place at the participants’ 

place of employment (school or district) such as in their own office. Interviews took 

approximately one to two hours to conduct. Interviews were audio-recorded and then 

transcribed for coding purposes. For follow-up information, participants were contacted 
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through email or by telephone. I included a reflexive ethnography section based on my 

own experiences as a Latina administrator as well as an aspiring superintendent. 

Narrative Inquiry 

Through an interpretive paradigm, this qualitative study uses a narrative inquiry approach 

designed to understand the lived experiences Hispanic women principals and 

superintendents encountered on their journey to educational leadership. According to 

Burrell and Morgan (1979), the methodology used in the interpretive paradigm involves 

questioning “natural” structures and events probing how individuals construct and 

interpret meanings. In other words, from an interpretive perspective, I sought out specific 

lived experiences and probed for information that provided me with further 

understanding self-validation and away from generalizations. For the purposes of my 

study, I drew from a study by Méndez-Morse (2004), one that followed a narrative 

inquiry design (Clandinin & Connelly, 2000; Denzin & Lincoln, 2005) that examined the 

perceptions Hispanic women had on their journey to becoming principals’ in education. 

According to Clandinin and Connelly (2000), narrative inquiry is a way of understanding 

experiences; it is collaboration between researcher and participants over time, in a series 

of places, and in social interaction within the surroundings. 

I am vested in working with Latina leader participants and understanding their 

perspectives on experiences on support systems, overcoming barriers, and the aspirations 

to attaining their goal of becoming a leader in education. Qualitative research provides 

further understanding an individual’s life experience adds a wholeness to which the 

individual represents. For example, researching Hispanic women experiences on their 
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journey to educational leadership is unique to understanding lived experiences 

specifically told from Hispanic women and how they feel they represent those 

experiences reflecting from moments of the past, present, and possibly the future. 

However, narrative inquiry may not be as easy as it sounds, especially when one is 

interested on conducting research in their field of practice. Clandinin and Connelly 

(2000) emphasized that narrative researchers must be consciously aware of how to work 

through negotiating relationships, negotiating purposes, negotiating transitions, and 

negotiating ways to be useful when conducting research within their practicing field. As a 

Latina researcher, I have to be aware of the issues that are conveyed in the review of the 

literature to properly understand participants’ experiences. The purpose of using a 

narrative inquiry approach for this study allowed for further understanding from 

participants’ experiences from the past to the present and how societal, cultural, and/or 

internal institutional barriers may have or have not impeded as they navigated to their 

position in educational leadership. Furthermore, Clandinin and Connelly (2000) place an 

emphasis on the term wakefulness (ongoing reflection) when working as narrative 

inquirers. The importance of maintaining wakefulness is to “engage narrative inquiry 

within sustained response communities, communities that help us question our living and 

telling from the field we study” (p. 184). In my study, participants represented sustained 

response communities. As qualitative researchers using a narrative inquiry approach, the 

purpose is not merely to listen and script a life story from participants. It is far more 

complex. Instead, qualitative researchers must invest time in reading and rereading field 

texts in order to construct a summarized account of what is contained within different sets 

of field texts and ensuring one is carefully analyzing and coding significant responses. 
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For example, after the field notes, interview, and observations are gathered, I carefully 

read and reread the data collected and then placed it under coded areas that reflected 

practices of established theories and/or coded under areas that are used to construct a 

theory. 

For the purposes of my study, inductive and deductive approaches to data analysis were 

conducted to identify patterns and derive common themes consistent across participants 

and supported b the literature. A reflexive ethnography section is included to offer my 

own introspection as a practicing principal and aspiring superintendent. 

Reflexive Ethnography 

“Reflexive ethnography maintains that the ethnographer is not separate from the object 

investigation, the ethnographer is still viewed as a unified subject of knowledge that can 

make hermeneutic efforts to establish identification between the observer and the 

observed” (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005, 328). In other words, as the researcher I offered 

information based on my experience and knowledge as a practicing principal leader and 

aspiring superintendent. I included my own introspection. My introspection was matched 

with selected data obtained from interview responses shared by participants of the study 

in conjunction with a variety of literature to provide validity and reliability to the results 

of this study. “Feminist researchers emphasized reflexivity not only in terms of personal 

experiences but, also in the recognition of the situation of the observer and its effect on 

social interactions ad theoretical perceptions” (Davies, 2008). As a Latina leader and a 

subject of this study, I did my best to be neutral and unbiased despite my own 

experiences on the journey to educational leadership. I was vested in the discourse that 
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took place during these interviews, since the information was pertinent to increasing the 

number of Hispanic women leaders in education. 

According to Sevo and Chubin, the definition of bias is inherently negative. “It is to favor 

a view or group over others and to be unfair or partial to a view and may be unconscious 

and unintended” (2008, 2). The researcher and participant felt comfortable enough with 

one another in order for genuine experiences to be expressed. 

When collecting information, tape recording the conversation will aid the researcher in 

retaining factual information and having the ability to listen to the conversation multiple 

times to properly analyze and ensure the validity of the information gathered. Validity is 

often contested when the topic of qualitative research is presented. According to Glesne, 

“some use the concept of trustworthiness and create criteria as described to demonstrate 

ways in which researchers can claim their work is plausible or credible” (2011, 49). 

Including a reflexive ethnography to my study allowed for further validity of similar 

experiences when coupled with reliable data from previous studies. 

Data Analysis 

The purpose of using open-ended interview questions for my qualitative study was to 

provide participants an opportunity to voice their perceptions on their unique experiences 

and abilities on their journey to educational leadership. Multiple criteria exist for 

evaluating qualitative research. Denzin and Lincoln (2005) emphasize the situated, 

relational, and textual structures of the ethnographic experience. In other words, the 

researcher constructs the interpretations from field notes and other documents collected, 

then moves to the research text and combines the information in attempts to make sense 
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of the findings. As the researcher, I gathered research information using an interview 

protocol. From an interpretive paradigm, I then combined the information to construct 

stories and then related the stories specifically to the research in the literature review. 

However, data analysis for a qualitative study can be time-consuming and intense when 

disaggregating the detailed information gathered and making sense of the stories. 

Furthermore, according to Merriam, “data analysis is a complex process that involves 

moving back and forth between concrete bits of data and abstract concepts, between 

inductive and deductive reasoning, and between description and interpretation” (1998, 

2142). Researchers may begin the analysis process by creating themes or categories that 

interpret the meaning of the data. For the purposes of my study, the inductive approach 

data will consist of data being analyze to see if patterns emerge that indicate relations 

between variables. Deductive approaches will also be woven into the existing literature to 

confirm a hypothesis. Some of the themes that arose in my study included familial 

support, spirituality, and cultural knowledge. Merriam (1998) adds that once the 

categories are refined their properties can be linked to a tentative hypothesis and en route 

to the development of a theory. 

Positionality and Bias 

As a practicing Latina educational leader in Arizona, I offered my own introspection. 

Unintentional bias naturally occurred on the interpretations of my own experiences when 

sharing my reflexive ethnography. The definition of bias is inherently negative and may 

serve to favor a view or be unfair or partial to a view and may be unconscious and 

unintended (Sevo & Chubin, 2008). My opinions were more apparent in some areas more 
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than others simply due to the fact that I had more experience or a stronger opinion for a 

particular topic. For example, as a single Latina mother, with family being my priority, 

my emotions inherently caused unintentional bias when dealing with stories that 

resonated with my own. Furthermore, embracing my own introspection in regard to my 

support systems, motivations, and barriers helped how I interpreted the experiences my 

participants shared with me. 

When reviewing and coding data as part of exhibiting trustworthiness, it was imperative 

to realize limitations to my study such as the limited number of participants offering 

limited information that illuminated facts in some areas but not in others. Glesne (2011) 

stresses the importance that “limitations are consistent with the partial state of knowing in 

social research, and elucidating your limitations helps readers know how they should read 

and interpret your work” (p. 214). In other words, there are limitations to my 

interpretations and understanding of the narratives and conceptions of participants’ 

experiences, even though I carefully attended to triangulation methods, sources, analysis, 

and theoretical perspectives. 
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS OF THE STUDY 

As stated in Chapter 1, the study here examined experiences from Hispanic women on 

their journey to educational leadership. With a growing minority population, an essential 

component of K-12 public school many sectors consider are leaders with diverse 

experiences and knowledge that offer further understanding of specific needs of Hispanic 

students to ensure success. Who are the current leaders, and what experiences and 

knowledge do these leaders have to offer teachers, staff, and students? 

As a native Arizonan of the Latina descent and a practicing elementary school principal, I 

am personally interested in the experiences Latina leaders serving in the Arizona K-12 

public educational sector have to offer to further inform aspiring leaders and K-12 public 

schools in general. I therefore focused on identifying the aspirations, support systems, 

and barriers participants encountered. I used narrative inquiry, which, according to 

Clandinin and Connelly (2000), is a way of understanding experiences; it is collaboration 

between researcher and participants over time, in a series of places, and in social 

interaction within the surroundings. 

Participants 

Dr. Fuentes, a second-year superintendent. Prior to becoming superintendent in this 

district she served seven years as assistant superintendent in this same district. 

Fuentes also served as a superintendent/principal for a couple in years on a Native 

American reservation in Arizona. While working on the reservation, she was a 

single mother and a full-time student working toward her doctorate degree. She is 

the youngest of the eight children in her family. She is married and has two 
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children. Her daughter is attending a private university, and her son was in the 

military and currently a nuclear engineer. 

Dr. Lopez, a superintendent for eight years in her current district. Before accepting 

the position of superintendent, Lopez served as the executive director for business 

services for a year and a half in her current district. Prior to her current district, she 

served two years as a business manager in a rural school district in Arizona. In that 

same rural school district, Lopez served as an assistant superintendent of 

instruction for seven years. She taught for seven years before becoming principal at 

the age of twenty-nine. She is the youngest of the six girls in her family. She also 

had a younger brother. 

Dora Rodriguez, an elementary school principal for three years at her current 

school in rural Arizona. Prior to becoming principal at this school, she served as 

elementary principal at another school in this same rural district for five years. She 

also served as a middle school assistant principal for two years. She is currently 

working on earning her doctorate. Dora Rodriguez aspires to become a 

superintendent in education. She is the older of the two children in her family. She 

has children and has been married for thirty-three years. 

Susana Aguilar, an elementary school principal at her current school. Before 

becoming principal she served as an assistant principal for two different schools in 

the same urban district. Before considering education as a career, she earned a 

business degree. Her first aspiration was a career in fashion. She has five siblings in 
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her family and she is the only girl. She has two older brothers and three younger 

brothers. Susana Aguilar is married and has three children. 

Table 1 

Participants 
     
Pseudonym Dr. Fuentes Dr. Lopez Dora 

Rodrigue

z 

Susana 

Aguilar 

Position Superintendent Superintendent Elementary 

Principal 

Elementary 

Principal 

Location Rural Urban Rural Urban 

Experience 

in Education 

20+ Years 20+ Years 19 Years 20+ Years 

Years in 

Current 

Position 

 

 

2  

 

8 

 

3 

 

4 

District or 

School Size 

8,250 Students 

K-12 Schools 

4,575 Students 

1 Head-Start 

Program 

K-8 

 

545 

Students 

K-8 School 

630 Students 

K-5 School 

Economic 

Status 

8 of 12 are 

Title I Schools 

7 of 8 are  

Title I Schools 

Not a Title I 

School 

Title I 

School 

Title I Schools-Schools enrolling at least 40 percent of children from low-income families are 

eligible to use Title I funds for school-wide programs designed to upgrade their entire educational 

programs to improve achievement for all students, particularly the lowest-achieving students (U.S. 

Department of Education, 2015). 
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Table 2 

District Student Demographics 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

______________ 

 

 
Note: This data indicates the race/ethnicity of the districts where my superintendent participants 

currently serve. D 1 represents the rural district. D 2 represents the urban district. Data were 

collected from the 2013-2014 School Staffing Survey (National Center for Educational Statistics, 

2014). 
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Table 3 

School Student Demographics 
________________________________________________________________________________

________________________________________________________________________________

______________ 

 

 

 
Note: This data indicates the race/ethnicity of the schools where my principal participants currently 

serve. S 1 represents the rural school. S 2 represents the urban school. Data were collected from the 

2013-2014 School Staffing Survey (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2014). 
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The first table indicates that all four participants have two decades’ or more 

experience in education. This resonates with work from Méndez-Morse (1999) and 

Ortiz (1999) that indicates Hispanic women seek the superintendency and seem to 

position themselves for advancement by having the required credentials and 

experiences to be viable candidates for the position, ensuring they are well 

experienced before choosing to become an educational leader. The table also 

indicates that three of the four participants served in Title I schools, where 40 

percent of students enrolled came from low-income families. The following two 

tables indicated the student populations served by the principal and superintendent 

participants. The student population served for both the rural and urban districts 

was predominately Hispanic. 

Data Findings 

The purpose of the study was to contribute further understanding on why Hispanic 

women continue to be underrepresented in educational leadership K-12 positions. We 

begin with the overarching question of the study, “How do Latina leaders narrate their 

journey into educational leadership?” A discussion on participants’ experiences (youth-

adulthood) is shared through a mujerista perspective of their educational journey to their 

current leadership position. “A mujerista or Latina womanist vision aims to uncover, 

share, and validate the diverse knowledge and experiences of Latinas in the United States 

and abroad” (Galvan, 2006, 172). The mujerista perspective emphasizes a holistic 

approach to self that includes spirit and emotions and recognizes our 

individual/communal struggles. 
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Educational Experiences (Youth-Adulthood) 

As I sat in front of my participants and asked them to share their educational background 

from youth to adulthood, I carefully observed participants’ demeanor and facial 

expressions. All four of my participants seemed to position themselves with a tall, self-

assured posture, looking up with a steady gaze while reliving their educational 

experiences. After a brief pause, my participants began to tell their story. I carefully 

tuned in and allowed them to relive and share their experiences, and when applicable I 

would probe for deeper understanding, especially in areas that resonated with reasons that 

explained how they navigated through their educational experiences.  

Importance of Education 

All four participants began the conversation on the importance of education by sharing 

the fact that education was an expectation of each of them from members of their family. 

Participants elaborated on the personal family stories and specific expectations that were 

placed upon them.  

Dora Rodriguez: My parents had always instilled in us about being a hard 

worker and having perseverance. My mother always read to us. And so, 

that was always important. Unfortunately for me, I had had a child right 

out of high school. And so, that was a little bit of a challenge for me. They 

expected me to go to college, so that was a little bit disappointing, a little 

shocking for my parents to all of a sudden have a baby—right? After 

graduating high school, there was always an expectation that I was going 

to go to school. So, it was just a matter of when was I going to go to 

school. 
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Dr. Lopez: I can’t tell you a time when my parents ever had to go to 

school to defend us. “You go to school, you do well, you don’t embarrass 

us, and you get good grades, you get decent grades.” I had a couple sisters 

who didn’t like school. But being the youngest, I think I learned a lot 

about what not to do so that you wouldn’t get in trouble with mom and 

dad or what to do when you got in school because the two older sisters 

were a lot older than the rest of us. It was just instilled in us. 

Dr. Fuentes: There were six of us, and education was a very important 

part of our growing up, of our background.  

Three of the participants shared their childhood upbringing with both parents in the 

picture. One participant shared the fact that she lived with her grandmother, her tia 

(aunt), and occasionally her mother. She grew up believing that she did not have a 

father—that he had passed away, according to mom. When she was thirteen years old, 

her mother asked why she never asked about her father. She reminded her mother that she 

said he had passed away. Her mother then told her that her father was alive and she 

wanted her to meet him. 

Susana Aguilar: So I think she (my tia) was the one who really kind of 

instilled and just fostered—I don’t even remember her telling me you’re 

going to go to school. I don’t remember that, but I do remember just the 

emphasis, the importance, just the fostering of the whole idea. 

Family Values and Siblings’ Education 

Three of four participants shared more information about their siblings and educational 

experiences. Interestingly, the participants gave insight on how they were unique in 
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reaching their educational goals opposed to their siblings. However, as they shared their 

stories, their purpose was not to degrade their siblings; instead, it was to understand their 

accomplishments.  

Susana Aguilar: So if you think about it, I’m the only girl. I have these 

four brothers who are half-brothers on my dad’s side, and then the 

youngest brother who in essence is a half-brother as well, although I grew 

up a little bit more with him because we had the same mom. So I have five 

brothers. I’m the only girl. None of them went to college. I do have one 

brother, not the oldest but the second, he attended a trade school where 

you get like a certification and he’s been very successful working like at a 

Motorola type job, but none of them attended college. None of them went 

beyond high school. 

Dr. Lopez: My oldest sister is fifteen years older than I am. The next sister 

is eleven years. But the four of us that were basically raised together were 

all—the oldest one of the four of us is five years older than I am. The 

other one is four and then two. And so I learned a lot through them, by 

watching them and not doing what they did. One chose to get married 

early and I remember that my dad was adamant not to let her get married. 

And my mom’s talking to him, saying, “She’s going do it anyway. She 

needs our consent,” because she was only going to be sixteen. 

And so I remember vaguely the wedding, but I was, at that time, 

probably four. But I just—when I see pictures of it, it reminds me of the 

day. The other sister moved out of the house right soon after that and so 

they didn’t graduate from high school. But the other four of us and then 

my younger brother, the five us, did graduate from high school. So, they 

always had the expectation that it was whatever you want to do, but you’re 

not going to live off of mom and dad. 
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Dora Rodriguez: I have a brother. He’s two years younger than me. He 

works at the mines currently. He got his associate’s degree, and so he 

works at the mines. He’s been there about thirteen years. 

College Experiences 

Participants then shared in great detail their college experiences. My attention was drawn 

immediately by the tone of their voices, the expressions on their faces, and the confidence 

they posited when telling about their college experiences. With the support from family 

and other members in their life on their quest to attaining higher education, the feeling of 

satisfaction and pride filled the room. 

Susana Aguilar: My original undergraduate degree was in business, my 

very last semester is when Frank and I had Javier… I don’t know if you 

have children, but when you have children it is such a life changing 

experience especially, that first child, at least for me. It was such an 

incredible life changing experience and this girl who wanted to be in 

fashion and live in New York and have a fancy job and drive nice cars and 

make money—all of a sudden was like, I need to make this place a better 

world because I have this child. 

I finished up my degree and literally after that summer I went back 

in the fall and got my post-bac degree in elementary education and began 

teaching. And I always felt that teaching really paralleled parenting. 

You’re working with children. 

So, we had Javier and I taught for a couple of years. Soon after, I 

got my master's degree. Everything has been at the same university, so 

you can see why my loyalty to this university. A few years later I got my 

master's degree. That was in curriculum and instruction with an emphasis 
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in ELL. And then we had our daughter, Sofia, and that was around the 

time that I got my master's degree. And then boy, the journey to 

administration . . .  

Dora Rodriguez: They expected me to go to college, so that was a little bit 

disappointing, a little shocking for my parents to all of a sudden have a 

baby—right?—graduating high school. But there was always an 

expectation that I was going to go to school. So, it was just a matter of 

when was I going to go to school. 

So, I had had some odd jobs, and then my husband was in the 

military. We lived overseas then came back here to raise our kids. And 

then I had worked—I actually worked in the mines with my dad for a few 

years. I was an older student going to college. So, I actually started college 

when I was 27 years old, and then pursued that, because that’s what my 

parents really wanted, me to go to college. 

Dr. Lopez: The way I came into education is really how I think some kids 

just [laughs] wind up going to college. I left high school wanting to be a 

lawyer. So my first year I told you I went to the local college. It was not a 

community college. A four-year school. And I wanted to be a lawyer. So I 

took my first philosophy class. No, it wasn’t philosophy. It was political 

science class. It was the only political science class I ever took. It was the 

most boring, awful class I’d ever had. 

And at that time, my second year, I was now in the dorms. I was in 

the dorms on the main campus. And as luck would have it, I was on the 

second floor and that was the education floor. So, when I started asking 

people, “What field are you going into?” blah, blah, blah, well, they were 



94 

 

all going into education. And I thought, “Hmm. Well, I guess I could be a 

teacher.” 

So, I did that and got my master’s in ’86 and then I went back 

home and I knew at some point I wanted to be a principal. I knew I could 

impact children in my classroom, but I needed to feel I could impact more 

kids and make life better for more of them. So I went on to get my 

administration credentials. Received those. It was two years after that then 

I was able to get that first principal’s job. 

I went through one university to do my doctoral, but this is my 

second program. My first program I started at a different university when I 

was principal and then knew I wanted to get into the district office. So, I 

started the program at the first university and had everything but the 

dissertation. I left at that point. I was living in another state, but I moved to 

Arizona to get away from the cold. Well, my time lapsed. As you know, 

each university gives you x amount of years to get it done. And so I let it 

lapse. And by the time I wanted to do it, it was—the timeframe was off. 

So, I looked and looked and looked and every university wanted me to 

start from scratch, even though I already had close to 60 credits. 

The second university took 12 of my credit hours. The fact was 

that the class sizes were very small. And I’m certain probably in other 

universities they’re just as small, but the intimacy is that you could start at 

any point. There were no cohorts. So you didn’t always have the same 

people in your classes and so you got to meet a lot of other people. You 

could start—I started in May of 2011. So I liked this university for that, 

the intimacy. I like the fact that there were only x number of advisors and 

instructors. So you also got the privilege of being able to pick your own 

chair. And as luck would have it, I picked my advisor and my instructor, 

and so all those pieces went into play. 
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Dr. Fuentes: That article there [points to a framed article hanging on the 

wall] talks about how I go into college when I’m 15. I went a community 

college, and I did all my courses there. Then, I went to a university. But I 

remember visiting the university and thinking, “This is a city. How do 

students . . .” I was a very young kid, “How do students know which class 

to go to? And do they have a bell?” I mean, the teacher was talking, I’m 

sure, about something important, and I was just thinking about all these 

things, “How do they know where to go? And is there a bell for all of the 

students . . .”  I think at that time there were 40,000 kids, I couldn’t even 

comprehend. Now, they have over a million. 

And so, early, early in life, I just thought, “I want to come here (the 

university). I want to experience this. I want to see what it’s like. How can 

they figure all this stuff?” I remember going to the library thinking, 

“Wow, this is like a huge building.” And I’m talking about the old library 

they used to have. I was in awe of all the books and all these things, and I 

thought, “This is where I want to come.” And eventually, that’s where I 

got my doctorate. So, after doing my bachelor’s, I went and tried to do a 

master’s. So, you’ll see two master’s degrees there [pointing to the framed 

degrees hanging on the wall]. 

Then, I was talking to my teachers about getting more education. 

And I thought, “Well, I’m a hypocrite. I need to then get my doctorate.” 

So, I did. And I went back to my first university and got my doctorate 

degree. 

Aspirations 

From a young age, participants of this study had aspirations of becoming educated and 

achieving their goals and dreams. Stereotypes of the past such as notions of male 

dominance in Hispanic culture, or the lack of value for education, or lack of motivation in 
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education did not influence the participants of this study. Instead, participants of this 

study confirmed the process of their desire to accomplish goals and resonated with 

Yosso’s idea of aspirational capital, which, again, is “the ability to maintain hopes and 

dreams for the future, even in the face of real and perceived barriers” (2005, 77). 

Participants also shared how they can be a source of encouragement for other Hispanic 

women in pursing their educational goal. 

Dr. Fuentes on her aspirations to pursue a doctorate: I found the right 

people, and I thought, “You know what? It’s time for me to go back.” And 

I had a great experience again. 

What I will say to aspiring Latinos or Latinas is don’t give up. Go 

to the highest level possible of everything. Live by example. It’s not 

because it’s something that people think Latinos are or something. It’s 

because what—we need to be known for the great things we do have. 

Sometimes we have African American people who say, “You don’t 

have any African American people here or there,” or something. Well, the 

truth of the matter is in our area it’s difficult to hire people to begin with, 

okay? Much less minorities. And so I don’t want to be rude, but 

minorities, but we just need to go to higher education in order for other 

people to be able to hire us into these type of jobs, these positions. 

Right now our population, the minorities, are serving the basic 

needs of our society. There’s nothing wrong with that, but that’s not all we 

can do. So we need to get our children to aspire to become more. I talk to 

the kids often, all of the kids, because to me it doesn’t matter whether 

they’re Latinos or blues or blacks or white or yellow or purple. I ask them, 

“What are you going do when you finish high school?” 
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Some of them have said, “I want to work where my dad works 

fixing the roads.” That’s not a bad job. It’s a very decent job. I’m sure they 

make good money and everything. 

I said, “Ask your dad how tired he was when he was 20 years old 

and ask him how tired he is now that he’s 40 or however old he is. You’ll 

find out that he is a lot more tired now. How tired does he think he’s going 

be five years from now? This is a really tough job. Are you sure you want 

to go that route?” 

We have a lot to live for. These children are worth everything. I 

can tell you they’re worth everything, and they need role models. The 

children need role models. We can’t provide enough. We need more and 

more and more. 

Susana Aguilar: Ever since I finished my master’s, my desire is to work 

on my doctorate. It has always been there. I don’t know. I found excuses 

here and there. I didn’t find excuses for my other degrees but for this one. . 

. . I don’t know. I think I kind of saw it as this monumental thing that I 

didn’t know if I was ready to do. It really has been a goal and then of 

course more recently the cost. The cost has been kind of a barrier for me. 

If I could get my doctorate I think I would die a happy woman. 

[On messages of aspiration for others] Well, these are my roots, 

right? So every eighth grade promotion I always kind of speak to that. The 

one story that I always tell the parents and the kids, I tell them that I’m 

always saying to kids where are you going to college? Are you thinking 

about college? What are you going to do for college? We always do that 

and every once in a while, not always, but every once in a while I’ll get a 

student who will say Ms. A, not everybody goes to college, and I know if 
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they’re hearing that from their family. And I say you’re right. There are 

some people that aren’t going to go to college, but don’t let it be you. 

So, I always tell them that in eighth grade promotion because I 

want them to realize that, you know, I don’t remember anybody really 

telling me that I was going to college. I think my situation, my tia, it just 

got fostered that way. I don’t know how else to explain it. I don’t 

remember people verbally telling me that. Now I verbally tell my kids 

that, but I don’t remember them telling me that. So that’s why I just think 

it was just meant to be. He [pointing heavenward] wanted me there and he 

put me there. 

Dr. Lopez: If you truly aspire to move to the next level, you have to be 

willing to move because a lot of times, and I don’t know if you’ve run into 

this, you get into a district and people kind of fossilize. They don’t want to 

move.  

I had to move to a different district to get the principalship. And 

then, I took a year off to do an internship at the university, came back, and 

then I was hired back in my former school where I was a teacher as the 

principal. So, I was there for three years. And then that’s when I’d had 

enough of the cold. I wanted out. I didn’t want to do that anymore. It’s no 

fun. And then from there, I went to a rural school district in Arizona. 

I was the assistant superintendent for instruction for about seven 

years. And then my last two years I moved over to the business side 

because being in a remote rural area—I won’t call it remote because 

there’s a lot more remote places in Arizona, but rural area, it’s difficult to 

get people who want to stay there, people who want to live there. So, I 

applied for the business side. And so I did that for two years. And then the 
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superintendent that had hired me and I had worked with for nine years 

decided he was going to retire, and so they hired a new person. We just 

didn’t mesh, and so I knew it was time for me to look elsewhere. 

So, as luck would have it, my current district was just growing and 

they had just opened up the superintendent position. So I applied and was 

fortunate to be hired. So I’ve been here since December of ’04. 

Dora Rodriguez, on aspirations of becoming a principal: I would say my 

former superintendent. I’ve known him over 18 years. He’s just a great 

role model, great communicator; knows the importance of student 

achievement, community involvement. You know communication with 

parents and just being an overall leader and just setting the tone about the 

importance. 

[Do you aspire to become superintendent?] Yeah, yeah. My 

current superintendent is Latino, and he’s been a great role model, too. I 

think it’s just that I feel that I can offer more, and they’ve encouraged me. 

My district’s not real big so there’s only so many opportunities. So, I may 

have to go outside, which I love my district. But they’ve allowed me to 

learn some more things, which has been a great opportunity. 

[What advice do you give to aspiring leaders?] Definitely set your 

goals. If that’s really what you truly want to do, then don’t give up. But 

you have to kind of manage that with your life and how you’re going be 

able to accomplish those goals, either financially, your time, and through 

your education and how you’re going be able to do that. 

The other thing is, and I’ll be truthful with you, at times I felt like 

sometimes some men have made it difficult for me at the top. And so—
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and I don’t know if it’s been intentional, but at times I think there’s 

been—I don’t know if there’s a glass ceiling, or it’s just the way the 

cookies have fallen. And maybe it’s just who they pick, or who they want, 

but sometimes—it could just be perception; I don’t know. 

Identity 

Along with aspirations of becoming an educational leader, participants shared 

perspectives on ways that identity and childhood upbringing prepared them for the person 

they are today. Historically, Chicana and Latina women had typically been stereotyped as 

subservient to their male counterparts and viewed as homemakers and caregivers to the 

family. However, such stereotypes are dissipating, and Hispanic women are becoming 

more comfortable with their own identity and have emerged in occupations outside the 

home and yet continue to place an emphasis on the importance of their role in la familia 

(family). Participants were able to develop and articulate how their ethnic background, 

knowledge, language, spirituality, and upbringing shaped aspects of their unique being. 

Dr. Fuentes: Oh, at a very young age. I remember some child saying 

something—asked me if I was black. And I thought, “Black?” And the 

only reference I had was my crayons. Right? And I pictured quickly the 

black crayon, and I thought, “No, I’m not black.” 

So, he says, “So, are you brown?” 

And here I go to my reference. Right? And I said, “No, I’m not 

brown.” 

He goes, “What are you?” 
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And I said, “What are you?” 

He goes, “I’m white.” 

I said, “So, I’m white.” Because I thought, “What?” So, then I 

went home, and I asked my mom, “Am I black or —” 

She goes, “What?” 

But that’s when I started noticing, “I must not be white. I must not 

be like the others.” Now, this is not like, “Are you a boy or a girl?” I knew 

I was a girl. You know? 

[On assimilation] In many ways I have assimilated, absolutely. You know, 

I will do what is correct. Absolutely I have. But I think I made that choice 

to be able to do that. You pay a price for who you are, and it’s what price 

you want to pay and you’re willing to pay. But in many ways I’m not. The 

reason why I am who I am is because I’m a leader servant. I’m here to 

help our children succeed. I’m here to make sure that the things that 

happened to me don’t happen in our district. 

I remember writing—one of my professors asked me to write 

something on Latina women. I think the title was, “What It’s Like to be a 

Latina Woman.” And I won this award. And this is many years ago. And 

what I said is that it’s not easy, obviously, because there’s a lot of 

prejudice that is silent. And when you get my dissertation, you’ll see that. 

You’ll see that I talk about that, and I talk about people like me are 

nonexistent. Because in their higher education realms, we don’t exist. We 

don’t exist. 
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So, we’re like .001 or .002 or whatever is nonexistent. And so, I 

remember going in elevators with people who were making jokes about 

Mexicans, for example, and I will say, “Wait a minute; I’m Mexican.” 

And they will say, “No you’re not.” 

And I will say, “Yes, I am.” 

And they will say, “No, you’re not.” 

And I will say, “How could you tell me who I am?” 

And what they mean was, “You’re not like the others.” You know? 

And so, you lose your identity. 

And then you go with the Mexicans, or the Latinos, or something, 

and they don’t recognize you sometimes as one of theirs, because you’re a 

sold-out; you’re a white person. 

And so, in my dissertation I talk about you feel like you don’t 

exist. You’re not accepted totally in any of these people. So, I talked about 

that. And I talk about how our sense of identity suffers because there’s no 

one like you. So, the higher you go, the more nonexistent you become. 

And so, it is very important that our children don’t feel that way.  

[On culture and language] I say funny things like when people say, 

“We’re getting divorced,” I’ll say, “Is this a good thing or a bad thing?” 
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They look at me like, “What do you mean?” 

I say, “Well, look, I’m Latina. We celebrate Día de los Muertos, 

for goodness’ sake. Everything’s a party for me. If you tell me, ‘I’m tired 

of this viejo. I’ve had it with him,’ we’ll celebrate. I’m like, ‘Yes, good. 

Good.’ But if you tell me, ‘This is horrible. He left me,’ then I’ll cry with 

you. So I need to know which one to do.” So I say things like that. 

It’s funny when my little Latino kids get in trouble or something, 

and they have a translator for the parents. I go in and I tell the translator, 

“You’re translating English for the other people. I’m going to speak 

Spanish to the parents.” Both the kid’s eyes just go when I say, señora, 

como estás? They’re like, “Whoa.” They can’t believe that. And then I’ll 

go tell the children, “How is your Spanish?” 

They all look at me like, “Oh, not so good.” 

And I say, “Well, you may want to practice, because this is very 

important that you are able to communicate and serve other people who 

may not be able to speak English.” Absolutely it does. 

Susana Aguilar: My nana, she was no joke. She was tough as nails. And 

so that’s a very strong figure that I grew up with even though I’m sure you 

can tell at this point dad is not in the picture. So my tia, and I’ve always 

said my tia raised me because all throughout my life I ended up in one 

way or another staying with her and it was my mom who was kind of in 

and out of my life. Never completely out, but maybe not living with her.” 

So she never told anyone who my dad was, and growing up, and 

this is going sound a little crazy, but growing up she had always told me 
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that my dad had passed away. So I grew up thinking my dad died, I never 

got to meet him, and when people would ask I would say that. No one ever 

questioned it. I never questioned it really. When I turned 13 years old, I’ll 

never forget, I’m sitting at the kitchen table and my mom’s there in the 

kitchen, and she said, “How come you never asked about your dad?” And 

I said, “I don’t know. You told me that he died.” “Well why haven’t you 

ever asked about him?” 

So my mom, she’s the Latina that is either happy and fine or she’s 

not. There’s no in between because she’s private, don’t ask her about her 

private life because she’s very uncomfortable with that, and if you do 

you’re going to get the angry in her, right? So she’s asking this and clearly 

she’s uncomfortable with this situation, but I don’t know. I’m thirteen 

years old. And she says, “He’s not dead. He’s alive and he wants to meet 

you.” 

So we met, and of course he was wonderful but at that time I was 

so shy. I was just a shy, shy little girl from south Phoenix. And when I met 

him, not only did he say I’m your dad, but he’s like you have four brothers 

because he was married to another woman and he had sons with that 

woman, so he’s like you have four brothers that you need to meet. Oh, and 

by the way I’m changing your last name because of course now that I’m in 

his life and he’s in mine he wanted me to take his last name. 

Now get this, they’re Latino too and his ancestry is from Mexico 

but I’m guessing, I’ve never looked into it, that during the world wars 

there was German immigration that occurred. My maiden name is Muller. 
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It’s a German name that was passed down through the generations, 

so even though my dad’s family’s from Mexico they have that German 

heritage. 

So my maiden name is Muller—so I grew up in elementary school 

Susan Cruz, because that was my mom’s maiden name. But in high 

school, once I met my dad, I went by Susana Muller. 

It was really wild. So why do I feel like my tia raised me.  

Yeah, and of course in the meantime my nana had passed away as 

well, but my nana was a constant in my life, too, but she was more the 

disciplinarian and my mom was a disciplinarian. My tia was the angel, the 

nurturer, but also the one I think who really fostered the importance of 

education, having a good job, a good work ethic, having a home. Buying a 

home was very important to her and she kind of instilled that in me. 

She would always talk about the idea that you can have what I call 

them more traditional mindsets, the work ethic, having good benefits, 

saving for your retirement, saving for rainy day, all of those what I think 

are now traditional mindsets because a lot of young kids don’t necessarily 

think in that way. 

Dora Rodriguez: I would say about—caring about other people, especially 

respect. It’s always been about respecting your elders. You know, you’re 

not the parent, but you’re instilling that. I mean you see that on our PBIS 

when you walked into the school. It’s about being respectful, being 

responsible, being safe and all those kind of stuff. 
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[On culture and traditions] That’s how it was in our home, also. I 

mean we take our shoes off when we come in the door. You know, it’s just 

all about that, kind of instilling. I was always raised, and I think to me it is 

a culture thing—I mean we kind of laugh at home with my husband, “Do 

you want me to serve your dinner?” 

We were kind of raised that way, like waiting on my husband. But 

I don’t really do that nowadays, but I kind of tease him, “Do you want me 

to get your dinner plate?” But I was kind of raised that way. My mother 

still does that with my father. 

But it’s more about respect; it’s not really just the woman waiting 

on the husband. But I think it’s just more about—it’s more about service. 

And it’s kind of the same way here. We’re here to serve. It’s about servant 

leadership, and we’re here to serve the students. Everybody’s our client, 

and we’re really trying to instill that about—you know, that’s when you 

came in on the door. It’s about waiting on people, making you feel 

welcome and that kind of stuff. 

Support Systems 

Various types of support have been noted by some to have significant impact on the 

course of one’s educational career. Support systems discussed in this study are specific to 

what Hispanic educational leaders have described from their lived experiences on their 

journey to educational leadership. The following section provides insight to the types of 

support systems participants encountered on their journey to educational leadership. 
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Family Support 

Many of the participants expressed sincere gratitude for the support they received from 

members of their family and friends that they considered family. Participants shared how 

the support they received helped them attain the leadership positions they have today. 

Dr. Fuentes: My family was outstanding. My husband and my children are 

unbelievable. They’re very understanding. They’re very supportive. 

They’re very proud. My parents and my siblings, too, they’re very proud 

and very happy. My parents took care of my children, for example, when 

they were growing up so I could do this type of job. The support is not just 

a pat on the back. It’s more than that. My children never attended daycare 

because my parents were there to watch them so that I could do this. 

They’d pick them up and took them from school so that I could be able to 

do what I do. It’s immensely important. 

I have a great family. I have two kids, and I’m married. They all 

understand the—I have very high work ethics. When I work, I’m at work. 

You noticed I have two phones, and one of them is my family phone. One 

is my personal and the other one is my work phone, because my family is 

very important, very, very important. It’s the top priority in my life. 

So they know that. They know that if they call I’m going to pick 

up the phone and see what’s going on. If they just call to talk or 

something, I’ll excuse myself and say, “Can I call you later?” But I always 

want to be able to be there for them. 

This job is not really conducive to motherhood. So if my children 

were younger, this would not be a good job. It’s a 24/7. The more I give, 

the more it takes. It’s like a monster. It’s very consuming. 
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Dr. Lopez: When you’re in small communities, it’s a different world than 

when you’re in the city. The nice thing about my first principal’s job was 

it was in a small community and they were either Catholic or Mormon. 

You were either Hispanic or you were white. But they all worked together. 

They were farmers. The majority of them were farmers and they all 

worked really good together. It didn’t matter if you were Mormon and I 

was Catholic, but we still worked together to make the community better. 

And they were very supportive of the education system. And I can 

remember calling home for the first kid who really got in trouble with me. 

And the mom was home and so I told her, and they live several miles 

outside of town. And so I said, “Well, this is what so-and-so has done.” 

And she says, “Put him on the phone.” And so I said, “Your mom wants to 

talk to you.” And so he gets on the phone and I could just hear her letting 

him have it. And it was like, “Whatever consequences the principal gives 

you, you’re going do them. And then you’re gonna get more when you get 

home and there better not be any more problems”, blah, blah, blah. So 

then he says, “My mom wants to talk to you” [laughs]. 

So then she’s telling me and I said, “Well, I truly appreciate that.” 

She said, “If you have any more problems,” she said, “I don’t have a car, 

but I will find someone to take me down there and I will make sure it gets 

taken care of.” And I was like, “Okay, this is good. That community was 

wonderful. From my first experience, I, again, truly believe that I was 

placed there for a reason, even though it was several miles from where I 

was raised. But it was—they were so supportive. And they helped make 

me mature more in this area because they had high expectations for their 

kids, but they also wanted their kids to behave and not embarrass them. 

As for support from family, when I was working on my 

dissertation, I was only talking to two of my sisters. So then when I finally 
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was done, I defended in August and I could only share it with the people I 

knew. So, I shared it with—well, there are close friends who knew and, 

oh, my gosh, forever friends for—who were there with me for comps, 

would leave me food, would leave me soda, would leave me—just 

because they were cheering me on. I took a couple with me when I 

defended my dissertation just for support. And so that’s now my family, I 

guess, is how I can say it. That’s who has shown me the support. They told 

everybody I had passed that evening at our board meeting. 

Dora Rodriguez: Well, for me, I’ve been very fortunate. I’ve been married 

for 33 years, so my husband has been very supportive. And I’ve been very 

lucky with that. And then, you know, now our kids are grown, but he’s 

still very supportive. I work sometimes long hours. He calls me and 

checks on me, “Have you eaten? I’ll make dinner.” We share the chores 

and that kind of stuff. 

Susana Aguilar: As my husband is concerned, he’s always been very 

supportive of my job. But I think he always admired this idea that I had 

gone to college and that I have a profession. My husband is so intelligent. 

He’s such a wise, intelligent man—but he never took education. 

Another support was a friend of mine named Dee. We became 

instantaneous best friends. So, I bring her up because we both ended up 

transferring to the university together and she wanted her degree in 

broadcast journalism and of course at the time I was in business. So, our 

degrees were different but we kind of had this little healthy competition, 

like how many credits do you still need, and how many do you need? 

Well, I need this many. Okay, well then let’s do this—that kind of thing. 

So, I kind of looked at her maybe as a support system. Of course Norma’s 

still in the picture because Norma has also transferred to the university. 

She’s in criminal justice, again completely different degree, but I think 
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amongst the three of us we all knew that we wanted our degrees, and no 

matter what anyone else may have looked like we kind of had each other. 

So I think in a way that was an informal support system. 

Formal Support Systems 

For the purposes of my study, professional role models were defined as teachers, 

principals, and others in the education profession. Though participants of my study 

encountered professional role models along their journey, none of the participants 

experienced a prescribed mentoring program or service. Instead, participants shared how 

others in the field of education guided their aspirations and maintained professional 

relationships with them on their journey to attaining their position in educational 

leadership. 

Dora Rodriguez: Teachers always made a difference for me. My high 

school teacher still teaches over there at my previous high school. She’s 

been there thirty-some years. She came over here the other day with some 

of the high school kids, and she still tells me, “I’m so proud of you.” 

When I got certified as a principal, I mean I had my colleagues. I 

had a really good former superintendent, his wife was my colleague, and 

they were always good friends. They were always supportive of me to 

continue my education if I wanted to be a leader or role model for others. 

So, I’ve been very lucky. And then just some of my colleagues, that I’ve 

worked through the years, that have either been teachers or administrators; 

they’ve been Latina.  

Dr. Lopez: I had a great role model. I will always be so appreciative of Mr. 

M [the superintendent] for being my mentor and my role model. Giving 
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me opportunities I probably would not have had, straightening me out 

sometimes when I needed to be straightened out because I wasn’t seeing 

things clearly, holding my feet to the fire when things got tough, putting 

me in situations that make me uncomfortable because he was doing it to 

teach me something. It’s, for whatever reason, it would happen. But he 

was always supportive. 

Dr. Fuentes: At the university, I had outstanding mentors. My dissertation 

is a heuristic study because of one of my professors, Dr. H. I didn’t 

believe in qualitative studies. My whole thing was quantitative: You show 

me the data and I’ll show you if we’re performing or not, that type of 

thing. 

And then he taught this class on qualitative studies, and I thought, 

“Oh.” He was one of the most kindest people I have ever met in my entire 

life, and caring. He was in my committee actually at the end. I remember 

the first time he and I talked. He asked me, “How are you?” 

And I said, “Oh, I’m fine, Dr. H.” 

He goes, “Well, can we talk about class?” 

I thought, “Oh, he’s gonna be mad at me ’cause I was late again.” 

So after class the first thing I said, “I apologize for being late. I’m sorry.” I 

was already a superintendent at that time. I wasn’t a teacher. My job was 

very different than the other teachers who were coming to be 

superintendents because they could end a day. I thought I could, but then 

if a parent came in or a child was hurt or something and I was the only 

one, the only administrator, I had to do something. I couldn’t just leave 

from the school. 
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So, I said, “I’m so sorry. I will try to do better.” 

And he said, “No, I’m not talking about that. I just want to know 

how you are. You look tired.” 

Well, this is in the afternoon after work. Of course I’m tired. I was 

shocked, and I said, “What?” 

And he goes, “How are you?” I never thought that he really wanted 

to know how tired I was because we pay money to be there. We are 

responsible adults. We know what we’re doing. Whether I’m tired or not 

doesn’t really matter. I’m gonna perform for him as well as I’m gonna 

perform for everyone. 

I was shocked. He just said, “Is there anything I can do to help?” 

I said, “Well, actually, would it be okay instead of dinner could I 

go to exercise for those 40 minutes and then I will be back on time?” 

He said, “You really think that would help? We can save you food 

if you want to.” 

I said, “No, I’ll bring a shake or something.” 

He said, “Then do it.” And so while I took his class, during our 

break, instead of having dinner I went and exercised at a place very, very 

close to the school and then came back on time to continue the rest of the 

class.” 



113 

 

I had Dr. M and also other professors who were very, very 

supportive also. 

Now as a superintendent, yes, there have been many people who 

have been willing to offer their help and have been very, very kind. Yes, 

definitely. There’s a bigger support group than there was when I was a 

doctoral student because there’s very few Latinos there. 

I do belong to AHSA and some Spanish organizations which are 

very helpful.  

Susana Aguilar: You know what’s really interesting to me is that a black 

female principal that really mentored me, one of the things that she used to 

tell me is she’s like you know what? You’re not alone in how you feel and 

yet I’ve always felt alone. I’ve always felt like am I the only one that feels 

like this? Am I the only one that some days doesn’t even feel worthy of 

being here? Am I the only one who feels like what did I do with my life? 

Am I the only one—and she’s like no. You just tend to verbalize it more. 

But it’s interesting to hear your story and to think wow, I’m really not the 

only one who has these feelings of whatever they may have been, 

whatever that you shared that may have been similar because I do. A lot of 

times I feel like I’m just alone in my mind, you know? 

Another principal I was working with was an African American 

male, a black man, Mr. K. Boy, he had so much faith and confidence in 

me that I didn’t even have in myself, and I would be like Mr. K—I used to 

call him Mr. K—I can’t do that, and he’d be like what do you mean? And 

I said I can’t be a principal. You do this and you do that, and he goes but 

don’t you do that in your classroom? Don’t you deal with naughty kids? 

Don’t you work with irate parents? Don’t you collaborate with other 



114 

 

teachers? He just put it all in perspective for me, you know? Six weeks 

later, I was placed as principal. 

Barriers 

From a mujerista perspective, participants shared their approach to power, knowledge, 

and relationship in their navigation through challenges they encountered on their journey 

to their educational leadership position. Participants gracefully exhibited a demeanor of 

confidence and gratification as they conversed distinctively about their experiences. 

Common themes arose throughout the conversations with participants that included 

different aspects of their identity: assimilation, gender, and power. 

Assimilation 

Participants of the study became an authentic resource as they combined learning from 

the formal setting of school and the informal teachings from home to share unique and 

specific way of knowing and overcoming pressures of integration to society. Participants 

refused to conform to the established ways of society; instead, they embraced their 

unique being and adjusted in ways they were content. 

Dr. Lopez: My parents, they were very Christian, Catholic. We all went to 

church every Sunday. We went along, used to put the veils on our head 

and all that stuff. But what the thing they always told us was, “Never get 

too big that you forget where you came from.” 

Because this community will always take you back because you’re 

one of them. But don’t think that you’re better than they are. Don’t think 

because you make more money. You shouldn’t treat people that way. 

Treat them with some respect. Think of them—as my dad would say, 
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“Think of them as your mom and myself. How would you treat us? 

Because if you’re not going treat them that way, then you don’t deserve 

the job you have. 

[On treating personnel with respect] They’re not coming to work to be 

mistreated or be disrespected. And you’ll gain more respect from them if 

you will share the respect. And then—and I remember this. Let them know 

when it’s their idea. Don’t take credit for something that is not yours. And 

I find that a lot and I find it sometimes with even my white counterparts. 

And I have to remind people here in the district office periodically and 

more so with, sorry to say, the white population where they will take 

credit for something that is not theirs.  

My favorite saying, and I have people saying that now here in the 

district office, it’s by Martin Luther King. “Never look down on anyone, 

unless you’re helping them up.” 

Dr. Fuentes: I can tell you that what I think happens is, because you can’t 

choose one or the other, you become a third or a fourth thing. You 

assimilate some things in acculturation from other things, and then you 

emerge into something different. And that’s why I’m saying there’s 

nothing alike. We don’t have a nationality. We don’t have a group because 

we’re different. I talk about that and the loneliness of being in this 

different group, if you want. 

We don’t necessarily believe, “The Latinos will do these things.” 

We don’t necessarily follow all of those things. Or, “They believe all of 

these things.” We don’t necessarily believe all of those things. We have 

our different values, but we have many of theirs, too. So we become a 
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different set of people, which it’s very difficult to relate to because no one 

has ever been like that. So, very few people are in this category. 

Dora Rodriguez: I’m trying to be a role model and a leader for women, 

and I’m loyal to my culture. We still make tamales; we still do things.  

Well, a lot of times just how you dress. You know? Especially, 

when you’re older. So, I’m older; I just needed to make sure I’m not 

dressing like the college girls and stuff like that. You know? And as 

you’re getting older and getting into the workforce and that kind of stuff, 

because I’m 27–30-something; they’re all 18–22. 

I remember, when I graduated from the university, even the 

commencement speech was geared toward younger students. And I don’t 

think they realize that they need to remember that there’s older students 

graduating. And I don’t think they realize that, in the audience not 

everybody’s 22–24; there’s a lot of older students. 

I was proud that I finally finished and accomplished my goals. It 

was really to help my family and for all of us—and my parents were 

proud.  

Gender 

Hispanic women leaders shared personal and intellectual experiences on how they 

overcame barriers such as being gazed upon and treated differently simply because of 

their gender. Participants exhibited a sense of pride as they conveyed their messages on 

the inconsistencies they believed could have been approached differently. Participants did 

not allow such issues to impede on their advancements of pursuing their goals. 
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Dr. Fuentes, on attaining the superintendent position: So I think that I am 

very fortunate, of course. But this prejudice still exists, and the only thing, 

I had more education than any of the other applicants. I had more 

experience than the other applicants. It wasn’t my qualifications; it was the 

fact that I’m a woman. That is such a stereotype that it’s very difficult to 

change, very, very difficult. 

So the more women that become leaders, the better for us, because 

then we help each other advance into professions that should be for 

anyone who is capable of doing the job regardless of color or religion or 

anything. That includes sex, whether you’re a man or woman. Gender, it 

doesn’t matter. 

Dr. Lopez: We’re a group and we stand proud. We now outrank the men, 

let’s say. So they no longer shut us down. They have to stop. They have to 

listen to us because now we, as women, are starting to speak up and not let 

them try to talk over us. There’s far more respect now that I see 

intermingling between the females and the males than there were before. 

[On being a woman in power] I was in a personnel battle once that 

involved a court case. I was sitting out in the lobby of the courthouse 

when the teacher and his attorney came through. And when he saw me, he 

had to take a double take. And I’d only been gone, like, probably six 

months at the most. So pretty soon the district’s attorney came out and 

said, “They want to do a plea bargain.” And I said, “Okay. What does that 

mean to me?” And they said, “Well, just hold still because we still may 

need you to testify if it doesn’t work out.” “Okay.” Well, as soon as he 

saw that I was there, he suddenly wanted to do a plea bargain because he 

knew I had all of the ammunition I needed and he not only was going to 

lose—he was going to pay back. He was going to be in trouble. 
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In the end, he plea bargained. He surrendered his teaching license 

that was the big clincher—we definitely wanted that. And so I look at it as 

a win for me later. But as a woman, I don’t think—at that time, it wasn’t a 

Hispanic issue because the gentleman I wanted to fire was Hispanic and 

the one I wanted to terminate was Hispanic. To me it was a woman issue. 

It was a female issue. I wasn’t seen as a strong individual because I was a 

woman. And even though I had all the paperwork, the men in that district 

did not want to take on the fight. And I did.  

Dora Rodriguez on interviewing for a superintendent position: I’ll be 

truthful with you, at times I felt like sometimes some men have made it 

difficult for me at the top. And so—and I don’t know if it’s been 

intentional, but at times I think there’s been—I don’t know if there’s a 

glass ceiling, or it’s just the way the cookies have fallen. And maybe it’s 

just who they pick, or who they want, but sometimes—it could just be 

perception; I don’t know. 

But as you can see, when I applied for the superintendency, there’s 

not a lot of women in that field. So, that’s just the way it is. A lot of times 

it’s just because there’s not a lot of women going in that field. For 

whatever reason, it’s difficult, and even in other districts, you might notice 

at the higher positions—higher-paid positions—there’s not a lot of women 

in the top positions—and Latina women or regular, whatever. That just 

kind of happens for whatever reason. 

You know, you try, and you’re qualified or whatever, but it could 

just be the way—whoever they pick or select or whatever. Those happen 

for whatever reason. 
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Yeah, sometimes I feel like that. I’ve tried everything I could, but 

personally I don’t know why. I have all the qualifications, and I go for it. I 

don’t get selected. But you’re like—every time, the top candidates; you’re 

not selected, and you’re wondering why are you not getting picked, you 

know? 

And it’s the same when you—if you interview, or you’re going for 

a job, or when people are selected, do they know, you don’t know why 

they’re picking people? It’s just kind of interesting. I don’t know. I’ve 

experienced it. 

When we were at that interview forum, and that thing, the guy kept 

getting up when he was talking, and he would stand in front of me 

answering the questions. I mean we’re all in suits and professional, and 

acting very professional. But every time he’d answer a question, he’d 

stand in front of me. But I mean, you see, it’s subtle. 

And then at times, when the men are answering the questions, they 

would say—they would say—like one of the guy’s names was Dave, or 

whatever— “Yeah, Dave. You know, you answered that really great.” So, 

they would go off of each other. 

Once they did for me, “Well, yeah, Dora, you answered that pretty 

good.” 

Yeah, I know I did. You don’t need to go off on my answer. You 

know what I mean? So, it’s like kinda subtle kind of stuff at times. So, it 

doesn’t matter to me, but it was just kind of the subtle kind of things. And 

don’t get in front of me when you’re interviewing. 
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But, as a woman, Hispanic, competing for a job, those subtle kind 

of things—that is a no-no. You know what I mean? But I’m not going do 

that in the middle of a public thing. And you’re asking me those kind of 

barriers or things that you encounter. I encounter public things all the time. 

I’m in a conversation with a parent, during parent-teacher conferences. 

They’re asking a question. They look at me. I’m with the assistant 

superintendent; they go right to him. 

So, we encounter this all the time as women. Like I don’t know if 

they think he’s stronger than me; he’s smarter than me. I don’t know 

what’s going on. But it’s like, “I’m the principal of the school; show some 

respect.” Yeah. And I’ve faced this my whole life as a woman. But we 

compensate for that. And what do we do?  

[On experience with gender] Sometimes you just kind of wonder, 

as a woman—it can be a Latina woman, or just as a woman in general—

sometimes—you know, there’s a lot of barriers sometimes that you face 

about—you know, why does that happen? That—it even happens to me 

sometimes, when I’m standing next to a man, because I’m a shorter 

woman, and he’s taller.  

I’ve noticed, when I’m in a conversation with community 

members—and this has happened to me—they do not go up to me; they go 

right to the man to talk to. 

This happened to me not too long ago. And I’m at a community 

event, and I’m like, “I’m the principal of the school.” I don’t know if they 

thought I was a parent or somebody else. And they were counselors and 

other people, and I don’t know if they thought I was just some other 

person. 



121 

 

They went right to him to speak with him and they’re like, “Oh, 

I’m sorry. Oh, I didn’t know you were the principal of the school. “And I 

go, “Yes, I am.” So, it was just kind of interesting. And its perception or 

whatever happens. But I’m a short—I’m Mexican, even though I colored 

my hair, but they went right to him. And as a woman, I took a little 

offense. But I was just like, “Well, okay, they went to him. I guess that’s 

what happens.” 

Power 

Research supports the idea that Latinas in educational leadership exercise their power, 

share their talents and skills, and provide different leadership perspectives aside from the 

traditional political establishments, may help solidify the notion that power may be 

associated with a diverse range of abilities eliminating embedded structures in education. 

Latina participants in my study shared their leadership perspectives on how they exercise 

power from the notion of “power to” where there is mutual empowerment and support in 

order to run effective educational organizations. From a mujerista perspective, the 

participants of my study emphasized the importance of utilizing their knowledge of 

power to empower others.  

Dr. Fuentes: Yes. I don’t like the word power. I think it’s misleading and 

misunderstood, I do. I believe that empowering other people is the best 

way we can show—I call it responsibility. I always tell people, “This is a 

huge responsibility.” And it comes with a price, right? 

It’s a very lonely position. You can never be too close to anyone 

because at any time when they’re not performing, you’ve got be able to 
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shake them and see what’s going on. If they’re still not performing, you’ve 

got to let them go. So it is a very lonely position. 

On the other hand, if you don’t train your people, if something 

happens, there’s no one to take your place. I emphasize tremendously the 

need to train everyone. So we have our master teachers, and during our 

meetings sometimes I’ll say, “Okay, I want to know about your master 

teachers. What are their strengths and weaknesses, and are you working on 

those weaknesses with them?” 

Same thing with the assistant principals, and then the same thing 

with the principals. We have our meetings, and I say, “Let’s talk about the 

principals, and let’s talk about weakness. Are we working to help them 

improve those, or do they need professional development?” I’m big into 

professional development because—and it’s all levels. We’re not perfect. 

We need to develop certain things more than others, and do we know what 

those things are? Yeah, empowering other people definitely is the way to 

do it. 

Susana Aguilar: I really found that I really could be that way when I 

needed to be-in conversation with those not good for students-I don’t think 

I’m on a power trip. I think it was more because you can’t be here because 

you’re not good for them, and even though this is a difficult conversation 

for me to have with you, it’s not about me. It’s about me speaking on 

behalf of the students, you know? So, I think that’s kind of what gives me 

the strength to have what they call those courageous conversations 

because I’m not doing it for me. I’m doing it on behalf of them (students). 

I’m their voice. “ 
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Dr. Lopez: I had always heard that when you go into a new place, you’re 

supposed to have little chats with people and find out what they like and 

don’t like. So I had this little simple three-question survey to ask each of 

the employees. I remember this one woman, older woman, came in and so 

I said, “What do you like?” Well, of course, she was just miserable. 

Completely miserable. And I said, “Is there anything else you want to 

share with me?” And she said, “Yes.” She said, “I just want you to know 

that you’re not going to make it.”  

I said, “Excuse me?” “I just want you to know that,” she said. And 

I said, “And why would you say I’m not going to make it?” “Well, first of 

all, you know that we’re all older than you are.” And I said, “Okay.” And 

she said, “You’re a woman and we’ve never had a woman.” 

And she said, “And you’re Mexican.” 

And I said, “Okay. Are you done?” And she said, “Yes. I think so.” 

And so I’d always heard that if you stand up, you have more power 

[laughs]. So I stood up and I put my knuckles on the table and I looked 

directly at her and I said, “That is the last time you will ever talk to me 

like that again.” I said, “First and foremost, the people that I had to 

impress to get this job have already proved it and it apparently wasn’t you. 

So from this point forward, please know I’m not Mexican. I do not come 

from Mexico. My parents, my ancestors have lived in Colorado probably 

longer than yours.” And I said, “So the next time you talk about me,” I 

said, “don’t ever refer to me as Mexican because I am not.” And I said, 

“So with that,” I said, “you leave and you have a good day.” I was fuming. 

So I get a hold of the superintendent and I said, “I just want to you 

to know that I lost my mind with this person.” So I told him, and he said, 
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“No, she had it coming.” In the end—she retired before I actually left, 

thank goodness, and I was only there three years, but she really—she was 

from the old school where sometimes it’s easier to overlook what they say 

because they’ve always said it than to engage in a battle with them 

because I always say, “If the playing field isn’t level, don’t waste your 

time.” And for her, the playing field is never going be level because she 

had been raised that way, she truly felt that way. There wasn’t anything I 

was going to say that’s going to change her mind. No reason to spend my 

breath on her. 

The results presented above indicate that the participants of the study were confident and 

competent on utilizing their own knowledge, skills, and talents to navigate through their 

journey on becoming leaders in education. A more detailed discussion and summary of 

the results are presented in the next chapter. 



125 

 

CHAPTER 5: SUMMARY OF FINDINGS 

There is a dearth of research on the underrepresentation of Hispanic females in principal 

and superintendent positions. This study examines Latina educational leaders’ 

perspectives on issues that have led to the underrepresentation of Latinas in educational 

leadership in the state of Arizona. As the population of Hispanics continues to increase in 

the United States, one would expect the number of Hispanics in educational leadership 

positions to increase as well. However, an incongruity exists between number of Hispanic 

educational leaders and the current and growing Hispanic population, particularly 

children. Understanding the lack of correspondence associated with the minimal number 

of Hispanic females in educational leadership roles is critical especially when projections 

of the Hispanic population is likely to increase significantly over the next few decades. 

A purposeful sampling strategy was used in my study. Purposeful sampling, according to 

Patton (1990), lies in selecting information-rich cases from which one can learn an 

abundance of information on issues that are central to the purpose of the study. For the 

purposes of my study, employing a mujerista approach, Hispanic women in my study had 

the opportunity to share their unique spirits and emotions that validated their diverse 

knowledge and experiences to uncovered their own struggles and efforts when reaching 

their goals through a narrative inquiry approach. 
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Interpretation of Findings 

The following findings portray narratives from the participants of my study in 

conjunction with existing research related to understanding experiences of Hispanic 

leaders on their quest to educational leadership. The following section is framed around 

the research questions listed earlier. The section begins with an overview of how Latina 

leaders narrate their journey into their educational leadership positions. Several themes 

emerged over the course of analyzing data collected from our face-to-face interviews, 

including importance of education, family, informal/formal support systems, stereotypes, 

identity, assimilation, gender, power, cultural knowledge, and balancing professional 

lives with family and other obligations.  

Educational Aspirations 

Participants in my study grew up with a firm determination to pursue an education. This 

determination came from the home learning environment that was shaped by their family 

or other family members that strongly believed that education was the pathway to 

success. “The extent to which parents provide safe and comfortable housing, adequate 

learning materials, and informed practices regarding school matters is related to the 

parents’ socioeconomic conditions and their knowledge about academic requirements” 

(Delgado-Gaitan, 1992, 503). The home learning environment not only includes the 

academic aspects of education, but for the participants in my study the home learning 

environment also included their own knowledge through cultural upbringing such as 

spirituality, traditions, values, language, and relationships. Participants in my study 
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exercised aspirational capital (Yosso, 2005) as a form of resiliency that allowed 

themselves to dream of possibilities beyond their present circumstances.  

Importance of Education and the Misconceptions on Hispanics and Education 

All four participants in my study shared how education was an expectation from their 

parents and other family members that was instilled in them from a young age. According 

to Delgado-Gaitan (1992), parents provided children with the appropriate emotional 

support and placed a high cultural value on education through personal experiences that 

limited their own educational opportunities which in turn motivated students with the 

drive to accomplish their educational goals. Parents and other family members supported 

the participants in my study in their educational efforts in numerous ways. One 

participant shared how her mother would read to her every night and how her parents 

would remind her that she needed to work hard and show perseverance. Another 

participant expressed how education was a part of her growing up and of her family 

background. 

Another participant explained how her parents reminded her and her siblings to get good 

grades in school and not to embarrass them by having to go to the school to defend them 

for any reason. This resonated with Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, and Villenas (2006) and 

Cammarota (2008) on how they offer an understanding of the unique educational 

experiences that Chicanas and or Latinas encounter from youth to adulthood. Chicana 

and Latina feminist pedagogies refer to specific cultural way of organizing teaching and 

learning from informal sites such as home. 



128 

 

Another example that resonates with feminist pedagogies referring to specific ways of 

organizing teaching and learning from home comes from Dr. Lopez’s expressing how her 

parents reminded her to never forget where she comes from. The lessons learned from 

home about treating others with respect and never thinking she was better than anybody 

else. Her parents reminded her that this community would always take her back as long 

as the respect was there. Teaching and learning from such as the example above tends to 

be carried with the individual through their lives and when applicable in their careers. 

Other types of learning and teaching from home such as spirituality, race, gender, 

language, and dualisms are applied in various situations to help organize beliefs and 

societal norms. 

Cammarota (2008) suggests that Latina youth engage in cultural organizing, which 

includes cultural resources from both dominant and subordinate groups to further 

organize experiences of life and the drive for creativity and self-determination. As Susana 

Aguilar stated, “My tia was the angel, the nurturer, but also the one I think who really 

fostered the importance of education, having a good job, a good work ethic, having a 

home. Buying a home was very important to her and she kind of instilled that in me.” 

Susana Aguilar’s upbringing helped organize her drive for creativity and self-

determination, she was exposed to these values and would strive to accomplish or exceed 

these values. Latina leaders overcame challenges they encountered on their educational 

journey by negotiating their own resistance, identities, and culture. Moreover, 

participants were able to develop and articulate ways of negotiating their identities based 

on their experiences. 
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Significance of Formal/Informal Support Systems 

The participants in my study shared what they experienced in regard to formal and 

informal support systems and the significance of those support systems. All four 

participants gave insight to formal support systems. Formal support systems included 

professionals in the field of education. Informal support systems consisted of other types 

of support from family and friends.  

Informal Support 

Unfortunately, Latina leaders generally lack mentors or sponsors who help guide, 

support, or encourage their careers (Méndez-Morse, 1997, Ortiz, 1982) in ways that are 

similar to white female leaders (Orr, 2006; Sherman, Muñoz, & Pankake, 2008). 

However, as some researchers (Armendariz-Husen 1995; Colon Gibson 1992; Fernandez 

1999) have noted, Latinas rely heavily on their familial support on their quest to fulfilling 

their goals. All four participants of my study indicated that family was a major 

contributor to reaching their goal of becoming a leader in education. Three of the four 

participants explained how their family members helped with cooking, childcare, and 

other household responsibilities during and through participants’ journey to educational 

leadership. Susana Aguilar said, “My husband has always been supportive. I think he’s 

always admired this idea that I had gone to college and that I have a profession.” Dr. 

Fuentes stated, 

My family was outstanding, my husband and my children are 

unbelievable. They’re very understanding. They’re very supportive. 

They’re very proud. My parents and my siblings, too, they’re very proud 

and very happy. My parents took care of my children, for example, when 
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they were growing up so I could do this type of job. The support is not just 

a pat on the back. It’s more than that. My children never attended daycare 

because my parents were there to watch them so that I could do this. 

They’d pick them up and took them from school so that I could be able to 

do what I do. 

Dora Rodriguez related how her parents encouraged her to go back to school even after 

she got pregnant in high school and how they supported her. “So, it was just difficult 

working shift work with my kids. I was older, an adult and my parents actually paid for 

me to go back to college.” The shift work was at a copper mine where she and her 

husband worked to support the family. Her parents wanted more for her and encouraged 

and supported her throughout her college career. Not only did Dora’s parents support her 

aspirations, but from a mujerista perspective, this support and encouragement on the 

value of education from her upbringing added to her identity of being a well-educated 

woman and gave her the inner strength to accomplish her goals. She navigated through 

challenges, and she encourages her students to never give up their hopes and dreams 

despite the challenges they will encounter. 

Formal Support 

For the purposes of my study, formal support was defined as support that was offered by 

professionals in the field of education. For example, some of the participants of my study 

noted how professors, superintendents, and other school personnel were support systems 

on their journey to educational leadership. Gardiner, Enomoto, and Grogan characterize 

mentoring “as an active, engaged and intentional relationship between two individuals 

(mentor and protégé) based upon mutual understanding to serve primarily the 
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professional needs of the protégé” (2000, 52). In other words, the active relationship 

between the mentor and protégé may have encompassed a variety of practical 

opportunities that allowed the protégé to develop autonomy and a deeper sense of self-

efficacy for potential success. Though not one of my participants spoke specifically about 

experiencing a formal prescribed mentorship, three of the four participants alluded to 

having the support from other professionals in education. For example, Dr. Lopez shared 

how her superintendent served as a role model and mentor for her: 

I had a great role model. I will always, always be so appreciative of Mr. 

Martinez for being my mentor. Giving me opportunities I probably would 

not have had, straightening me out sometimes when I needed to be 

straightened out because I wasn’t seeing things clearly, holding my feet to 

the fire when things got tough, and putting me in situations that make me 

uncomfortable just because he was doing it to teach me something. 

Though she was not assigned a formal mentor per se, she had her superintendent who 

gave her experiences that would make her part of the leader she is today. 

Dr. Fuentes related how her professors at the university served as a support during her 

experience of earning her doctorate degree. “They believed in me. They pushed me to be 

more than I thought I could ever do or be, and they wouldn’t give up on me.” She went 

on to share her experience with support in her role as superintendent, “now as a 

superintendent, yes, there have been many people who have been willing to offer their 

help and have been very, very kind. There’s a bigger support group than there was when I 

was a doctoral student because there’s very few Latinos there.” 
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Because of the lack of Hispanic women leaders, Hispanic women have created their own 

paths of leadership development. Susana Aguilar recalled how she was in a position 

where she had just started as principal of a new school and as she was getting ready to 

present to her new staff she exercised the advice given to her from a previous principal 

and mentor. “Immediately all of my thoughts and my ideas went back to the principal that 

I had worked with, the African American principal, she was real, no nonsense. She was a 

wonderful mentor.” 

Overcoming Barriers 

Latina educational leaders are at a disadvantage from the initial stages of their 

educational careers because of institutional and social barriers that may lie within gender 

bias, cultural bias, language, and economic status (Méndez-Morse, 1999; Brunner, 1999). 

Dr. Lopez shared an example of an experience she encountered during her high school 

years that pertained to cultural bias. She shared how she and another Hispanic student 

were on a list for the National Honor Society, and when the announcements at her high 

school came on over the intercom their names were not called. Her Chicano class teacher 

explained to both of them that they had the grades to be NHS and was upset because their 

names were not mentioned or nobody came by the class to let her know she had been 

accepted. The teacher did look into the situation, and the students were not admitted. Dr. 

Lopez overcame this challenge and now uses this particular example in her role as 

superintendent, “I always, to this day, hold it that everything will be fair in my district. 

You will treat all children fair. They will all have equitable reasons and you will allow 
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them to participate. And so I tell that story because I want people to know that though 

you’re the superintendent, life isn’t easy.” 

From a mujerista perspective, this experience helped Dr. Lopez further understand and 

embrace her identity and as a leader exercises preventative measures to ensure the 

students she serves are exposed to educational opportunities. 

Susana Aguilar shares an experience of feeling alienated during her high school years 

because she attended a high school where the population was predominately white. After 

graduating high school, she attended a community college in south Phoenix. “I didn’t 

know where to go, I didn’t know what to do, I felt completely lost. I didn’t know who to 

ask. I felt out of place and I literally walked on the campus, looked around, turned 

around, and walked back.” She was completely on her own trying to familiarize herself 

with the next step to furthering her education and this was frightening to her because she 

did not have someone there to explain to her what to expect. As stated by Delgado-Gaitan 

(1992) familiarity with the educational system had a great deal to do with parents’ ability 

to shepherd their children through the school system and parents who had more 

experience with schools could better inform and guide their children. 

In Susana Aguilar’s case, she did not have a family member there to guide her. Instead, 

she ran into a friend as she was walking away from the community college who invited 

her to come to the college with her. Her experience of overcoming the grueling challenge 

of figuring out college on her own has helped her with her own children. She has guided 

her children along the way in elementary, high school, and college. She also uses her 
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experiences as a way to encourage students in her school to attend college and guides 

parents with the necessary information to help guide their children through school. 

Identity 

As women in educational leadership positions, we are identified by numerous form 

criticisms and labels and more so for Hispanic women leaders. Naturally, as Hispanic 

leaders we are constantly straddling who we are and who we need to be for the given 

situations we encounter. As Anzaldúa writes, “The masks, las mascaras, we are 

compelled to wear, drive a wedge between our intersubjective personhood and the 

persona we present to the world” (1990, xv). Without hesitation, we find ways to 

suppress the daily challenges we encounter with regard to our identities. As leaders, we 

tend to use strategies of differential form of oppositional consciousness, that is, our 

ability to read the current situation of power and self-consciously choosing and adopting 

the ideological stand best suited to push against its configurations. For example, when 

Latina leaders are faced with gender discrimination or racism, they must first value their 

cultural beliefs and ways of knowing and then apply strategies of oppositions and 

navigate to a place where their actions are recognized without resistance. 

Anzaldúa’s (1987) concept of mestiza consciousness stresses the significance of 

straddling between two or more cultures and embracing multiple identities. First and 

foremost, mestiza consciousness is about resilience and having the inner strength to 

balance opposing influences. Dr. Fuentes was very cognizant of how she has been treated 

in different situations where identity was a factor and having the knowledge to balance 

multiple identities faced on a regular basis. Having the skills to transform from one 
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identity to another and then find value in the given situation can be emotionally draining. 

However, Hispanic women leaders possessing the skills to straddle multiple identities are 

at an advantage because those skills can be applied to other given situations in a 

leadership position. 

Dr. Lopez shared how she has to adjust to being in situations where she was the only 

Hispanic woman in different situations and how she was perceived by others. She 

expressed how she overcame the adversity of being in these situations and concentrated 

more on her purpose for being there.  

 When I got to this district, it was very interesting because as executive 

director for business services, this position was like the same thing, just a 

different title to an assistant sup for business. And when I would go to 

meetings, I was the only Hispanic woman there. It was very much a white 

man’s world. And it was to the point that they made you uncomfortable. 

They were never inclusive. And the women that were there were old 

guard. So they weren’t warm and fuzzy.  

You would literally have to go up to them (the men) and say hello. 

They were not warm and fuzzy whatsoever. And so then you just build up 

this sense of confidence. “You know what? I’m here for a purpose. I’m 

not here to suit you. I do not have to do that.” Well, then after a couple 

years the tide started to change, especially on the West Valley, where we 

have more women coming into the field. We had three Latina 

superintendents up until a couple years ago, and we were the only three in 

the state of Arizona. 

Similar to Dr. Fuentes, Dr. Lopez used her inner strength to balance opposing influences. 

Instead of conforming to the uncomfortable feeling of a room full of male administrators, 



136 

 

Dr. Lopez found the courage to initiate conversations with the male administrators and 

she recognized she was there for a purpose. 

Assimilation 

Assimilation, according to Cammarota (2008), refers to dominant norms laid out by 

society that are expected to achieve academic success or economic assets. The notion of 

new mestiza consciousness involves an individual’s cognizance and willingness to break 

down the subject/object duality that keeps her prisoner. For example, Dr. Fuentes noted, 

“You assimilate some things in acculturation from other things, and then you emerge into 

something different. And that’s why I’m saying there’s nothing alike. We don’t have a 

nationality. We don’t have a group because we’re different. I talk about that and the 

loneliness of being in this different group, because we don’t necessarily believe, “The 

Latinos will do these things.” We don’t necessarily follow all of those things. Or, “They 

believe all of these things.” We have our different values, but we have many of theirs, 

too. So we become a different set of people, which it’s very difficult to relate to because 

no one has ever been like that. So, very few people are in this category.” 

Furthermore, Cammarota associates assimilation with “cultural organizing,” the process 

by which “people reflect on their situation and determine the most appropriate approach 

for daily interactions, an approach what will ameliorate the conditions of existence and 

maintain a certain degree of autonomy with identity formations” (2008, 11). Instead of 

society placing such an emphasis on what people should be and how they should act, we 

should capitalize on the uniqueness of each individual and what each has to offer. 
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As leaders, we are constantly placed in situations such as the one Dr. Lopez faced with 

the teacher who believed she was not qualified for and would not last at her job. As 

Hispanic women leaders we have multiple identities that we must organize and balance, 

as Dr. Lopez did. Furthermore, Dr. Lopez chose to take on the conversation with this 

teacher instead of conforming to her refusal to accept women leaders, and especially a 

minority leader.  

Gender and Power 

 

According to Brunner, literature on women in educational leadership continues to grow 

and provide readers with an understanding that “race and ethnicity are also factors in the 

gendered construction of schooling” (1999, ix). Dana and Bourisaw (2006) note that as 

men in leadership positions influence the structural development and operations of 

organizations and institutions, they often establish a number of structural overlays that 

prevented the entry or promotion of women within the organization or institutions. For 

example, one such structural overlay in the form of gender stereotypes, according to 

Dana and Bourisaw, were “learned from the culture and subcultures and have existed for 

generations and are accepted and used by many for a number of purposes especially the 

intentional discrimination for power and control” (p. 25). Below is an example from a 

mujerista perspective of an experience from Dora Rodriguez and the pressures she 

encountered as she interviewed for a superintendent position. 

I’ll be truthful with you, at times I felt like sometimes some men have 

made it difficult for me at the top. And so I don’t know if it’s been 

intentional, but at times I think there’s been a glass ceiling, or it’s just the 

way the cookies have fallen. And maybe it’s just who they pick, or who 

they want, but sometimes it could just be perception; I don’t know. 
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But as you can see, when I applied for the superintendency, there 

are not a lot of women in that field. So, that’s just the way it is. A lot of 

times it’s just because there’s not a lot of women going in that field. For 

whatever reason, it’s difficult, and even in other districts, you might notice 

at the higher positions—higher-paid positions—there’s not a lot of women 

in the top positions—and Latina women or regular, whatever. 

I’ve tried everything I could, but personally I don’t know why. I 

have all the qualifications, and I go for it. I don’t get selected. But you’re 

like—every time, the top candidates; you’re not selected, and you’re 

wondering why are you not getting picked, you know? . . . 

But, as a Hispanic woman, competing for a job, those subtle kind 

of things—that is a no-no. You know what I mean? I’m not going do that 

in the middle of a public thing. 

And you’re asking me of barriers that I have encountered; I 

encounter public things all the time. I’m in a conversation with a parent, 

during parent-teacher conferences. They’re asking a question. They look 

at me. I’m with the assistant superintendent; they go right to him. 

So, we encounter this all the time as women. Like I don’t know if 

they think he’s stronger than me; he’s smarter than me. I don’t know 

what’s going on. But it’s like, “I’m the principal of the school; show some 

respect.” Yeah. And I’ve faced this my whole life as a woman. But we 

compensate for that by what we do.  

Dora Rodriguez’s example also resonated with Fennell’s (2001) study on how power is 

exercised by women principals. Though Fennell’s (2001) study did not include Latina 

principal participants, the women principals in the study did share how they exercised 
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their power to overcome issues related to gender. With the increase of women leaders in 

education we are slowly experiencing the shift from power exercised as a form of 

domination to power being applied in various ways to empower others. This type of 

empowerment allows for leaders to seek out future leaders with specific skill sets. 

As stated by hooks, “The form of power that these women should exercise are those that 

will enable them to resist exploitation and oppression and free them to work at 

transforming society so that political and economic structures will exist to benefit men 

and women equally” (1984, 94). In other words, when women exercise power, the 

mindset should not be to outshine men or as a way to prove power over, instead, should 

simply offer insight to how women lead differently. Below is an example of how Susana 

Aguilar spoke on behalf of the students and how she applied her power in a given 

situation. 

I really found that I really could be that way when I needed to be. I don’t 

think I’m on a power trip. For example, when speaking with personnel not 

good for students-I tell them, I think you can’t be here because you’re not 

good for them (students), and even though this is a difficult conversation 

for me to have with you, it’s not about me. It’s about me speaking on 

behalf of the students, you know? So, I think that’s kind of what gives me 

the strength to have what they call those courageous conversations 

because I’m not doing it for me. I’m doing it on behalf of them. I’m their 

voice. 

This type of conversation is just another example of how women lead differently. The 

example is not to highlight that men do not lead using such an empathetic style, instead a 

highlight of a postmodern perspective on how women lead differently. 
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According to Hartsock, “Power refers to something possessed by individuals (a 

commodity) and means domination over others can be found in philosophical writings of 

the seventeenth century where it served as a justification for the ways society was 

managed and controlled by the marketplace” (1998, 17). From a feminist perspective, 

when a female educational leader exercises a mutual form of dominance that works in 

ways to empower others rather than an authoritarian type of domination, the notion of 

hierarchal/top down leadership tends to be lessened. Dr. Fuentes expressed this by stating 

her dislike of the word “power.” She believes that by empowering her people, there are 

more opportunities for accountability to responsibilities as well as empowering and 

seeking out the unique skills personnel have to offer to ensure effectiveness within the 

organization. 

I had anticipated language to be a factor of challenges experienced by the participants of 

my study; however, language was not considered an issue. Instead, participants of my 

study embraced the aspect of their bilingualism as the norm not the exception. All four of 

my participants shared how they sent out information in both English and Spanish for 

parents to further understand information on the common core standards mandated by the 

state department of education. 

Discussion of Results: Reflexive Ethnography 

“Reflexive ethnography utilizes postmodernist insights—incorporation of different 

standpoints, exposure of intellectual tyranny of meta-narratives—but proposes that 

reflexive ethnographic research be taken from a realist perspective” (Davis, 2008). In 

other words, reflexive ethnography offers an understanding that incorporates reflexivity 
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without abandoning claims to develop significant knowledge of social reality. 

“Reflexivity, broadly defined, means turning back on oneself, a process of self-reference” 

(Davis, 2008). 

As the researcher of this study, I was on a quest to understand the underrepresentation of 

Hispanic women in educational leadership specific to experiences (youth through 

adulthood) on educational aspirations, barriers, and support systems. As a practicing 

elementary school principal, a native Arizonan, and a woman of Hispanic decent, 

researching Hispanic women in educational leadership has helped me to further 

understand my position in society and more specifically in the field of education. I will 

now share my experiences as they relate to the experiences of my participants as well as 

to the research specific to Hispanic leaders in education. 

Educational Aspirations 

Like the participants in my study, from a young age, my parents also instilled the value of 

a college education and how being educated would further determine my financial 

livelihood. Mexican American families have long viewed the education system as a 

means of economic mobility for their children. Though my parents did not earn a college 

degree, they did earn vocational certification. My father worked in the copper mine for 

thirty-five years, and during his time served he completed an apprenticeship and became 

a pipefitter. During his years of service in the copper mine, he frequently served as a 

relief foreman/supervisor. My mother attended a trade school. Though she attained a 

license as a beautician, she worked in the local school cafeteria. After two years as a 
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server, she became the manager of the school cafeteria. She worked in food service for 

twenty-eight years. 

I remember helping my mother mop the cafeteria floor when I was attending the 

university working toward my bachelor’s degree in education. I knew I did not want to 

mop floors or serve food from my experience with her. I also had the opportunity to work 

in the copper mine with my father during the summers to earn some money for college. 

The company made it possible for children of employees who were attending college to 

work during the summer to make some money to help during the school year. The money 

earned during the summer at the mines was very appealing, more than I made at other 

jobs during an entire year. However, the chemicals I was exposed to, the strenuous 

manual labor, and the negative gender comments I experienced were enough to know that 

I could never work in the copper mine as an occupation. Through these experiences, I 

knew I wanted to further my education so that I did not have to be in a place of 

employment where I did not really want to be. My parents instilled the value of attaining 

a college degree so we did not have to “suffer” in jobs where we were just there to make 

a living. 

Three of the four participants in my study shared information about their siblings and 

their educational accomplishments. Why is it that the three participants in my study were 

able and willing to accomplish their educational endeavors and the other siblings chose 

not to? We were all raised in households where furthering our education was an 

expectation. 
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According to Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, and Villenas (2006), Chicana and Latina feminist 

pedagogies are partially shaped by collective and community memory though such ways 

as legends, corridos (narratives), and storytelling. That is, children listen to stories from 

elders and family members about culture and traditions and expectations of their physical 

and social behaviors. Growing up, my siblings and I paid very close attention to the 

stories our parents and elders from our family shared with us. These stories helped shape 

the individuals we are today. We carry with us the traditions, values, and cultural 

expectations and use those lessons to navigate through life. 

I have two sisters and three brothers. All attended college. My two older brothers 

attended the local junior college for a very short period of time before they decided easy 

money was down the street at the same copper mine where my father worked. My oldest 

brother worked there for ten years and shortly afterward passed away in a car accident. 

My older brother is currently still working there and has been for the past twenty years, 

and quite often he serves as a relief foreman/supervisor. 

I am the third oldest sibling and firstborn girl in my family. I never thought I would earn 

a college degree of any sort. I earned a junior college athletic scholarship where I had the 

opportunity to play college softball. I then went on to earn a bachelor’s degree in 

elementary education. After two years of teaching, I went back to earn my first master’s 

degree in counseling. Three years later, I earned my second master’s degree in 

administration and supervision. Two years later, I was accepted into the doctoral program 

at the University of Arizona. 
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My younger brother completed his bachelor of science degree in supply chain 

management. He currently works in a management position for a solar company in 

Phoenix, Arizona. My first young sister attended a community college on a sports 

scholarship and attained her associate of arts degree. She currently works as a dispatcher 

for the Pinal County Police Department in Arizona. Several years ago she was 

approached to work as a supervisor of dispatchers in the same county police department 

and refused the position due to family obligations. My youngest sister attended a junior 

college and aspires to continue her education someday. She currently works as an events 

manager at a resort in Tucson, Arizona. Though not all my siblings attained a college 

degree, all have had the opportunity to serve in a manager, supervisor, or leadership 

position. 

My siblings have succeeded because of education and the value of education and the 

strong work ethic our parents instilled in us. Hispanics such as my siblings, it should be 

noted, serve in positions other than stereotypic roles that we are so often placed in.  

Overcoming Educational Challenges 

As Gloria Anzaldúa notes, “In our self-reflectivity and in our active participation with the 

issues that confront us, whether it be in writing, front line activism, or individual self-

development, we are also uncovering the inter-faces, the very spaces and places where 

our multiple-surfaced, colored, racially gendered bodies intersect and interconnect” 

(1990, xvi). 

My earliest recollection of a challenge that I experienced came when I was just six years 

old. I remember my first grade teacher telling me I had to leave my first grade classroom 
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to attend a class that Spanish-speaking students attended. I was extremely shy in 

elementary school, so I did not question the teacher. One of the teacher aides began 

talking to me in Spanish and then in English. She asked me to read to her, and I began 

reading to her. She took me back to the teacher and shared with the teacher that I was not 

monolingual in Spanish and explained to the teacher that I read the passage in English 

that I was asked to read. The teacher looked at me and stated that she still wanted me 

tested because I would not speak in class. A couple of days later I was tested for an ESL 

(English as a Second Language) class. I passed the test and was never placed in ESL. 

After this experience, I learned that I must participate in group and class discussions or I 

would be labeled as someone or something I was not. 

This example resonates with Anzaldúa’s (1999) notion of how to tame a wild tongue. In 

her book Borderlands, the New Mestiza, she shares how she was trying to tell her Anglo 

teacher how to pronounce her name and was told that if she wanted to be American she 

must speak English; if not, she could go back to Mexico. Throughout my upbringing, my 

parents stressed listening and not talking back to adults. Had I told the teacher that I did 

not speak Spanish fluently or as my main language, would she have told my parents? 

Would I have been in trouble for talking back to the teacher? 

The next set of challenges I recall were in high school. The first one was being placed in 

a position of assimilation. I remember the feelings of excitement when I was approached 

by the varsity softball coach to participate on the varsity team. I was out on the softball 

field practicing, and some of my friends began talking with me in Spanish. Shortly after 

practice my coach had a conversation with me about speaking Spanish while on the 

softball field. He stated that English would be the only language that would be spoken on 
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the field and asked me if I understood what he was saying to me. I was terrified. I never 

spoke Spanish on the field again for the fear of being thrown off the team. Had I chosen 

to spoke Spanish and disregarded what my coach asked of me, there could have been a 

consequence I would have regretted. However, from a mujerista perspective and as I 

matured combined with my experiences, I do embrace my biculturalism and utilize my 

language to my benefit and for the benefit of others. 

The biggest challenge I encountered was during my senior year of high school. I eagerly 

entered the high school counselor’s office, ready to speak with her about my college 

plans. She asked me to sit down as she pulled my file. She read over my file and then 

placed her fingers on her glasses and slid her glasses down to the tip of her nose and 

asked what my plans were after high school. With a big smile on my face, I looked into 

her eyes and shared with her that I wanted to attend the University of Arizona and wanted 

to become a physical therapist or a trainer for a professional basketball team. She leaned 

over her desk, staring back at me. I waited in excitement, wondering what she would tell 

me about my plans. She sighed and said, “Honey, the only way you are going to any 

college is if you get an athletic scholarship. Your grades are horrible!” She then showed 

me my grades, consisting of A’s, B’s, and C’s. She then stated, “You might want to go 

speak with those people from the military, maybe you can go to the military.” I was 

shocked and very disappointed with myself and wanted to just run. 

Months later, I was at a high school softball tournament where I was approached by a 

junior college softball coach. My coach introduced the junior college coach to me and 

stated that she wanted to speak with me about my talents and my plans for college. The 

junior college softball coach shook my hand and said that my performance on the softball 
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field really exposed my physical talents. She then asked if I had signed a letter of intent to 

play college softball with anyone. I remember think to myself, “What is a letter of 

intent?” Then, to my surprise the coach stated that she was very interested in me playing 

junior college softball for her at Mesa Community College. I could not believe the words 

coming from her mouth. What did this all mean? What would my parents say? What 

about my grades? With so many unanswered questions and my ignorance about the 

process of attending college, I smiled back at the coach and told her I would have to 

speak with my parents about this opportunity. She asked that I sign the letter of intent, 

and before I could answer her, my coach reminded her that I had to speak with my 

parents first more so because I was not yet of age to do so. 

From a mujerista perspective, the negative experiences with my counselor, along with my 

spirituality, gave me the inner strength to never give up. More important, I use my 

experiences to help others pursue their goals despite the challenges they encounter or will 

encounter.  

Significance of Support Systems 

Like the participants in my study, family for me was a critical aspect of my success. 

Though the support was informal and very spiritual, without this type of support from my 

family I would have been placed in difficult situations that I believe I would have not 

overcome. From the beginning of my college career, I did not have the luxury of having a 

family member help me through the basic process of what going to college entailed. Of 

my twenty-six aunts and uncles from both sides of my family, only two had earned a 

college degree. Neither one of them took the time to explain to me the process of 
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enrolling myself into a college, nor did my high school counselor. As stated by Delgado-

Gaitan (1992), parents who had more experience with schools were better informed and 

could better guide their children. Though my parents valued education, they did not take 

the necessary steps to guide me to enrolling into college. The first time I visited Mesa 

Community College, I caught a ride with a friend whom the coach was also interested in 

recruiting. What I have learned through such experiences is how to navigate through 

situations of unfamiliarity and utilize knowledge from my upbringing and experiences to 

help others. 

Like the participants in my study, I also had “formal” mentors or support systems on my 

journey to educational leadership however; I did not have the luxury of having a Latina 

leader mentor me. I recognized my first formal mentor when I became a teacher. She was 

assigned to be my mentor during my first year as an elementary teacher. She guided me 

on items such as procedures, curriculum, and expectations of the school. 

In my hometown district where I was a teacher, the superintendent and school board 

members decided they would “grow their own” administrators. To my surprise, my 

principal came to my classroom one day after school to talk about whether I had an 

interest to ever become a principal. I was in complete shock! I had only been teaching for 

five years. I explained to her that I did not think I could be a principal. I never believed I 

would even earn a college degree much less lead a school. A couple days later my 

superintendent came into my classroom after school to speak with me about my interest 

in administration. I told him I would think about it and let him know my decisions in a 

couple of days. I was going through a divorce at the time and thought going back to 

school to earn a master’s degree in administration and supervision would help take my 
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mind off of my personal situation. I remember thinking, “This is a sign from the lord up 

above,” his way of taking care of me and helping me to keep my sanity. Throughout the 

process of earning my degree, my superintendent was my formal form of support. I refer 

to my superintendent as my WHMM (white male mentor). This was the antithesis of 

what a traditional mentor/mentee relationship was in education administration. As cited 

in Méndez-Morse (2004) research studies have reported that traditional mentoring 

situations tend to consist of a mentor selecting and grooming a protégé who is similar in 

gender and race or ethnicity (Johnrud, 1991; Ortiz, 1982a; Valverde, 1980; Wesley, 

1997). 

Like the participants in my study, I found it really difficult to believe in myself and the 

knowledge I had to offer as a leader. My WHMM helped me to believe in myself. He was 

there for support but also allowed me to fail to teach me that failure was a commodity of 

success. Just so, Dr. Lopez’s superintendent worked hard with her to make her a better 

leader and allowed her to fail in order to teach her that with failure comes success. 

After my first year as principal of two elementary schools in my hometown district, my 

WHMM posed the question, “Have you ever thought about going back to school to earn a 

doctorate degree in educational leadership?” As I gasped for air, I told him he was crazy. 

I explained to him there was no way that I had the academic knowledge, language, or 

capacity to even belong at that level of education. He convinced me that I would be a 

great doctoral candidate and should apply and let my personality, academic knowledge, 

and passion for education speak for itself. All along this journey my WHMM has been 

there, every step of the way. My WHMM has been very genuine on how he has mentored 

me. Combined with the commonsensical attributes in regard to human subjects that I 
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learned from my upbringing and what my mentor has taught me, relationship building has 

played a vital role in my position as an educational leader. Though in present-day society 

color blindness still exists, my WHMM, my upbringing, and my experience have taught 

me how to balance the positive with the negative.  
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Suggestions for Additional Research 

Further research on how women leaders and more specifically Hispanic women are 

prepared in their preservice programs to build and sustain relationships that are vital in 

being a community leader, academic leader, and manager may lead to further 

understanding of how to build stronger, more collaborative educational organizations. 

Furthermore, understanding how Latina leaders use their skills of straddling multiple 

identities and how they apply those skills in other given situations may add some validity 

to how navigate through challenges providing insight to aspiring leaders who may be 

skeptical about pursing the role of principal or superintendent. My study has concentrated 

on a very small sample of both Latina principals and superintendents’ future research on 

a larger pool of participants would allow further validation to aspirations, support 

systems and barriers. Finally, collecting data from Latina superintendents in Arizona on 

how they work with aspiring women leaders could be pertinent in helping to increase the 

number of Latinas in educational leadership positions throughout Arizona. 
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APPENDIX A: INTERVIEW PROTOCOL 

Personal Narratives from Latinas on their Journey to Educational Leadership 

Positions 

Tell me about your educational background. (Probe for family education background, 

family values, and expectations about education) 

Tell me about your current family circumstances. (Probe for marital status, current 

family information, family responsibility) 

What were the motivating factors that encouraged you to become a leader in education? 

(Probe for experiences of self-identifying or assimilation experiences) 

Share with me your story about how you attained an educational leadership position. 

(Probe for power dynamics, knowledge from home of teaching/learning, 

relationships, and policy constraints or access) 

How did you find a social, professional, and emotional balance on your pathway to 

educational leadership? (Probe for support systems, professional/personal 

relationships, and issues of gender bias) 

Please describe how family members supported/discouraged your educational leadership 

aspirations. (Probe for support systems, knowledge, power, and issues of gender bias) 

Please describe any barriers you faced on your journey to becoming a leader in education 

and how you navigated through those barriers. (Probe for teaching and ways of 

knowing from gender, race, and culture, power dynamics, and policy constraints)  
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Please share with me support systems you felt were in place or that helped you on your 

journey to education leadership. (Probe for support groups (formal/informal), access 

to support groups(formal/informal)) 

Tell me about your current position. (Probe for knowledge, power, and teaching and 

learning from cultural, traditional, and familial perspectives, satisfaction, 

aspirations, future trajectory) 

In regard to the college and career readiness standards, how are you keeping parents and 

guardians informed? (Probe for knowledge, teaching and learning, and language) 

What are your greatest achievements? (Probe for knowledge, power, and teaching and 

learning from cultural, traditional, and familial perspectives) 

How does your identity as a Latina shape your leadership? (Probe for the caretaker, 

family oriented, cultural upbringing, that form leadership style) 

As a Latina leader, what words of advice would you have to share with Latinas aspiring 

to become a principal or superintendent? (Probe for knowledge, power, and teaching 

and learning from cultural, traditional, and familial perspectives, satisfaction, 

aspirations, future trajectory) 

What plans do you have to further your education?  
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