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ABSTRACT  

“Living Within and Outside the Margins and Borders…” depicts the lived experiences of 

eight Latinx high school seniors transitioning from an urban high school categorized by the State 

as a high poverty, high achieving, Latino majority-minority school.  The school is situated in a 

large, southern Arizona city on the cusp of the U.S. Mexico border.  This qualitative study spans 

the course of an academic school year, and includes an examination of narratives from three 

educational leaders within the target school.  As longtime educators contained and often 

constrained inside a sizable metropolitan district, educational leaders were challenged to serve 

these Latinx youth within the limits set by state and national policies related to immigration, 

achievement testing, and education of emergent bilinguals.  A major goal of the study was to 

understand how educational leaders negotiate educational policy margins to resist deficit-framed 

approaches and to incorporate socially just action within their schools. 

As demonstrated by the participants in the present study, many Latinx youth are 

searching for ways to navigate linguistic, cultural, racial, and class-based borders.  Furthermore, 

many seek to breakthrough prescribed margins characterized by educational policies and 

practices that seek to track, label, and often marginalize them.  These margins can be “more than 

a site of deprivation…[but] also a site of radical possibility, a space of resistance” (hooks, 1990, 

p. 149).  Thus, these Latinx students’ narratives, which include descriptions of the capital 

employed to overcome these barriers, were analyzed via a Community Cultural Wealth lens 

(Yosso, 2005).  
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PROLOGUE 

As I prepare the presentation of my dissertation study, I am struck by the reflection on a 

pivotal moment in my life four years ago when I applied to the Educational Leadership and 

Policy Studies doctoral program. I was a faculty member at the local community college, 

providing counseling services to the community, where I now serve in an administrative role.  I 

was interested in pursuing the Educational Leadership doctoral program to advance my skills in 

leadership at the college, and to support my passion for affecting positive change through 

education; as the structure utilized to foster human development, growth, and goal attainment. 

Since I am energized by diversity work, serving those from underrepresented and marginalized 

groups is where I am most committed. As an educator, I hold access to and success in education 

as a top priority. The focus of my daily work, four years ago and today, involves identifying and 

overcoming barriers for the students I serve. These values and goals inspired my work in 

Education and the Counseling field.  Moreover, they have influenced my interest in serving in a 

leadership capacity to maximize systemic, institutional change that improves successful 

outcomes for students. 

Although my work experience has greatly affected my career goals, my journey as an 

educational leader begins with examining my roots. Two of the most influential women in my 

life, who set the foundation for who I am and who I would become, were my paternal and 

maternal grandmothers, respectively. The absence of one and the unwavering presence of the 

other in my young life shaped not only the lives of my parents, but all members of my family. 

Like both of my grandfathers, my parents, and my aunts and uncles, my grandmothers were 

English Language Learners defined by Wright (2010) as students who come to elementary 



10 
 

 

school speaking a native language other than English. García and Kleifgen (2010) prefer the term 

emergent bilingual as a matter of equity and in recognition that children in the process of English 

language acquisition are in fact emerging upon a continuum of bilingualism.  

My grandmother Carlota was born in Hermosillo, Sonora, Mexico in 1912, and 

immigrated to Tucson, Arizona as a young girl.  My grandmother Rebecca was born in the 

border town of Douglas, Arizona in 1919.  Both of my grandmothers learned English in primary 

school in Arizona, but neither reached middle school, as the social norms in their generation of 

large, working-class families called for children old enough to work to contribute and give 

whatever earnings back to the household to help the family.  I reflect that a century ago, in the 

era of my grandmothers’ childhoods, they were faced with nothing but limitations due to their 

age, gender, ethnicity, socio-economic status, and language orientations (despite becoming 

fluent in both English and Spanish).  Yet because of the paths that they each set for their own 

children, I stand before you today as an educated, bilingual, woman of color and as a doctoral 

candidate.  My grandmothers both married and began their families instilling in their children 

and grandchildren the values of faith and a purpose-driven life that was centered on serving 

others and becoming educated.  They were the original practitioners of leadership in my life, and 

my earliest of teachers. There is not a day that passes that I don’t think of the collective life 

lessons I have benefitted from their teachings, which continued with my parents, my aunts, 

uncles, and my grandfathers’ collective influence upon me as well.  I was blessed to spend an 

abundant amount of time with my grandparents during my adolescence, impacting my bicultural 

identity formation (Padilla, 2006).  One grandfather spoke to me of working as a migrant farmer 

in the summers in California, taking his wife, my grandmother, and their children to assist with 

this work in order to make ends meet.  The other grandfather discussed the prejudice encountered 
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when taking university classes for his professional license when it was discovered he was not 

White but Latino, and how the theme of “passing” (Bonilla-Silva, 2006) was pervasive. He was 

expected to be as equally culturally competent in both the American and the Mexican worlds, as 

he continued to run the oldest business in Tucson, established in 1880 (which still exists) because 

his work required interaction with Spanish speaking clientele across the border as much as with 

American businessmen. 

It is no wonder then, that language, literacy, history and culture are themes that permeate 

my personal and professional life.  Growing up, each of my grandparents spoke to us, their 

grandchildren, in Spanish, although we typically answered them in English.  For my siblings and 

first cousins (my primos-hermanos), we are native English speakers and Spanish is an acquired 

second language, with a variation in each of our collective fluency.  A critical focus of my 

graduate studies was on language, literacy, and the sociocultural components of how acquisition 

and development occur. These foci have illuminated my views, which were further expanded by 

my volunteer experiences in the K-12 educational system as well as my current professional role 

in higher education.  I recognize the great need to assist and bridge the gap for students typically 

seen as ‘underdeveloped’ or ‘deficient’.  I would rather view such students from a strengths-

based perspective, who hold boundless potential and ability.  Helping these students recognize 

their strengths drives my passion for educational leadership.  However, to remain committed as 

an educator, which requires that I model leadership and be an effective change agent, I must also 

follow State policies that impact the larger educational system as a whole.  Many educators are 

suffering from extreme budget cuts and pandemic low levels of retention and graduation rates of 

underrepresented minorities in both secondary and higher education.  At the community college 

level, the AACC (2012) estimates the lack of leadership in higher education will be an 
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unwavering trend.  We critically need leaders who understand how to make data-driven decisions 

that are theory based and sound in practice, to enact the change necessary to maximize student 

success and retention.  I am one of those leaders now, my mother as an educator herself was my 

first mentor.  Both she and my entrepreneurial father never allowed me to believe I would be 

anything but successful.  Students who are marginalized, who are viewed as “deficient” by 

educational policies, need advocates and policy makers that understand their collective untapped 

potential and the need for education to continue to be the great equalizer.  This is the gap that I 

work to close on a daily basis in my work. 

Considering a traditional pathway to higher education, I examine how high school Latinx 

seniors are transitioning to community college and beyond.  In my single case study at a southern 

Arizona Latino minority-majority high school, each of my student participants was an emergent 

bilingual and each had been impacted, in some way, by the educational policies at both state and 

federal levels around immigration and English language acquisition.  Understanding the impact 

of these policies as an educational leader, I set out to explore the decision making factors for 

students’ college-going behaviors, as well as how did the school and its leaders help to influence 

students’ academic journeys of success, including whether the community college pathway was 

chosen.  It is my hope that by better understanding both the barriers and supports these students 

experienced, we can improve the educational pipeline of Latinx youth in Arizona (Milem, 

Salazar, & Bryan, 2016). 
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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION 

Statement of the Problem 

 

In both the K-12 sector as well as in the higher education, Latinx1 students are not 

keeping pace with their peers in relation to academic success, including retention, persistence 

and graduation rates (Milem, et al, 2016; Zambrano & Hurtado, 2016).  Trends in the 

achievement gap of Latinx students as compared to other groups in K-12 persist and high stakes 

testing are shown to disproportionally impact minority students and emergent bilinguals 

(Koyama & Menken, 2013; Rodriguez & Arellano, 2016).  In fact, Latinx students continue to 

trail behind their White and Asian peers in graduation from high school, as well as in attendance 

and graduation from two-year college and four-year universities, which includes low transfer 

rates from two-year to four-year schools (Gonzalez and Ballysingh, 2012).   

Latinxs are underrepresented in postsecondary education, which scholars have attributed 

to a variety of challenges that include language, finances, under-preparedness, and immigration 

status (Irizarry, 2012; Ornelas and Solórzano, 2010).  Community colleges attract a significant 

percentage of Latinx students because of (a) the open access and admissions structure, (b) the 

offering of developmental (remedial) coursework for underprepared students, and (c) the 

affordability and proximity to home for many traditional high school students (Martinez and 

Fernandez, 2004; Kurlaender, 2006).  In fact, Latinxs are far more likely to begin postsecondary 

education in community colleges.  Currently, the American Association of Community Colleges 

                                                           
1 The term Latinx is used in place of Latino, Latina, Latino/a, Latina/o, or Latin@ in recognition of recent and 

national student organizations who seek to be free from any gender binary and in acknowledgement of inclusivity of 

any and all orientations, by replacing the ‘final gender defining syllable’ with an “x” (Logue, 2015).  Other quoted 

materials in this paper may refer to “Hispanic”, or “Latino/a”, “Latina/o”, as used by various authors in the literature 

when describing the cultural background of this population demographic. 
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(AACC) estimates that 57% of community college students are Hispanic (AACC, 2015), 

demonstrating consistent trends over the last decade of a large Latinx population.  Similarly, in a 

policy brief authored by Acevedo-Gil, Santos, and Solórzano (2014), Latinx youth in the K-16 

educational pipeline were described as “the largest and fastest growing group in the K12 

education sector…nationally in 2011 there were over 12 million Latina/o students in K12, 

[representing] 24% of the overall student population…[and] the Latina/o student population in 

community colleges will continue to increase due to the large K-12 population and since they are 

more likely than any other racial group to choose a community college…(pp. 1-2).   These trends 

have been consistent for more than a decade, as Martinez and Fernandez (2004) estimated that 

the Latinx student population in 2004 would be close to 60% of the total community college 

student population in the United States.   

Much of the research in education has focused on traditional age Latinx students and 

university transitions (Irizarry, 2012; Lopez, 2013).  Additionally, a related strand of inquiry 

includes Latinx community college to four-year university transfer (Ornelas and Solórzano, 

2010; Suarez, 2011).  However, there appears to be an absence of literature examining the 

experiences of Latinx students’ experiences transitioning from high school, specifically to 

community college, as well as how school leaders influence effective practices for serving these 

students (Kurlaender, 2006). Although there are studies that discuss college-going culture and 

special programs designed to specifically serve at-risk students (Cabrera, Deil-Amen, Prabhu, 

Terenzini, and Franklin, 2009; Harrell and Forney, 2011), studies specifically addressing the 

barriers that Latinx student face in moving from high school to a community college are sparse.  

The success of Latinx students in community colleges continues to be an area of concern.  

Many factors, which include high poverty rates, have been shown to challenge the success of this 
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group. The poverty rate of Latinxs now exceeds that of other racial groups; 28% of Latinx live in 

poverty as compared to 25% of Blacks, 17% of Asian Americans, and 11% of Whites (Lopez 

and Cohn, 2011, as cited by Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013). In a 2013 policy brief written by Nuñez 

and Elizondo, they document the transfer rate from community colleges to university degree 

pathways for Latinxs continues to trail far behind other racial group, consequently this ultimately 

impacts overall bachelor degree attainment.  In the context of southern Arizona, data show that 

Latinx students continue to lag behind Whites in postsecondary pursuits (Nuñez and Elizondo, 

2013). Moreover, the impact of poverty on this group is directly correlated to educational 

attainment and its relationship to career pathways.  For example, the Pew Hispanic Center (2010) 

documents that just one in five Latinxs (19%), compared to half the proportion of Whites (39%), 

works in management, law, health care, or science fields, which require a bachelor’s degree for 

entry level positions (Pew Hispanic Center (2010) as cited by Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013).  As a 

result, lack of educational attainment is linked to economic prosperity for many Latinxs in the 

U.S.  The need to better understand the implications for the overall lack of educational 

attainment of Latinxs is critical to shaping educational policies to address systemic inequities.  

Fernandez (2002) illuminates the need in these comprehensive terms: “Educational research on 

Latinas/Latinos has often focused on low academic achievement. Among issues affecting 

Latina/Latino students are segregated schools, inequities in school finance, lack of bilingual 

education programs, and tracking into vocational and special education classes, to name just a 

few. At federal and state levels, policy bodies have expressed concern over what has been 

labeled a crisis of Hispanic education” (p. 47). 

Additionally, Fernandez (2002) describes the need for educational leaders to use 

students’ personal narratives as a way to bring personal stories, as told through students’ own 
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voice and experience, to the forefront of research: “Although such research and policy reports 

may document educational conditions that affect Latina/Latino students, they seldom incorporate 

students’ own perspectives on their education. Moreover, they do not acknowledge how these 

students cope with or respond to these educational conditions (p. 47). 

In response to Fernandez’s (2002) call to make research more personable to the lived experiences 

of Latinx students, I developed and conducted my study. 

Purpose of the Study 

There exists a gap in the research literature regarding the transitions that students make in 

their post-secondary educational journeys as well as how students’ stories are centralized in the 

research process in a direct and meaningful way. The present study set out to explore this void.  

In this case study I explore how Latinx youth successfully move from high school to post-

secondary experiences, specifically community college, and how they are influenced by the 

educational leadership they encounter. Specifically, I examine the impact of leadership 

strategies, as enacted through a high school-to-college bridge program, on the college-going 

behaviors of Latinx students. It should be noted that since I worked with a high school site, my 

data are centered on traditional age community college-going students, defined as those students 

entering community college directly after high school graduation, in order to specifically 

understand what leads these students to the community college experience vs. other post- 

secondary options.   

I investigated the following questions:  RQ1: What educational leadership strategies 

contribute to the effective transition of Latinx high school seniors to post-secondary education, 

in particular, community college?  RQ2: How, if at all, do Arizona or federal policies, with 
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respect to the sociocultural domain, affect the experience of Latinx high school seniors in 

transition? 

To explore these questions, I consider how both school culture and school climate play a 

role in creating an environment where students are encouraged to be successful.  The leadership 

of the school, which includes the administration, counselors and teachers, are an important 

component in establishing this culture, and I discuss leadership at length in the following review 

of the literature.  

For traditionally marginalized students, including Latinxs, culturally responsive school 

cultures impact their schooling experiences (Gonzalez, Moll, Floyd-Tenery, Rivera, Rendon, 

Gonzales, and Amanti, 1995).  Specifically, leaders play important roles in co-constructing 

school culture (Hoy and Miskel, 2008; Bohlman and Deal, 2008).  I argue that one way in which 

leaders construct school culture is through the adoption and implementation of high school to 

college Bridge programs. Utilizing Yosso’s (2005) notions of Cultural Capital via Community 

Cultural Wealth, Critical Race Theory (CRT), and LatCrit, I focus on a Bridge program in a 

Southern Arizona high school.  Namely, I explore the impact of leadership strategies, as enacted 

through this high school-to-college bridge program, on the college-going, post-secondary 

transition of Latinx high school seniors. I also focus only on traditionally aged college students, 

which I define as those entering post-secondary institutions subsequent to high school 

graduation. I find that these students are often successfully transitioning to post-secondary 

endeavors largely due to the navigational capital provided by the bridge program, the college-

going culture promoted by school leadership, as well as the aspirational capital engendered by 

their families. These findings are noteworthy given the geographic context in which this study 

occurred—an area where education has been impacted by a color blind ideology as well anti-
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Latinx and anti-immigrant rhetoric that has permeated State law and policies.  This analysis 

includes how school labels, (e.g. ELL-English Language Learner), and how institutions were 

responding to DACA (Deferred Action for Childhood Arrival), have impacted students.  The 

findings from my study are further discussed in the following chapters which have been 

submitted separately as articles under review by peer reviewed journals: 

Chapter 4: Effective Leadership? The Problem with Successful Bridge Programs in a Latinx  

Border Context:  In this chapter, I reviewed school culture, the effectiveness of leadership 

practices, and the influence of these factors on successful Bridge programs. The school, as a 

system, allows for an examination of the organizational structure, which thereby leads to 

identification of factors that contribute to the school’s effectiveness for supporting students as 

well as students’ perceptions about the school culture. Hoy and Miskel (2008) assert that “school 

cultures of efficacy, trust and optimism promote student achievement” (p. 175).  In further 

consideration of school culture, its influence and relationship with leadership, Lumby and 

Foskett (2011) were interested in examining the influence of culture in schools and the interface 

of leadership and culture. They surmised that the “aim of leadership is to positively influence 

culture using conceptualization of the nature of culture to achieve those ends” (p. 450).  Hence, 

the present study was carried out with Hoy and Miskel’s theory at the heart of my 

methodological process. 

Lumby and Foskett (2011) argue that educational leaders must comprehend culture as 

commonalities among groups as a basis of generalization. They also state that the essential skills 

of cultural literacy are in recognizing the danger of overgeneralizing homogenous groups.  

Additionally, Lumby and Foskett warn of the risks involved for “individuals born, educated and 

working in a dominant culture context not to see other cultures in terms of deficit models” (p. 



19 
 

 

452).  They continue their argument by stating that the construct of power as well as isomorphic 

tendencies within organizations may reinforce social differences and existing hegemonies—the 

educational leader must therefore be vigilant to not allow these potential outcomes from arising.  

This is of particular salience for educational leaders serving in a border-context, such as our local 

landscape.  In the present study, via Yosso’s (2005) notions of Community Cultural Wealth, I 

sought to depict the competing paradigms of asset versus deficit-based frameworks.  I argue that 

this former turnaround high school, which is classified by the State as a high achieving, high 

poverty, majority-minority Latino school, had attempted to embed a college-going culture, 

scaffolded by federal Bridge programs, while juxtaposed against a district professional 

development model (see Payne, 2005).  Participant narratives demonstrated a confusing 

intermingling of (a) school staff supporting students while (b) only sometimes recognizing 

students’ ethnic culture.  Therefore, although the school offered supportive resources to students, 

the students in the school also commonly experienced dominant institutional ideologies that 

problematized those students living in poverty by considering their needs and experiences from a 

deficit framework (Valencia, 2010).  

Chapter 5: Border and Borderscape Thinking: Reconsidering a High School-College Bridge 

Program for Latinx students in Arizona2:  Many Latinx high school students living in Southern 

Arizona face multiple borders, broadly defined in this article as that which divides something, 

and also the edges of those divisions.  Hence, their daily lives are impacted by their location in 

what Rajaram and Grundy-Warr (2007) refer to as “borderscapes”—landscapes in which borders 

exit and gain meaning. These Latinx youth live on the U.S. side of the U.S.-Mexican border, an 

officially regulated geographic, political, and economic boundary, while they often have family 

                                                           
2 This chapter was submitted as a co-authored article with Dr. Jill Koyama to a peer reviewed journal 
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linkages to Mexico.  Students are in turn impacted by anti-Mexican and anti-immigrant 

legislation, such as SB 1070, a law that requires police to ascertain the immigration status of 

anyone detained, and some are personally impacted by deportment of family and friends. In 

school, many for whom English is not their mother tongue, are subjected to Proposition 203, 

“English for the Children,” legislation that mandates emergent bilinguals be taught in English 

immersion (Wright, 2003).  Students are thus categorized, sorted, and segregated on one side of a 

linguistic border for four-hour blocks of English instruction that restricts their enrollment in 

science and mathematics courses required for college entrance. The segregation of emergent 

bilinguals in SEI classes for much of the school day means that Latinx students are often lacking 

in resources and qualified teachers that they would attain in mainstream courses (Gándara & 

Hopkins, 2010).  

In schools, these symbolic borders can—through educational policy, pedagogy, and 

curricula—become social borders for Latinx youth. These borders are deeply embedded with “at-

risk” narratives that allow well-intentioned programs, like the bridge program examined in this 

paper, to default to a deficit and colorblind perspective, thereby falling into pernicious ideas “that 

minority students labor under intellectual handicaps because of their family structure, linguistic 

background, and culture” (Valencia, 2010, p. ix).  Therefore, even the most robust Latinx family 

support is regard as inherently deficient. 

In this conceptual piece, we examined a high school-college bridge program aimed at 

preparing Southern Arizona Latinx youth to negotiate, and when possible, cross social borders. 

First, we considered three interrelated borders that can impact the education of Latinx youth in 

Southern Arizona, and to which the program aims to bridge. Briefly, we examined the border 

between Arizona and Mexico, the K-12 academic achievement margins between Latinx students 
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and their White counterparts, and the persistent lacunae between Latinx youth who enter high 

school and those who attend college. Purposefully, we problematize the “at-risk” discourses that 

essentialize the nature of these border landscapes within neoliberal framings aimed at explaining 

educational patterns of Latinx students, and infuse the bridge program we examine. “At-risk” 

notions, when applied to Latinx students, serve as contemporary deficit, locating deficiencies and 

blame on the students’ linguistic, ethnic, racial, and socioeconomic background, rather than on 

the characteristics of schooling.  

Applying our thinking to controversies revealed in the qualitative case study of a Bridge 

program conducted by the second author, we demonstrated the hidden complexities in a program 

aimed at bridging the three borders we explored. While the program provides social and cultural 

capital, as well as additional temporary academic supports that high school students need to 

navigate college-going processes, it was also embedded with deficit, colorblind perspectives that 

placed Latinx youth “at-risk” within the school.  Finally, we offer recommendations for future 

research of education programs that turn examinations upside down to resituate and reconsider, 

and potentially dismantle, the enactments of “at-risk” deficit thinking, which still undergird 

many programs aimed at bridging borders experienced by Latinx students. 

Chapter 6: Overcoming the Odds: Successful Latinx Transitions Into Community College and 

Post-Secondary Pursuits: Politicas, Pasajes y Puentes:  In this chapter, I considered the context 

of Arizona as the backdrop for legitimized racism via State enacted legislation that has resulted 

in the targeting and profiling of persons of color.  These illustrations were exemplified by 

legislative policies such as, SB1070, HB 2281, and Proposition 203 (Cammarota & Aguilera, 

2013; Gándara, 2012; O’Leary, Romero, Cabrera & Rascon, 2012).  These are policies that allow 

for: (a) police racial profiling of people who appear to be of Mexican descent and requiring one 



22 
 

 

to carry paperwork demonstrating lawful immigration status; (b) a ban on Ethnic Studies 

pedagogy in K-12 public schools, and (c) the restriction of bilingual education programs and 

allowance of only a segregated, four-hour block of SEI-Structured English Immersion 

instructional model for students in K-12 classified as English Language Learners. 

I examined how six (of the total eight student participants) Latinx high school senior 

students described their experiences with Deferred Action (DACA) immigration status 

(Cammarota & Aguilera, 2013; Chin, Hessick, & Miller, 2012); as direct recipients of SEI 

instruction as emergent bilinguals (Gándara, 2012; Wright, 2010), and the barriers they 

overcame to be successful as graduating seniors accepted to various post-secondary schools, 

utilizing CCW-Community Cultural Wealth: familial, aspirational, linguistic, resistant, and 

navigational capital (Yosso, 2005) and social capital (Stanton-Salazar, 2004) theoretical 

frameworks.  The following questions were examined: How, if at all, do Arizona or federal 

policies, with respect to the sociocultural domain, affect the experience of Latinx students in 

transition?  

I argue that these legislative policies are actually forms of macroaggressions towards 

Latinx students and support colorblind ideologies that seek to undermine culturally responsive 

pedagogy with a “one size fits all” approach to education.  In this chapter, I predominantly focus 

on the model of Structured English Immersion (SEI), the result of Arizona Proposition 203, 

which is demonstrative of what Bonilla-Silva (2006) calls a form of both “overt and covert 

racially motivated behavior” within a framework of racialization (p.475).  I examined, though 

student narratives, whether students self-actualized these experiences as racism or as normalized 

reality.  Finally, other areas reviewed in this article center on deficit perspectives (Valencia, 
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2010), language (García & Kleifgen, 2010; Ruiz, 1984) and bicultural identity (Padilla, 2006; 

Gándara, 2010).  In the next chapter, I provide a review of the literature which framed my study. 
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW 

Borders, Bridges, and Being Bicultural   

Latinx student trends have for quite some time drawn the attention of scholars and 

educational leaders.  For example, Solórzano and Ornelas (2002) and Yosso and Solórzano 

(2006) considered outcomes of Latinxs throughout various levels of education, and found a 

severe drop of Latinx achievement at pivotal points that included high school graduation, 

transition to community colleges, and transition to four-year universities.  Furthermore, these 

authors found that the overall college degree attainment rate of Associate’s and Bachelor’s 

degrees, was low among Latinxs.  Gonzalez (2013), in his review of the literature regarding the 

relationship between social capital and Latinx student success, summarized the research 

presented by Solórzano and Ornelas (2002) and Solórzano and Yosso (2006) in this way: “If we 

follow 100 elementary school students throughout their educational careers…of 100 Latino 

students who begin…only 46 will graduate from high school. Of those 46, only 26 will enroll in 

college. Of the 26, 17 will attend community college and 9 will attend 4-year colleges. Of the 17 

community college students only 8 will graduate with a Bachelor’s degree…” (Gonzalez, 2013, 

p.2-3).  Unfortunately, these patterns are not shifting, as we learn from considering the Arizona 

Minority Student Progress Report (Milem, et al, 2016).  

A review of the literature reveals three critical components that must be considered in 

examining academic success among Latinx students in a border region context, they are the 

constructs of: borders, bridges, and being bicultural.  Specifically, Latinx students in border 

regions face unique issues in relation to a more pronounced political climate, often negatively 

targeting Latinx immigrants, and thus rely on Bridge programs to help with the transition from 

high school to college.  Furthermore, students also rely on bicultural identity and skills to 
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navigate their home communities, post-secondary and university contexts.  Given that this case 

study focuses on high school Latinx seniors and their transitions to post-secondary opportunities, 

an examination of the Arizona state statistics regarding education are needed.  As of 2013, across 

all ethnic groups, only 27% of Arizonans over the age of 25 had earned a bachelor’s degree or 

higher as compared to the national average of 29% for American residents across the United 

States.  Furthermore, in Arizona, only 8% of adults 25 years of age or older had earned an 

associate’s degree, about 25% had completed some college, 25% had at least a high school 

diploma or its equivalent, and 14% had not attained a high school diploma or equivalent (Milem, 

et al., 2016).  It is imperative that we, as educational leaders, consider these data as unwavering.  

Therefore, we must seek to better understand the factors contributing to the dismal educational 

outcomes among Latinx students so that appropriate and effective interventions can be adopted.  

One such way to begin this process is to carefully analyze how Southern Arizona, as a border 

context, impacts Latinx students’ college-going behaviors. 

Borders.  As described by Anzaldúa (1987), residing near the U.S.- Mexico border is 

equivalent to negotiating a borderland wherein, “the Third World grates against the first, and 

bleeds.  And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two worlds merging to 

form a third country-a border culture. Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and 

unsafe, to distinguish us from them” (p. 25).  When it comes to educational contexts, many 

Latinx youth are caught between these worlds—the U.S. and Mexico—and are consequently 

treated as “other” despite the fact that they are the numerical majority in the Arizona K-12 school 

system (Milem, et. al., 2016).  Hence, Latinx youths’ lived experiences are marked as 

representing the ‘exception’ when in fact, their numerical majority should give them the power 

to define the ‘norm’. 
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In the context of the Arizona border region, scholarly focus has centered on Latinx 

student outcomes with respect to ethnicity with much less has attention given to other socio-

cultural identities.  In the Arizona Minority Student Progress Report (Milem, et al., 2016), we 

can further analyze the barriers that impede academic achievement with these students, such as 

poverty and the impact of the four-hour block of Structured English Immersion (SEI), to note a 

few examples. The topics of poverty and SEI are especially important in the border region; these 

factors often impede Latinx students’ academic success and potential to successfully transition 

into higher education. Furthermore, given the Spanish-speaking upbringing of many Latinx 

students, programs that aim to increase college attendance may not capture the unique needs of 

Latinx students living in a border region.  In the next section I discuss Bridge programs, 

particularly programs that have been developed to support the successful transition from high 

school to college for Latinx students. The goal of the next section is to illuminate how Bridge 

programs seek to support and reinforce networking and social capital skills, that many of these 

youth bring from their home life as sources of Community Cultural Wealth, funds of knowledge 

and social capital, which will all be further discussed later in this chapter.  

Bridges.  As identified by numerous scholars, several gaps in the bridge from high school 

to college hinder Latinx students’ access to higher education.  In order to better understand this 

issue, the present case study focused on a bridge program that was achieving success with the 

high school to college transition among Latinx students in a border region, including emergent 

bilinguals. 

Previous examinations of Latinx students’ educational journeys in K-12 and college 

reveal the use of quantitative studies (Cabrera, et. al., 2009; and Lopez, 2013), qualitative studies 

(Gonzalez and Ballysingh, 2012; Ornelas and Solórzano, 2010; and Suarez, 2011), case studies 
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that use participatory action research frameworks (Cammarota and Aguilera, 2012; Irizarry, 

2012), literature reviews to inform practice (Martinez and Fernandez, 2004; Villalpando, 2004); 

and research using content analyses of archival data sources (Harrell & Forney, 2011; 

Kurlaender, 2006; Laden, 2010; and Torres & Zurquera, 2012).  Furthermore, there are thematic 

trends present within the research literature that include Community Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 

2005), Funds of Knowledge framework (Gonzalez, Moll, Floyd-Tenery, Rivera, Rendon, 

Gonzales, and Amanti, 1995; Rios-Aguilar, 2010), Critical Race Theory (Delgado and Stefancic, 

2012; Ladson-Billings and Tate, 1995), and LatCrit—all conceptual frameworks employed to 

empower and uplift student experiences (Yosso, Smith, Ceja, and Solórzano, (2009).  The details 

and nuances explored in these theories are important because they reflect the considerable care 

taken on the part of scholars and researchers to develop and/or evaluate Bridge programs that are 

intended to support Latinx students.  Consequently, a review of these programs makes clear how 

the present case study is unique—taking place in a border region with emergent bilinguals, in 

this way reflecting the true diversity of Latinx students in high school and college.   

Llamas, Lopez and Quirk (2014) evaluated two AVID Bridge programs using a mixed-

methods approach, from two high schools in central California.  These schools were chosen for 

their commitment to serving underrepresented, marginalized groups.  The goal of this study was 

to evaluate the effectiveness of the AVID program from the students’ narrative perspective and 

to measure academic success of the AVID students in comparison to non-AVID students.  Of the 

161 student participants, 36% were male and 64% female, and 71% identified as 

Latino/Hispanic.  The authors found both qualitative and quantitative support that AVID students 

have increased school support, social connections/networking, higher levels of engagement, and 

both higher aspirations for and participation in advanced-placement high school courses and/or 
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college coursework.  The authors noted the limitations of a small sample of just two schools and 

limited to the central California region, impacting overall generalizability. 

In another study that examined the efficacy of AVID Bridge programs, Watt, Johnston, 

Huerta, Mendiola, and Alkan (2008) conducted a multiple case study, using a mixed methods 

approach, to examine four southern Texas and four southern California high schools.  The 

schools were chosen to compare those with very high retention rates of AVID students, and very 

low retention rates, with AVID Program longevity of at least four years as a school site.  The 

researchers were interested in exploring why some schools are more successful at retaining 

AVID students through their senior year to graduation.  Participants included 180 senior 

students, 138 teachers, and 12 administrators.  Participant gender breakdown was not provided.  

Three of the four Texas high schools reported a student Latino/Hispanic population rate of 94% 

or higher, while the average of the four California schools was 46% student Latino/Hispanic.  

Findings demonstrated those who leave reported not feeling motivated to be academically 

successful beyond high school, while those who stayed noted the social connections/networking 

and family atmosphere that AVID provided.  Limitations of the study were related to the design 

as focus groups were used to collect narratives and perhaps individual participant interviews to 

further explore these themes would better address implications for strengthening student 

retention in the program. 

Another important feature of the research literature on Latinx academic achievement is 

the chronicling of how Bridge programs utilize Social Capital strategies, such as mentoring and 

use of interconnectedness of relationships, to influence student success (Engle and Tinto, 2008; 

Huerta, et al., 2013; Llamas, Lopez, and Quirk, 2014; Stanton-Salazar, 2004; Watt, et al., 2008). 

These details are especially important because they make note of how social and interpersonal 
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factors impact student success, such as social capital.  For Latinx students from a border region 

and who are emergent bilinguals, access to social capital is needed to successfully persist in high 

school toward graduation and to then transition to higher education.  Many of these students are 

the first in their families to attend college and as described by Engle (2007), “First generation 

college students, most of whom come from low-income and minority backgrounds, face a 

number of challenges—from poor academic preparation to inadequate finances to a lack of 

support from peers or family members—that make it more difficult for them not only to get into 

college but also to get through it” (p. 25).  As a result, many Latinx students face major 

challenges with post-secondary education that extend beyond ethnicity alone; rather it is the 

intersection of ethnicity, income, social capital and English proficiency which place many Latinx 

students in especially challenging situations when it comes to college access and completion. 

Consequently, it is critical to evaluate and learn from programs situated in diverse communities, 

such as the case study completed for this study. 

Being Bicultural: Identity and Language.  The following case study required careful 

consideration of the ways residing and/or working in a school situated in a border region 

uniquely impacted Latinx students’ academic success. Findings revealed that one critical 

component for success was the leadership enacted by school administrators and personnel to 

support students’ unique needs in relation to ethnicity, income, and English language 

proficiency.  The overarching goal of this section is to highlight theory that explains the role of 

educational leaders as change agents, particularly when working with underserved communities. 

Scanlan and López (2015) describe the need for cultural responsiveness in leadership 

practices as a means to improve educational institutions. Namely, the authors describe how 

leaders must cultivate settings where one’s heritage culture and the majority culture are not 
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“mutually exclusive but rather as two aspects of the self that can be called upon as the need 

arises” (p. 40).  This framework is especially useful for understanding how leaders’ 

understanding and appreciation for biculturalism among Latinx youth shapes positive outlooks 

for these youth to understand how culture is an asset in their post-secondary trajectories.  

Consistent with Scanlan and López’s (2015) call for cultural responsiveness when 

working with bicultural students, it is imperative that educational leaders make clear how being 

bicultural and for some students, also bilingual, enables them to be more competitive in a global 

world and market.  In other words, educational leaders have the power to uplift Latinx students 

by encouraging them to consider the strengths they inherently “bring to the table” via fluency in 

Latinx culture and Spanish language (indigenous for some) as well as skills born from navigating 

Latinx communities and customs while also learning about and navigating American (i.e. white) 

culture.  Highlighting these skills are critical for bolstering students’ confidence in academic 

settings and to highlight the natural perseverance many students arrive to campus already 

possessing. 

In another example of the importance of culturally responsive practice among educational 

leaders, García and Kleifgen (2010) review the policies and practices of English language 

construction in U.S. schools, and events leading to contemporary efforts to educate students 

seeking English proficiency.  The authors report that ignoring children’s bilingualism perpetuates 

inequities in their schooling.  As a way to negate a deficit approach to emergent bilingual 

students, the authors specifically note recognizing that students are developing a “complex 

multicompetence” with the use of translanguaging.  This term refers to the “process by which 

students and teachers engage in complex, discursive practices in order to makes sense of, and 

communicate in, multilingual classrooms” (p.45).  Although examples may present as when a 
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student reads in one language and takes notes in another, or reads in one language and discusses 

the reading in another, this is a limited view as it highlights the skill of code switching, or mixing 

two languages interchangeably for communication.  The authors contend the macro approach to 

best understand “translanguaging” calls for an understanding of depth of the complex 

interpretative skills of the emergent bilingual to employ this technique in order to make sense of 

the bilingual communities, families, and classrooms with which they interact.  Doing so allows 

for use in a variety of communicative settings beyond just the utilization of only linguistic skills. 

Therefore, it is incredibly important that educational leaders make space for youth to 

incorporate their bicultural identities in their educational experiences—this facet of youth’s 

identity is a strength that has the potential to positively impact their academic outcomes. 

As we consider how students in the current study overcame barriers via mentoring and 

support, the context of the school itself becomes a critical element for analysis as part of this case 

study. Recognizing schools as part of a larger cultural system allows us, as educational leaders, 

to examine how organizational structure contributes to academic effectiveness practices as well 

as an overall culture of learning. Hoy and Miskel (2008) assert that, “school cultures of efficacy, 

trust and optimism promote student achievement” (p. 175).  Lumby and Foskett (2011) expand 

on this concept as they describe how school culture is connected to the educational leadership 

within a school. They surmise that the “aim of leadership is to positively influence culture using 

conceptualization of the nature of culture to achieve those ends” (p. 450).  In other words, 

Lumby and Foskett assert that educational leaders must comprehend that culture is a critical 

aspect of learning, which involves students’ heritage language.  Furthermore, Hoy and Miskel 

state that educational leaders must possess the essential skills of cultural literacy to recognize 

how schools often fall prey to overgeneralizing homogenous groups.  Additionally, they warn of 
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the risks involved for students “born, educated and working in a dominant culture context not to 

see other cultures in terms of deficit models” (p. 452).  Hence, educational leaders have the 

responsibility of embracing students’ cultural backgrounds and leveraging the strengths students 

bring to the schools—strengths that are rooted in culture. The authors’ assertion is of particular 

salience for educational leaders serving in border-contexts, such as the southern Arizona 

landscape.   

Examining language and its intersectionality with ethnic culture as part of one’s cultural 

identity is another critical element to consider.  Particularly, how upholding fluency in a 

student’s heritage language impacts how they quickly they can assimilate to majority cultural 

norms and master academic skill content in English, thus how quickly they can ‘legitimize’ their 

ability to be in a “regular” (mainstream) classroom, and ultimately be seen as a “regular” student.   

Padilla (2006) provides a comprehensive description of the conditions that contribute to 

bicultural social development of Latinx children and adolescents in the U.S. via four different 

youth groups: (a) first generation students, also known as children and adolescents who have 

immigrated to the U.S., (b) children who are second generation in the U.S., meaning their parents 

immigrated to the U.S., (c) children whose grandparents and/or later generations either 

immigrated to the U.S. or resided in the U.S. when it was formally Mexico, (d) children of mixed 

ethnic and racial heritage, meaning having one parent who is Latinx descent and another parent 

from a different racial/ethnic group.  In the present study, each of the student participants was a 

second generation Latinx, or what Padilla (2006) describes as those being ‘offspring of 

immigrants’ (p. 467).  This distinction is important because it significantly impacted students’ 

experiences within the school system and by extension shifted the focus of the present case study 

to explore the academic experiences of second-generation students.  One such example was how 
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students engaged with the socio-political backdrop in Arizona—policies and laws that negatively 

impacted their parents and older family members who migrated to the U.S.  Consequently, many 

of the students were negotiating a dual-identity with one foot connected to the lived experiences 

and struggles of their parents and the other foot rooted in an U.S. school system where students 

are learning and being shaped by U.S. customs and traditions. 

In describing second-generation individuals, Padilla (2006) illuminates the binaries youth 

experience when (a) assimilating to American culture through U.S. schooling, while (b) adhering 

to parental expectations of upholding traditional cultural values and language from their home 

countries.  Padilla elaborates on this concept by stating that “children and adolescents in this 

situation have very demarcated boundaries in the sources of culture transmission and in how they 

respond to these bifurcated cultural demands.  These second generation individuals, like their 

immigrant counterparts, frequently serve as the primary cultural and linguistic bridge between 

their parents and society” (p. 475).   Padilla’s theory posits that second-generation Latinxs often 

maintain their heritage language by seeking bilingualism, which contributes to positive outcomes 

in youth development.   

As an extension of Padilla’s (2006) work, I argue that educational leaders can foster 

students’ academic success when recognizing and uplifting the inherent strengths students 

possess as bicultural and bilingual persons.  Given that higher education is a mechanism by 

which individuals gain social and economic mobility, it is incumbent on educational leaders to 

help students recognize that their cultural background is a strength that should be harnessed to 

help get them through academic challenges and to become competitive in a global market. 

Portes and Rumbaut (2001) provide empirical evidence for the positive link between 

biculturalism and youth development in their longitudinal study of 5,000 second-generation 
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adolescents.  Specifically, the authors found a positive association between selective 

acculturation and parental social capital, family structure, and extended family support (called 

the immigrant family composition).  Portes and Rumbaut (2001) further discuss the benefits of 

maintaining one’s heritage language by stating that those “children who learn the language and 

culture of their new country without losing those of the old have a much better understanding of 

their place in the world…selective acculturation forges an intergenerational alliance for 

successful adaptation that is absent among youth who have severed bonds with their past” (p. 

274, as cited by Padilla, 2006).  In the case of these youth in schools, as is common with first 

generation college students who are also emergent bilinguals and second generation Americans, 

they have learned to navigate the hierarchy of institutional structures as brokers, for their parents 

who are often faced with limited or no English proficiency.  These skills make them all the more 

capable to overcome academic challenges and to thrive in multicultural work and life contexts. 

In another examination of biculturalism and bilingualism, Villanueva and Buriel (2010) 

examined the stress levels induced by the language brokering activities of nine adolescent Latina 

females who were participants in a school-based academic mentoring program. Although the 

study used a small sample size limited to just females, the findings speak to a common cultural 

belief that practicing language brokering and achieving academic success are familial 

expectations and symbolic of honoring the sacrifices of immigrant parents for the well-being of 

their children. “Good academic performance is one way children of immigrants express gratitude 

to their parents for their sacrifices in coming to this country” (p. 206).  As such, as demonstrated 

by the Villanueva and Buriel study, although bilingual youth face stress related to language 

brokering for their family, they also benefit from these responsibilities in the academic realm.  
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A review of the literature on Latinx academic success reveals several factors that should 

be considered in understanding student success: the unique regional issues present within 

students’ home communities, the importance of engaging students through Bridge programs to 

teach academic skills and foster social capital, and the call for educational leaders to recognize 

and foster the inherent resourcefulness many Latinx students bring when they arrive to campus 

by means of biculturalism and for some, also bilingualism.  In the next section I move away from 

empirical literature and turn my focus toward the theoretical frameworks that informed the 

present study—these include Critical Race Theory and LatCrit.  

Critical Race Theory (CRT) and LatCrit in the Literature 

An area of growing interest and attention in the research literature centers on empowering 

students towards participatory action research (Cammarota & Aguilera, 2012; Irizarry, 2012) via 

CRT and LatCrit.   Originally the need to bring to light the inequities occurring for communities 

of color originated from legal scholars.  For example, Yosso (2005) states that CRT was brought 

forward by Matsuda (1991) to describe: 

the work of progressive legal scholars of color… attempting to develop a jurisprudence 

that accounts for the role of racism in American law and that works towards the 

elimination of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating all forms of subordination 

(Matsuda, 1991, p. 1331). 

Specifically, these theories have been developed as a means to examine the intersection 

of race and other “important variables including but not limited to class, gender, language, 

ethnicity and immigration status” (Irizarry, 2012, p. 293).  Both CRT and LatCrit are useful 

theoretical tools for examining the academic experiences and needs of Latinx youth in border 
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regions because they centralize the role of intersectionality.  Delgado and Stefancic (2012) 

describe this as, “the examination of race, sex, class, national origin and sexual orientation, and 

how their combination plays out in various settings.  These categories-and still others-can be 

separate disadvantaging factors “(p. 57).   For the participants in the present study, several socio-

cultural factors, which included race and ethnicity, social class, immigration background, 

documentation status, and bilingualism, were each critical factors in their academic success.  

More so, however, it was the intersection of these factors that impacted students’ treatment 

within schools and access to resources and social capital that fostered their success.  

Yosso (2005) defines LatCrit as an extension of CRT.  LatCrit was developed as a means 

to “address the layers of racialized subordination that comprise Chicano/a, Latino/a experiences” 

within major institutions that include educational contexts (p. 72).  In an empirical extension of 

LatCrit, Irizarry (2012) followed a sample of seven Latinx high school sophomores for three 

years, through their senior year and following their high school graduation, via a case study at 

that began with two different high schools in Connecticut. The students, five females and two 

males, contributed to the methodology of the study by co-constructing the ethnographic nature of 

the study, which they designed, to follow their trajectories through high school based on the 

sociopolitical and sociocultural realities that they faced.  Findings demonstrated that one high 

school created a culture of achievement and care, with the outcome that all of the students in that 

case study graduated and went on to college.  Conversely, the other high school created a culture 

of disappointment, resulting in students who were viewed as limited or deficient. As a response 

to the negative school climate, students’ academic aspirations were suppressed.   

An interesting element of Irizarry’s (2012) case study is that while all of the participants 

graduated from high school, none of them went on to a university. Students at the latter school 
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were led to believe that they were not worthy of achieving higher education and as such, lived 

out that prophecy.  Although the findings from his study showcase the harsh climates many 

Latinx high school students face, Irizarry calls on Gándara and Contreras’s (2009) work, 

specifically noting how high schools can shift to better support the needs of their Latinx students.   

Irizarry concludes his study by discussing the importance of, “improving the educational 

experiences and outcomes for Latinos” (p. 7).  One such strategy to meet this challenge is 

implementation of college access-Bridge programs for raising Latinx students’ motivation to 

apply and attend college.  

Speaking to effective Bridge programs, which have elements of LatCrit infused into 

social networking tenets and support of cultural capital, Gándara and Contreras (2009) describe 

the critical need to include counseling, academic enrichment, personal and cultural support, peer 

groups, providing scholarship information, parental involvement, and peer mentoring to foster 

academic success among disadvantaged students.  Gándara and Contreras (2009) highlight how 

the AVID Program (Advancement Via Individual Determination) has a history of “developing a 

supportive peer group through AVID class and activities…[raising] students’ awareness about 

the critical function that shared goals can play in helping students to counter social structures 

than can work against them” (p. 292).  Thus, the authors describe the need for peers to share one 

another’s struggles as a means to both provide insight into structural inequity as well as to 

present alternative pathways to overcome barriers.  Gándara and Contreras note how peers 

provide social capital, which is particularly needed for youth who are navigating school contexts 

that do not foster a college-going culture, that is immensely helpful for improving Latinx 

academic success. 
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Also speaking to the utility of CRT and LatCrit as uplifting historically marginalized 

communities, Fernandez (2002) posits that these frameworks were introduced to academia and 

have since evolved to support the consciousness of those who have been marginalized by 

sociocultural practices. Through their review of LatCrit, we gain a deeper awareness of how 

these students are oppressed, while simultaneously using their personal agency to resist the social 

conditions of which they are subjected: 

Epistemologically, CRT and LatCrit privilege the experiential knowledge of people of 

color as critical ways of knowing and naming racism and other forms of oppression. 

Moreover, CRT and LatCrit offer an important analytical intervention—they place race 

and other socially constructed categories at the center of analysis. CRT and LatCrit do 

not view race as peripheral or incidental to the experiences of people of color. Rather, 

race, racialization, and racism are central to such narratives (p. 48). 

As described by Fernandez (2002), students in the present study also underwent a process 

of gaining consciousness about their socio-cultural experience in the United States.  Namely, 

students’ narratives shaped the call to action for both themselves and educators in addressing 

inequities that were legitimatized by unjust educational policies.  To combat these policies, 

students relied on institutional supports to realize their success—a strong example of what 

Gándara and Contreras (2009) describe with respect to the power of mentorship from peers and 

key school personnel to combat oppressive school conditions.  In the following section, I further 

expand on this topic by examining how the school leadership in the present study (a) understood 

and treated the Latinx majority culture of students and (b) how school culture played a key role 

in supporting Latinx students’ transitions to post-secondary opportunities. 
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Using Bridge Programs and Social Capital as integrated into  

Community Cultural Wealth (CCW): Application to this Case Study 

A review of the higher education literature reveals that a key link between school culture 

and leadership.  As it pertains to the current study, this school was success in promoting Latinx 

achievement despite the deficit labeling of the school and its students as a high poverty, 

previously labeled by the State as a turnaround, majority-minority school. When carrying out my 

examination I was specifically interested in what made these Latinx students characterized as “at 

risk” of school failure successful in their transition from high school to graduation. That was the 

overarching goal of the present study. 

Based on my review of the literature as well as the findings of the present study, it is 

imperative that educational leaders employ CCW- Community Cultural Wealth as an asset-based 

framework built upon CRT, cultural and social capital tenets when examining the effectiveness 

of structured Bridge programs for fostering academic success among disadvantaged students. 

The basis of this argument rests on the fact that a critical element of Bridge programs is the 

“relationship building” model, which includes mentorship to influence student success.  In other 

words, Bridge programs centralize Community Cultural Wealth by promoting a college-going 

culture via peer support and the highlighting of Latinx identity—particularly biculturalism and 

bilingualism—as strengths to foster in Latinx students to foster academic success. Social Capital, 

as described by Stanton-Salazar (2004) is defined as “those connections to individuals and 

networks that can provide access to resources and forms of support that facilitate the 

accomplishment of goals” (p.18).  The AVID Program is an excellent example of the role of 

Community Cultural Wealth within a Bridge program.  AVID, an acronym for Advancement Via 

Individual Determination, is a federally funded program based in the U.S. Department of 
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Education that is designed to help underachieving students with high academic potential prepare 

for entrance to colleges and universities. As students learn to make decisions related to post-

secondary pathways upon high school graduation, the program design relies on a cultural capital 

approach to support students’ academic success.  The school in the present case study, where 

AVID was housed, served as an institutional agent that connected school officials, students, and 

external school partners (i.e. post-secondary school representatives who visit the high school to 

recruit new students) to support students as they navigated the unchartered territory of higher 

education. Across the U.S., AVID students are often first generation college students who lack 

the social and cultural capital need to approach career and college-going decision-making. Thus, 

AVID provides students with the information and resources needed to reach their academic 

goals. 

 As previously discussed in this chapter, an empirical investigation of AVID, Llamas, 

Lopez, and Quirk (2014) conducted a mixed-methods study of AVID students to evaluate 

whether they were more resilient compared to a group of non-AVID students.  Results 

demonstrated that AVID students had “improved school support and engagement, as well as in 

the development of individual resilience factors, such as self-awareness, problem-solving ability, 

and self-esteem” (p. 196). The authors reported that the success of their program relied on 

building social networking skills which is a direct tie to the notion of Community Cultural 

Wealth as discussed by Yosso (2006). 

Additionally, Huerta, Watts, and Reyes (2013) conducted a case study of an AVID 

program via a qualitative examination of whether AVID programming had a lasting effect on 

minority youth who transitioned to community college and university settings in Texas.  There 

were 22 students who participated in focus groups, as well as a variety of faculty and 
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administrator focus group sessions and meeting observations recorded.  The authors found that 

former high-school AVID students had higher retention rates than non-AVID institutional peer 

counterparts, and as a result provided evidence of the long-term positive influence of AVID on 

students’ college persistence.  With respect to the findings of this study, the authors noted that 

despite the context of a community college to university transfer, many of the AVID core 

principles were upheld, namely the development of social networking, peer support and 

mentorship with college faculty.  Previous research, as well as the findings from the present 

study, demonstrate that AVID is a successful Bridge program that fosters academic success 

among disadvantaged students.  Similar to the AVID Program, TRIO-Upward Bound is another 

Bridge program with a strong track record of success.  In the present case study, one of the 

participants, the senior student aide to the AVID teacher, was also part of this TRIO Bridge 

program and made note of how it positively impacted her academic success.  

TRIO-Upward Bound was founded in 1964 as part of the U.S. War on Poverty/Economic 

Opportunity Act (Grimard and Maddaus (2004) to support disadvantaged students, defined as 

low income, first generation students to develop skills necessary to successfully navigate post-

secondary education.  TRIO-Upward Bound is funded by the U.S. Department of Education and 

relies on Social Capital Theory (Stanton-Salazar, 2004) as a foundation of its work.  Specifically, 

Engle and Tinto (2008) highlight how the TRIO-Upward Bound Program provides a holistic, 

wrap-around approach to student support that includes counseling, tutoring, advising, mentoring, 

and parent workshops focusing on applying for financial aid for college.  

With respect to the effectiveness of TRIO-Upward Bound, Engle and Tinto (2008) noted 

that student and parent workshops, which addressed the specific needs for predominantly first 

generation students, in addition to identification of resources, and providing access to parents to 
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college personnel, are key components of successful student retention.  Additionally, Grimard 

and Maddaus (2004) conducted a qualitative single case study of an Upward Bound Program 

housed in a rural northeastern university in Maine.  The participants were 53 freshman students, 

39 females, 14 males, ethnicity not provided.  The study also included 14 Upward Bound staff 

and high school transition counselors, and 37 parents.  The authors examined how students 

utilize Upward Bound to overcome financial and social barriers to transition to higher education.  

Findings supported student, staff and parental perceptions that the Upward Bound program helps 

students to build social connections/networks, positively influencing student success and gainful 

part time employment to address financial concerns. 

A college-going culture is critical for improving Latinx degree attainment across the U.S. 

For the present study, it was also important to recognize the role of effective school leaders in the 

creation of school culture, particularly how school leaders were able to establish a culture that 

promoted student success.  Corwin and Tierney (2007) discuss how a college-going culture in 

high school must cultivate “aspirations and behaviors conductive to preparing for, applying to, 

and enrolling in college” (p.3) and may be developed in a specialized learning community.  

Hence, high school Bridge programs, like AVID and TRIO-Upward Bound, those from which 

the student participant sample for the present study was recruited, play an important role in 

students’ academic aspirations.  

Additionally, we can relate various types of capital as described by Yosso’s (2005) 

Community Cultural Wealth model (e.g. aspirational, social capital) also supported by the 

college-going culture construct.  Yosso’s framework provides a natural progression of a 

strengths-based approach to serving Latinx students emerging from Bridge programs towards 

college transitions.  
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Theoretical Analysis for this Study: Community Cultural Wealth (CCW) 

The present study relied upon the theoretical frameworks of Community Cultural Wealth 

(Yosso, 2005) and Social Capital (Stanton-Salazar, 2004) to examine how the research site—an 

AVID program in a public, Southern Arizona—contributed to a college-going culture for Latinx 

students.  I chose these frameworks because they rely on the social and interaction ways Latinx 

students access the resources and supports needed to learn about the broad demands of higher 

education while uplifting the inherent strengths students possess.  This is especially important for 

Latinxs in a border region of the U.S. since these theories situate students from a strengths-based 

perspective and thereby counter commonly held negative assumptions that lead to hostile 

educational climates. In the remainder of this section I provide a brief review of each theoretical 

framework—Community Cultural Wealth and Social Capital—as well as discuss how each 

theory contributed to the analysis of the present study. 

In her conceptual framework of Community Cultural Wealth, Tara Yosso (2005) 

describes the historical problematizing of students of color in schools via deficit-framed 

approaches.  Yosso argues that it is the responsibility of educators to assist Latinx youth to 

successfully access their personal strengths and assets as a means to empower youth to recognize 

the cultural capital they already possess as a byproduct of ethnic culture.  Specifically, Yosso 

defines Community Cultural Wealth as the knowledge that students bring from their home life 

and identities that can be transformed into strengths-based skills in the academic realm. In other 

words, Community Cultural Wealth highlights how Latinx youth arrive to educational contexts 

already possessing unique strengths from their home lives; strengths rooted in cultural values, 

traditions and particular skills that are helpful in the pursuit of higher education.  
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More specifically, Yosso (2005) defines Community Cultural Wealth as the “array of 

knowledge, skills, and abilities and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to 

survive and resist macro and micro forms of oppression” (p.77).   Hence, Community Cultural 

Wealth highlights how persons of color possess a wide array of skills gleaned from navigating 

oppressive systems—skills that students can utilize when entering higher education, often a new 

system with roots in customs and values that are not affirming of students of color.  Another 

important point made by Yosso is the importance of developing interventions that foster cultural 

capital for students as a mechanism to challenge deficit-thinking frameworks (see a review by 

Valencia, 2010).  Although students of color possess skills upon their arrival to institutions of 

higher education, they also arrive having internalized many negative perceptions of them as 

students of color.  Valencia argues that educational interventions should accordingly be 

introduced as a way to interrupt deficit-based thinking among students of color while also 

providing students with an opportunity to be successful in the “majority culture” present in 

colleges and universities.   

A major focus of Yosso’s argument in her 2005 piece is the argument that educators 

should provide opportunities for students to experience a new form of culturally-validated 

success that honors their heritage culture.  In this vein, she continues to explain importance of 

communities of cultural wealth: “Indeed a CRT lens can see that communities of color nurture 

cultural wealth through at least 6 forms of capital such as: aspirational, navigational, social, 

linguistic, familial, and resistant capital” (p. 77).  It is important to note that these forms of 

capital are neither mutually exclusive nor static, and may overlap at times.  For the present case 

study, students greatly benefitted from the AVID program via two important channels: an 

opportunity to foster the skills they inherently possessed from their Latinx experience in the U.S. 
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while also having an opportunity to succeed and receive the capital needed from an educational 

Bridge program that supported their transition to college and post-secondary pursuits. The 

present case study provides empirical evidence of the importance of infusing Community 

Cultural Wealth in Bridge programs as a way to positively impact academic endeavors of Latinx 

students. 

Another important aspect of Community Cultural Wealth is the central role of a student’s 

family of origin, which provides a rich well of critical resources that students must rely on for 

academic success. As described by Yosso (2005), a cultural tenet shared among many Latinxs is 

the centrality of family in one’s life.  Furthermore, many Latinxs follow traditional norms with 

regard to respect of parental influence. Yosso described how students rely on aspirational and 

familial capital via their Latinx families as well as connections to spiritual faith. Students use 

aspirational capital via hopes shared within their families of origin regarding students’ future 

aspirations despite barriers. Students also use familial capital via the pedagogies shared within 

their homes that can be translated to practical tools needed to successfully navigate school. 

Given the centrality of family in the lives of many Latinxs, school leaders must recognize 

that students’ family can serve as partners in the identification of resources to support the 

college-going behavior of Latinxs. In other words, educators should create opportunities for 

students to establish social capital (Yosso, 2005) via the networks of people and resources 

already available to students, especially since these relations may help students navigate through 

institutions in a manner that leads toward academic success.  

Yosso’s (2005) theory is substantiated by research carried out by Henderson and Beria 

(1994). Specifically, the authors found that there was a positive correlation between student 
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academic achievement when school leaders and families worked in tandem.  When summarizing 

their findings, Henderson and Beria report that “the evidence is beyond dispute. When schools 

work together with families to support learning, children tend to succeed not just in school, but 

throughout life…the most accurate predictor of a student’s achievement in the school is not 

income or social status the but extend to which that student’s family is able to create a home 

environment that encourages learning, express high but not unrealistic expectations for their 

children’s achievement and future careers and become involved in their children’s education at 

school and in the community” (p. 16).    

 In another examination of family capital, Hicks (2006) conducted a study on first and 

second generation college students, particularly examining students’ access to parental 

involvement in their education.  Hicks found that students who “perceive positive family support 

in their college experiences are likely to possess more information about college and be more 

successful” than those who do share this perception (p. 15).  Additionally, Hicks found that 

parents of first generation college students showed the greatest rates of parental support by 

seeking out “additional educational paths and resources to help guide their child/children with 

college related activities” (p.14).  This study provides evidence of the importance of Bridge 

programs—parents may seek out these programs to students with preparing for the transition 

from high school to college. 

 Although Yosso (2005) did not conduct an empirical investigation of her theoretical 

piece, she carefully and thoroughly highlighted the importance of promoting models of equity to 

improve Latinx student success. The tenets of cultural capital offer a framework to develop 

social justice responses to the existing circumstances of marginalization and discrimination that 

affect persons of color in the U.S.  Additionally, she describes how the Funds of Knowledge 
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framework fosters the development and maintenance of cultural capital, whereby the student is 

provided with the knowledge to succeed via their cultural support system.  In this model, 

communities of color, rather than what Yosso describes as “White, middle class color”, inform 

the cultural capital of minority students.  As such, Yosso argues for the need to centralize and 

honor the cultural capital and funds of knowledge already present within Latinx students’ 

academic journeys.  By doing so, students of color are better able to interrupt deficit-based 

thinking and to instead recognize the unique skills they inherently possess which make them 

especially resilient as college students. In the next section I extend the discussion of Funds of 

Knowledge with a shift in focus to the role of educational leaders. 

Culturally Relevant Leadership: Funds of Knowledge.  Following Yosso’s (2005) 

theoretical work on students of color, Cecilia Rios-Aguilar (2010) shifted her focus to 

educational leaders to describe how a strengths-based approach should be employed by 

educational leaders to value the diversity of culturally and linguistically diverse (CLD) students.  

Rios-Aguilar specifically highlights how educational leaders should validate the funds of 

knowledge that a student of color already possesses, which she defined as the cultural skill-set 

used on a daily basis that links successful life skills to the academic setting, as a means of 

fostering their academic and life skills.  In an empirical example of this assumption, Gonzalez et 

al. (1995) found that parental and familial engagement in a student’s academic life served as a 

scaffolding mechanism by linking students’ community and academic settings and thus 

providing opportunities for students to experience the academic benefits of their inherent funds 

of knowledge. 

Further expanding on the relations between family and schools, Hill and Torres (2010) 

argue that while much of the research on involvement and engagement focuses on partnerships 
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with families and schools, Latinx parents often times are not c omfortable approaching teachers 

since Latinxs often hold the profession of teaching in high esteem.  It is therefore important for 

educational leaders to imagine ways to engage and include parents within their schools.  

Gonzalez, et al. (1995) found that through an empowerment model, educators can 

redefine resources that promote critical thinking, problem solving as well as improve both 

teaching and learning through the analysis and utilization of the funds of knowledge available in 

students’ households and families.  By doing this, educators begin to yield transformative results 

by “bridging the gap between school, home and community…[creating] new avenues of 

communication fostering confianza or mutual trust” (p. 443).  Zentella (2005) documents the 

concept of funds of knowledge as based on a simple premise: people are competent and have 

knowledge, and their life experiences have given them that knowledge. As further described by 

Zentella, first-hand research experiences with families allow scholars to document families’ 

intrinsic competence and knowledge, and such engagement provides many possibilities for 

impactful instruction with remarkable results in academic settings. 

In an empirical investigation of the key role of family in students’ learning, Rios-Aguilar 

(2010) conducted a quantitative analysis of a random sample of 212 Latinx students in K12 using 

responses from the Latino/Hispanic household survey to determine the relationship between 

Latinx students’ funds of knowledge and their academic and nonacademic outcomes.  

Specifically, Rios-Aguilar examined how students’ academic achievement and reading outcomes 

were impacted by literacy practices within the home and/or in relation to the student’s family. 

Using multiple regression analysis, Rios-Aguilar (2010) was able to identify six factors that 

contributed to students’ academic achievement: social reciprocity, household frequent activities, 

parental educational philosophy, parental language acquisition, and English literacy oriented 
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activities, and Spanish literacy oriented activities. Based on her findings, Rios-Aguilar argued 

that educators must use a positive lens when viewing the contributions of Latinx families 

towards their child’s positive academic and nonacademic achievements.  Furthermore, it is 

particularly important to uplift the critical role of families in a student’s learning experience, 

especially when family is a necessary resource for aiding in a student’s academic resources for 

improved learning outcomes. 

The students interviewed for the present study reported that they did not feel that a lack 

of focus on their cultural background was detrimental to their academic endeavors and/or 

success.  In fact, I specifically inquired how school leaders considered and relied upon students’ 

cultural background in the academic realm (See Appendix B for interview protocols). 

Specifically, I asked participants to discuss how the school leaders, and the students themselves, 

considered the construct of Latinx culture and the interplay of this identity with the school 

culture.  Participants’ responses were often passive and vague, hence providing support of a 

deficit frame ideology present within the school site.   

As previously highlighted in this paper, educators are facing a crisis with respect to 

serving Latinx youth, particularly pathways that support high school graduation and beyond.  

The present study occurred in a State-labeled high achieving, high poverty high school, with a 

majority population of Latinx students.  Despite this study having a limited participant sample, a 

common thread in participant responses pointed to this school appearing to have a color blind 

approach to the students they served (see Cochran-Smith, 1995).  Students’ perceptions were 

further substantiated by educational leaders’ interviews.  Namely, school leaders reported that 

the cultural background of their students was not a consistent factor in how they approached 

student success, which was a strongly encouraged practice from the school district level.   
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While many students reported feeling supported in the school, they also reported limited 

recognition of cultural celebrations such as extracurricular “Spanish Club” events or “Diversity 

Days.”  Furthermore, it was clear that students understood the larger context of educational 

policies that directly impact Latinx students with many specifically discussing the inherent role 

that language plays within cultural identity (which will be further explored in future chapters). In 

the context of State policies, if language does not “matter”, in the same way that “culture does 

not matter”, the statements provided by students demonstrate these contradictions, thus further 

highlighting a color-blind phenomenon. 

Glenn (2009), in describing colorblind ideology, states that it is an “offshoot of Mexico’s 

national ideology of mestizaje as the belief that racism cannot exist in a racially mixed society” 

(p.121). Along these lines, Hunter (2004) explains how “The United States is going through a 

racial Latin Americanization because its discourse has changed in this post-civil rights era to one 

that denies difference, denies inequality, and insists on a unified, monolithic American 

designation for all. This colorblind discourse makes it possible to ignore racial discrimination 

and to criticize those who name it as racist for doing so” (p. 112). Glenn’s poignant words 

remind us that schools must work from the premise that color matters because culture matters 

and that through identification and recognition of identity comes validation and support. These 

factors are imperative for supporting the academic success of Latinx students. 

In reviewing responses from the school leadership in the present study, it became 

apparent that on the one hand, participant-leaders supported students while sometimes 

recognizing ethnic culture in their support, but on the other hand, there was a pervasive rhetoric 

in the school that appeared to uphold dominant institutional ideologies that problematized 
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students living in poverty from a deficit framework (Valencia, 2010). Another example of a 

deficit framework in the school was the attitude taken toward language and bilingualism.    

Richard Ruiz (1984) in his seminal work on language policy, wrote about the inequity 

that arises when the bilingual student is seen as a “problem” by his school.  Ruiz argued that the 

emergent bilingual student should have the right to uphold their native tongue and to utilize their 

first language as a “resource” in second language acquisition. Ruiz criticized current educational 

notions about emergent bilinguals by arguing that the notion of “limited language proficiency” is 

a socially constructed problem by which language policies are “skewed towards transitioning 

these students as quickly and efficiently as possible from their native language into English” 

(Gándara and Contreras, 2009, p. 150). This rhetoric was exemplified in the present case study in 

the use of SEI-Structured English Immersion, a language program used in Arizona schools that 

has a track record of harming the learning of emergent bilinguals (Gándara, 2012).  

Related to Ruiz’s work, Scanlan and López (2015) describe how the problematizing of 

bilingual students has deep roots in U.S. society.  Specifically, Lau v. Nichols (1974) found that 

“limited English speaking students must be provided with equal access to the curriculum of 

public schools” but did not articulate how (Gándara, 2012, p.125).  In Castañeda v. Picard 

(1981), this legal ruling outlined three standards to deliver bilingual education: (1) using sound 

educational theory, (2) effective implementation with adequate resources and personnel and (3) 

demonstration over time that it is effective (Gándara, 2012).  However, there is still no 

“indisputable standard” for measuring effectiveness.  Moreover, “no firm right to a bilingual 

education has ever been established…[or] been carefully defined by the law” (Gándara, 2012, 

p.125).  This further complicates the policy advocacy needed to improve academic contexts for 

emergent bilingual students. 
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 The issue of language acquisition is especially important for Latinx youth in border 

regions, as was the case for the present case study. Namely, students within these schools must 

negotiate the sensitive issue of English language acquisition as tied to immigration history, 

which inadvertently brings attention to the documentation status of students and their families in 

a politicized region like Southern Arizona.  Lukes (2015) discusses the notion that in K-12 

education, we are teaching emergent bilingual Latinx youth both hard and soft skills, which she 

describes as academic skills, English proficiency and social capital. She posits that both English 

language proficiency and immigration status can be considered as forms of social capital. 

However, as noted by Seif, Ullman and Nuñez-Mchiri (2014), “for undocumented and 

DACAmented youth, the contradiction between U.S. physical presence and the denial of a 

pathway to lawful status is especially striking…they are legally and socially incorporated at 

school and taught to how to be good citizens along their peers…many now have the possibility 

of “deferred action” from deportation, their construction as “illegal” less determined than that of 

their parents [however] federal actions…underline the contradictory legal and political landscape 

of young immigrants without legal status” (p.178).  As discovered from both the student and 

leaders’ narratives in the present study, the “immigration status” of these students, their peers 

and family members was an issue of heightened awareness as they considered their post-

secondary decision making processes. 

It is not surprising that many educational leaders of color are negatively impacted by the 

widely accepted and normalized colorblind ideologies that permeate Arizona schools. This type 

of context is ripe for the breeding of micro-aggressions, which Yosso, et. al (2009) and 

Solórzano (2010) describe as subtle and unconscious acts of disregard which seek to highlight a 

superiority of a dominant group over a minority group. In considering how to approach socially 



53 
 

 

just leadership as a mechanism to combat these threats, consideration of culturally responsive 

leadership is necessary.  

To address the deficit ideologies presented in the form of policy macroaggressions, 

Scanlan and López (2015) discuss the need to become literate in culturally responsive leadership 

practices.  They offer a brief history of the education of culturally and linguistically diverse 

(CLD) learners in the U.S. whom they call the “New Mainstream” (p. 3).  The authors use this 

term to refer to the diverse variety of language histories that students bring to U.S. schools.  Of 

particular note for Arizona, as previously outlined in this paper, was the passage of Proposition 

203 in 2000, which severely limited bilingual education and specifically, the enactment of the 

four-hour block of SEI that was introduced in 2008.  With this shift, emergent bilinguals were 

expected to achieve English proficiency in one year, which was shown to have yielded 

detrimental results (Gándara & Orfield, 2012).  Namely, as noted by Lillie, et al. (2010) this has 

led to the segregation of emergent bilingual students from the rest of the student body for almost 

the entire school day, and in some instances, for consecutive school years.  As Gándara (2012) 

demonstrates, the percentage of students who test out in one year is statistically small, yet the 

effects that segregation have on minority youth development are quite large.  For example, 

several studies have shown that “ELLs segregated into separate classrooms for English 

instruction come to feel stigmatized and inferior” (p. 135).  This is a salient issue as three of our 

student participants describe the impact of this long-term segregated instruction and through their 

words we can view the risk these students face when they are not ready to mainstream with 

heritage language, English speaking peers. 

In conclusion, the work of Yosso (2005) and Rios-Aguilar (2010) served as guiding 

theories for the present study.  When collecting and analyzing data, I paid careful attention to the 
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ways students’ inherent strengths—rooted in their lived experiences as emergent bilinguals in a 

border region of the U.S.—was fostered within their academic setting, which in turn impacted 

their academic endeavors.  The findings of the present case study demonstrated that students’ 

funds of knowledge were critical and that Bridge programs, in this case specifically AVID, 

helped students to build a college-going culture while providing them with the support and 

resources needed to successfully transition from high school to higher education.  Furthermore, 

the findings of the present case study highlighted the dangers of colorblind ideology within 

schools and school districts and made clear the need to create opportunities for students to rely 

on Community Cultural Wealth and funds of knowledge to interrupt the pervasive negative 

messages directed at them as Latinx students. 

As an extension of Yosso (2005) and Rios-Aguilar’s (2010) work, I included an 

intersectional analysis of race and power by centralizing students’ experiences with language 

acquisition, regional issues, and immigration history.  It was important to me to incorporate an 

understanding of how students of color pull from their social identity and cultural heritage as 

catalysts for action, which in turn should shape school reform.  I carried out my analysis by 

exploring student narratives while paying close attention to the common practices in schools that 

spoke to larger, systemic issues that impacted Latinx student experiences.  Specifically, students’ 

described how their Latinx identity was shaped by the colorblind contexts they navigated, which 

included their school district as well as state and national rhetoric around immigration status and 

monolingual language enforcement.  My ultimate hope is that educational leaders recognize the 

ways school culture and policies impact Latinx students in negative ways and how families and 

culture of origin are rich opportunities to uplift students’ experiences to foster their inherent 

resilience. 
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY  

Single Case Study  

This study represents a single case study design described by Merriam (2009) as most 

effective method to utilize when the researcher has less control over a “contemporary set of 

events, or if the variables are so embedded in the situation as to be impossible to identify ahead 

of time” (pp. 45-46).  For instance, given that the design of the present study was intentionally 

chosen for Latinx students, the participant pool had a set of existing demographic characteristics 

that included various ethnic identities, SES backgrounds, linguistic capacities and needs, as well 

as other cultural influences that might impact students’ successful retention in high school and 

transition to college.   In another description of the case study approach, Stake (2006) defines 

this tradition as involving: 

The real business of case study is particularization, not generalization. We take a 

particular case and come to know it well…there is emphasis on uniqueness…we 

emphasize placing an observer in the field to observe the workings of the case, one who 

records objectively what is happening but simultaneously examines its meaning and 

redirects observation to refine or substantiate those meanings. (pp. 8-9) 

In other words, although there are many State-defined, Latino majority-minority high schools 

that could be studied in relation to effective leadership influences on successful Latinx high 

school to college transitions, the purpose of choosing this particular school as my case, comes to 

light in this chapter.  Both the uniqueness of the school and the participants highlight the 

complexity in understanding the motivations and resiliency of this particular group of Latinx 

students. 
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In a similar vein, Merriam (2009) argues that the case study approach is especially useful 

when data is gathered in a bounded system and where the researcher is the instrument of the 

research project. Specifically, Merriam states: 

Although case studies can include quantitative analyses and historical data...qualitative 

case studies share...the search for meaning and understanding, the researcher as the 

primary instrument of data collection and analysis, an inductive investigative strategy, 

and the end product being richly descriptive” (p. 39) 

As highlighted by Merriam, the researcher is an integral part of the case study research process. 

In the present study, I collected and analyzed data among a sample of Latinx students and the 

educational leaders within their school.  Although I was not a member of the school staff, my 

access to the regional location and within the classroom when collecting data meant that I 

became part of the research project.  

Research Methods/Techniques 

Site Selection, Rationale, and Description 

Metro High School (pseudonym) is located in southern Arizona, within the heart of 

Arizona’s second largest city, and has a total enrollment of 1,168 students. The school 

demographics are 67% Hispanic, 17% White, 6% Black, 4% Asian, 3% American Indian, and 

3% who identify as Bicultural; 430 seniors of which 56% are male and 44% are female.  Another 

important aspect of the school is that 90% of the student body receives free or reduced lunch 

(NCES, 2013).   

Metro High School boasts a 74% graduation rate and holds a “B” label for AZLEARNS 

from the State of Arizona Department of Education (2013), which would place this school in the 



57 
 

 

“high achieving” category.  Metro High School is one of four high schools (three traditional, one 

alternative) in the Southwestern School District system.  

Case Study Research Preparation/Pilot Study 

Study Design.  My scholar identity—as a community college educator working at a 

Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI)—propelled me to utilize case study as the methodology of the 

present study.  I used a single case study community college design for my pilot, which was 

originally conceived by Ornelas and Solórzano (2010) at Esperanza Community College.  The 

study by Ornelas and Solórzano was designed to assess academic motivation for university 

transfer among a sample of 191 students who participated in 13 focus groups and completed a 

series of psychometric surveys (a segment of 24 students from the original study were invited to 

be interviewed for a deeper analyses of the data).   

In addition to their student sample, Ornelas and Solórzano also interviewed 17 

counselors, 12 faculty, and six administrators. The study by Ornelas and Solórzano served as an 

example for my own research as I wanted to collect data from various sources within the same 

school to understand the experience of school climate, culture and supports offered to Latinx 

students in a border context.  Consequently, as I read the Ornelas and Solórzano study, the 

foundation for my study emerged, with adjustments made based on sampling size, study scope, 

and timelines, as determined primarily by the school district and the high school administration 

for the study site.  The chronology of events, including pilots, and changing contexts, is 

described below. 

Preparation  

In Southern Arizona, there are cultural and political factors that intersect and 

consequently impact majority-minority schools.  The demographics of these schools are 
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changing in a number of ways, with the most critical aspect being larger Hispanic and Native 

American populations (U.S. Census Bureau, 2010).  As part of the Arizona school system, 

educators are serving students within a particular socio-cultural context.  For example, the 

International Successful School Principals Project (ISSPP) has carried out a large body of 

research spanning an excess of 130 case studies across twenty countries, with a focus on 

studying “the knowledge, skills and dispositions used by successful school principals for 

implementing effective school and leadership practices across a range of successful schools in 

different national contexts” (Bennett, Ylimaki, Dugan, and Brunderman, 2013, p. 6).  Thus, the 

ISSPP large-scale case study is consequently a major undertaking, and has the capacity to make 

substantial change to Arizona schools. 

In an ISSPP case study on four effective Southern Arizona principals, Ylimaki, Bennett, 

Fan and Villasenor (2012) found that socio-cultural dimensions within the schools held equal 

weight on student outcomes to that of the leadership capacity.  The authors particularly made 

note of findings that substantiated how students were impacted by: (a) consciousness and 

awareness of the border context and political environment, (b) culturally responsive leadership 

capacity, and (c) relationships in an ethic of community (Ylimaki, et al., 2012).  Together, the 

studies by Bennett (et al., 2013) and Ylimaki, (et. al, 2012) collectively contribute to an 

empirical base of research that has been lacking with respect to successful school leadership 

within border contexts.   It should be noted that the experience of collecting data in support of 

the ISSPP projects at the University of Arizona informed my researcher identity and skills for 

my dissertation study.  Additionally, my study research agenda aligns with the mission of the 

ISSPP studies conducted at the University of Arizona.   
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ISSPP Studies.  In the Fall 2012, I worked as part of a research team of fellow doctoral 

graduate students who were supervised by faculty in the Department of Educational Leadership 

and Policy Studies at the University of Arizona.  As a team, we conducted our first round of 

interviews with one school principal followed by interviews with teachers at the same school 

site, in spring 2013, applying practical research skills of interviewing, transcribing, and coding.  

The data we collected were part of an ISSPP project that was based out of one State-labeled, 

urban Latino majority-minority, high achieving, high poverty school.  

In Fall 2013, I provided assistance to the departmental professors conducting ISSPP 

research in a State-labeled, rural Latino majority minority, low poverty, high achieving school, 

which led to additional practice of qualitative interviewing skills, transcribing, and coding 

techniques.  Examining statewide and national trends documenting the lack of achievement 

overall of marginalized groups, and looking across the contexts of both urban and rural districts 

to determine at schools that were part of the ISSPP studies, allowed for an examination of how 

school culture also ties in to student achievement.  Understanding the relationship between 

effective school leadership practices and its impact on the academic success of minority students 

was of particular interest and salience to me since I knew that studying Latinx student 

trajectories from K12 into higher education was an area of research interest due to my researcher 

identity. 

Piloting participant observations and questions.  Also during the fall semester of 2013, 

I practiced piloting participant observations and questions in a setting of my choosing.  I chose 

the community college where I work, categorized as a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI), a 

federal designation to distinguish colleges with student populations in excess of 24% Latinx 

students).  In that practice phase, I experimented with an earlier version of the questions that 
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were later augmented into the questions used for my dissertation study (See Appendix B).  I 

piloted sample questions with a student and a counselor, and conducted participant observations 

in a first-year, Student Success course.  I realized from this experience that my future research 

would need to occur at another school or context to avoid personally knowing the study 

participants.  Glesne (2011) explains that knowing study participants should be avoided to 

minimize bias or skewed findings.  Consistent with Glesne’s argument, I was faced with the 

awareness that my personal biases may present since the topic of Latinx student success is so 

close to my personal and professional identity.  Due to this realization, I determined that my pilot 

study context would need to integrate my goal of studying the success of Latinx youth on a post-

secondary trajectory, in order to align with the objectives of my research agenda. 

Pilot Study 

As described, after providing some support to the ISSPP project with two high schools, 

and practicing observations and interviewing at my school site (higher education context), the 

next step was to conduct a pilot study with IRB approval.  As my dissertation topic of interest 

was based on (a) examining Latinx high school youth and their post-secondary trajectories, (b) 

their educational experiences in Southern Arizona, and (c) the interrelationships of student 

achievement and school leadership, the pilot study needed to inform the dissertation. For these 

reasons, I chose the setting of my pilot study to occur in a local high school context.  This pilot 

was conducted spring 2014, with lessons learned including adjustments to interview questions 

and the school site. The pilot informed the dissertation study, which was conducted in a different 

high school in fall 2014 and spring 2015. 

The pilot high school was chosen for its reputation as a high achieving school with a 

strong college-going culture.  Although the pilot high school served Latinx students, it was not a 
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majority Latinx serving school, which proved difficult in obtaining the ideal participant sample. 

As such, the dissertation study took place in a different school—a Latinx majority population 

high school that was labeled by the State of Arizona as both high achieving and high poverty. 

Dissertation Study Participants.  In the present dissertation study, participants included 

three school leaders who identified as a White female teacher, an African American counselor, a 

Native American principal, and eight students: one Latino male and seven Latina females, all 

who were graduating, high school seniors (See Table 3.1). 

The faculty leader interviewed at Metro High School had served at the school (and District) for 

28 years as a Science teacher, and was a first time instructor for the senior cohort of the AVID 

class.  The counselor leader interviewed had been with the school district for over 10 years and at 

the target school for one year.  The principal was also interviewed.  He had served at the school 

for four years and in the school district for nine years.    

The student participants included one Latino male and seven Latina females. All students 

had been at the school for the total four years.  With respect to transferring to a higher education 

institution following graduation, (a) four students chose to attend the local, public community 

college, (a) three students chose to attend local, for-profit technical schools, and (c) one student 

chose to transition directly to the local, public university. 

Data Sources and Collection 

Procedure 

Interviews.  A semi-structured protocol of questions was used for the interviews with 

students. The student questions were specific to how students approached their experiences of 

being a Latinx student, which included (a) strategies they employed to achieve their academic 

goals, and (b) how they navigated academic challenges. Another critical portion of the interview 
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was to investigate how students’ understood and negotiated the backdrop of sociocultural 

policies in their schools as Latinx students.  I prompted students to consider whether (and how, 

when applicable) their residence near the U.S.- Mexico border influenced their post-secondary 

aspirations and decision-making.  

With respect to the school leaders’ interviews, I also utilized a semi-structured protocol of 

questions. These questions were specific to how leaders approached their experiences of working 

with Latinx students, which included (a) strategies they employed to achieve academic goals, 

and (b) how they navigated any challenges.  Another critical portion of the interview was to 

investigate how leaders understood and negotiated the backdrop of sociocultural policies in their 

schools working with Latinx students.  I prompted leaders to consider whether (and how, when 

applicable) their residence near the U.S.-Mexico border influenced Latinx students’ post-

secondary aspirations and decision-making. 

Participant observations and data collection.  This case study took place over the 

2014-15 school year with multiple visits to the high school to conduct participant observations, 

collect field notes, artifacts, and to conduct participant interviews.  I conducted participant 

observations to collect the primary source of data used in the present study. Stake (2006) 

supports the use of participant observation in the case study approach as a means to better 

understand the bounded system.  Each of the student interviews averaged 28 minutes and the 

leadership interviews averaged 58 minutes.  Interviews took place at the school in a private patio 

with students, in plain sight of faculty, and leadership interviews took place behind closed doors 

in school leadership offices.  Prior to the interviews, as a mechanism to better inform any need 

for interview question probes, participant observations were conducted in both the junior cohort 

AVID course, the senior cohort AVID course, and as well as the school office waiting room, 
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which was filled with a flurry of student visits, particularly seniors, as this area serves both the 

administration and counseling offices. I visited the school for ten days over an intermittent six-

month period, totaling approximately 20 hours. During these visits, I observed the school culture 

in the administrative and counseling offices, the public office area, and that of the senior cohort 

AVID and junior cohort AVID classrooms, as well as while conducting participant interviews. 

Transcription.  I transcribed each of the eleven interviews verbatim.  I took great care to 

ensure quality of the data by reviewing each of the audio recordings of interviews after 

transcriptions were typed to ensure accuracy of the transcriptions.  The importance of listening 

first to the interview recording, taking notes during the interview, and comparing the two are 

important analytic tools.  Maxwell (2013) asserts, “listening to interview tapes prior to a 

transcription is also an opportunity for analysis” (p. 105).  He contends that through this 

listening, reading, and writing, the researcher is better able to form theoretical ideas and 

relationships between the data and consider the potential for coding categories. 

Trustworthiness.  Multiple data sources were used for the present dissertation study. 

These data were approached with the intention of practice, refinement, and improvement to 

increase validity.  To specifically address internal validity, I recognized that with such a limited 

number of participants (n = 11), I needed to employ various strategies, such as triangulation via 

“using multiple sources of data and cross checking data collected through observation at 

different times or in different places, or interview data collected from people with different 

perspectives or from follow up interviews with the same people” (Merriam, 2009, p. 215).  Also 

referred to as member checks, this approach is noteworthy in that it is a necessary strategy to 

ensure that participants’ answers are congruent with the intent of their messages.  In the present 

study, approximately half of the participants were interviewed via trustworthiness methods.  My 
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intent was to carry out trustworthiness with the entire sample but due to time constraints in 

relation to school administration scheduling and student availability, that was not possible. 

Merriam (2009) explains that in the case of external validity, as it related to 

generalizability, is not the overarching goal of a qualitative case study.  Thus, the reader will not 

be able to rely on data from a case study to have achieved validity in a statistical sense since that 

is not the goal of qualitative research.  Moreover, the qualitative investigator needs to provide 

“sufficient descriptive data to make transferability possible”, if other scholars wish to apply 

qualitative findings to their work in practical and policy realms (Merriam, 2009, p. 225). 

Stake (2006) addresses the issue of ensuring that the appropriate case study approach is used 

when carrying out research, and how if that is not appropriate, such as for large-scale studies, 

that the validity of a given study is consequently affected. Additionally, Stake argues that this 

approach is not feasible if what you are trying to study is not easily accessible: 

Our time and access for fieldwork are almost always limited. If we can, we must pick cases 

that are easy to get to…perhaps for which a perspective informant can be identified and with 

actors which are the people being studied willing to comment on certain draft materials.  

(2006, p. 4).  There was a direct benefit of the case study in choosing the senior class Bridge 

program cohort to be examined over the course of their senior year, as opposed to a multi-

year approach. 

Further supporting this belief, Merriam (2009) posits that case study is not the best option if the 

time investment to properly study the phenomenon is limited, or “the product may be too 

lengthy, detailed or too involved for busy policymakers to read” (p. 52). Additional concerns 

pointed out by Merriam (2009) are that researcher sensitivity and integrity is a factor as the 
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researcher is also an instrument, subject to bias. Therefore, training in conducting interviews is 

suggested as researcher ethics could be a concern that impact the study results.   

Data Analysis.  In this study, I used a constant comparative approach whereby data were 

gathered over multiple periods of time.  Glesne (2011) defines this approach as based in 

grounded theory, and as new data comes in, it is coded and “continually compared to previously 

collected data to better refine theoretical categories and to assist the researcher in pursuing new 

cases or questions” (p. 279). Merriam (2009) discussed the need to conduct data analysis at same 

time as data collection, and further expounds upon the constant-comparative method: “the 

constant comparative method is most common (Glaser and Strauss, 1967) whereby the 

researcher constantly compares within the study the data being collected.  Comparisons are 

constantly made within and between levels of conceptualization until a theory can be 

formulated” (p. 200).  This approach also supports member checks for analyzing and coding data 

effectively. 

As previously described, the two primary instruments used for data analysis were the 

interviews with three school leaders and with eight students, using interview protocols, and both 

school office observations, and classroom observations of the junior and senior AVID courses. 

The senior cohort course was purposive as seven of the eight participants were students in this 

course and the senior class teacher was the sole teacher interviewed. The eighth student was a 

student aide to the teacher, but also a Latina student in a grant funded program designed for post-

secondary transition and success (TRIO-Upward Bound).  Finally, I also kept a journal of field 

notes, memos, and interview notes, which I completed pre and post interviews. 

Qualitative data were analyzed using inductive and deductive analysis allowing for 

themes to emerge based on lived experiences. The inductive and deductive analysis was utilized 
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in order to ascertain trends among study participants. Participant interviews were recorded and 

transcribed and participant observations were also reviewed for themes. 

Upon review of the trends that emerged in the data from participant responses to the 

interview questions, more open-ended and follow-up probing was used in response to the need to 

further refine data collection during the semi-structured interview. This adjustment was made to 

aid the development of the narratives from the participants, in an effort to better understand the 

participants’ perspectives. Fernandez (2002) describes the importance of using CRT and LatCrit 

to frame these stories as allowing the participant of color to share their insights and experiences. 

In line with the case study method, data were analyzed using First and Second Cycle 

Coding as defined by Sandaña (2013).  This method of coding allows the researcher to develop 

descriptive codes, eclectic codes, and coding for patterns. Throughout the coding process, the 

researcher is decoding data to decipher core meaning and encoding the data once an appropriate 

label has been determined.  

Sandaña (2013) further asserts that “coding is not a precise science it is primarily an 

interpretative act…[it] can sometimes summarize, distill and condense data, not simply reduce 

them” (p. 4).  In the process of  First Cycle and Second Cycle Coding,  Sandaña describes coding 

in the following manner, “a code …is most often a word or short phrase that symbolically 

assigns a summative, salient, essence-capturing and/or evocative attribute for a portion of 

language-based or visual data…consist[ing] of interview transcripts, participation observation 

field notes, journals, documents, drawings, artifacts, videos, internet sites, email correspondence, 

literature and so on…data to be coded during the First Cycle coding processes can range in 

magnitude from a single word to a full paragraph to an entire page of test…in Second Coding 

processes the portions coded can be the exact same units, longer passages of text, [or] analytic 
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memos…” (p. 3).  I followed the steps outlined by Saldaña in consultation with my dissertation 

chair.  Additionally, I wrote interview summaries using Microsoft Word software and compared 

threads of narratives in order to determine where to best extract participant quotes, creating new 

documents that aligned with the categories of quotations.  I compared the students’ quotes to the 

educational leaders’ quotes to identify consistencies in trends, or differences, and utilized 

triangulation to ensure validation.  Maxwell (2013) describes this practice as one of both 

comparing and affirming with the students and leaders that what they perceive and describe as 

occurring is in fact happening.  

 Purposive Sampling.  As mentioned, the participants selected for the present study were 

part of both a purposive and convenience sampling strategy, as the participants were chosen by 

the high school administration via College Bridge program(s) for senior year students, and from 

the teaching faculty of the Bridge program(s) course(s).  Utilizing individual interviews, the 

qualitative data collection conducted in this study occurred via a purposive design for selection 

of the senior cohort of AVID students, the senior cohort AVID faculty leader, and eight selected 

students (who volunteered to participate) from the AVID program and the Upward Bound TRIO 

Program, both recognized as Bridge programs. The school principal and the counselor assigned 

to the senior class, were also interviewed.  The interviews were audiotaped and later transcribed 

for coding analysis, which are best practices as highlighted by Glesne (2011) and Maxwell 

(2013).   

Artifacts.  The school climate was assessed as encompassing a college-going culture. 

This was evidenced by the displays of college and career readiness surrounding the school. The 

entry to the lobby in the school office appears as a shrine of the students accepted into various 

colleges and universities posted for all to see and celebrate, as a sort of “wall of fame”. 
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Additionally, the school has postings around the campus to advertise career and college 

opportunities as well as pennants from various post-secondary colleges and universities.  Figures 

1-6 are examples of the postings. 

Figures 1-6: School College-Going Culture 

Figure 1: Wall of Fame 

 

 

 

Figure 2: Career Readiness Classes
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Figure 3: College and Career Preparation Extracurricular Opportunities 

 

 

Figure 4: College-Going Culture: Postsecondary School Pennants 
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Figure 5: College-going Culture: Academic Language ‘Word Wall’ 

 

 

Figure 6: College-going Culture: “Metacognitive Strategies” Bulletin Board 
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Positionality.  My researcher identity stems from multiple cultural sources that include 

being a female, bilingual, Latina doctoral candidate, and as a parent of two Latino sons (a high 

school senior and a third-grader).  As a parent, my children have been served by exceptional 

educational services both from the gifted education department in one school district, and the 

special education department in another district.  These perspectives form my experiences as an 

educator, researcher and practitioner, particularly as they relate to improving educational 

outcomes for Latinx families. 

I also serve as a community college administrator, in an acting capacity, and as a 

counseling faculty.  As an educator, I teach first-year college courses at the college, and under-

represented minority students are overrepresented in our courses, per our internal school 

institutional research data.  As I work for a Hispanic Serving Institution (HSI), and as a fifth-

generation Tucsonan myself, living and serving in a border context informs both my professional 

and personal identities.  A large proportion of the students I serve are traditionally college age 

students defined as those students who enroll in post-secondary pursuits immediately following 

high school graduation.  As such, my current study occurred in a local high school with 

demographics similar to the populations served by the community college where I am employed.     

Summary of Methodology 

The focus of the present study was centered on examining (a) Latinx students’ 

perceptions about success, and (b) school leaders’ perceptions about Latinx student success 

measured up against one another.  This was particularly relevant within the context of the school 

site where sociopolitical policies from state and federal levels largely impact students’ academic 

experiences.  The overarching goal of this study was to apply an asset-based theoretical model 
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that could be further tested and refined to aid future researchers examining Latinx student 

success in border contexts. 

  Limitations.  This study attempted to address the gaps in educational leadership research 

with respect to the college-going transitions of Latinx youth to post secondary pursuits, 

specifically within border contexts. The research questions driving the present study were as 

follows: 

RQ1: What educational leadership strategies contribute to the effective transition of 

Latinx high school seniors to post-secondary education, in particular, community 

college?   

RQ2: How, if at all, do Arizona or federal policies, with respect to the sociocultural 

domain, affect the experience of Latinx high school seniors in transition, as well as the 

strategies of educational leaders to support Latinx students? 

Data analyses revealed that the AVID and Upward Bound programs, along with the college-

going culture of the school, were strong influences on students’ post-secondary decision making.  

It was also evident that parental influence played a large role in students’ academic behaviors, as 

did support from school leaders.   

Several limitations were introduced into the study that included (a) the small sample size 

in relation to the large student and educational leadership population, (b) the majority-minority 

Latinx serving, inner city high school setting.  Also, the fact that the administration selected 

participants from existing post-secondary focused Bridge programs may have also led to a bias 

amongst the participants as they were recruited for these programs with the intention of pursuing 

post-secondary education.  Originally, school leadership discussed examining the senior class 

cohort by looking at a wider array of student subgroups, such as those taking AP courses, ELD 

courses, as well as those students mainstreamed in the middle or lower academic quartiles.   

However, the counseling department, which was a critical gatekeeper in identifying participants, 
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experienced an extremely large turnover, which impacted this effort. This led to an accelerated 

timeline due to IRB deadlines and the other constraints (i.e. access issues) of other school 

officials.     

Additional limitations were also faced during the course of this study, which included not 

being able to attain a larger Latinx participant sample (as I originally envisioned), not being able 

to interview a Latinx teacher, and not having a gender balance among the students.  Another 

difficulty faced was that I was not able to solely interview students who were entering the 

community college, which was an original goal of the study.  Therefore, these limitations 

impacted my ability to even more robustly answer the research questions driving this study. 

Findings: Further analysis in the following chapters.  A great deal of research was 

reviewed in preparation for carrying out this study. I engaged in a large-scale review of the 

literature since the implications for research and practice propelled my need to continue this 

work in a high quality manner, which included the ability to carry out refinements of my 

research project. As I engaged in data collection, it became quickly apparent that the data would 

mold the research questions since the overarching goal was to better understand Latinx students’ 

transitions to higher education, particularly community college settings who might not be 

involved in Bridge programs.  Hence, data would be collected and analyzed in a constructive 

manner that would in turn, impact the intent of the research project. 

In the following chapters, which represent manuscripts that have been separately 

submitted to peer reviewed journals, the findings of this study are further described from a 

variety of perspectives to address the research questions. 
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In sum, contemporary educational leaders are often called upon to quickly and 

competently address the diverse socio-political landscapes that our students navigate, and 

specifically, the unique makeup of Latinx students with varying levels of social class and 

income, academic preparedness, and diversity within culture, language, ethnicity, gender 

identification, and dominant group assimilation.  With respect to Arizona, educational leaders 

must also consider the impact of state and federal rhetoric and policies that prioritize deficit-

framed approaches to supporting Latinx students’ rich cultural backgrounds.  It is therefore 

imperative that educational leaders and scholars engage in further exploration of culturally 

responsive practices that support Latinx students to successfully complete high school and 

transfer to higher education.  These practices are necessary and timely to support the workforce 

demands of Arizona and beyond. 
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Table 3.1  

Characteristics of Metro High School Participants (N=11) 

Participant Category Years 

(site) 

Gender Race/Ethnicity/ 

College Choice 

Teacher(Mary) 

Counselor(Tonita ) 

Principal(Don) 

Student 1(Rene) 

Student 2(Rita) 

Student 3(Veronica) 

Student 4(Tania) 

Student 5(Jessenia) 

Student 6(Juanita) 

Student 7(Carina) 

Student 8(Cristina) 

 

AVID 

Senior class            

Administrator  

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior                

28 years 

1 year              

7 years                   

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

Female 

Female 

Male 

Male 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female  

Female 

Female 

White (N/A)             

AfricanAmerican(N/A)        

Native American(N/A) 

Latino/ For Profit                            

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/Public CC 

Latina/ Public Univ. 
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CHAPTER FOUR: EFFECTIVE LEADERSHIP?  

THE PROBLEM WITH SUCCESSFUL BRIDGE  

PROGRAMS IN A LATINX BORDER CONTEXT 

In this chapter, I present a case study of Latinx students and their educational leaders in a 

Latino majority, high achieving, high poverty school, as labeled by the state of Arizona (ADOE, 

2015).  Utilizing Yosso’s (2005) notions of cultural capital and CRT, I will explore the impact of 

leadership strategies, as enacted through the school high school to college Bridge programs on 

the college-going, post-secondary transition of Latinx high school seniors. I investigate the 

following question: What educational leadership strategies contribute to the effective retention of 

high school to post-secondary education, and in particular to community college?  Here, I argue 

that one way in which leaders construct school culture is through the adoption and 

implementation of these Bridge programs.  I find these students are successfully transitioning to 

post-secondary endeavors largely due to the navigational capital provided by the Bridge 

programs and the college-going culture promoted by school leadership, as well as the 

aspirational capital engendered by their families.  These findings are noteworthy given a 

geographic context which is often impacted by a color blind ideology, and the paradox that these 

deficit views of Latinx students in education were also reflected in the case study participant 

narratives. 

As noted, the U.S. is facing a crisis of educating Latinx students in K-12 and higher 

education.  Latinx students continue to trail behind their Caucasian and Asian peers in high 

school graduation rates, attendance and graduation from both two-year and four-year schools, 

and transfer from two-year to four-year schools (Gonzalez and Ballysingh, 2012).  Additionally, 

Latinxs continue to be underrepresented in postsecondary education attributed to a variety of 

barriers such as dominant language proficiency, finances, under-preparedness, and immigration 
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status (Irizarry, 2012; Ornelas and Solórzano, 2010).   Community colleges attract a significant 

percentage of Latinx students due to their open access and admissions structure, offering of 

developmental (remedial) coursework for underprepared students, and affordability and 

proximity for many traditional high school students (Martinez and Fernandez, 2004; Kurlaender, 

2006).  In fact, Latinos are far more likely to begin postsecondary education in community 

colleges.  Notably, the American Association of Community Colleges (AACC) estimates that 

57% of community college students are Hispanic (AACC, 2015), demonstrating consistent 

trends over the last decade of a large Latinx population.  Similarly, in a policy brief authored by 

Acevedo-Gil, Santos, and Solórzano (2014), Latinx youth in the K-16 educational pipeline are 

described as “the largest and fastest growing group in the K-12 education sector…nationally in 

2011 there were over 12 million Latino students in K-12, [representing] 24% of the overall 

student population…[and]the Latino student population in community colleges will continue to 

increase due to the large K-12 population and since they are more likely than any other racial 

group to choose a community college…” (pp. 1-2).   

Current research focuses on traditional age Latinx students and university transitions 

(Irizarry, 2012; Lopez, 2013) and community college students to university transfer (Ornelas and 

Solórzano, 2010; Suarez, 2011).  However, there appears to be an absence of literature 

examining both Latinx students’ experiences transitioning from high school, and specifically to 

community college.  Additionally, gaps exist in the research related to how school leaders can 

influence effectiveness in serving these students (Kurlaender, 2006).  Although there are studies 

that discuss college-going culture and special programs designed to specifically serve at-risk 

students (Cabrera, Deil-Amen, Prabhu, Terenzini, and Franklin, 2009; Harrell and Forney, 2011), 
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studies specifically addressing Latinx student barriers in moving from high school to a 

community college are sparse.  

Latinxs and Community College.  Examining the success of Latinx students in 

community colleges continues to be an area of concern.  Many factors such as high poverty rates, 

have been shown to challenge the success of this group.  The poverty rate of Latinxs now 

exceeds that of other racial groups; 28% compared with 25% for Blacks, 17% for Asian 

Americans and 11% for Whites (Lopez and Cohn, 2011, as cited by Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013).  

A 2013 policy brief written by Nuñez and Elizondo documents that the transfer rate for Latinxs, 

from community colleges to university degree pathways, continues to linger behind any other 

racial group.  This trend impacts the overall bachelor degree attainment by Latinxs.  Moreover, 

when specifically compared to Whites, data show that Latinx students continue to fall behind in 

postsecondary pursuits (Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013).  Furthermore, the impact of poverty on this 

group is directly correlated to educational attainment and its relationship to career pathways.  

This is demonstrated by the Pew Hispanic Center (2010) statistics showing one in five Latinos 

(19%), equated as half the proportion of Whites (39%), works in management, law, health care, 

or science fields.  These fields require a bachelor’s degree (Pew Hispanic Center (2010) as cited 

by Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013).  Qualitative studies, such as the one from which this article 

emerges, can help illuminate the experiences of Latinxs undergirding these statistics. 

Latinx Student Experiences in Educational Research.  Analysis of Latinx student 

narratives and journeys about K-12 and traditional post-secondary experiences yield a variety of 

research approaches: quantitative studies (Cabrera, et al, 2009; and Lopez, 2013) and qualitative 

studies (Gonzalez and Ballysingh, 2012; Ornelas and Solórzano, 2010; and Suarez, 2011).  

Additionally, case studies using participatory action research frameworks (Cammarota and 
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Aguilera, 2012; Irizarry, 2012), as well as literature reviews to inform practice (Martinez and 

Fernandez, 2004; Villalpando, 2004); and research using content analyses of archival data 

sources (Harrell & Forney, 2011; Kurlaender, 2006; Laden, 2010; and Torres & Zurquera, 2012).   

From the review of these articles, three threads emerged which speak to my research question.  

These themes are using Bridge programs (Huerta, Watts, and Reyes, 2013; Llamas, Lopez, and 

Quirk, 2014), and utilizing the tenets of Social Capital strategies (Lin, 2011; Stanton-Salazar, 

2004) including mentoring and use of relational interconnectedness to influence student success.  

Examination of these relationships include use of Yosso (2005) Community Cultural Wealth in 

considering the impetus to the community college experiences of Latinxs.   

Using Bridge Programs and Social Capital: Application to this Case Study 

Considering Community Cultural Wealth as both an asset based framework built upon 

CRT and cultural capital tenets, we can extend this analysis into further review of structured 

Bridge programs.   These programs utilize a relationship- building model with key mentoring, to 

influence student success.  As previously discussed, strengthening the pipeline from high school 

to post-secondary education is critical for Latinx students.  Corwin and Tierney (2007) discuss 

the need to establish the idea of career and college decision making as early as middle school 

(Weinstein and Savitz-Romer, 2009). This is the juncture whereby the AVID Bridge Program is 

introduced to many students.  In this study, seven of the eight participants are AVID students. 

AVID Program.  AVID is an acronym for Advancement Via Individual Determination, 

federally funded via the U. S. Department of Education, and designed to help underachieving 

students with high academic potential prepare for entrance to colleges and universities.  As 

students learn to make decisions related to post secondary pathways upon high school 

graduation, the program design itself supports many tenets within a cultural capital approach to 
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academic success. The school as an institution serves as an agent and the networks identified 

between school officials, students and external school partners (i.e. post-secondary school 

recruiters) serve to offer relationships by which students learn to navigate these unchartered 

waters.    

 Llamas, Lopez, and Quirk (2014), conducted a mixed-methods study of AVID students 

specifically with the purpose to evaluate student resilience, and to compare this group to non-

AVID students.  Results from both a qualitative and quantitative analyses showed evidence 

suggesting AVID “improved school support and engagement, as well as in the development of 

individual resilience factors, such as self-awareness, problem-solving ability, and self-esteem” 

(p. 196).  Huerta, Watts, and Reyes (2013) conducted a quantitative study to explore the lasting 

effect of AVID programming on minority youth who transitioned to both community college and 

university settings in Texas fared academically.  These students were found to have higher 

retention rates than non-AVID institutional peer counterparts, thus demonstrating persistent 

efficacy. 

The College-going Culture and Bridge Programs.  In examining the role effective school 

leaders play with establishing a culture that promotes student success, we must consider the 

intersectionality of culture and trust.  Corwin and Tierney (2007) discuss that a college-going 

culture in high school must cultivate “aspirations and behaviors conductive to preparing for, 

applying to, and enrolling in college” (p.3) and may be developed in a specialized learning 

community.  The Bridge Program from which the student participant sample was derived, 

support this tenet.  Additionally, we can relate various types of capital as described by Yosso’s 

(2005) Community Cultural Wealth model (e.g. aspirational, social capital) also supported by the 

college-going culture construct. 
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Leadership and School Culture.  In examining student success in this case study, a review 

of both the school culture and climate was considered.  The leadership of the school, including 

administrators, counselors and teachers, are an important component in establishing this culture.  

For traditionally marginalized students, including Latinx youth, culturally responsive school 

cultures impact their schooling experiences (Gonzalez, Moll, Floyd-Tenery, Rivera, Rendon, 

Gonzales, and Amanti, 1995).  Leaders play important roles in co-constructing school culture 

(Hoy and Miskel, 2008). 

The school as a system allows us to examine the organizational structure and determine the 

factors that contribute to its effectiveness, as well as perceptions about its culture.  Hoy and 

Miskel (2008) assert that “school cultures of efficacy, trust and optimism promote student 

achievement” (p. 175).  Lumby and Foskett (2011) were interested in examining the influence of 

culture in schools and the interface of leadership and culture.  They surmised that the “aim of 

leadership is to positively influence culture using conceptualization of the nature of culture to 

achieve those ends” (p. 450).  Lumby and Foskett explain educational leaders must comprehend 

culture is about understanding commonalities of groups as a basis of generalization. However, 

mastering the essential skills of cultural literacy means actively avoiding the danger of 

overgeneralizing homogenous groups.  Additionally, they warn of the risks involved for 

“individuals born, educated and working in a dominant culture context not to see other cultures 

in terms of deficit models” (p. 452).  They continue that the construct of power is of particular 

note as well as isomorphic tendencies within organizations may reinforce social differences and 

existing hegemonies, if the educational leader is not vigilant of these potential outcomes.  This is 

of particular salience for educational leaders serving in a border-context, such as Arizona, for 
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leaders who might fit this profile.  By using Yosso’s notions of Community Cultural Wealth 

(2005), I seek to depict the competing paradigms of asset vs deficit based frameworks.   

Theoretical Analysis: Community Cultural Wealth,  

Critical Race Theory, and LatCrit in the Literature 

An area of growing interest and attention centers on empowering students towards 

participatory action research (Cammarota & Aguilera, 2012; Irizarry, 2012) via CRT and LatCrit 

as a means to examine the intersection of race and other “important variables including but not 

limited to class, gender, language, ethnicity and immigration status” (Irizarry, 2012, p. 293).  

Yosso (2005) defines CRT-Critical Race Theory using the definition brought forward by 

Matsuda (1991) as CRT is the space where: 

the work of progressive legal scholars of color …are attempting to develop a 

jurisprudence that accounts for the role of racism in American law and that works 

towards the elimination of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating all forms of 

subordination (Matsuda, 1991, p. 1331, as cited by Yosso, 2005, p. 71). 

Yosso (2005) explains LatCrit (Latino Critical Race Theory) as extending the CRT discussion to 

“address the layers of racialized subordination that comprise Chicano/a, Latino/a experiences” 

(p. 72).  In the research conducted by Irizarry (2012) supported by this frame, he examined high 

school sophomores via a three-year case study at two different high schools in Connecticut.  

Irizarry (2012) followed them longitudinally from sophomore through senior years of high 

school and conducted interviews post-high school graduation.  The students themselves co-

constructed the ethnographic study which they designed to follow their trajectories through high 

school based on the sociopolitical and sociocultural realities that they faced.  Findings 

demonstrated that one high school created a culture of achievement and care, with the outcome 
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that all of the students in that case study graduated and went on to college.  Conversely, the other 

high school created a culture of disappointment, resulting in students who were viewed as 

limited or deficient; and as such those students’ aspirations were suppressed  

 Fernandez (2002) posits that the emergence of CRT and LatCrit are evolving 

frameworks to inform a better understanding of those who have been marginalized by 

sociocultural practices. Through their feedback, we gain a deeper awareness of how these 

students are oppressed, while simultaneously using their personal agency to resist the social 

conditions of which they are subjected.  Fernandez explained: 

Epistemologically, CRT and LatCrit privilege the experiential knowledge of people of 

color as critical ways of knowing and naming racism and other forms of oppression. 

Moreover, CRT and LatCrit offer an important analytical intervention—they place race 

and other socially constructed categories at the center of analysis. CRT and LatCrit do 

not view race as peripheral or incidental to the experiences of people of color. Rather, 

race, racialization, and racism are central to such narratives. (p.48) 

In these studies, student narratives shape the call to action for both themselves and educators in 

addressing these inequities legitimatized by unjust educational policies.  However, students who 

have institutional supports in place to further their success are even more advantaged towards 

goal attainment and offer the ideal model to both close unequal achievement gaps and sustain 

success. 

Tara Yosso (2005) discusses the historical problematizing of students of color in schools 

using deficit framed approaches, and argues that educators need to assist Latinx youth in 

accessing the assets they possess as a means to empower them with their cultural capital.  Yosso 
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(2005) defines this as the knowledge that students bring from their home life and their identities, 

that can be translated as strength-based skills in academic life.  From this perspective, Yosso 

defines Community Cultural Wealth as the “array of knowledge, skills, and abilities and contacts 

possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and resist macro and micro forms of 

oppression” (Yosso, 2005, p.77).  In this thinking, Community Cultural Wealth can be deployed 

as a mechanism to challenge deficit thinking frameworks (Valencia, 2010).  As is further 

explored in Yosso’s work, providing this type of framework for students from communities of 

color allows them to experience how to be successful in the “majority culture” and translates into 

new ways of effectiveness.  Rather than assimilate and discard one’s heritage, this frame offers 

the alternative of an experience of a new culturally validated success while honoring one’s 

culture and its benefits.  She explains this type of community diversity whereby these 

opportunities prevalently exist as communities of cultural wealth. “Indeed a CRT lens can see 

that communities of color nurture cultural wealth through at least 6 forms of capital such as: 

aspirational, navigational, social, linguistic, familial, and resistant capital” (p. 77).  These forms 

of capital are not mutually exclusive or static and may overlap. 

Research Methods and Design  

The method chosen for this study is based on a single case study design described by 

Merriam (2009) as most effective when the researcher has less control over a “contemporary set 

of events, or if the variables are so embedded in the situation as to be impossible to identify 

ahead of time” (pp. 45-46).   My researcher identity stems from multiple sources as a female, 

bilingual Latina doctoral candidate, a parent of two Latino sons, and serving as a community 

college student affairs administrator and educator teaching first year college courses.  I work for 

a Hispanic Serving Institution and I am a fifth-generation Arizonan, living and serving in a 
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border context informs both my professional and personal identities.  A large proportion of the 

students I serve are traditional college age students (i.e. those who enroll in post-secondary 

pursuits immediately following high school graduation).  As such, my current study occurred in a 

local high school with demographics similar to the populations served by my community college.  

Context.  Metro High School is located in a large, urban southern Arizona city.  The 

school demographics are: 67% Hispanic, 17% White, 6% Black, 4% Asian, 3% American 

Indian, and 3% who identify as Bicultural; 430 seniors, 56% male and 44% female, with a total 

enrollment of 1,168 students.  The school serves economically disadvantaged students classified 

by a 90%   free and/or reduced-lunch eligible rate (NCES, 2013).   

Interview protocols.  A semi-structured protocol of questions for the school leaders and 

the students were used.  The student questions paralleled those asked of the leaders.  A variety of 

questions were developed based upon the notions of how: students and leaders approached their 

experiences either as being a Latinx student or working with Latinxs, challenges were addressed, 

data is used related to student achievement is used for success, and the impact of sociocultural 

policies in the context of a Border setting might or might not be an influence in students’ post-

secondary aspirations and decision making.   

Case Study: Participants’ Backgrounds.  The participants selected were part of both a 

purposive and convenience sampling strategy, chosen by the high school administration (via the 

College Bridge program(s) for senior year students), and by the teacher of the Bridge program.  

In this single case study approach, participants included three school leaders, a White female 

teacher, an African American counselor, a Native American principal, and eight graduating 

senior students: one Latino male and seven Latina females (See Table 4.1). 
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Findings: College-going Pathways along Colorblind Viewpoints.  Review of 

participant narratives demonstrate themes of a potential color blind ideology which 

acknowledges ethnic culture but in a covert manner, juxtaposed along that of a college-going 

culture (including parental involvement as a support to this culture) which is practiced in an 

overt manner.  This paradox is further explored with participant narratives. 

College-Going Culture.  Mary, the AVID teacher, describes assisting students who are 

first generation college students, and the need to teach and use the ‘language of college’ with 

students.  Using concepts utilized with ELL literacy (Wright, 2010) she created a “word wall” to 

assist students with preparation for state and college entrance exam testing, and college 

application essay writing.  Mary described the challenges this way:  

There's a list of words on the board there that are considered “too  

academic” of vocabulary. They seem very obvious, like everybody should 

know, but as a school we're trying to focus on making sure kids really are 

aware of them. These are things that often appear in testing prompts. One 

of the words from that list, the word that the most kids have trouble with 

across the board ... we did a survey early in the year ... was ‘synthesize’. 

They really did not know what that meant…Again, if they can understand 

these basic things, what they mean, that's going to give them a better 

chance in terms of standardized kinds of things they have to do. 

(Interview, 4/7/15) 
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Figure 1: College-going Culture: Academic Language ‘Word Wall’    

 

Tonita, the counselor, echoes a concern that the ‘middle class’ approach to education, needs to be 

considered in being responsive to students: “One of the things in education, as educators, we 

teach from a middle-class mentality. Yet our students may not be middle class. We come with 

preconceived ideas and we sometimes tend to… [not realize] that's the way we teach” (Interview, 

4/13/15). 

Thus we see a responsiveness to being aware of the need to teach in a more sensitive way, but   

of note is whether school leaders mirror this approach when working with parents. 

Parental Influence in Supporting a College-going Culture and as Agents of Capital 

Family is at the core of Latinx cultural values, and traditional norms with regard to 

respect of parental influence is a large component of the types of capital previously highlighted 

by Yosso (2005).  Along this vein, how parents influence students’ choices about post-secondary 

aspirations is an area of salience.   
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Don, the principal, discusses the role that the family plays as a support to student’s educational 

pursuits and the importance of relationships: 

Families are good things. They're important in the culture… A lot of the 

things I do is because of how I grew up. I'm sure I do things I don't even 

think of. A lot of it though is somewhat similar. I grew up in northern 

Arizona on [the] Navajo and Hopi reservations. There's a lot of similarities 

in those cultures too on how you talk with people, how you interact with 

elders in the family, and other adults. [We have] multi- family housing and 

just together, everyone is all together in the same area. That's how I grew 

up. If I'm interacting, say, with a young man who comes in and [maybe] 

I'm not necessarily talking or interacting with the mom or dad, but it's 

uncle. You know the uncle probably lives there in the house with them 

with his cousins probably next door or behind the next street over. Those 

things, I don't think it's odd at all. That's just how…I understand the 

dynamics of the families (Interview 4/21/15) 

  

Don’s comments demonstrate the importance of the family in the broadest sense as partners with 

the school in developing strong relationships that support the student.  In other words, the need to 

establish social capital as described by Yosso (2005) as the networks of people and resources 

needed to navigate through institutions for the success of students.  Parental involvement is part 

of this type of resource available to students navigating the maze of post-secondary education. 

Tonita recognizes the agency that parents have with their child’s college decision making 

process, when asked about parental involvement with student decision making about college.  

She states: 

 I think for most it plays an important role. For instance,… I had just taken 

a call from a dad.. I think they have a lot of influence. We do have some 

students, one in particular I'm thinking of, he was going to go to the [local 

public university] but then his mom talked to him about he needed to go to 

[the local public community college]. This same one I was talking about, I 

felt academically he's strong. I think he could make it, but mom is not 

feeling that way.   She influenced him to go to the [local public 
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community college]. I have seen they have quite an influence, most of the 

ones that are pretty involved (Interview, 4/13/15). 

Don supports Tonita’s statements about the relational leadership aspect that parents provide to 

their children, and how building upon that can lead to parental involvement: 

 Because a lot of the things that they bring to the table are family-based and 

centered around that first, a lot of relationships…that's one strategy in my 

leadership style. It's just a relationship piece with the families. We get 

more and more of them that are responding, realizing they need to be 

involved and there are ways to get involved, but it's a little bit of time. 

One's going, so another joins and then it's the same group in charge of 

school things.  

Although often challenges exist with direct parental participation with the school, there is a 

recognition that parents play a vital role.  Additionally, it is clear from the students’ narratives, 

that the most influential factor in determining their transitions to post-secondary opportunities 

was the influence from parents. 

Student Tania discusses the importance of this familial support: 

My mom and dad, they always encourage me to do good in school. They 

say, “If you do go to school, I promise you [you’re] going to have a good 

life. You'll get work, you'll be happier if you have an education, and be 

somewhere that you wanted to be and you're going to be proud of yourself 

once you get your goal (4/3/15) 

Student Rene continues to illuminate this notion and cites being the first in his family to finish 

both high school and attend college, and highlights his parents’ expectations: 

… there's people who have never even heard of anybody going to college 

in their family. That's also a good or bad thing, because some of them do 

take it upon themselves to be like, “Hey well they didn't go to college but 

I'm going to do it.” That's what I did because none of my family ever went 

to college.  I already beat both of my parents in school, I'm about to 

graduate from high school.  So I'm still going, and I'm not going to 

stop…My parents were always hard [about] education, they always 

wanted me to do my best, too. They were always there for me. (4/20/15)   
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When asked about how this parental expectation and support influenced his college-

going, Rene offered: 

 I kind of learned [about] that a little late, I’m going to say I learned that 

sophomore year when I went to go start working with my dad [in 

construction]. I saw how tiring that job was and I saw how much my dad 

tried and tried and pushed himself to get through that day because he 

wanted me and my brother to get the best we can. I also saw that my mom 

would bust her butt every day, cooking, cleaning, washing clothes. So for 

me, it was just a big eye opener to see what it is that they had to go 

through for me…it was completely different. 

Both the student narratives of Tania and Rene highlight the dual types of aspirational and 

familial capital often found in rooted in Latinx families (Yosso, 2005).  Aspirational capital, 

whereas hope for the future despite barriers is maintained and cultivated, and familial capital, 

whereas students come to college ready to utilize their pedagogies of the home to successfully 

navigate school (Yosso, 2005).  This cultural capital is contrasted with the institutional deficit 

frameworks that exist in schools, as highlighted by some of the leadership narratives. 

Deficit Frameworks at Play.  A common thread in participant responses points to this 

school appearing to have a color blind approach to the students they serve (Cochran-Smith, 

1995).  The school leaders interviewed report that the cultural background of the students is not a 

consistent factor in how they approach student success, but acknowledge the District promotes a 

model of serving students based upon a focus on the less advantaged socio-economic status of 

the students.  The students interviewed for the study reported they did not feel a lack of focus on 

the cultural background of students was detrimental, however revealed statements themed around 

“culture doesn’t matter”, thus reflecting this color blind frame. 

 Both school leaders and students were asked similar questions about how the school leaders, and 

students themselves consider the construct of Latinx culture and the interplay with school 
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culture. The responses demonstrate in a passive, rather than overt interpretation of a deficit- 

framed ideology.  Don explains it this way: 

There's a whole piece of…it's not even Latino Latina, but it ends up being 

a large chunk of the population we deal with here where they don't 

understand what the steps are getting into college. You've seen this. “What 

do you do? What is a FAFSA? When should I apply?” All those things, 

they just don't understand them. It's not because they're Latino Latina. 

None of the families have ever gone through that. 

Mary continues illustrating this frame with the following example: 

What we're using here at school more recently has been some of Ruby 

Payne's work that's connected to working with kids who come from high 

poverty backgrounds, but that is not specifically one particular ethnicity. 

It's more a socioeconomic thing…One thing that is interesting is just how 

school is a middle class way of approaching the world, and there's all 

kinds of hidden things in terms of how to be successful in school that kids 

who come from a high poverty background [pause]... It might seem really 

obvious to people who come from a middle class background, but it really 

isn't, and teaching kids about that hidden structure, that middle class 

structure of things. 

Both Don and Mary exemplify a shared perspective that students are not arriving with cultural 

wealth, but rather a lack of capital for college-going.  Tonita provides these insights about lack of 

traditional parental involvement because of SES, and a lack of student preparedness from a 

deficit frame: 

We are an inner city school so sometimes they think, parents think, let me 

see what I can say… A lot of times, there's concerns that there’s not a lot 

of parental involvement but I think it could be the fact that a lot of our 

parents are in survival mode. A lot of times they're working. They're just 

trying day to day to make it. It may not be because of not caring but 

because they have so much going on in their lives and it's survival 

mode…how should I say [it]? It could be society who makes that 

assumption…. I think a stereotype, yeah. We only have three [traditional] 

high schools in our district. A lot of times the schools that are north tend to 

have a little more in terms of parental involvement. A lot of times our 

school gets more a bad rep. The make-up and the socioeconomic…I think 

sometimes the students right now are struggling with … realizing what 

they need to do and how to go to that next step. Preparing and planning is 

important. It seems to them they're living today and not thinking about 

tomorrow. What they need to do to get there. Some of them, …don't do 

well and then they're trying to play catch up. I see a lot of that. It's “now I 

need to plan or need to do it” when it should've been decided early on. 
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In reviewing these responses from school leadership, we can see a confusing intermingling of 

supporting students while sometimes recognizing ethnic culture, but often rhetoric which appears 

to uphold dominant institutional ideologies that problematize students from poverty from deficit 

frameworks (Valencia, 2010). 

Color Blind Ideology.  While many students reported feeling supported despite limited 

recognitions of cultural celebrations (other than via the extracurricular “Spanish Club” events or 

“Diversity Days”), they also articulated a larger context of educational policies that directly 

impact Latinx students.  Many of the student participants specifically discussed the inherent role 

that language plays within cultural identity.  In the context of State policies, if language doesn’t 

“matter” in the same way that “culture doesn’t matter” this further highlights a color-blind 

phenomenon.  These themes are evidenced in the student narratives. 

Glenn (2009) in describing colorblind ideology states it is an “offshoot of Mexico’s 

national ideology of mestizaje as the belief that racism cannot exist in a racially mixed society” 

(p.121).  Along these lines, Hunter (2004) explains our current contemporary context: “The 

United States is going through a racial Latin Americanization because its discourse has changed 

in this post-civil rights era to one that denies difference, denies inequality, and insists on a 

unified, monolithic American designation for all.  This colorblind discourse makes it possible to 

ignore racial discrimination and to criticize those who name it as racist for doing so” p. 112).   

Student awareness of a more dominant ideology is not apparent when asked about their 

experiences as Latinx students at the school:  

Student Cristina: I don't feel different from other students… it can be easier to take college 

classes maybe Spanish but other than that …I just see myself as a regular 

student.... being Latina helps … so that's one way that my counselor helps 
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me because they have a lot of specific Latina scholarships that they help 

me with (4/14/15). 

Cristina was asked how school leaders specifically supported her related to her culture beyond 

the counselor helping with scholarships. She replied: “I think… um… rewarding us or having 

announcements in regards to success and I think it's really cool getting that…but as a culture, I 

feel they try to not have anything directly towards the culture”.  When asked if it bothered her 

that there was no specific recognition of the culture, she stated, “Yeah I don't really mind it, it 

doesn't really impact me as long as I'm not being discriminated [against] or it's holding me back 

from an opportunity”.  We can see from Cristina’s responses that she has an awareness that 

overt discrimination would be wrong, but the mixed messages about a student’s cultural 

background provide ambivalence for reflection.  Comments from student Juanita, support 

cultural uncertainty: “My cultural role, I don't think it's that really big in my standards. Everyone 

else thinks it's big…My experience as a Latina in this school is not really that different. …. You 

feel somehow you can socialize with anyone. It's just who you feel a part of.  It doesn't really 

matter what race or gender you are…” (4/7/15).  

In reviewing Juanita and Cristina’s responses, it is clear that the “color blind” landscape 

of the school appears to be a normalized reality.  Critiquing school leadership and the imposed 

upon students’ perceptions about deficit-viewed frameworks centered around culture, we could 

apply Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth model and identify various forms of cultural 

capital.  This would include a recognition that these students “arrive” with the ability to utilize 

social and navigational capital immediately in secondary and post-secondary settings as they 

bring these forms of capital from their homes and communities. 
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Conclusion and Implications: Bridging with Culturally Responsive Intention?  In this case 

study, findings demonstrated that this former turnaround high school, classified by the State as 

high achieving, high poverty, and majority-Latinx, attempted to embed a college-going culture 

scaffolded by Bridge programs, while juxtaposed against a district professional development 

model related to approaching students from a ‘culture of poverty’ frame (Payne, 2005).  

Participant leaders narrated a confusing intermingling of supporting students while sometimes 

recognizing ethnic culture, but often rhetoric used to uphold dominant institutional ideologies 

that problematize students from poverty via deficit frameworks (Valencia, 2010).   

The AVID Bridge Program and the college-going culture of the school established by 

school leaders are strong influences of students’ successful post-secondary decision making and 

transitions.  Parental influence played a large role as well in establishing the cultural wealth that 

these students are cultivating to be successful.  However, given the importance of improving 

Latinx high school graduation rates, and successful transition to post-secondary opportunities, 

especially community colleges, the study findings demonstrate the importance of how culture 

plays a role to leverage success when faced with institutional color blind ideologies and lack of 

navigational capital.  This study set out to explore how Latinx high school students are 

successfully accomplishing these transitions.  Limitations of the small participant sample, the 

make-up of the sample, and the challenges with the student participants’ post- secondary 

experiences call for a continued exploration of both school and parental leadership influence on 

Latinx high school senior student transitions to post-secondary choices.  These explorations 

should specifically include community college transitions via effective Bridge programming.  

Although extended students’ narratives spoke of many common barriers to success such as 

financial, English language proficiency, and immigration status, these students have surpassed 
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these challenges.  Educational leaders must remain committed to “eradicating these structural 

barriers and policies [as] a critical component for Latino/a student success”…(Valenzuela, 

Garcia, Romo and Perez, 2012, p. 22). 

These students are succeeding in a Bridge Program despite the sociopolitical context of 

Arizona and a continued deficit framed approach to education of Latinxs, often focused on 

highlighted deficit frames (Valencia, 2010).  Although the Bridge Program is not designed with 

implicitly structured culturally responsive practices, this is something for consideration as a 

future research agenda. 

  In conclusion, contemporary educational leaders are called upon to quickly and 

competently address the multi-culturally diverse landscape of our students, and specifically, the 

unique make up of Latinx students with varying levels of SES, academic preparedness, culture, 

and diversity within culture, language, ethnicity, gender identification, and dominant group 

assimilation.   Further exploration of culturally responsive practices for this population of 

transitioning students is a key element for future success and support of the high school to 

college educational pipeline. 
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Table 4.1  

Characteristics of Metro High School Participants (N=11) 

Participant Category Years 

(site) 

Gender Race/Ethnicity/ 

College Choice 

Teacher(Mary) 

Counselor(Tonita) 

Principal(Don) 

Student 1(Rene) 

Student 2(Rita) 

Student 3(Veronica) 

Student 4(Tania) 

Student 5(Jessenia) 

Student 6(Juanita) 

Student 7(Carina) 

Student 8(Cristina) 

 

AVID 

Senior class            

Administrator  

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior                

28 years 

1 year              

7 years                   

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

Female 

Female 

Male 

Male 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female  

Female 

Female 

White (N/A)             

AfricanAmerican(N/A)        

Native American(N/A) 

Latino/ For Profit                            

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/Public CC 

Latina/ Public Univ. 
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CHAPTER 5: BORDER AND BORDERSCAPE THINKING:                   

RECONSIDERING A HIGH SCHOOL-COLLEGE                                                    

BRIDGE PROGRAM FOR LATINX STUDENTS IN ARIZONA 

 Latinx high school students living in Southern Arizona face multiple borders, broadly 

defined here as that which divides something, and also the edges of those divisions.  Their daily 

lives are impacted by their location in what Rajaram and Grundy-Warr (2007) refer to as 

“borderscapes” landscapes in which borders exist and gain meaning.   

In this conceptual piece, we look at a high school-college bridge program aimed at 

preparing Southern Arizona Latinx youth to negotiate, if not cross borders.  First, we consider 

three interrelated borders that can impact the education of Latinxs in Southern Arizona, and to 

which the program aims to bridge.  Briefly, we look at the border between Arizona and Mexico, 

the K-12 academic achievement margins between Latinxs and their White counterparts, and the 

persistent lacunae between Latinxs who enter high school and those who attend college. 

Purposefully, we problematize the “at-risk” discourses that reify the nature of these border 

landscapes within neoliberal framings aimed at explaining educational patterns of Latinxs, and 

infuse the bridge program we examine. “At-risk” notions, when applied to Latinx students serve 

as contemporary deficit, locating deficiencies and blame on the students’ linguistic, ethnic, 

racial, and socioeconomic background, rather than on the characteristics of schooling. 

In this chapter, we use the notion of “borderscape thinking” to critically analyze the 

student and leader narratives presented in Chapter 4, to demonstrate the often deficit framed 

ideologies present in schools situated in the Arizona-Mexico border context and that of our case 

study.  Applying our thinking to controversies revealed in the qualitative case study of a program 

conducted by the second author, we demonstrate the hidden complexities in a program aimed at 

bridging the three borders we explore. While the program provides social and cultural capital, as 
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well as additional temporary academic supports that high school students need to navigate 

college-going processes, it is also embedded with deficit, colorblind perspectives that place 

Latinxs “at-risk.” Finally, we offer recommendations for future research of education programs 

that turn examinations upside down to resituate and reconsider, and potentially dismantle, the 

enactments of “at-risk” deficit thinking, which still undergird many programs aimed at mediating 

borders experienced by Latinxs. 

Latinx high school students living in Southern Arizona are faced with multiple borders, 

and within those fixed systems, a multitude of challenges. These Latinx youth live on the United 

States (US) side of the US-Mexican border, an officially-regulated geographic, political, and 

economic boundary, but often have family linkages in Mexico.  They are impacted by anti-

Mexican and anti-immigrant legislation, such as SB 1070, a law that requires police to ascertain 

the immigration status of anyone detained, and some are personally impacted by deportment of 

family and friends. In school, many for whom English is not their mother tongue are subjected to 

Proposition 203, “English for the Children,” legislation that mandates emergent bilinguals be 

taught in English immersion (Wright, 2003). They are categorized, sorted, and segregated on one 

side of a linguistic border for four-hour blocks of English instruction that restricts their 

enrollment in science and mathematics courses required for college entrance. Complicating the 

segregation in Structured English Immersion (SEI) classes for much of the school day, Latinxs 

are more likely than any other ethnic or racial group of students to be segregated in schools that 

are lacking in resources and qualified teachers (Gándara & Hopkins, 2010).  

Through discourse and practices enacted across US schools, many Latinxs are 

precariously positioned on the edge of college attendance.  Nuñez and Elizondo (2013) document 

that the transfer rate from community colleges to university degree pathways for Latinxs 
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continues to trail far behind any other racial group, thus ultimately impacting overall bachelor 

degree attainment by Latinxs.  In the context of southern Arizona, their data show that Latinx 

students continue to lag behind Whites in postsecondary pursuits.  Furthermore, the lack of 

college degrees also impacts career success and social mobility for Latinxs.  The Pew Hispanic 

Center (2010) documents that just one in five Latinos (19%), which translates to half the 

proportion of Whites (39%), works in management, law, health care, or science fields which 

require a bachelor’s degree (as cited in Nuñez & Elizondo, 2013). Thus borders encountered 

throughout their K-12 and college educational experiences can continue to impact the lives, and 

well-being of Latinxs into adulthood.  

Although some borders, such as ones between nation-states are physical, and all too real 

for those unable to cross them, borders are also socially constructed (and deconstructed).  Most 

are emergent, in the process of becoming rather than being, and the landscapes on either side of 

borders are “repositories of contesting interpretations of meaning” (Rajaram & Grundy-Warr, 

2007, p. xxv).  In aiming to understand the education of Latinxs in the US, we focus here on the 

symbolic and social boundaries or borders. While symbolic boundaries—those borders that serve 

as conceptual distinctions constructed “by social actors to categorize objects, people, practices, 

and even time and space” (Lamont & Molnár, 2002, p. 168)—can create groups of belonging and 

solidarity, they are inherently utilized to separate people and create divisions of competition and 

comparison. When symbolic borders become agreed upon, even by hegemonic means, they “can 

take on a constraining character and pattern social interaction in important ways” (Lamont & 

Molnár, pp. 168-69). In schools, these symbolic borders can, through educational policy, 

pedagogy, and curricula, become social borders for Latinx youth. These borders are deeply 

embedded with “at-risk” narratives that allow well-intentioned programs, like the bridge program 
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examined in this paper, to default to a deficit and colorblind perspectives—the pernicious ideas 

“that minority students labor under intellectual handicaps because of their family structure, 

linguistic background, and culture” (Valencia, 2010, p. ix)—with regard to Latinx students and 

their families1. 

Borders and borderscapes 

US-Mexico border. The US-Mexico border remains and important site of exchange and 

exclusion. As a political and economic borders, it continues to wield influence, creating uneven 

movements of people, goods, and currency. The politics of difference, including the uncertainties 

and inequities of power and subjectivity become amplified at borders between nation-states, such 

as the US and Mexico, with unequal global influence and standing. Koopmans, Stratham, 

Giugni, and Passy (2005) argue:  

[T]he deeper reasons why increased numbers [of immigrants] and diversity have sparked 

such high levels of political conflict are related to the impacts of immigration and 

ethnocultural diversity on three core elements underpinning the nation-state: the 

sovereign control over external borders, the regulation of access to citizenship, and a 

nation’s cultural self-understanding, i.e., its national identity. In our age of economic 

globalization and worldwide pressures toward cultural blending and homogenization, all 

three core principals have come under pressure. As a result, many people experience a 

loss of identity and of control over their destinies. (p. 4)  

Many Mexicans who migrate to the US suffer insecurities because they do not hold formal 

citizenship status, as a result, find multiple doors to civic engagement and economic participation 

closed to them. This, in turn, results in conditions associated with multiple marginalization and 

limited financial resources—segregated living in poor neighborhoods with minimal access to 



104 
 

 

medical services and adequate nutrition, and under resourced public schools (Darder & Torres, 

2014).  According to Hart and Hager (2012), the poverty rates for Latinx families in Arizona is 

twice the rate of non-Latinx families. 

Although some borders can, and are, crossed, the borders between nation-states and those 

circumscribing regions within and across a group of nations cannot be dismissed. These borders 

are not neutral.  Rajaram and Grundy-Warr (2007) assert: 

[B]orders between nation-states demarcate belonging and nonbelonging and authorize a 

distinction between norm and exception. The authority accorded by the territorial border 

vindicates a curtailed conception of justice, one that is particular telling in its circular 

claim to being an exhaustive representation of human. (ix).  

The border between Mexico and the US has long been a site of conflict, a zone of resistance, and 

a space of multiple enactments of inclusion and exclusion, belonging and not belonging. 

Although it is greater than fifty miles where the Latinx youth in our study attend school, the 

Mexico-US border maintains a symbolic and social border in their lives. It is a site where power 

is exerted, and across which certain power moves unevenly.   

 Academic achievement gap.  Latinx youth in the K-16 educational pipeline are 

described as “the largest and fastest growing group in the K12 education sector…nationally in 

2011 there were over 12 million Latina/o students in K12, [representing] 24% of the overall 

student population” (Acevedo-Gil, Santos, and Solórzano, 2014, pp.1-2).  These Latinx youth 

who are designated as English language learners in American schools—whom we refer to as 

“emergent bilinguals” (García, 2009), continue to trail behind their White and Asian peers in 

high school graduation rates, attendance and graduation from both two-year and four-year 

schools, and in transfer from two-year to four-year schools (Gonzalez & Ballysingh, 2012).  
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Gándara (2010) aptly summarizes the unwavering patterns in what is often referred to as a crisis 

in Latino education as follows: 

 Latinos are the least educated of all major ethnic groups… although a large gap exists 

between the college completion rates of whites and blacks, both groups show steady 

growth. However, the growth in college degrees for Latinos is almost flat. The failure 

over more than three decades to make any progress in moving more Latino students 

successfully through college suggests that what we have been doing to close achievement 

gaps is not working. (p. 24) 

That Latinxs continue to be underrepresented in postsecondary education has been attributed to a 

variety of borders delimited by language, finances, academic preparation, and immigration status 

(Irizarry, 2012; Ornelas and Solórzano, 2010).     

 Importantly, research (Koyama & Menken, 2013; Menken, 2008) has demonstrated how 

emergent bilinguals have been blamed as the cause of school and district failures to meet annual 

English language arts (ELA) and math objectives set by No Child Left Behind (NCLB), the 

federal education policy between 2010 and 2015.  Linguistic diversity is being framed as a 

liability in schools within this context. NCLB mandated that all students take—and pass—high-

stakes state examinations in ELA and math, but emergent bilinguals typically underperform on 

tests when compared to English monolinguals. Schools with too many emergent bilinguals are 

often seen as “at-risk,” and have been labeled “in need of improvement,” and “persistently low 

performing” across districts.  Because NCLB’s accountability measures required that test scores 

be disaggregated and reported by demographic subgroups, emergent bilinguals became 

circumscribed by symbolic linguistic borders.   

 Although many researchers have questioned the validity and reliability of assessments 
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used to evaluate emergent bilinguals under NCLB (e.g., Gándara & Baca, 2008; Menken, 2008), 

Latinx students became identified by their lower scores; they were on the undesirable side of a 

social border. While all children have been affected by the policy’s standardized high-stakes, the 

impact on emergent bilinguals, most of whom are Latinxs, has been compounded by the political 

discourses surrounding migration and the contestations surrounding legislation on the US side of 

the Mexican-US border, further perpetuating borders for these students (Crul & Holdaway, 2009; 

Gándara & Rumberger, 2009). 

 Here, we look at how such borders create borderscapes replete with conditions and 

challenges that must be navigated by Latinxs.  We follow Fernandez (2002) who calls for the 

greater utilization of Latinx student narratives in research. She writes: 

Educational research on Latinas/Latinos has often focused on low academic 

achievement. Among issues affecting Latina/Latino students are segregated 

schools, inequities in school finance, lack of bilingual education programs, 

And tracking into vocational and special education classes, to name 

just a few…[R]esearch and policy reports may document educational conditions that 

affect Latina/Latino students, they seldom incorporate students’ own perspectives 

on their education.  Moreover, they do not acknowledge how these students 

 cope with or respond to these educational conditions. (p. 47) 

Latinx student voices inform our understanding, and in the following excerpts from the larger 

study, we juxtapose them with the narratives of a counselor, a teacher, and a principal associated 

with the bridge program to reveal the construction of symbolic and social borders.   

 College-going lacunae.  Much research (Irizarry, 2012; Lopez, 2013) has focused on 

traditional age Latinx students, and university transitions.  Strands of inquiry have centered on 
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the low Latinx community college students transfer rate to universities, estimated to be at 10% 

(Solórzano, 2005, as cited in Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013), and overall low bachelor degree 

attainment after six years of college (Ornelas and Solórzano, 2010; Suarez, 2011; Nuñez and 

Elizondo, 2013).  Due to the open access and admissions structure, the offering of developmental 

(remedial) coursework for underprepared students, and the affordability and proximity for many 

traditional high school students, community colleges attract a significant percentage of Latinx 

students (Martinez and Fernandez, 2004; Kurlaender, 2006).  However there appears to be an 

absence of literature examining the experiences of both Latinx students’ experiences 

transitioning from high school specifically to community college, as well as that of how 

particular programs can impact college-going, whether at a community college or a four-year 

institution. Although there are studies that discuss college-going culture and special programs 

designed to specifically serve “at-risk” students (Cabrera, Deil-Amen, Prabhu, Terenzini, and 

Franklin, 2009; Harrell and Forney, 2011), studies specifically addressing the borders 

encountered/crossed by Latinx student moving from high school to college are sparse. 

At-risk discourses embedded in borders 

 The US utilizes notions of risk to construct and maintain symbolic and social borders. 

Risk narratives, which emerge from deficit thinking, function, in part, to construct and maintain 

otherness. Douglas (1992; Douglas and Wildavsky 1982), an anthropologist who the cultural 

enactment of risk, describes risk as a locus of blame, with those groups who are designated as 

“risky” as being dangerous.  Latinxs living in Southern Arizona, especially those who have 

recently crossed the US-Mexican border, are often positioned as potential risks to working class 

and poor American citizens with whom they might compete for increasingly limited jobs and 

social services2.  Even though they are net contributors to the US economy, Latinxs of Mexican-
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descent in the latter narrative, are seen as threats to the American economy and way(s) of life. 

They can, in more extreme framings, fall under a “pathologization of uprootedness” (Malkki, 

1992, p. 32) and be depicted as potentially dangerous and immoral; recently, US Presidential 

Candidate Donald Trump referred to Mexican immigrants as drug dealers and rapists 

(http://www.npr.org/2015/06/29/418641198/nbc-dumps-donald-trump-over-comments-on-

mexican-immigrants). 

 At-risk notions are also evident in the discourses surrounding the education of Latinxs in 

the US.   Risk phenomena in Latinx education, for example, have been used both to explain 

variable academic achievement and to justify particular policies, especially those aimed at 

emergent bilinguals and other immigrants (Koyama, 2015). Bialostok (n.d) notes that “American 

education, largely associated with formal schooling, has long embraced the concept of risk as the 

basis for securing the nation’s economic future competitiveness” (p.2).  This association between 

risk and US schooling can be traced back at least to 1983 with the publication of A Nation at 

Risk: The Imperative for Educational Reform (National Commission on Excellence in 

Education), which, in much detail, decried American education for placing the nation at risk for 

not being able to compete globally (Bialostok & Whitman, 2012).  However, at-risk’s association 

with education has become amplified in the contemporary neoliberal response to globalizing 

processes, characterized by the increased availability of comparative data and the circulating 

narratives about higher education as the means to increased productivity, efficiency, economic 

instrumentalism, and national security. 

Applying border thinking to the consideration of a high school-college Bridge program 

 Advancement via Individual Determination (AVID), a high school to college Bridge 

program federally funded via the U. S. Department of Education, is designed to help 

http://www.npr.org/2015/06/29/418641198/nbc-dumps-donald-trump-over-comments-on-mexican-immigrants
http://www.npr.org/2015/06/29/418641198/nbc-dumps-donald-trump-over-comments-on-mexican-immigrants
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underachieving students with high academic potential prepare for entrance to colleges and 

universities. AVID seeks to recruits students” at- risk,” defined as those who are primarily from 

low income and ethnic or linguistic minority backgrounds, and to target programming around 

college preparation. Students recruited to AVID tend to be first generation college students and 

therefore are seen as typically lacking social and cultural capital in approaching career and 

college-going decision making.  The case study of an AVID program in a Southern Arizona high 

school from which we draw our examples including eleven participants associated with the 

school’s AVID program—the school principal, a Native American male, a White female teacher, 

an African American female counselor, and eight high school seniors: seven Latina females and 

one Latino male.  We refer to the school as Metro High School (see Table 5.1). 

Metro High School is located in southern Arizona and is located in the heart of a 

metropolitan city.  The school demographics are: 67% Hispanic, 17% White, 6% Black, 4% 

Asian, 3% American Indian, and 3% who identify as bicultural; 430 seniors, 56% male and 44% 

female, with a total enrollment of 1,168 students.  Ninety percent of the students are free-lunch 

eligible (NCES, 2013).  Additionally, the school boasts a 74% graduation rate and holds the “B” 

label for AZLEARNS from the State of Arizona Department of Education (2013), which would 

place this school in a high achieving category.  Metro High School is one of four high schools 

(three   traditional, one alternative) in the Southwestern School District system 

Bridging (?) the disparities across the AZ-MX border  

Those working in the AVID program exhibited awareness about the economic disparities and 

challenges faced by many Latino families, especially those who were first generation US 

residents. The teacher explained: 
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 One thing that is interesting is just how school is a middle class way of 

approaching the world, and there's all kinds of hidden things in terms of how to be 

successful in school that kids who come from a high poverty background ... It 

might seem really obvious to people who come from a middle class background, 

but it really isn't, and teaching kids about that hidden structure, that middle class 

structure of things. (Teacher Interview, 4/7/15) 

The counselor added: 

 A lot of times, there's concerns that there’s not a lot of parental involvement but I think it 

could be the fact that a lot of our parents are in survival mode. A lot of times they're 

working. They're just trying to day to day make it. It may not be because not caring but 

because they have so much going on in their lives and its survival mode. (Counselor 

Interview, 4/13/15) 

Despite noting that many of the Latinx families are economically challenged, the counselor 

seemed unaware, or at least insensitive, in also seeing how those challenges affect the students. 

She commented:  

 I think sometimes the students right now are struggling with … realizing what they need 

to do and how to go to that next step. Preparing and planning is important. It seems to 

them they're living today and not thinking about tomorrow. What they need to do to get 

there. Some of them what happens is that it happens as freshmen. They don't do well and 

then they're trying to play catch up. I see a lot of that. It's “now I need to plan or need to 

do it” when it should've been decided early on. 
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Positioning the Latinx students as “not knowing” reflects deficit thinking that centers the absence 

of knowledge in individuals, families, or even cultures, rather than within the educational system 

that persistently under serves and under resources Latinxs. It also does not counter this 

assumption with the strengths brought to US schooling by these particular students, their 

families, and their cultures. This, as we describe further in the next section is tightly related to 

the school’s adoption of Ruby Payne’s (2005) “framework for understanding poverty.”  

Bridging (?) the achievement gap 

To attend to the academic achievement gap faced by many Latinxs, AVID purports using 

a rigorous academic elective course with a sequential curriculum for grades seven through 

twelfth that focuses on writing, inquiry, and collaboration as methodologies to accelerate student 

progress (Llamas, Lopez, & Quirk, 2014). However, in the case study, it was revealed that the 

AVID program at this particular school used the work of Ruby Payne’s (2005).  In response to 

being asked what type of research or theories were used in the program, the teacher answered: 

What we're using here at school more recently has been some of Ruby Payne's work 

that's connected to working with kids who come from high poverty backgrounds, but that 

is not specifically one particular ethnicity. It's more a socioeconomic thing. (Interview, 

4/7/15) 

The work of Payne (2005), who proclaims to be “the leading US expert of the mindsets” of 

social class has been widely criticized for reifying the culture of poverty, introduced by Oscar 

Lewis (see for examples, Bomer, Dworin, & Semingson 2008; Valencia, 2010).3  Nonetheless, 

despite what is recognized as an extreme deficit perspective replete with cultural and ethnic 

stereotypes, Payne’s curricula and professional development training materials are used by 
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thousands of US public school teachers (Valencia, 2010). That the school and the AVID program 

used Payne’s materials, which were introduced at the district level, is concerning as it reflects the 

colorblind framing of Latinx students that reinforces the borders which maintain a caste system 

of middle class values that divide rather than support inclusive and just learning environments 

 Relatedly, Latinx students only sometimes recognized the salience of their own, often 

racialized, culture. Possibly, the rhetoric upholding dominant institutional ideologies that 

problematized students from poverty also entered their understandings. When asked to describe 

their experiences as Latinx students and to describe any role that their culture played, Cristina, a 

female student answered: 

 I don't feel different from other students at least it can be easier to take college classes 

maybe Spanish but other than that it's not really…I just see myself as a regular 

student....Being Latina helps … so that's one way that my Counselor helps me because 

they have a lot of specific Latina scholarships that they help me with…but as a culture, I 

feel they try to not have anything directly towards the culture… (Interview, 4/14/15) 

When asked if the student was concerned that there wasn’t anything directly targeted at culture, 

she responded:  

Yeah I don't really mind it, it doesn't really impact me as long as, I'm not being 

discriminated or it's holding me back from an opportunity. 

We can see from Cristina’s responses that she has an awareness that overt discrimination would 

be wrong, but the mixed messages about a student’s cultural background provide ambivalence 

for reflection.   
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 Another female student, Juanita, also stated that her culture did not necessarily play a role 

in her experiences in AVID. She stated: 

My cultural role, I don't think it's that really big in my standards. Everyone else thinks it's 

big…My experience as a Latina in this school is not really that different. …. You feel 

somehow you can socialize with anyone. It's just who you feel a part of. It doesn't really 

matter what race or gender, you are. (Interview, 4/7/15) 

The students’ responses likely reflect the “color blind” landscape of the school appears to be a 

normalized reality.  We see this challenge with identity as Latinx youth own narratives further 

reinforce the borders of equity in educational opportunities. The sole male student participant, 

Rene, described it this way: 

My experience as a Latino student at the school is a little bit different, but, also I feel like 

there there’s many more Latinos around me being that we're in Southern Arizona. A lot 

of people think differently about Latinos, they usually think it's always from Mexico or 

you were born in Mexico, it’s the same thing. Everybody assumes it's the same situation 

for everybody but it's really not like that. I was born here, I was raised here, so it was 

different for me growing up here, opposed to people I know that grew up in Mexico. We 

have our differences but yet we have our similarities as well (Interview, 4/20/15). 

This color blind ideology is further realized when an attitude of homogeneity is also at play, 

which Bonilla-Silva (2010) labels as new racism.  Additionally, Chavez-Dueñas, Adames and 

Organista (2013) further examine this notion by discussing the danger of using “Latinos/as a 

pan-ethnic label as it may lead to the perception of a homogenous group where everyone is of 

mixed racial makeup, thus promoting a color-bind racial ideology within the Latino population” 
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(p.14). The ambivalence that Rene feels with distinguishing himself as being born here, while 

still representing his lineage, is evidenced.  Valenzuela (1999) discusses how subtractive 

schooling practices that devalue cultural wealth and promote assimilation add to this state of 

confusion for Latinx youth who struggle with living as both an insider and an outsider 

simultaneously.  One student she interviewed for her work aptly summarized this experience as 

“learn the language but stay Mexican”.  The messages that Latinx youth receive from dominant 

culture ideologies shape their identity development as bicultural students. 

Bridging (?) the college-going border 

 Discussing the role that Latinx students’ families need to play, the principal points to the 

seeming lack of understanding and cultural capital held by the parents. According to the 

principal, the lack of familiarity with negotiating the transition from high school to college, is not 

rooted in Latinx culture and familial resources. He posited: 

… [I]t's not even Latino Latina, but it ends up being a large chunk of the population we 

deal with here where they don't understand what the steps are getting into college. You've 

seen this. “What do you do? What is a FAFSA? When should I apply?” All those things, 

they just don't understand them. It's not because they're Latino Latina. None of the 

families have ever gone through that. (Interview, 4/21/15) 

However, as he continued by further noting that not only do the students’ families not have 

experience in navigating college applications and funding, they do not understand of timeliness 

and prioritizing. He stated: 

The family understanding of what has to happen for students to be ready for those next 

steps….sometimes they don’t understand the importance of being on time every day, 
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having a space at home to do homework, and that’s not the priority, family, cultural 

factors, take over….it’s not the fault of anyone…they don’t understand the steps to 

getting into college…those are cultural things, where family may trump those steps. 

(Interview, 4/21/15 

In this particular characterization of Latinx families, the principal is clearly working from a deficit 

perspective, in which the students’ parents, guardians, and other family members are not seen for 

their strengths. To move such deficit thinking to an asset-based understanding, the principal could 

adopt Yosso’s (2005) Community Cultural Wealth Model, which encourages identifying and 

utilizing various forms of cultural capital. This would include a recognition that these students 

“arrive” with the ability to utilize social and navigational capital immediately in secondary and 

post-secondary settings as they bring these forms of capital from their homes and communities. 

 The counselor, who talked about a parent seemingly steering her child away from 

attending the public university, could also benefit from Yosso’s (2005) framework.  That 

framework would highlight, in the following comments by the counselor, a form of cultural 

wealth, an alternative interpretation is presented.  The counselor recounted:  

I think they [parents] have a lot of influence. We do have some students, one in particular 

I'm thinking of, he was going to go to the [local public university] but then his mom 

talked to him about he needed to go to [the local public community college]. This same 

one I was talking about, I felt academically he's strong. I think he could make it but mom 

is not feeling that way.   She influenced him to go to the [local public community 

college]. I have seen they have quite an influence, most of the ones that are pretty 

involved. (Interview, 4/13/15) 
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In these responses, especially the counselor’s, there is a lack of consideration and 

acknowledgement about the complex interaction of multiple factors families put into college-

going decisions.   She does not, for instance, discuss the difference in cost between the university 

and community college, or the other responsibilities that a student might need to consider, 

including those to his family or work, which also affect his choice in institutions. And, she does 

not mention his academic and career interests, which should be an important consideration when 

choosing a college.    

 These excerpts are consistent with findings from a study done by Martinez and Deil-

Amen (2015) who examined the transitions of 131 Latinx incoming freshman students 

participating in a southern Arizona university’s summer bridge program, narrowing interviews to 

23 student participants.  Findings supported two approaches to college messaging in students’ 

originating high schools—a “college for all” ideology, more common in high schools whose 

students live in a high socioeconomic status (SES) home, and a traditional “gatekeeping role”, 

more common in low SES high schools. The latter focused more on high school graduation than 

detailing for students the information regarding higher education post-secondary college 

pathways. 

Future directions in researching AVID and other bridge programs 

 Robust research on AVID has been theoretically thin, and have focused predominantly on 

the benefits of AVID for students without problematizing the underlying deficit assumptions 

guiding the programs. Furthermore, even when studies aim to provide comparative data across 

multiple Bridge programs, there is insufficient and inconsistent records with which to work.4 

More salient to our concerns, is that there exists insufficient research that interrogates programs, 

including Bridge programs like AVID, which claim to provide passage across multiple borders.   
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 We must challenge even those programs, like AVID, with whose aims we may partially 

agree.  At a minimum, we must turn at-risk models and discourses upside down. As Valencia 

(2010) and González, Moll, and Amanti (2013) demonstrate, educational leaders must counteract 

the current deficit frames inherent in our institution hierarchies with effective practices such as: 

soliciting parental involvement by establishing door to door visits to pass out information about 

school activities, and community engagement utilizing an ‘oral histories’ approach to highlight 

community member achievement for integration and display at school.  Further, educational 

leaders can adopt culturally sensitive teaching models as mentors for other teachers, coach 

teachers in developing cultural responsiveness, and create teams of equity advocates as 

embedded practices into the school culture.  Moreover, as Valencia suggests such social justice 

leadership practices must place student academic achievement, not as solitary goals, but as 

byproducts of these efforts.  

 We argue for a closer examination into the deficit-thinking rooted in programs that serve 

would be unconscionable to consider closing borders in opportunities and access in education for 

Latinxs, it is also irresponsible to focus research attention on the outcomes of programs, like the 

one discussed in this piece, without critically examining, and disrupting, the program’s 

philosophies and practices. We suggest a closer examination of school settings and programs that 

serve as borderscapes. It is the responsibility of those of us who study education to draw 

continued attention to the ways in which discourses of inequity and deficit are perpetuated. 

 ___________________ 

Notes: 

 1For a full discussion of deficit thinking in education, see Valencia (1997, 2010).  

 2The most prominent and enduring explications of risk via social framings are the sociocultural 

understandings of risk set forth by Douglas the sociological diagnosis of risk in late modernity 

by Beck (1992) and Giddens (1991), and the governmentality and regulation analysis by 

Foucault (1991). See the 2015 special issue of Policy Futures in Education, titled Social policy, 

risk and education for in-depth considerations of Risk Theory. 
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3See also http://larryferlazzo.edublogs.org/2012/01/24/the-best-critiques-of-ruby-

payne/comment-page-3/ 

 4For instance, Llamas, Lopez, and Quirk (2014) conducted a mixed-methods study of AVID 

students specifically with the purpose to evaluate student resilience, and to compare this group to 

non-AVID students.  Results from both a qualitative and quantitative analyses showed evidence 

suggesting g AVID “improved school support and engagement, as well as in the development of 

individual resilience factors, such as self-awareness, problem-solving ability, and self-esteem” 

(p. 196).  Similarly, Huerta, Watts, and Reyes (2013) conducted a quantitative study to explore 

the lasting effect of AVID programming on minority youth who transitioned to both community 

college and university settings in Texas fared academically.  These students were found to have 

higher retention rates than non-AVID institutional peer counterparts, thus demonstrating 

persistent efficacy.  See also, a study in which Gonzales and Ballysingh (2012) examined 25 

nationally recognized programs in eight states by the “Excelencia in Education” national 

organization, and Martinez and Fernandez (2004) looked at three specific Bridge programs in 

California and Arizona aimed at transitioning and completion of Latinx students. 

__________________ 
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Table 5.1  

Characteristics of Metro High School Participants (N=11) 

Participant Category Years 

(site) 

Gender Race/Ethnicity/ 

College Choice 

Teacher(Mary) 

Counselor(Tonita) 

Principal(Don) 

Student 1(Rene) 

Student 2(Rita) 

Student 3(Veronica) 

Student 4(Tania) 

Student 5(Jessenia) 

Student 6(Juanita) 

Student 7(Carina) 

Student 8(Cristina) 

 

AVID 

Senior class            

Administrator  

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior                

28 years 

1 year              

7 years                   

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

Female 

Female 

Male 

Male 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female  

Female 

Female 

White (N/A)             

AfricanAmerican(N/A)        

Native American(N/A) 

Latino/ For Profit                            

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/Public CC 

Latina/ Public Univ. 
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CHAPTER SIX: OVERCOMING THE ODDS: SUCCESSFUL  

LATINX TRANSITIONS INTO COMMUNITY COLLEGE AND  

POST-SECONDARY PURSUITS: POLITICAS, PASAJES Y PUENTES 

In this chapter, I examine how six Latinx high school seniors describe their experiences 

negotiating their relationships with the United States DACA (Deferred Action) immigration 

status in their pursuit of higher education.  Using the theoretical frameworks of Community 

Cultural Wealth (Yosso, 2005) and informed by Social Capital (Stanton-Salazar, 2004), I also 

explore participants’ experiences as emergent bilinguals, particularly as they are impacted by and 

experience being direct recipients of Arizona Structured English Immersion Instruction (SEI), as 

well as the barriers they faced, and overcame, to become accepted into various post-secondary 

schools.  Additionally, I illuminate how a high school-to-college Bridge program served to 

support these students. 

Arizona has become a hotbed for racially charged legislation, which scholars have 

described as contributing to State-sponsored profiling of persons of color (Cammarota & 

Aguilera, 2013; Chin,; Hessick, & Miller, 2012; Gándara, 2012; O’Leary, Romero, Cabrera & 

Rascon, 2012).  Furthermore, Arizonans have experienced passage of legislation that targets 

English language instruction, which began in 2000 with Proposition 203.  Arizona Proposition 

203, English for the Children, restricts bilingual education programs for English learners and 

mandates a 4-hour block of SEI-Structured English Immersion (Gándara, 2012).  In 2006, 

another restrictive policy was enacted with Arizona Proposition 300 which does not allow 

offering non-citizens free adult education courses, prohibits non-citizens from paying resident 

tuition to public universities and community colleges, and prohibits non-citizens from receiving 

public assistance for childcare (O’Leary, Romero, Cabrera, & Rascon, 2012).  Other state level 

legislation includes policies that target anti-immigrant education, such as Arizona Senate Bill, 
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SB1070 enacted in 2010.  Notoriously known as the “show me your papers” law, it serves as a 

mechanism to create crimes of the State related to immigration and allows for racial and country 

of origin police profiling.  According to Chin, Hessick, and Miller (2012), this law specifically 

created provisions which criminalize activities such as: “willful failure to complete or carry an 

alien registration document” (p.78); “the crime of impeding traffic if being hired to work” (p.79); 

and it enacted new police powers under “warrantless arrests” (p.81).  The latter allows for racial 

profiling against anyone who appears to be of Mexican ancestry and if one’s “dress or hairstyle 

are associated with people currently living in Mexico” (p.82).  This practice is supported with 

ambiguous language and legal precedent (Chin, Hessick & Miller, 2012).  In other words, these 

provisions of this policy support racial profiling. 

Another example of legislative policies that target Latinx students is Arizona House Bill 

HB 2281, also enacted in 2010, known as the “ban on Ethnic Studies”.  As a result of this policy, 

the Mexican American Studies program at the Tucson Unified School District, the second largest 

K-12 public school district in the state of Arizona, was specifically targeted and disbanded.  The 

policy calls for school districts to lose up to 10% of state funding if ethnic studies classes or 

courses are found to do any of the following, “promote the overthrow of the government; 

promote resentment toward a race, class or people; are designed primarily for the pupils of a 

particular ethnic group; advocate ethnic solidarity instead of treatment of pupils as individuals” 

(O’Leary, Romero, Cabrera, & Rascon, 2012, p. 104).  These examples illustrate the context in 

which students of color, particularly those of Latinx descent, experience living in this border 

state. 

 These state government policies have contributed to a heightened climate of hostility 

surrounding race and immigration, which has permeated schools and the social development of 
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youth in Arizona (Orozco and López, 2015).  In this chapter, I focus on the interviews I 

conducted with six Latinx students in a State-labeled, majority Latino, high achieving, high 

poverty, urban high school, previously classified as a turnaround school 3.  The goal of the larger 

study in which these data were collected, aimed to understand how these students were 

successfully graduating and pursuing post-secondary education amidst navigating bilingual 

education and immigration policies that were deficit framed.  These State-led policies have been 

shown to target and harm the academic achievement of and psychological resiliency of Latinx 

students (Gándara, 2012; Orozco and López, 2015).  Throughout this paper I highlight how the 

political backdrop of Arizona has created a challenged state for Latinx youth, emergent 

bilinguals, and undocumented immigrants who attend K-12 schools and who wish to pursue 

post-secondary education. 

I ask: How, if at all, do Arizona and/or federal policies, with respect to the sociocultural 

domain, affect the experiences of Latinx students who are transitioning from high school to 

community college?  For the purposes of exploring the research question, sociocultural refers to 

the bridge between the social and the cultural influences we each experience.  Here, I define 

“social influences” as interactions people have with one another and of vicarious experiences 

while cultural influences are those defined as shared characteristics between groups of people 

such as beliefs, language, habits, and norms (Scanlan and López, 2015).  Furthermore, using 

sociocultural lens, I consider reflections of the “circumstances of specific groups historically-in 

certain times and places” (Rueda, 2013, as cited by Scanlan and López, 2015, p.29).  In 

attempting to analyze the success of these students and their educational leaders, despite and 

                                                           
3 A state-labeled turnaround school (defined under Arizona Department of Education mandates), is a high school 

with a “D” or “F” label, based on graduation rates, attendance and student achievement results, that must 

‘turnaround’ within three years to improve the letter-score, before measures would be taken to release the principal 

and faculty majority from their contracts and assignment at the school (ADOE, 2012). 
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amidst challenging educational policies, gaining insight into the student identity as it relates to 

ethnic culture and social relationships was an important area of consideration. 

The interview data is situated within an analysis of the impact of politics and policy on 

supporting or deterring the educational endeavors of these students. I argue that the 

aforementioned examples of legislative policies are actually forms of macro-aggressions 

(Donovan, Galban, Grace, Bennett, & Felicie, 2012; Quiroga, Media, & Glick, 2014; Sue et al., 

2007) towards Latinos that are rooted in colorblind ideologies (Bonilla-Silva, 2006; Cochran-

Smith, 1995), and as such, seek to undermine culturally responsive pedagogy with a “one size 

fits all” approach to education.  Macroaggressions can be distinguished from microaggressions, 

as the former is “overt, purposeful discrimination, while the latter is “subtle, typically 

unconscious” discrimination (Donovan, et al., 2012).  Student narratives support this assertion. 

To elucidate my argument, I examine the model of Structured English Immersion (SEI), 

the result of Arizona Proposition 203, which is demonstrative of what Bonilla-Silva (2006) calls 

a form of both “overt and covert racially motivated behavior” within a framework of 

racialization (p. 475).  Via six of the student narratives, I examine whether students have self-

actualized their experiences in SEI as racist or if they are accepted as a “psychological reality”, 

described by Orozco and López (2015) as a “reality [that] occurs on a daily basis and includes 

not just prejudicial rhetoric based on hostile stereotypes, but also deleterious activities directed at 

people based on their race or ethnicity” (p. 6).  Orozco and López (2015) describe this term as 

derived from the work of Dion and Kawakami (1996) who investigated discrimination against 

people of color as well as immigrants (Dion & Kawakami, 1996, as cited by Orozco & López, 

2015).  Notably, three of the six students experienced long term, the segregated, four-hour block 

of SEI, which was implemented in 2008.  Additionally, I also analyzed interviews with three of 
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the school leadership participants, to better understand how SEI and other passed legislation has 

impacted their work with Latinx “emergent bilingual students” (García and Kleifgen, 2010).  

However, in this chapter I will not compare student and leader narratives as I did previously. 

The Education of Latinx students 

 According to the Pew Research Center (2015), Latinx students are the fastest growing 

ethnic group in the United States (U.S).  The growth of this population demographic in the U.S. 

from 2000 and 2010 accounted for more than half of the nation’s overall population growth as of 

2013.  Furthermore, Latinx immigrants comprise a significant portion of the U.S. population and 

are estimated to account for nearly half (47%) of all immigrants currently residing in the U.S.  

In Arizona, an “intersectional lens” (Crenshaw, 2001) is needed to understand the 

complex and multifaceted experiences of Latinx students with respect to income and education. 

The Arizona Minority Education Policy Analysis Center (2016) reported that Arizona’s ethnic 

composition is comprised of a larger proportion of Latinxs than the nation as a whole with Latinx 

students comprising 44% of students in the K-12 system.  At the same time, only six out of ten 

Latinx students graduate from high school in four years, which is significantly lower than other 

ethnic groups in Arizona (80% for Asian and White students; 70% for Black and African-descent 

students). These numbers are alarming when one considers the continued growth of the Latinx 

population in Arizona—a significant portion of residents are not completing high school (Milem, 

Salazar, & Bryan, 2016). 

Within the Arizona K-12 system, it is also important to note the trends of English 

language learners since many Latinx students initiate the educational system with little to no 

knowledge of the English language.  According to recent data, the need for English language 
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support appears to be at a significant decline.  While data appear positive, they have been 

criticized to be a false representation of students’ actual needs following administrative changes 

to AZELLA (Arizona English Language Learner Assessment), wherein many students were 

classified as proficient before achieving fluency.  Thus, the lack of English support was likely 

contributing to the alarmingly low rate of Latinx high school completion (Milem, et al., 2016). 

Given that this study was focused on high school Latinx seniors and their transitions to 

post-secondary opportunities, an examination of the Arizona state statistics regarding education 

in this realm is needed.  In the Arizona Minority Student Progress Report, (Milem, et al., 2016), 

as of 2013, across all ethnic groups only 27% of Arizonans over the age of 25 have earned a 

bachelor’s degree or higher as compared to the national average of 29%. Furthermore, in 

Arizona, only 8% of adults 25 years of age or older have earned an associate’s degree, about 

25% have completed some college, 25% have at least a high school diploma or its equivalent, 

and 14% have not attained a high school diploma or equivalent.  

With respect to the ethnic breakdown of educational attainment in Arizona, Milem et al., 

(2016) report that “Asian Americans are more likely to have obtained a bachelor’s degree than 

any other group (27%) followed by those who identify as White (21%), Multiracial (16%) and 

Black (13%)” (p. 12).  The state averages for Hispanic rates of educational attainment (7.3%) 

trail far behind other ethnic groups (Milem et al., 2016). These numbers are important to 

highlight because they demonstrate a major challenge to Arizona’s economic and workforce 

stability. For the state to adequately meet the workforce demands of an ever-changing populace, 

the rate of Latinx success in the K-12 and higher education sectors must improve. 

 Dismal educational trends among Latinx students in Arizona mirror what Gándara (2010) 

described as a crisis in Latino education: 
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Latinos are the least educated of all major ethnic groups…The failure over more than 

three decades to make any progress in moving more Latino students successfully through 

college suggests that what we have been doing to close achievement gaps is not working. 

(p. 24) 

Gándara’s (2010) words ring especially true in Arizona. Within the two largest suburban 

counties of Arizona, Pima and Maricopa, only half of students taking the state standardized test 

(AIMS) in 2013—an exam that measures academic grade level content standards, were eligible 

for admission to a state university (Milem, et al., 2016). These data drive home the need to 

strengthen college readiness for graduating seniors, and specifically Latinx students making the 

effort to complete a bachelor’s degree. 

The Arizona Border Context   

Across the body of literature in education, the lived experiences of Latinx youth are 

socially constructed to arrive at notions of whom they are and how they are depicted by society, 

including within schools. The border, as a context, provides another layer to this social 

construction of Latinx youth identity in the U.S.  While the border is a physical space, as borders 

are, it is important to consider how this space is defined.  In this case, the nation states of the 

U.S. and Mexico—often juxtaposed as representing differing customs and values—shape the 

identities of Latinx youth in Arizona. Namely, Latinx youth in Arizona negotiate the physical 

space they inhabit at the U.S.-Mexico border that in turn fosters binational and bicultural 

identities as well as the negotiation of languages within those regions.  

Scholars have described the unique challenges faced by bilingual and bicultural Latinx students. 

For example, Scanlan and López (2015) conducted a quantitative one-year study of 90 Mexican-
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American high school students enrolled in two Southern Arizona schools to examine the impact 

of Arizona SB1070 on Mexican American students’ stress levels, school attachment, and grades. 

Using Meyer’s (2003) Minority Stress Model (MMSM), the authors found “perceived 

discrimination and skin color are both negatively related to grades, whereas maintaining Spanish 

is positively related to grades and SB1070 stress and its effects are dependent upon levels of 

perceived discrimination” (p. 1).  These findings demonstrate the real challenges faced by Latinx 

youth in Arizona educational contexts. 

“Politicas”: Policies impacting the education of Latinx youth: SEI as a Colorblind Ideology  

The need for educational reform in English language instruction was cited as the catalyst 

to Proposition 203, the English-only pivotal legislative policy that has changed the face of 

bilingual education in Arizona. This policy enacted the practice of a four-hour block of 

Structured English Immersion (SEI) in Arizona public schools, beginning in 2008, as determined 

by the Arizona English Language Learners Task Force in 2007.  Particular elements of SEI were 

mandated by the taskforce, which included addressing phonology, morphology, syntax, lexicon 

and semantics. A consultant to the taskforce informed the implementation of these topics using 

what is called the “STAR English Language Acquisition Program” whose components include: 

time on-task, fixed periods of time to teaching elements of English, explicit teaching of discrete 

skills such as phonology, oral language, verb tenses, syntax, and vocabulary, and a focus on 

English language skills not related to academic content instruction (Arizona English Language 

Learners Task Force 2007, as cited by Gándara and Orfield, 2012, p. 5).  

Gándara and Orfield (2012) noted that “the STAR Program is based on several principles 

that define the way it is implemented, but most of which the research on second language 

acquisition does not necessarily support” (p. 5).  Additionally, the authors contend that Arizona 



131 
 

 

is segregating these students most at need for sound pedagogical practices in order to comply 

with state policy, to the detriment of these students.  The SEI model requires that emergent 

bilingual students be grouped together and outside of mainstreamed classrooms for four hours 

(of a six and a half-hour instructional day) for a minimum of one year, and grouped by language 

proficiency levels without access to peers who are at a higher level of proficiency to scaffold 

language acquisition learning.  This is counter-intuitive to the typical and more effective 

language acquisition practices, which would support a more content-based approach to learning 

English, over a longer period of time, and with a variety of resources to support English language 

proficiency.  

Although ample research was available to the taskforce to support best practices for 

implementation and use of a true SEI model in schools, Arizona has chosen to pursue an 

alternate path in its use of this pedagogical approach. This strays from best practice 

recommendations and has caused tension and debate among educators, researchers, and policy 

makers with respect to “stigmatizing, marginalizing and putting these students at risk for high 

school drop out and failure” (Gándara and Orfield, 2012, p. 1).  Similarly, Lillie, et al. (2010) 

examined SEI practices in 18 classrooms across five different districts and found that English 

Language students were isolated and segregated and that they were not academically improving 

under SEI.  Furthermore, there was confusion from teachers about how to use the SEI model, 

especially given that the training of educators was inconsistent and not related to classroom 

practice. Lastly, Lillie et al. (2010) found that SEI only slightly differed from mainstream “sink-

or-swim” English instruction that is prohibited by law.  Scholars have also argued that 

xenophobia was a core factor behind the passage of 203 and the consequent roll out of SEI 



132 
 

 

(Gándara, 2012).  Namely, SEI has become the perfect storm of when policy driven pedagogy is 

absent of an evidence-based practice.  

As described by García and Kleifgen, (2010) various legislation have contributed to the 

misleading notion that all learners of English are somehow deficient because they are at varying 

levels of English language proficiency.  They argue for widespread use of the term emergent 

bilinguals by stating that, “it has become obvious to us that much educational inequity is derived 

from obliterating the fact that a meaningful education will turn these…learners not only into 

English proficient students, but…also into bilingual students and adults” (p. 3).  Furthermore, the 

authors argue that by embracing the concept of emergent bilinguals, this terms supports a 

conscious shift to a positive view of these students.   

The Impact of Immigration Policies on Latinx Students.  As noted previously, the 

psychological impacts of polices like SB 1070 place a variety of stressors on Latinx students 

(Scanlan and López (2015).  Additionally, policies like DACA further complicate the 

marginalization of Latinx students as families and students themselves may live in fear of 

deportation or separation of family members.  Lukes (2015) discusses the notion that in K-12 

education, we are teaching Latinx youth who are also emergent bilinguals both hard and soft 

skills, which she describes as academic skills, English proficiency and social capital.  She posits 

that both English language proficiency and immigration status can be considered as forms of 

social capital.  However, as noted by Seif, Ullman and Nuñez-Mchiri (2014), “for undocumented 

and DACAmented youth, the contradiction between U.S. physical presence and the denial of a 

pathway to lawful status is especially striking…they are legally and socially incorporated at 

school and taught to how to be good citizens along their peers…many now have the possibility 

of “deferred action” from deportation, their construction as “illegal” less determined than that of 
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their parents [however] federal actions…underline the contradictory legal and political landscape 

of young immigrants without legal status” (p. 178).  In other words, these youths are caught in 

the margins of being both legitimate and illegitimate in the eyes of society based solely on these 

legal policies rather than a holistic view of one’s individual contributions and achievements. 

One such example of how deficit framed perspectives of students with fluid immigration statuses 

are negatively perceived comes from a higher education setting.  Perez Huber (2010) conducted 

a study of 10 low-income, undocumented, Chicana students at a public research university in 

California in order to explore the oppression often felt by students in large, white, institutional 

spaces.  Racist nativism was explored, defined as “the assigning of values to real or imagined 

differences in order to justify the superiority of the native… perceived to be white, over the non-

native …perceived to be…immigrants of color, thereby defend[ing] the native’s rights to 

dominance” (Perez Huber, 2010, p. 81).  Using LatCrit testimonios, the intersectionality of racist 

nativism, class, gender, oppression, and in school microaggressions were examined to reveal 

how the social construction of the ‘immigrant’ label perpetuated these experiences.  Further 

explored in the study were the resistance and resiliency strategies used by these female students 

to overcome these barriers in order to navigate higher education as first generation students, such 

as aspirational, familial and navigational capital as explored by Yosso (2005). 

Passages “Pasajes”: The College-going Culture of Latinx students.  Embarking on the 

journey from high school to post-secondary education is an arduous process for any student, but 

is particularly challenging for Latinx youth in Arizona where 66% receive free or reduced lunch 

(Milem, et al., 2016).  On a state level, 18% of Arizonans are living below the poverty line (in 

comparison to national levels of 15%) while Hispanic Arizonans are overrepresented at 28% (in 

comparison to Blacks at 25%, Multiracial at 20%, Asians at 13% and Whites at 11%).  When 
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considering high school graduation, only six out of ten Hispanic students graduate from high 

school in four years compared to eight out of ten Asian and White students, and seven out of ten 

Blacks (Milem, et al., 2016).   

On a national level, community colleges tend to be the preferred gateway for facilitating 

the passage from high school to post-secondary education.  As noted by Martinez and Fernandez 

(2004) as well as by Kurlaender (2006), community colleges are attractive for a variety of 

reasons that include the open access of classes and admissions structure, the offering of 

developmental (remedial) coursework for underprepared students, and the affordability and often 

proximity to one’s home. Given these perks, community colleges tend to attract a significant 

percentage of Latinx students (Kurlaender, 2006; Martinez and Fernandez, 2004).  Currently, the 

American Association of Community Colleges (AACC; 2015) estimates that 57% of community 

college students are Latinx (noted as Hispanic in the AACC report), thus demonstrating a need 

for education researchers to uncover those factors that lead to successful completion of the 

Associate’s degree as well as transfer to 4-year universities for those students interested in 

pursuing a Bachelor’s degree.   

Although data support that most Latinx students initiate higher education at the 

community college level, the trend in the education research field has been to primarily focus on 

traditional age Latinx high school seniors seeking university admission and transfer (Irizarry, 

2012; López, 2013).  This trend has led to a gap in the scholarship needed to improve conditions 

for Latinx students in community colleges.  In fact, the relationship of cultural identity and 

student success is not a typical focus in community colleges.  Geertz, Gonzalez, and Morrison 

(2016) found in their review of the literature from 2000-2014 from six major higher education 
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journals that only two studies attempted to explain the relationship of Latinx cultural identity and 

college persistence. 

Once in college, Latinx students continue to have gaps in relationship to college 

completion rates.  Analyses have centered on the low Latinx community college transfer rates to 

universities, estimated to be at 10% (Solórzano, 2005, as cited in Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013). 

There is also evidence of an overall low bachelor degree attainment after six years of college 

(Ornelas and Solórzano, 2010; Suarez, 2011; Nuñez and Elizondo, 2013).  It is therefore critical 

to identify and/or develop practices that strengthen degree completion and transfer rates of 

Latinx college-going youth, specifically while still in high school becomes ever more important.    

Theoretical Framework: Community Cultural Wealth informed by Social Capital 

Yosso (2005) discusses how deficit framed approaches have led to the historical 

problematizing of students of color in schools and argues that educators need to assist Latinx 

youth in accessing the assets they possess as a means to empower them with cultural capital. 

Yosso (2005) defines cultural capital as the knowledge that students bring from their home life 

and identities that can be translated as strength based skills in academic life. From this 

perspective, Yosso defines Community Cultural Wealth as the “array of knowledge, skills, and 

abilities and contacts possessed and utilized by Communities of Color to survive and resist 

macro and micro forms of oppression” (p. 77).  She further describes the importance of 

interventions utilizing cultural capital, which is also supportive of the funds of knowledge 

framework (Gonzalez, et al, 1995).  Consistent with this conceptual framework, Community 

Cultural Wealth can be deployed as a mechanism to challenge deficit-thinking frameworks 

(Valencia, 2010) by allowing students from communities of color to experience how to be 

successful in the “majority culture” that in turn translates into new ways of effectiveness.  Rather 
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than assimilate and discard one’s heritage, this framework allows for culturally validated success 

that honors one’s culture and its benefits.   

Cultural Capital as an Extension of Social Capital.  Stanton-Salazar (2004) makes the 

case for the use of social capital theory to extend the lens of viewing the successful educational 

experiences of Latinx youth who have learned the skill of navigating from high school to post-

secondary pursuits.  He summarizes mastery of social capital as connections to agents and 

helpers within the school, as well as those who “stand at the doorway of a storehouse of 

resources” (p.26) as the first critical step to success.  In his analysis of AVID students, he found 

“AVID students reaffirmed for each other a belief that success was possible for them within a 

racialized and segregated school system…AVID students came to understand that rational 

decision making within the school and academic realm necessitated regular and continued access 

to networks, institutional agents and funds of knowledge that often were not easily accessible for 

working-class minority students” (p. 32).  As a means of extending the impact of cultural capital, 

it is also important to understand how Latinx youth continue to be viewed from a deficit-framed 

policy lens—emergent theories and studies, like the current study, work to interrupt these 

frameworks.  

Methods  

The method chosen for this study is based on a single case study design described by 

Merriam (2009) as most effective when the researcher has less control over a “contemporary set 

of events, or if the variables are so embedded in the situation as to be impossible to identify 

ahead of time” (pp. 45-46).   My researcher identity stems from multiple sources as a female, 

bilingual Latina doctoral candidate, a parent of two Latino sons enrolled in K-12, and serving as 

a community college educator. 
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Data Sources and Collection 

Procedure 

Interviews.  A semi-structured protocol of questions was used for the interviews with 

students. The student questions were specific to how students approached their experiences of 

being a Latinx student, which included (a) strategies they employed to achieve their academic 

goals, and (b) how they navigated academic challenges. Another critical portion of the interview 

was to investigate how students’ understood and negotiated the backdrop of sociocultural 

policies in their schools as Latinx students.  I prompted students to consider whether (and how, 

when applicable) their residence near the U.S.-Mexico border influenced their post-secondary 

aspirations and decision-making. With respect to the school leaders’ interviews, I also utilized a 

semi-structured protocol of questions. These questions were specific to how leaders approached 

their experiences of working with Latinx students, which included (a) strategies they employed 

to achieve academic goals, and (b) how they navigated any challenges.  Another critical portion 

of the interview was to investigate how leaders understood and negotiated the backdrop of 

sociocultural policies in their schools working with Latinx students.  I prompted leaders to 

consider whether (and how, when applicable) their residence near the U.S.-Mexico border 

influenced Latinx students’ post-secondary aspirations and decision-making.   

This case study took place over the 2014-15 school year, with multiple visits to the high 

school to conduct participant observations, collect field notes, artifacts, and to conduct 

participant interviews. Each of the student interviews averaged 28 minutes and the leadership 

interviews averaged 58 minutes.  I also relied on participant observations to collect the primary 

source of data used in the present study. Stake (2006) supports the use of participant observation 

in the case study approach as a means to better understand the bounded system. 
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Context.  Metro High School is located in a large, urban southern Arizona city.  The 

school demographics are: 67% Hispanic, 17% White, 6% Black, 4% Asian, 3% American 

Indian, and 3% who identify as Bicultural; 430 seniors, 56% male and 44% female, with a total 

enrollment of 1,168 students.  The school serves economically disadvantaged students classified 

by a 90% free and/or reduced-lunch eligible rate (NCES, 2013).    

Purposive Sampling and Participants: Bridge Programs (“Puentes”).  The 

participants selected for the present study were part of both a purposive and convenience 

sampling strategy, as the student, senior-year participants were chosen by the high school 

administration via the AVID Bridge program (and one student from the Upward Bound Bridge 

program) and from the teaching faculty of the bridge program(s) course(s).  As mentioned, I used 

the school’s Senior class, the Bridge Program cohorts, to recruit eight students: one Latino male, 

seven Latina females, and three educational leaders; the male, Native American principal, the 

female, White, Bridge teacher, and the female, African American, Senior-cohort counselor.  

Recruitment efforts were directed by the school principal.  Pseudonyms have been used to 

protect the participants of this study.  As stated, the focus of this article is on the narratives of six 

students (see Table 6.1). 

Results.  In the following section, I review major themes from the data set.  Particularly, 

I explore the themes of immigration status and bicultural identity, challenges in learning English, 

and deficit vs. asset based frameworks.  Please note that pseudonyms have been used to protect 

the confidentiality of the participants of this study. 

Immigration and Language Impacts on the Bicultural Identity.   Despite the many 

benefits reported by students from their Bridge program, which included the college-going 

culture of the school and supportive familial expectations, students also described the many 
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challenges they encountered in their pursuit of higher education.  These challenges can be best 

understood if contextualized within the many linguistic and immigration policies that impacted 

students’ educational experiences.  Specifically, the introduction of DACA across the U.S. as 

well as SEI, an Arizona-based educational policy that has been the target of critiques from 

educational leaders.  

More specifically, while DACA has created an opportunity for undocumented youth to 

seek out higher education, it has been tainted by anti-diversity educational policies like SEI.  For 

many undocumented youth, DACA provided them with a legal path to reside and work in the 

U.S.  However, this progressive policy has been paired with what some scholars describe as 

discriminatory state policies, such as SEI, which requires that students spend a portion of their 

school day secluded from their peers in the name of “language acquisition.” (See Gándara and 

Orfield, 2012). 

Jessenia is a first-generation, emergent bilingual.  In her interview she described being 

bullied in school from grades K-8 due to her inability to speak English as well the challenges 

faced by being in the block-four-hour classes.  Below is a quote describing her experience. 

My experience as a Latina here...like I’m Mexican, and not all Mexicans want to achieve 

their goals of education, but I am a person who wants to achieve my goals and have 

challenges [that] I get over… (4/7/15). 

When I followed up with Jessenia regarding her statement that ‘not all Mexicans want to 

achieve their goals or education’, she hesitated in thought, and answered, “society…because, 

well, look at the news”.  In Jessenia’s words, and through other student narratives in this study, a 

pattern emerges of the ways students learn about societal expectations on them as Latinx youth 
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in school, particularly Jessenia’s goal to combat stereotypes of most Mexican youth as not being 

academically inclined.  

Veronica, a first generation emergent bilingual, reported feeling misunderstood because 

of her language and communication abilities. She also shared the societal perceptions of her 

identities related to race and immigration status, and how these identities impact her academic 

opportunities. 

…sometimes it’s hard to explain yourself, when you speak Spanish….and [then] because 

of the immigration issues…[I think] we are all humans and we have a right for a better 

future…I think that, like, whoever wants to study and has good grades-they should be 

allowed to go on to college.  (4/3/15). 

Both Jessenia and Veronica do not attempt to deconstruct others’ perceptions of their 

identity into false binaries of linguistic ability and academic potential and/or motivation.  Rather, 

they address the challenges they contend with related to others’ negative perceptions of them as 

Latinx emergent bilinguals.  It should be noted that throughout their K12 experiences, these 

Latinx students were subjected to negative messages about their academic potential, likely 

impacting their motivation to consider the breadth of opportunities available to them in higher 

education.   

Cristina, another emergent bilingual, discusses the challenges she faces as a first-

generation American as well as being the first in her family to attend college. The awareness that 

she has to make use of her opportunity and to defy false assumptions due to her background, is 

not lost on her:  
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My parents are like the typical immigrants that came…[that] worked, and they [started a] 

business…my mom just got her social [security number] two or three years ago, and they 

came to just to make a better living.  My dad has been working…they really worked hard 

for me to pursue something and to make them proud and I feel like that part really 

impacted my decision and really pushed me and motivated me to push for college and to 

break that stereotype of that typical, Latina stereotype stuff…(4/14/15) 

I asked Cristina to elaborate on the stereotype she mentioned in the quote above.  She 

explained how media portrays Latinx immigrants as not hard working and as “just wanting 

things given to them”.  Although not directly mentioned in Cristina’s quote, there is a link 

between portrayals of Latinx immigrants as abusing resources in the U.S. and youth’s ability to 

see themselves as capable and deserving of educational programs to improve their access and 

retention in college.  Furthermore, educational scholars must also consider how Latinx youth 

internalize negative messages about their families, communities, and selves as members of the 

Latinx community in the U.S., particularly in a highly charged context like the Arizona 

borderland. 

Rene, the sole male in the study, and an emergent bilingual, offers a similar observation, 

sharing how his friends often receive and buy into the message that high school is the last stop on 

their educational journey: 

 Where it’s…just because we're in Southern Arizona and the border's not too far away 

from us, there's a little bit of an immigration statute issue that’s going on with financial 

aid for school.  Just the fact that some of these students who aren't from here, all they 

believe they have to do is just finish high school and that's the end of it.  There's nothing 
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more they can do.  Which is the hard part because there actually is help and there actually 

is the possibility for them to stay here and keep going to school.  So I feel like that's that 

barrier they have is because of their immigration statuses and they believe that once 

you're done with high school that's how far their immigration status is going to take them, 

just because they're not from here (4/20/15). 

While Rene and Cristina discuss others they are close to who have experienced immigration 

issues, one student shares a personal experience that impacted her directly. 

Juanita is also an emergent bilingual who struggled with learning English and now faces the 

uncertainty of fluid immigration policies at the state and federal level.  She describes her 

experiences: 

When I was a little kid, I came out of Mexico and my parents only spoke to me in 

Spanish… For me, what impacted me as a kid…I had difficulty speaking English and so I 

was [placed] in a special ed class…Since I didn’t have regular classes, I never really 

thought I was going to go into pre-AP [in high school].  They asked, “Do you want to 

take pre-AP classes?" And I said "Yes." But, I didn't know what was I committing to.   I 

started to take on these challenges, pushing myself forward. AP was a challenge. Then, 

later I started to get used to it…sometimes if you don't try to push yourself, you're never 

going to know something that might happen, that might be good…or beneficial (4/7/15). 

Juanita was shaped by the deficit ideology that not only did she have to work hard to exit SEI 

courses, but additionally she had to demonstrate she could be successful outside of special 

education and take college preparatory coursework. Thus, Juanita’s educational journey was 

directly negatively impacted by SEI and the school culture that paints her—a Latinx immigrant 
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student—as incapable and/or undeserving of academic resources that foster their success and 

progression to higher education.  

Juanita continues her story by discussing the challenges of immigration on her life and her 

family: 

We are connected [with community resources]… It was kind of concerning, since my 

mom had these harsh experiences as well as I did, since being a child. It's kind of difficult 

because mostly, as a student…there's some challenges to a student like myself, [like] will 

I be here, will I stay or not? Since the darker one is a very shaky one. Also, for my 

parents, since the change of the new term of the President [of the U.S.]…how would the 

[new President] deal with it [DACA]?...Since Arizona's the most conservative state. 

They're trying to …make difficulties for students as well…I've seen other kids like me 

don't have the privileges I do...there's this other student that my mom had as a friend, that 

they barely came here in the United States and didn't get the privilege because they came 

here too late in that amount of years…One time I answered the phone and there was this 

person from a college or university [who asked], "Are you a US citizen?" and I said no.  

He started to hang up. I was like, "Oh my gosh." It was the most terrible feeling 

ever…my parents, went to the lawyer, they said that the line is a very shaky line and 

might be changed by the next President. They might reject it…because it's something 

President Barack Obama had did and you don't know what would happen by another 

President. They might reject that or even the Governor himself, he might try to repeal it. 

Juanita’s narrative highlights the psychological stress that we have seen is associated with the 

insecurity of the DACA status.  Furthermore, she touches upon the impression made by a 
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university staff member’s comments about her immigration history and status as impacting how 

she feels and sees herself as a student capable of pursuing higher education.  Her perseverance 

and support from family and use of resources demonstrate resistant, familial and navigational 

capital (Yosso, 2005).  Another highlight from Cristina, illuminates how the stress encountered 

with immigration policies, such as SB 1070, has impacted her family: 

I had an uncle that… I had two, an aunt and uncle, my uncle immigrated here but he 

never got residency, and he had his two kids here. A couple of years ago he got deported, 

and so we had to take in my cousins in.  So, it was really hard for them at school-well not 

for the little boy because he was too young, but my little cousin.  She was growing, really 

getting into her adolescence, pre-teens-so it really hit her hard, and we were just there for 

them…we took care of them because their mom was trying to work and was also 

pregnant again with another kid. 

Cristina was able to highlight through her experiences with family, the type of psychological 

affects experienced by children in families when a parent is deported.  These examples support 

the findings previously discussed in the quantitative study by Orozco and López (2015) 

highlighting the impact of psychological stress in relation to policies such as SB 1070.  The lived 

experiences of these students, the normalized terror of familial separations caused by 

deportations, the barriers to post-secondary pursuits caused by concerns over federal financial 

aid eligibility, or lack thereof without a social security number, are highlighted by these students’ 

narratives.   

Tania, an emergent bilingual, discusses the challenges associated with immigration and 

language, highlighting her struggles: 
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My biggest challenge, at first it was not knowing English and I would have to have my 

friends translate...When I heard [in class] ‘only English’ …, I started going 

into…uncertainty… on my own. That was a struggle to me.  It was in first grade actually. 

I think it was a little bit hard for me because Spanish is my first language and in English 

there's a lot of vocabulary words…that like I didn't know…you had to take [yearly tests] 

and in 8th grade they [finally] approved me, I didn't need to take the test 

anymore…because my English was finally good.  Once in 8th grade I'm like, ‘I think I 

can do it now’ (4/3/15). 

We see from Tania’s narrative, how it took seven years of schooling before she felt “her English 

was finally good,” legitimized by an exit, high stakes test, demonstrating her use of Yosso’s 

linguistic cultural wealth.  As Rajaram and Grundy-Warr (2007) describe, the students’ feelings 

of “nonbelongingness” is evidenced as they seek to illuminate the navigation of seeking both 

English proficiency and American citizenship, as further highlighted in the next excerpt.  It 

should be noted that these feelings were fostered by institutional policies, in response to state and 

federal policies, thus highlighting the need to develop and enforce policies that honor the diverse, 

lived experiences of Latinx and immigrant youth.  Tania continues her story to discuss how she 

just learned, a few weeks before graduation, she had finally been granted DACA status: 

 I'm not from here. I am enrolled in the program DACA…that was really an issue for me. I 

just got my social [security number]…That was really an obstacle for me, and an issue. 

Most of the scholarships, they would ask you for your social, ask you for evidence that 

you're from here. I've been living here for like 10 years now, and that was really an 

obstacle for me. Now that I've been enrolled, it’s a lot easier for me…[I have an agency 
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connection]…she emails…talks…about the scholarships and everything. She’s really 

helped me with everything. 

Tania’s experience highlights the importance of using both cultural and social capital to 

transcend these barriers to success as previously discussed (Stanton-Salazar, 2004, Yosso, 2005). 

Namely, Tania’s relationship with her agency connection has provided navigational capital that 

has allowed her to learn about scholarships and other educational resources that allow her to 

succeed in school, and her persistence demonstrates her use of resistant capital (Yosso, 2005).  

Implications for Leadership and Research 

Applying Asset-Based Frameworks and Bridge Programs against Color Blind Ideologies 

Koyama and Menken (2013) were able to utilize the notion of assemblage through actor 

network theory to find principals resisting a deficit framing of emergent bilinguals, and discover 

ways to enact more socially just responses to educating these students.  However, the reality 

remains that as discursive practices to describe emergent bilinguals on both a national and state 

level as deficient, persist. 

The need to remain vigilant of these discourses is salient when we again consider the notion of 

the bicultural identity of our emergent bilinguals.  Gloria Anzaldúa (1987) describes the 

significance of this intermingling of language with ethnic identity, considering how damaging 

criticism of one’s language can be (which she terms “linguistic terrorism”) and the fragility of 

these identities: 

So if you want to really hurt me, talk badly about my language. Ethnic identity is twin 

skin to linguistic identity—I am my language…Until I take pride in my language, I 
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cannot take pride in myself. Until I can accept as legitimate, Chicano, Texas Spanish, 

Tex-Mex, and all the other languages I speak, I cannot accept the legitimacy of 

myself...Until I am free to write bilingually and to switch codes without having always to 

translate, while I still have to speak English or Spanish when I would rather speak 

Spanglish, and as long as I have to accommodate the English speakers rather than having 

them accommodate me, my tongue will be illegitimate (Anzaldúa, 1987, p. 81). 

In better understanding of these constructs of identity we can begin to examine the policy 

implications of what it means to be ‘legal’ vs. ‘illegal’, as an extension of deficit framed labels 

that seek to categorize and marginalize these students.  Anzaldúa (1987) in her work on the 

Border identity, exemplifies this lived reality.  She explains that often those working as migrants 

are mistaken for illegal immigrants, even if they are legal citizens, because of their language, 

dark skin, and fear of law enforcement.  In describing her own personal experience, she 

juxtaposed the notion of legitimacy against the societal biases towards being a woman, a woman 

of color, a lesbian, and a native Spanish speaker, to illustrate the categories of other, of deficit-

that these labels seek to perpetuate. 

 Anzaldúa’s example offers a parallel to the segregation that frequently occurs with SEI 

in Arizona.  Because all of the students in this study were recipients of SEI in Arizona, the 

heightened need for culturally responsive leadership practices becomes even more salient in this 

case study.  Scanlan and López (2015) posit that the key to serving Culturally and Linguistically 

Diverse (CLD) students from a socially just framework is to promote the commitment to 

sociocultural integration.  They specifically suggest starting with a school mission and vision that 

are regenerated (“breathe new life” p. 53) into something that is lost.  They argue the community 

as a whole must buy-in to the “new” school mission and vision and the school leaders must 
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engage these key stakeholders who must also reflect the pluralism of the community.  The act of 

creating a new mission and vision together with the community serves as an example of 

regeneration.  Additional actions suggested are: conduct summative and formative assessments, 

engage both students and families, create a community engagement team, and “resourcing the 

ecological approach” explained as empowering teachers with resources to better understand CLD 

students via examples such as a book study, where everyone is assigned a small part to read and 

present to the group.  This activity is meant to foster not only more student understanding but 

strengthening the internal school community with a common foundations of culturally 

responsive skills to best serve CLD students.  This is a missed opportunity that would likely 

further bolster the success of these students. 

Professional Development.  The literature is ripe with the need for various approaches to 

serving culturally and linguistically diverse students.  In considering leadership preparation 

programs and continuing education opportunities, Crow, Young, Murphy, and Ogawa (2009) 

specifically address principal professional growth.  They state there is a growing need “to design 

systems for assessing professional development that [will] recognize the interacting influence of 

leadership and context” (p. 541).  This is noteworthy given the lack of awareness of colorblind 

ideologies present, including the school leadership references to the use of the deficit framed 

theory culture of poverty (Payne, 2005), to work with youth. 

Conclusion.  In this case study, we can view a state-labeled, “successful” school, no 

longer in turnaround status, with improved attendance rates, overall graduation rates and college-

going transitions, but still struggling with legislative policies that hinder a full realization of 

success.  There exists a distinct District-driven focus to train school leaders in serving students 

“from an understanding poverty” perspective, discussed by school leadership in the District as 
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utilizing materials designed by Payne (2005).  However, this framework is a widely criticized 

deficit frame (Bomer, Dworin, & Semingson 2008; Valencia, 2010), as it seeks to strengthen an 

unproved notion that there exists a ‘culture of poverty’ that schools must work to help students 

overcome.   

 The opportunity to support students through acknowledgement of the rich skills that CLD 

students bring to our schools is a call to action for socially just leaders to shift a long standing 

paradigm that we must make students fit our institutions, assimilate and disregard their culture in 

order to blend with that of our institutions, because they cannot be successful otherwise.  Bridge 

programs are one approach to do so, as integrated with a true Community Cultural Wealth 

(Yosso, 2005) paradigm informed by Social Capital Theory (Stanton-Salazar, 2004).  However, 

we need to do more in our schools to recognize that Latinx students have already arrived as 

successfully navigating borders, as they are rich with values and cultural assets that often 

reinforce resiliency against inequitable and subtractive schooling practices (Valenzuela, 1999). 
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Table 6.1 Study Participants 

Characteristics of 2015 Metro High School Participants (N=11) 

Participant Category Years 

(site) 

Gender Race/Ethnicity/ 

College Choice 

Teacher(Mary) 

Counselor(Tonita) 

Principal(Don) 

Student 1(Rene) 

Student 2(Rita) 

Student 3(Veronica) 

Student 4(Tania) 

Student 5(Jessenia) 

Student 6(Juanita) 

Student 7(Carina) 

Student 8(Cristina) 

 

AVID 

Senior class            

Administrator  

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior 

Senior                

28 years 

1 year              

7 years                   

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

4 years 

Female 

Female 

Male 

Male 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female 

Female  

Female 

Female 

White (N/A)             

AfricanAmerican(N/A)        

Native American(N/A) 

Latino/ For Profit                            

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ For Profit 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/ Public CC 

Latina/Public CC 

Latina/ Public Univ. 
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APPENDIX A: IMPLICATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

As highlighted throughout the summarizing remarks in each chapter, and as noted 

specifically in Chapter 2, now more than ever we see a need for educational leaders to heed the 

call to action inherent with serving the Other, to infuse social just leadership practices towards 

educational equity and equality, and the overt necessity to enact culturally responsive leadership 

practices (Gándara and Contreras, 2010; García and Kleifgen, 2010; Gibson, Gándara, and 

Koyama, 2004; Scanlan and López, 2015). 

Notably the analyses presented thus far demonstrate the uniqueness of serving in a 

Border context ripe with macro-aggressive policies problematizing heritage language, national 

origin, immigration status, educational access, and the indigenous history of these Latinx youth. 

As such, consideration of professional development of educational leaders and 

integration within that curricula towards cultural competence is paramount.  Young (2015) 

highlights this salience.  “Eliminating the achievement gap and ensuring high-quality education 

for diverse student populations depend upon the capacity of local educational leaders to be 

highly effective at enabling schools in all contexts to teach all students” (p. 391).   

Young continues to explain that through a collaborative effort of UCEA faculty 

members, the development of a culturally responsive leadership preparation program, called 

‘Leaders Supporting Diverse Learners (LSDL)’ has recently occurred.  These modules may be 

used with graduate programs or as stand-alone trainings.   

The seven curricular modules are: (a) Building a Community of Trust Through Racial 

Awareness, (b), Developing Advocacy Leadership, (c) Allocating Resources Based on Data and 

Student Needs, (d) Leading Learning and the Learning Environment, (e) Leadership for English 
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Language Learner Success, (f) Developing Culturally Relevant Teaching Practice, and (g) 

Engaging Families and Communities (Young, 2015, p. 400). 

As part of this curricula, Young describes the use of PLEs, or ‘powerful learning experiences’ to 

enhance the implementation of theory to practice with this intentional design:   

…[T]he  LSDL development team designed an innovative pedagogy, called PLE.  The 

PLE framework is designed to engage learners in authentic problems of practice…This 

pedagogical approach develops collaborative skills and facilitates the transfer of research-

based knowledge to practice…PLEs have the following nine features: (1) They are 

authentic, meaningful, relevant, problem-finding activities, (2) They involve sense-

making around critical problems of practice, (3) They involve exploration, critique, and 

deconstruction from an equity perspective (e.g., race, culture, language), (4) They require 

collaboration and interdependence, (5) They develop confidence in leadership, (6) They 

place both the professor and the student in a learning situation, (7) They empower 

learners and make them responsible for their own learning, (8) They shift the perspective 

from classroom to school, district, or state level, (9) They have a reflective component 

(Young, 2015, p. 401). 

The use of PLEs within each curriculum module, which also includes pre and post assessments, 

allows for educational leaders who might be designing professional development for teachers 

and staff to immediately demonstrate the application of theory to practice.  More importantly, 

these tools are designed for leadership capacity-building and available for free on the UCEA 

website:  

Today’s school leaders must be able to apply theory to practice in order to lead schools to 

improve achievement for all students…leaders must be able to apply their expertise to 
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ensure their decisions and actions support the learning of all children. The LSDL modules 

build such capacity through high quality resources, learning experiences, and assessments 

that are relevant to leaders in a variety of positions throughout their careers.  Each 

curriculum module includes an instructor’s guide detailing the theory of action, module 

objectives, an outline of learning experiences, materials and reference lists, suggested 

timelines, learning assessment rubrics, and evaluation protocols… Leaders must have the 

knowledge and skills to enhance the opportunities to learn for all students, and this means 

that issues of diversity, difference, equity, and opportunity must be infused within the 

educational leadership development curriculum. The LSDL curriculum modules were 

designed to benefit all programs that prepare educational leaders in the United States, and 

the resources are available free of charge through the UCEA website (www.ucea.org). 

(Young, 2015, p. 405). 

In conclusion, given the changing demographics of students in our schools shifting from 

underrepresented minority to minority-majority, it is imperative that we heed the call for 

culturally responsive leadership and pedagogy in our classrooms, schools, and extend that action 

into advocacy in our communities, in policy and in practice.   

Utilizing tools such as those described and designed with the LSDL curriculum is one approach 

that brings us one step closer to transforming our teaching and learning spaces towards inclusion 

and socially just practice which reflect the need to acknowledge difference as a way to integrate 

sociocultural practices that enrich our learning communities and serve all our students, both 

similar and different, with equity in mind. 

  

 

http://www.ucea.org/
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APPENDIX B: Participant Questions 

Interview Protocol: Questions for Leaders 

1. Tell me about your experience working with Latino youth.  What are some theoretical 

frameworks you have found to be useful? How does culture play a role? 

2. What kind of challenges have you encountered in influencing student success for this 

group of students? How do you define success? 

3. How have you worked to address these challenges in your leadership practice(s)? 

4. What strategies have worked well? 

5. What strategies would you like to improve upon? 

6. Are there other ideas you would like to try? 

7. What kind of research do you use to guide your leadership practice(s)? 

8. Tell me about the kind of student data your institution collects? 

9. How if at all do you use data? 

10. What kind of data do you feel is missing/needed to increase effectiveness in your work 

with students? 

11. What are some ways that you have supported or developed the college-going culture at 

the school? 

12. What are some of the factors that you have considered in how to approach students with 

decision making about college?  How does parental involvement play a role? 

13. Have you experienced any concerns related to state or federal policies that have impacted 

your ability in this area? 
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Interview Protocol: Questions for Students 

1. Describe your experience as a Latino/a student at this school, with school leaders.  How does 

your culture play a role?  What are some things that the school administration offers, that 

makes you feel supported?   

2. What kinds of challenges have you had while attending this school, that have impacted your 

success as a student? How do you define success? 

3. How have you been able to overcome these challenges?  

4. Are there specific strategies that have worked for you? 

5. Are there strategies you have used that you might want to improve upon to overcome 

challenges? 

6. Are there other ideas you might want to try to overcome challenges? 

7. How do you usually problem solve when you have a challenge at school? 

8. How does the school inform you about your success as a student? 

9. What do you do with this information when you receive it? 

10. What kind of information do you feel is missing/needed to increase your effectiveness as a 

student? 

11. How have you learned about going to college, here at this school?  How does school culture 

play a role? 

12. What are some things you have considered in your decision making about college?  Have 

you made a decision re: college? How does your family play a role? 

13. Have you experienced any issues regarding rules or regulations about going to college (i.e. 

federal, state, etc.) that have impacted you personally? 
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