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 Mexican Americans are a population that has significantly increased over the 

years in the United States. Despite their growth, many still face barriers in their pursuit of 

success and are at increased risk for poorer outcomes.  Many explanations, such as 

acculturation, have been sought as potential contributors to poorer outcomes seen among 

Mexican Americans, particularly in academic settings. As an alternative explanation to 

acculturation, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) proposed that many of the negative outcomes in 

academic performance seen among African Americans could be attributed to the within-

group processes that ostracized those who exhibited behaviors deemed “White.” Since 

the emergence of the “acting White” thesis, significant research has emerged in the hopes 

of either proving or disproving the tenants of the thesis. What has emerged is that some 

minorities have experienced pressures to conform and that many utilize a set of strategies 

that allow them to negotiate their multicultural contexts. However, most of the literature 
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has focused on the experiences of African Americans; meanwhile research has been 

limited among other ethnicities who may share similar experiences. This report proposes 

a study that would attempt to examine whether Mexican Americans experience social 

pressures to conform to within-group cultural expectations. This study would also explore 

how Mexican American youth negotiate their ethnic peer cultures and school 

environments.  In addition, potential psychological stressors related to accusations of 

“acting White” and perceived social pressures would also be explored.   
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Introduction 

Hispanics are a growing portion of the population with over 35 million people of 

Hispanic descent living in the United States in 2000 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 

2000). Of those, Mexican Americans represent a significant portion.  Despite the number 

of Mexican Americans in the United States, this group is underrepresented in 

professional jobs and in educational achievement. Additionally, Mexican Americans are 

at increased risk for developing health problems (Corral and Landrine, 2008), dropping 

out of school early (Planty, Hussar, & Snyder, 2008) mental health disorders (U.S. 

Department of Health and Human Services, 2001; Gonzalez, Haan, & Hinton, 2001; Sue 

& Chu, 2003; Cachelin & Phinney, Schug, & Striegal-Moore, 2006; Crockett, Iturbide, 

Torres-Stone, McGinley, Raffaelli, & Carlo, 2007), and drug use (Cherpitel, Robertson, 

Ye, Borges, Bautista, Lown, et al., 2007). With the ever increasing growth of the 

Mexican American population, more and more youth are becoming victims to this 

common trend. There are many variables that appear to have contributed to the current 

status of Mexican Americans, but, the causes and contributions to these trends are 

complicated and multi-faceted. Socioeconomic status (SES) and lower educational 

attainment are two of the larger contributors. While SES and educational attainment are 

associated with poorer outcomes in Mexican Americans, the presence of such problems 

extends to other populations in the United States. Many of the problems that Mexican 

Americans, along with other minorities, currently face are rooted in history. The specific 

ways Mexican Americans are affected, in contrast to other minorities such as African 

Americans, remains vague.  Therefore, it is likely that in order to better assist the 
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Mexican American population in the pursuit of a better quality of life, an in-depth 

examination of the processes that potentially contributed to some of the negative 

outcomes seen in Mexican Americans is needed. 

Much of the literature dedicated to the outcomes of minority groups has focused 

on the acculturation process between the culture of the minority group and that of the 

dominant group. Acculturation largely examines the intercultural contact between two 

groups and the strategies employed by the non-dominant group in their society, in 

combination with how the dominant group‟s culture affects that process. The effects of 

the acculturation process, and the stress that derives from it, have been linked to many 

negative outcomes for minorities. Yet, the majority of research in this field has focused 

on immigrant populations from very diverse ethnic backgrounds, not Mexican Americans 

specifically. While it is believed that the acculturation process continues through 

generations, greater depth in research is still needed with this population. Additionally, a 

largely neglected area within this field of research relates to the within group processes 

that may contribute to psychological stress. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) addressed this 

point in their thesis based on the burden of “acting White.” While Fordham and Ogbu‟s 

work was criticized by other scholars (Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001; 

Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Horvat & Lewis, 2003; Bergin & Cooks, 2002; 

Flores-Gonzalez, 2005), there may still be merit in foundations of the thesis that may in 

fact shed light on some of the within-group processes and factors which contribute to the 

poor outcomes seen in minority youth. However, it is necessary to take what has been 

learned thus far to redirect and expand the original thoughts of the within-group 
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processes. Furthermore, given what is currently in the literature about acculturation, there 

are some points of consensus that emerged from Fordham and Ogbu‟s work and from 

researchers who have criticized the thesis. Taken together, a new approach utilizing what 

is currently known can help in addressing the current problems faced by minorities. 

Beginning in the 1970‟s, Ogbu began creating a model that sought to address the 

achievement gap seen in some minorities. Due its perceived shortcoming, the Cultural 

Ecological Model, as Ogbu called it, has received revisions and additions. One such 

addition occurred in a joint article. In this article Fordham and Obgu (1986) proposed that 

many involuntary minorities (those who were involuntary incorporated into society or 

those who are given lower status) living in the United States perceived fewer gains from 

educational attainment than Whites and formed an oppositional collective identity in 

response to the past mistreatments from White culture. As such, greater value was placed 

on their ethnic culture than that of mainstream White culture. Therefore, any behaviors 

that were perceived as White were rejected along with those people from within the 

ethnic culture who adopted them. The burden of acting White was characterized as 

minorities‟ decision in whether to engage in behaviors that were considered White. This 

dilemma placed additional stressors on minorities, regardless of what strategy was 

employed to address the burden. Fordham and Ogbu (1986) further explained that this 

process was an important contributing factor in the achievement gap seen with 

involuntary minorities within the mainstream White culture. While very insightful, this 

thesis along with the model has been met with great controversy on many grounds. For 

example, Spencer and colleagues (2001) challenged Fordham and Ogbu on the grounds 
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that not all involuntary minorities were homogeneous in their resistance to White culture.  

Further studies sought to disprove the thesis stating that many involuntary minorities had 

more optimistic views about the benefits of education than Whites (Ainsworth-Darnell & 

Downey, 1998), they did not give up on their ethnicity in order to achieve (Bergin & 

Cooks, 2002; Horvart & Lewis, 2003), and participated in the educational process 

without concern or resistance from their same-ethnic peers (Horvat & Lewis, 2003).  

While these studies have contributed to the understanding of the dynamic nature of the 

burden of acting White and the Cultural Ecological Model, the understanding of how 

minorities deal with living in a bicultural environment are largely misunderstood. In 

addition, much of the research has narrowed its focus to the educational effects without 

consideration of the psychological stressors of living in a bicultural environment.  

The purpose of this study is to explore whether there is pressure from within 

Mexican American adolescent peer groups to conform to within-group cultural 

expectations. Furthermore, this study seeks to discover the strategies employed to 

negotiate social and school environments, and consider them in relation to the findings 

seen by Carter (2006). An examination of the potential stressors and effects that might 

derive from this process will also be considered. Last, this study will seek to clarify what 

behaviors are seen representing a “real Mexican” and which are associated with trying to 

act White. A primary goal of the study is that the analysis of the information found will 

inform and redirect research on understanding of conformity to within-group cultural 

expectations and the strategies employed to deal with school and social environments.         
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Integrative Analysis 

Acculturation 

The American Heritage dictionary (Pritchard, 1994) defines acculturation as the 

modification of the culture of one group or individual by contact with a different culture. 

There are many changes that occur during the acculturation process. The first has to do 

with the strategies one uses while living within another culture. Another process involves 

the psychological changes that occur during the acculturation process. Last, are the long-

term effects of the whole process (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 2002). Throughout 

the years there have been many theories of acculturation. Early theories proposed that the 

acculturation process was based on a continuum, where being more assimilated was 

thought to lead to the loss of your culture (Gordon, 1964). Now, it is generally 

understood that the acculturation process does not directly result in the loss of one‟s 

culture. Rather, it is generally believed that the acculturation process can take many 

forms, with differences even occurring within acculturation strategies (Berry et al., 2002). 

One of the more prevalent frameworks that seeks to clarify the acculturation process 

utilizes a multidimensional framework with several strategies that are used to navigate 

the acculturation process. Specifically, Berry et al. has proposed four differing strategies 

that are used by immigrant group members during the acculturation process. The first, 

assimilation, is when members do not want to maintain their cultural identity and seek 

daily interaction with other cultures. The second, integration, is when there is an interest 

in both maintaining their culture meanwhile still having interactions with other groups. 

The third strategy, separation, is when individuals place a value on holding on to their 

original culture and at the same time avoids interaction with other cultures. The last 
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group, marginalization, applies to those who neither wish to interact with their own 

culture or other cultural groups. While having a key role, the strategy employed by an 

individual does not account for the total acculturation process nor is it solely dependent 

on the individual. In fact, it also includes how the dominant culture‟s stance is toward the 

acculturation process and the culture that is being considered. Overall, the process of 

acculturation can be viewed as taking place both at the group and individual level. 

Theinteraction of all these factors largely determines whether the process of acculturation 

will be smooth or filled with conflict. 

The United States has a wide variety of cultures living within its borders. Despite 

the diversity, the history of this country has suggested that it has generally been a country 

that supports an assimilation view (Berry et al., 2002). In this view, it is generally 

expected that immigrant members of this society assimilate toward the dominant group‟s 

societal values and culture (e.g. language, religion) (Berry et al.). The stance of the 

dominant society towards acculturation is believed to affect the strategies that is used by 

immigrant members during the acculturation process and may be a determining factor in 

whether immigrant members resist or seek out the dominant culture. In regards to the 

individual process, it is believed that the continued exposure to the dominant culture 

makes every behavior susceptible to modification. These modifications may then 

interfere with how the individual views themselves in terms of their identity. According 

to Berry et al., cultural identity refers “to a set of beliefs and attitudes that people have 

about themselves in relation to their culture group membership (p. 357).” Berry et al. 

further state that non-dominant members living within another culture consider their 
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identities in relation to both cultural groups, with variation existing similar to the 

acculturation strategies. For example, if a non-dominant group member identifies 

strongly with both his own culture and that of the society he lives in, then he may have an 

integrated cultural identity. The rest of the cultural identity labels follow the same 

framework as the acculturation styles. With this cultural identity, Berry et al. further 

explains that value is placed on which culture the immigrant wishes to identify with. This 

process also resembles the acculturation strategy discussed previously. However, it is 

believed that depending on which values are used and the strategy that is employed, 

stress may result from the process.  

Acculturation Stress 

Acculturation stress is “a response by individuals to life events (that are rooted in 

intercultural contact) when they exceed the capacity of individuals to deal with them 

(Berry et al., 2002, p. 362).” According to Berry et al. there are many factors involved in 

the formation of acculturation stress, and most factors that are attributed to the onset of 

acculturation stress exist due to the interactions between cultures. One such factor is the 

acceptance of the dominant culture towards the culture of the immigrants. It is likely that 

less accepted immigrant groups are more likely to face discrimination and stereotypes 

which add to the stressors of acculturation. Additionally, Berry notes that stresses from 

the acculturation process may be more pronounced for immigrant groups given a 

perceived lower status as compared to the mainstream culture whose individuals may not 

experience any need to assimilate (as cited in Romero, Martinez, & Carvajal, 2007). In 

contrast, the acceptance of an immigrant group‟s culture may facilitate the transition of 
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that group because fewer demands are placed on that group. An additional factor in the 

acculturation process also appears to be the degree of dissimilarity between the cultures 

in contact. The more dissimilar the two cultures in contact are, greater amounts of stress 

are likely to result. Depending on the combination of the factors listed above, the 

intercultural influences may influence immigrant groups to resort to one particular 

strategy over the others. The acculturation process has proven to be very difficult and 

complex. Some of the difficulties seen with acculturation may also affect academic 

achievement (Lopez, E., & Garcia-Vazquez, 2002; Zsembik & Llanes, 1996; Hurtado-

Ortiz & Gauvain, 2007), political trust (Michelson, 2003), delinquency (Le and 

Stockdale, 2008), health behaviors (Corral and Landrine, 2008; Cherpitel et al., 2007; 

Cachelin et al., 2006), and mental health (Sue & Chu, 2003; Crockett et al., 2007; 

Gonzalez et al., 2001).  In the area of mental health, stress from acculturation is largely 

due to the combination of differences in language abilities, discrimination and 

stereotypes, and differences in cultural values between ethnic groups. These stressors 

have been linked to the formation of depressive and anxiety disorders (Berry et al., 2002).  

While a lot of knowledge has been obtained in the area of how first generation 

immigrants traverse the acculturation process, the process itself and its effect appear to be 

more far reaching. For example, although the majority of the literature in this area has 

focused more on first generation immigrants, the acculturation process is not believed to 

end with the first-generation immigrants. According to Berry et al. (2002), it is believed 

that with the constant exposure between cultures there is a creation of a new 

ethnocultural groups.  These individuals, whose culture is derived from both the 
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dominant culture and the culture of origin, have identities formed through the exposure to 

both cultures. Within this ethnocultural group are individuals who are likely to be second 

generation and above. Among these individuals, acculturation may be an especially 

difficult process for non-immigrant adolescent minorities, as it requires the learning of 

new cultural information of the dominant culture that may be in stark contrast to the more 

traditional cultural values of their parents along with generational differences (Berry et 

al.). Similar to immigrants, the acceptance of the dominant culture toward the non-

dominant group may also affect the long-term adaptation of that group (Crockett, et al., 

2007; Berry et al.). A factor that may also add difficulties to this complex process is 

whether immigrants from the minorities‟ culture of origin continue to immigrate to the 

country. This may serve to further increase the value of an individual retaining their 

ethnic group‟s more traditional stance. For example, the effects of acculturation stress 

appear to be different between the U.S.-born and Mexican-born minorities living in the 

U.S. Specifically, it appears that U.S.-born Mexican Americans are more likely to have 

some depressive and anxiety disorders, and are more likely to engage in substance abuse 

than Mexicans born in Mexico (Sue & Chu, 2003). Given this evidence, it is likely that 

opposed to first-generation immigrants who have a more firmly established ethnic 

identity, later generation Mexican Americans may have more profound struggles with 

their ethnic identity. With non-first generation minorities, it is likely that they have 

unique experiences that differ from their first generation ethnic peers.  

While the acculturation process and stress which results from it have largely been 

studied, most studies have been failed to consider how stress may arrive from living 



10 

 

within bicultural environments (Romero & Roberts, 2003). Most research has 

concentrated on the contributions of intergroup interactions in the development of 

acculturation stress, with limited research on how members of one‟s ethnic group affect 

levels of stress. Since it seems that many minorities may be obliged to learn the dominant 

culture of the society they live in order to succeed, it is likely that many experience some 

form of pressure to maintain their own ethnic identity. For example, it has been noted that 

individuals are more likely to hold their own ethnic group in higher regard when 

compared to other ethnic groups (Phinney, & Devich-Navarro, 1997). Given these 

findings, pressure to conform to your own group‟s values may be increased due to the 

perceived superiority. Within the Mexican American population, many are faced with the 

dilemma of learning two languages. While school requires the use and learning of the 

English language, peer groups and families may rely more on the use of the Spanish 

language. Such requirements may create a seeming need for youth to be fluent in both 

languages (Romero & Roberts, 2003). The consequence of not learning the language of 

their culture may result in the ostracism from your peers or name-calling such as “Pocho” 

which is derogatory term usually applied to those who are “Americanized”  and not fluent 

in the Spanish language (Peckman, 2007). Additionally, it appears from studies 

conducted with peer accusations of acting White that many are expected to also conform 

to the perceived ethnic standards regarding dress, music, and peer groups (Bergin & 

Cooks, 2002; Carter, 2006; Hovart & Lewis, 2003). While largely understudied, the 

stress involved in the acculturation process is evident from an interview of a Mexican 

American female conducted in Bergin and Cooks‟s (2002) study: 
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I know Spanish and English. I just know both of them fluently. I could go from 

English to Spanish in a second, without thinking about it, and I do it a lot. A lot of 

the kids, they say I speak English funny because I don‟t talk the way they do. It 

kind of makes me mad sometimes because they really shouldn‟t say anything 

because they don‟t speak their own native language, and they don‟t know about 

things like I do (p.127). 

With much uncertainty regarding the dynamics and potential effects of pressures to 

conform to within-group cultural expectations, it is necessary to explore how these 

processes affect those who are the recipients of such treatment. To better understand 

some of the within-group processes and their effects, a review of the Cultural Ecological 

Model (Ogbu & Simmons, 1998) and the Acting White Thesis (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986) 

will be conducted.  

Cultural Ecological Model 

To account for the differences in academic performance and achievement between 

White and ethnic minorities, Ogbu (Ogbu & Simmons, 1998) established his Cultural 

Ecological Model (CEM). According to Ogbu (2008), the CEM stemmed from his 

previous works that dated back to 1974. Over the course of the years since the CEM was 

established, it has seen some revisions and additions to account for some of the original 

models shortcomings. One such revision took place in the joint article published by 

Fordham and Ogbu (1986). In this thesis, Fordham and Ogbu proposed that minorities‟ 

school performance could not be explained solely by society‟s discrimination towards 

minorities, as claimed in his earliest model, but had to other factors. Specifically, 
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Fordham and Ogbu posited that the poor school performance seen among African 

Americans was affected by their rejecting behaviors and values that were perceived 

among their same-ethnic peers as “acting White”. Before discussing this topic any 

further, an explanation of the CEM is needed to fully appreciate the factors that may have 

contributed to the burden of “acting White;” An examination of the “acting White” thesis 

will follow. 

The CEM (See Appendix A) addresses the historical and current experiences of 

minorities, along with the minorities‟ belief system to understand how these combined 

factors may have affected the pursuit of education by minorities. According to Ogbu 

(2008), the current problems seen in minorities‟ education can be explained by two major 

categories, the System and the Community. The System category is made up of three 

factors. The first factor is comprised of the educational policies that form inequalities that 

have existed in society such as segregation, and the differences in school funding and 

quality. The second factor is made up of classroom experiences shared by the minority 

students. The third factor is made up of the rewards that are received by minorities who 

pursue an education. Taken together, these factors that comprise the System are related to 

the past discriminatory experiences that have been shared among minorities. These 

factors, during the earlier stages of the CEM, were believed to account for the differences 

seen in minorities‟ school performance.  

Because the earlier model did not account for the differences in academic 

achievement seen among various minorities, the Community category was later added. 

Community is made up of five factors. The first of these factors, the frame of reference, 
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is described as the set of beliefs that minorities have about their current situation and their 

opportunities for success. It is believed that variation exists in minorities‟ frame of 

reference and is dependent on the comparison to their situations. For example, Ogbu & 

Simmons (1998) state that voluntary minorities (those who willingly immigrate) compare 

their current situations to what it would have been in the country of origin. However, 

involuntary minorities (those who were involuntary incorporated into society or those 

who are given lower status) compare their current situation to that of the White culture 

and find they are worse off. Instrumental beliefs comprise the second factor of 

Community. These are the beliefs that minorities hold about the usefulness of getting an 

education.  The third factor, the relational domain, deals with the amount of trust or 

distrust that minorities hold toward the educational system and school personnel. The 

fourth piece of Community is the expressive factor. This factor deals with the 

establishment of a collective identity (people‟s sense of who they are) and the formation 

of a cultural frame of reference (behavior and values deemed appropriate by minority 

groups).  It should be noted that this fourth factor is the basis of the thesis proposed by 

Fordham and Ogbu. Taken together, the factors that comprise the System and Community 

categories interact and lead to the development of different strategies utilized by minority 

groups toward academic achievement and social adjustment. According to Ogbu (2008), 

the CEM is “not a theory or a hypothesis to be tested with a single factor like 

oppositional culture. Rather, it is a framework for studying and understanding various 

factors that influence minority students‟ school orientation and performance (p. 14).”To 

this point, however, much of the research that has been conducted has not focused on the 
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model per se, but instead on one aspect of it, the burden of “acting White” and the 

existence of an oppositional collective identity as it relates to academic performance. As 

mentioned earlier, the thesis proposed by Fordham and Ogbu (1986) was established to 

address some of the perceived shortcomings of Ogbu‟s earlier CEM.  Next, we will 

review the historical contributions to the creation of an oppositional collective identity 

followed by the “acting White” thesis.     

Creation of an Oppositional Collective Identity 

The acting White thesis posits that some minorities, through the many years of 

mistreatment and their involuntary minority status, have formed an oppositional 

collective identity that has come to view behaviors associated with White culture in 

negative ways. For example, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) note that African Americans 

were incorporated into American society through slavery and this triggered the creation 

of the oppositional collective identity. As such, African Americans were involuntary 

minorities who were forced to conform to the standards of the White community they 

lived in. Involuntary minorities are thought to differ from voluntary minorities in that 

voluntary minorities, such as many Asian Americans, made the choice to come to 

America in the pursuit of a job or educational opportunities. Due to their involuntary 

origins in America, Ogbu (2004) credits this as the beginning of the creation of a 

collective identity. This pattern was established in part due to cruel practices during the 

age of slavery. An example of this could be seen when slaves were expected to act in 

prescribed ways dictated by Whites and were commonly punished as a whole when one 

member violated the established rules. After emancipation, African Americans were not 
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treated as equals to Whites, but rather as inferiors. The pattern of unequal status persisted 

through various forms of discrimination such as segregation, inferior schooling, and 

limited advancement in the workplace. African Americans faced a world in which they 

were limited in their pursuit of education and employment. Because of past injustices and 

the continued mistrust towards the White community, minority groups firmly established 

an oppositional cultural identity that served the purpose of protecting their identity and 

remaining separate from White culture. Ogbu (2004) states that this was demonstrated by 

the civil rights movement and various Black pride organizations that originated to gain 

equality and reestablish Black pride with African Americans. The Black pride movement 

further established the oppositional collective identity among African Americans. Within 

the oppositional collective identity, minority groups place more value on their own 

cultural beliefs and behaviors, thereby placing less value on the mainstream culture and 

ostracizing those who deviate from their own cultural norms.  Of those behaviors, Ogbu 

points out that the pursuit of education is sometimes viewed negatively because it entails 

adapting the values of White culture in order to be successful in an environment where 

the rules to succeed are established by White culture (i.e. college).  

The Burden of Acting White 

In their ethnographic study that formed the basis for the thesis, Fordham and 

Ogbu (1986) found evidence that the burden of acting White existed among African 

Americans at Capital High, a predominately African American school in Washington 

D.C. The burden of acting White signified that it was common for African Americans to 

employ strategies for engaging in or resisting many behaviors that were perceived among 
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African Americans as acting White. Many of the behaviors, unfortunately, were often 

related to behaviors conducive to academic achievement. To deal with the burden of 

acting White, different strategies were employed to avoid the possibility of being teased 

or ostracized by their fellow classmates. This burden created a conflict for those who 

wished to succeed in school that was labeled affective dissonance. Fordham and Ogbu 

(1986) state that affective dissonance is the worry that is involved in decisions to conform 

within ethnic standards. This worry is believed to be due to two factors: 1) worry is 

attributed to the idea that by adopting the values of the mainstream culture you are 

betraying your own; 2) worry that if you adapt the values of the mainstream culture 

necessary to succeed, you may not be fully accepted by the mainstream culture. Although 

accusations of acting White were mainly geared toward academic achievement, the study 

found other behaviors which were also viewed as acting White. Some example behaviors 

included: speaking Standard English, listening to White music, doing volunteer work, 

being on time, acting better than others (“putting on airs”), as well as other behaviors that 

are commonly thought to be linked to White culture. So while many behaviors seen in the 

academic setting were portrayed as acting White, other behaviors outside the academic 

arena were also scrutinized, thereby making affective dissonance applicable in all areas 

of life. 

  According to Ogbu (2004), over a period of decades, African Americans and 

other minorities have found different ways to adapt to the burden of acting White. 

Specifically, Ogbu stated that he has found five ways in which minorities cope with the 

burden of acting White. The first entails assimilating in to the dominant culture. With this 
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method, the minority perceives that the only way to be successful is by adapting the 

values of the majority culture. By doing so the person rejects their own cultural standards 

in the pursuit of the dominant culture‟s values. The second adaptive style was called 

accommodation without assimilation. In this strategy the minority sees the value of 

adopting the values of the dominant culture, but does so only in environments where they 

are needed to be successful (such as work and college). While they are adept at 

conforming to the cultural standards of the majority, they revert back to their own 

cultural norms when in the presence of people from the same culture. Therefore, in this 

category the individual never rejects their culture, but is able to switch back-and-forth 

when necessary.  Ogbu (2004) postulates that it is those who accommodate without 

assimilation that experience the most psychological stress because they may feel that they 

have to betray their own people in order to succeed. The third strategy adopted was called 

opposition. With this strategy, the individual rejects adopting the values of the majority 

culture and is steadfast in not straying away from their cultural values and norms. The 

central thought behind this stance is that by adopting the culture of the majority group, 

you are giving up some of your own culture. The fourth group identified by Ogbu was 

called the ambivalent group. In this group people knew that they would never be seen as 

equals to the white culture. The last group was called the encapsulated group. Within this 

group, members are believed to be isolated from the majority culture and hence are never 

able to adopt the values of that culture. Of these strategy groups, by far the most studied 

of these has been the opposition group. As such, there has been controversy regarding the 

burden of acting White, with several interpretations and conclusions regarding the 
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existence of this strategy and its effect. However, Ogbu clearly states that the intention 

was to point out that this type of strategy exists and was not intended to be used as a sole 

explanation for underperformance or the only adaptive style used.      

Creation of an Oppositional Collective Identity among Mexican Americans 

Regarding Mexican Americans, it is believed that because of the U.S.-Mexican 

War (in which Mexico was defeated) Mexicans were designated an inferior race 

(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).  Furthermore, following the treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, 

many Mexicans living in lands once owned by Mexico were transferred to the United 

States along with many Mexican nationals living in the newly acquired lands of the 

United States. According to Meyer (1999), while separating families, the war had even 

broader effects: 

the war reinforced the worst stereotypes that each country held about the other, 

and these stereotypes in turn contributed to the development of deep-seated 

prejudices. United States historians rationalized, justified, and even commended 

the decision to wage the war as well as the prosecution of it (p. 339).  

As such, most Mexican Americans have had to endure many of the same consequences 

that have been experienced by African Americans. Fordham and Ogbu (1986), while 

mainly discussing African Americans in their thesis, noted that “Mexican Americans in 

the Southwest were also conquered and displaced from power; and Mexicans who later 

immigrated from Mexico were given the status of the conquered group and treated in the 

same manner (p. 178).” Similar to African Americans, Mexican Americans have also 

experienced unequal education, sometimes being provided no opportunities for education 
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(Payne, 1984). In fact, segregated schools, similar to those attended by African 

Americans, were still common amongst the Mexican American population until the 

1960‟s (Payne, 1984). Segregated neighborhoods were also common, often derived from 

racial motives (Hwang, Murdock, Parpia, & Hamm, 1985; McDonald, 2005).   

Additionally, many stereotypes have been placed on Mexican Americans such as lazy, 

unintelligent, and cruel. These stereotypes, largely developed during times of war 

involving Mexicans, have further added to the perceived inferiority (Menchaca & 

Valencia, 1990). The many stereotypes about Mexican Americans have continued to 

persist in our society (Moore and Pachon, 1976).  

In an effort to cope with this inequity, many Mexican Americans may have grown 

to mistrust White culture. Evidence of this mistrust can be seen in the Chicano movement 

that began in the 1960‟s, as was similarly seen in the Black Power Movement (Moore and 

Pachon, 1976; Hames-Garcia, 2000). Moore and Pachon (1976) summarize the stance of 

the Chicanos during the Chicano movement as follows:  

Chicanismo sees Chicanos as basically a conquered people who were stripped of 

their land, their history, and their culture as the result of Anglo exploitation. The 

Chicanos in the American economy are the victims of an exploitive relationship. 

Chicanos have been used as a source of cheap labor for the economy of the 

Southwest but they have received little economic reward (p. 152). 

 Similar to African Americans, it appears the Chicano movement was based on the 

development of an oppositional collective identity that embraced Mexican American 

culture (Hames-Gracia, 2000). Given the history between Mexican Americans and 
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mainstream White culture, there is little doubt that there is some resistance toward 

mainstream White culture. This mistrust also may be directed at Mexican Americans who 

are believed to be engaging in behavior deemed White. In fact, in a study conducted by 

Bergin and Cooks (2002), there was evidence for the burden of acting White among his 

participants of Mexican American descent. Further complicating the matter is the close 

proximity of Mexico to the United States and the constant influx of immigrants who help 

maintain traditional Mexican cultural views in the United States (Phinney et al., 1997). 

Additionally, the continued immigration of Mexican nationals has increased the focus in 

the media and society on immigration, and made immigrants a scapegoat for the 

economic troubles of the time. This perception creates a rift between the cultures, which 

was largely demonstrated in recent protests held by Mexican Americans throughout the 

country and anti-immigration rallies. Given the history of Mexican American culture, and 

with evidence that resistance to acting White may also be present in Mexican American 

culture, there is a need to further investigate what similarities and differences to the 

African American experience may be present.  However, it is also important to consider 

what current research has found concerning the burden of acting White because it is very 

likely that modifications to the measuring of this phenomenon are needed to address the 

perceived shortcomings of Fordham and Ogbu‟s thesis and to redirect new research. 

Current Research on the Burden of Acting White 

 Since Fordham and Ogbu‟s article (1986) on the burden of acting White was 

published, there have been many studies conducted to explore this subject (Carter, 2006; 

Tyson, Darity, & Castellino, 2005; Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Spencer, et al., 2001; Flores-
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Gonzalez, 2005; Mehan, Hubbard, & Villanueva, 1994; Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 

1998; Ford, Whiting, & Whiting, 2008; Horvat and Lewis, 2003; Farkas, Lleras, & 

Maczuga, 2002; Arroyo & Zigler, 1995; Gibson 1997; Freyer & Torelli, 2005).  While 

most of the studies carried out did not support the thesis as described by Fordham and 

Ogbu (1986), many of the participants involved in the studies did have knowledge of, and 

had experienced accusations of acting White (Carter, 2006; Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; 

Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998; Farkas et al, 2002). As 

such, it appears that while Fordham and Ogbu may have not been accurate in their thesis 

and the CEM, some basic tenants may hold true, and others may require more research 

and modification.  Therefore, in order to further contribute to this area of research, it is 

necessary to analyze and discuss the shortcomings and what recent research can 

contribute to understanding the pressures to conform to within-group cultural 

expectations. 

Accusations toward Academic Behavior.  

One of the main features of Fordham and Ogbu‟s thesis (1986) on the burden of acting 

White is that the pursuit of education is sometimes avoided because in order to succeed 

you must adopt certain values and behaviors associated with White culture. Additionally, 

it was believed that by engaging in so-called “White” behaviors, you are betraying your 

own ethnicity. This dilemma was believed to be a factor affecting the achievement gap 

seen among some African Americans. Several research studies in this area have found 

mixed evidence both contradicting and supporting Fordham and Ogbu‟s thesis. For 

example, in a qualitative study conducted by Bergin and Cooks (2002) of thirty-eight 
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African American and Mexican American high-achieving students, they concluded there 

was little evidence that students avoided the pursuit of an education due to accusations of 

acting White. Additionally, most of the participants stated that they did not have to 

sacrifice their ethnic identity in order to purse education. However, the majority of the 

participants stated that they at some point in their lives had been accused of “acting 

White” and all participants were familiar with the subject. Most of the behaviors 

displayed that elicited negative responses from their same-ethnic peers were often 

directed toward both academic and social behaviors (i.e. speech, music, and dress).  

Using data from the National Education Longitudinal Study to quantitatively test 

the CEM, Ainsworth-Darnell and Downy (1998) found that African Americans were 

more likely to believe that education was important in obtaining a job later in life when 

compared to Asian American and Whites, and were viewed as highly popular even while 

obtaining high grades. Additionally, evidence was found that contradicted African 

Americans resisting or forming a homogeneous oppositional stance toward school 

performance. However, the author indicated that he did find evidence of oppositional 

culture in a group of dropouts that he studied. While the findings suggest the CEM is 

invalid, there are many potential flaws in the Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey study that 

could have contributed to the findings. For example, some of the questions used to 

analyze whether resistance to education occurs within African Americans seemed 

inappropriate for the CEM. For example, Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey analyzed 

questions such as: 1) it is okay to break rules, 2) it is OK to cheat on tests and copy 

homework, and 3) other students see you as a troublemaker. These questions appear more 
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applicable to a model of rule-breaking than the CEM. Also, while comparing self-

reported popularity to academic performance, Ainsworth-Darnell and Downey failed to 

capture how African Americans employ different strategies to negate the burden of acting 

White (Farkas et al., 2002). Also, the measure of popularity does not account for the 

ethnicity of those with whom the student is popular. Another criticism posed by Farkus et 

al. was that the while African American students were more likely to see the value of an 

education and the importance of trying hard in school, the teacher reports found that most 

African Americans performed less school work than Whites or Asian Americans. Farkas 

et al. contends that this may be due to tendency of African Americans to report more 

optimistic views. To better test the CEM, Farkas et al. retested the same sample used by 

Ainsworth-Darnell and Downy along with another sample to modify the analysis based 

on the perceived shortcomings. To improve on the previous study, Farkas and colleagues 

replaced the dependent variable of “popularity” with “putdown by others” and narrowed 

the sample to include African Americans whose school is comprised of mainly other 

African Americans. The results indicated that there was greater opposition to African 

Americans than Whites toward academic effort. Using the new sample, they also found 

evidence of the formation of an oppositional culture in their sample of 4
th
 grade African 

American students. Further adding to the confusion regarding the CEM, Harris and 

Robinson (2008) used longitudinal data from the National Center for Education Statistics 

to determine whether prior skill sets, rather than pro-academic behaviors could explain 

the differences seen among African Americans and other ethnic groups. They found that, 
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in fact, prior skill sets accounted for the differences in academic performance than did 

pro-academic behaviors.  

In a study conducted by Ford et al. (2008) with high achieving African 

Americans, the majority of the participants were familiar with what it meant to “act 

White”. Specifically, Ford et al. states that being intelligent, doing well in school, 

speaking standard English, and enjoying school were all believed to be associated with 

acting White. In a sample response provided by a student as to why students who are 

capable of doing well might not perform as well they should, the students responded: 

“This is because they don‟t want to be associated with the stigma attached with achieving 

and doing well: plus they try to keep up with friends and don‟t want to be singled out or 

„played (p. 233).” It was also identified that many of the participants in their study had, in 

some point in their life, been teased for doing well academically. However, the teasing 

experienced was not evaluated in terms of its link to accusations of acting White.   

 In an ethnographic study conducted by Horvat and Lewis (2003), high-achieving 

African American female participants were found to have supportive peer relationships 

that helped in their pursuit of academic success. However, the authors note that there was 

variation in how different peer groups responded to their academic success, with some 

supporting and others ostracizing them.  Although some accusations of acting White 

toward academic behavior were noted, the majority of the participants maintained a 

strong ethnic identity while pursuing their educational goals. The authors also stated that 

some of the participants in their study made efforts to hide their academic success around 

their same-ethnic peers.   
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Accusations toward Social Behavior. While the relationship between resistance 

and education has been less clear, one finding that has been consistent in most studies is 

that accusations may be geared toward social behavior, not just academic behaviors. For 

example, similar to the findings discovered by Fordham and Ogbu (1986), Bergin and 

Cooks (2002) found that accusations of acting White were related to behaviors regarding 

speech, music, dress, and peer groups.  Similar findings were also reported by Carter 

(2006) , who conducted a mixed methods approach, combining both qualitative and 

quantitative data, to explore how African-American and Latino youth in New York 

negotiate their boundaries between school and peer groups. Results of this study suggest 

that while some academic behavior may cause an increase in the likelihood of being 

accused of acting White, most behaviors were related to speech and cultural styles (i.e. 

dress, music, etc…). However, certain behaviors may be more likely to increase the 

likelihood of being accused of acting White. For example, four characteristics were found 

that led to accusations of acting White. Of those, “the most frequent reference to acting 

White pertained to language and speech styles”. A similar type of accusation was also 

found by Horvat and Lewis (2003), as seen in this sample exert from “Lauren” when 

asked if students treated her differently: 

I think, yes. The black people who, say, aren‟t as smart as me or Renee or 

whoever else they say, „oh, you act White‟ because we‟re in high classes or 

whatever, and that really upsets me. They say we talk White. I don‟t even have 

like proper English or whatever, but they say we talk White because we use all 

these big words and everything. To me, that‟s total ignorance. That‟s stupid to 
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me. They need to grow up and actually know what‟s going on. I just don‟t think it 

is fair (p. 270).  

Carter (2006) also found that dress style and taste were the second most referenced 

behaviors to acting White. This finding is also supported by Bergin and Cooks (2002) 

who found that “dressing White” and “listening to White music” were behaviors cited in 

his study that led to accusations of acting White. In addition many minorities were 

accused of acting White when they associated with peers who were White. Similar 

findings have also been reported in other studies (Ford et al, 2008; Bergin & Cooks 

2002). Last, in Carter‟s study (2006) she found that the fourth most referenced behaviors 

involved students who were “putting on airs” or trying to make themselves look smarter 

than their peers. Similar findings regarding the aforementioned behaviors were reported 

in other studies (Ogbu, 1986; Ford et al, 2008). Given these findings it is important to 

consider that when studying the burden of acting White, limiting your study to the 

examination of behaviors solely linked to academics may only touch the surface of this 

phenomenon.   

Structure/Racial Makeup of Schools and its Contribution to Accusations.It has been 

argued a contributing factor to the acting White phenomenon is the structure of schools 

and their racial makeup (Flores-Gonzalez, 2005; Spencer et al, 2001; Bergin & Cooks, 

2002). Flores-Gonzalez (2005) states that in their original investigation, Fordham and 

Ogbu failed to take into account the structural makeup of the school and how that might 

contribute to the pursuit of an education and marginalization of minority members. For 

example, according to Valenzuela it is believed that in schools, those who are successful 
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are the ones who possess and are able to demonstrate the skills of the dominant culture, 

while those who do not display the desired skills are unsuccessful (as cited in Flores-

Gonzalez, 2005). It is also believed that the adaptation of dominant cultural skills is 

needed to succeed in school, as well as other domains, because the cultural skills of 

minorities are largely devalued and ignored (Spencer et al., 2001; Duncan-Andrade, 

2005). Furthermore, modern segregation of schools appears to affect the racial makeup of 

schools, which as pointed out by Spencer et al, (2001) may increase or decrease the 

number of accusations or harassment one receives. According to Valencia (2000), 

segregation has continued to be an issue faced in modern schools where minorities are 

largely grouped in low-funded, underachieving schools. This segregation may exacerbate 

the differences seen between minority and White schools as success is associated with 

schools that are largely made up of White students. Valencia (2000) also notes, “as 

minority student percentage increases, there is a tendency for academic performance to 

decrease (p. 448).” In addition to segregation that separated minorities from White 

students, other forms of segregation exist that continue to isolate minorities who achieve 

from their underachieving peers. This practice termed tracking, as pointed out by Flores-

Gonzalez (2005) places those who demonstrate little skills of the dominant culture in a 

“vocational tract” while those who are able to demonstrate the skills of the dominant 

culture in the “advanced tract”. This may serve two purposes: 1) it creates separate 

environments that isolate minority peer groups, which in a sense can be viewed as having 

to choose sides; and 2) it undervalues and ignores the strengths that minority students 

may already possess of their own culture, but that are deemed useless in school.  Overall, 
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the structure of schools and the policies that create such environments appear to have 

greatly contributed to accusations of acting White. In defense of Fordham and Ogbu, the 

issues of school policies and structure and how they affect the pursuit of an education are 

addressed in the CEM and not covered in their thesis.  

Identity Formation in Adolescents. Identity development is believed to take place 

during adolescence, but the experiences that the individual has had throughout their lives 

and who they are surrounded by largely affect who that individual will identify with 

(Phinney, 2000).  Therefore, if someone is raised in a majority White environment, it is 

likely that they will adapt the culture of those around them. The identity development 

process is also characterized by individuals reflecting on their own experience within 

their culture and the cultural history of their ethnicity in the development of their ethnic 

identity (Phinney, 2000). Taking into account these normal adolescent developmental 

processes, Spencer et al. (2001) has attributed the findings of Fordham and Ogbu to 

normal identity formation in adolescence. For example, Spencer and colleagues argued 

that adolescence is characterized by heightened self-awareness due to biological and 

cognitive changes. Therefore, many youth are faced with situations such as the burden of 

acting White and they are ill-equipped to effectively deal with such stress-producing 

situations. It is also likely that adolescents also exacerbate common stereotypes because 

they are unclear regarding what the expected behaviors of ethnic members entails. For 

example, while not specifically addressed toward Fordham and Ogbu‟s findings, it is also 

interesting to note that research has found that “adolescents are biased in their use of 

reputational information about particular groups, particularly when presented with 
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ambiguous situations (Damon & Lerner, 2008, p. 155).” Given these findings, it is likely 

that some of the effects from accusations of acting White seen can be attributed to normal 

development in adolescents. However, while the origins may be based in normal 

development, the effects of accusations of acting White may be profound and affect the 

development of those who must bear its weight. Given the lack of depth of knowledge in 

this area, further investigation is required while considering what is already known about 

identity development when doing interpretations. 

Minorities Value Education. It has been argued that many theories proposed 

regarding the value of education among minorities has been based on deficit thinking 

(Valencia, 2002). With this approach, many of the problems faced by minorities are 

attributed to traits inherent in the minority or in their culture (Valencia, 2002). As such, 

many have proposed that the acting White thesis promotes the idea that minorities do not 

value education and that it contributes to deficit thinking (Spencer et al, 2001; Ainsworth-

Darnell & Downey, 1998; Horvat & Lewis, 2003; Flores-Gonzalez, 2005; St-Hilaire, 

2002). In a search to disqualify this thought, many of the aforementioned researchers 

have found evidence that, African Americans, as well as other minorities do value 

education and readily pursue academic success. In fact, several studies have uncovered 

several ideologies that differ from the oppositional identity that was once thought to be 

most prevalent among minorities (Carter, 2006; Spencer et al, 2001; Ainsworth-Darnell 

& Downey, 1998). Based on these findings there is little doubt why the acting White 

thesis has received so much criticism. However, there may have been misinterpretation 



30 

 

with the thesis that contributed to much of its criticisms. For example, in his 2004 article 

Ogbu addressed this issue by stating: 

In my own study, I have generally found that there are relatively few students 

who reject good grades because it is „White.‟ On the contrary, they want to make 

good grades and many report that they are well received by their close friends 

when they get good grades, such as when they get an A. What the students reject 

that hurt their academic performance are „White‟ attitudes and behaviors 

conducive to making good grades (p. 28).   

With these interpretations, in combination with the many studies that have disproved 

such a notion of thinking, it should be understood that minorities as a whole not valuing 

education is a myth.   

Strategies Adopted by Minorities. Most research regarding the acting White thesis has 

found evidence mixed evidence that does not support it. However, it appears that many 

researchers have been focused on aspects of the thesis that they considered universal but 

were in fact contradictory to what the author intentioned (Ogbu, 2004). In Fordham and 

Ogbu‟s thesis, they state that oppositional collective identity arose from the previous 

mistreatment of the mainstream White culture. With this oppositional collective identity, 

some minorities viewed behaviors associated with White culture negatively along with 

those who adopted them. Among these, some behaviors conducive to academic 

achievement were also deemed White. While many have dealt with the burden of acting 

White, not all choose strategies to adapt to this burden through resistance to White 

behaviors. In fact several studies have concluded that there are multiple strategies 
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employed styles that are used when minorities are pressured with the burden of acting 

White (Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Cater, 2006; Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Ainsworth-Darnell 

& Downey, 1998; Horvat & Lewis, 2003). So in order to understand the burden of acting 

White, it is necessary to consider the adaptive styles that have been discovered.  

 In a study conducted by Carter (2006) of how African-American and Latino 

negotiate through their schools and peer groups, Carter found three groups that adapted to 

their environments in distinct ways. The naming of these groups was consistent with what 

has been found in various acculturation, assimilation, and opposition studies (Carter, 

2006).  The first group found was named the cultural mainstreamers. This group was 

characterized as those who were most assimilated into the dominant culture. These 

students were usually the individuals who chose to speak Standard English and dressed in 

ways deemed “preppy”. As stated by Carter (2006) “cultural mainstreamers accept the 

ideology that members of a nondominant group should be culturally, socially, 

economically, and politically assimilated, yet they can be racially and ethnically aware 

(p.308).”  In Bergin and Cook‟s (2002) study there were a few instances where students 

were accused of acting White. This group usually consisted of those who chose to speak 

Standard English and were in advanced classes that were composed of mainly White 

students. The main feature of this group in most studies was their lack of adapting styles 

between cultures. While some students approached their interactions differently when 

interacting with peers of their own ethnic background, this group maintained their 

identity that was in contrast to the norms of their ethnic peer groups. For example, in a 

sample exert from Carter‟s (2006) interview “Rosaria” states: “That‟s another thing. Like 
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they say…you talk…cause I speak intelligently, they want to say that I talk White. I 

speak intelligently. It‟s not Spanish, it‟s not Black, it‟s not White. No one has claim on 

who can talk intelligently (p. 316).” 

 The second group identified by Carter (2006) was named the noncompliant 

believers. This group was characterized as putting the most importance on the cultural 

norms of their own ethnic group. In describing this group Carter (2006) states “they favor 

their own cultural prescriptions (for example, „black‟ or „Puerto Rican‟) and exert little 

effort to adapt to the cultural prescriptions of the school and white society…the 

noncompliant believers are critical of the systemic inequalities that they perceive the 

school to uphold (p. 308).” This group can be seen as the resisters seen in other studies 

(Fordham & Ogbu, 1986; Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 1998). While members of this 

group tended to underperform as compared to the other subgroups, a devaluation of 

education or a lack of pursuit of education was not a requirement for this subgroup 

(Carter, 2006). Instead, it appeared that most in this category showed distaste for those 

who did not conform to the social norms of their culture or who associated with peers 

outside their ethnic group. This example can be seen in a statement from a noncompliant 

believer in Carter‟s study (2006) who was asked if some Black students try to act White: 

“UmHmm. There are some „White boys.‟ They don‟t want to be with no Black kids. 

They rather hang with some Indians or White boys or Puerto Ricans, kids like that (p. 

319).” 

 The last group found by Carter (2006) was named the cultural straddlers.  The 

key feature of this group was the ability to adapt between both their own ethnic culture 
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and that of the mainstream culture.  As stated by Carter (2006)  “they are the obviously 

strategic navigators, ranging from students who „play the game‟ and embrace the cultural 

codes of both school and home community to those who vocally criticize the schools‟ 

ideology while still achieving well in academically (p.308).”  Of all groups this appears 

to be the most well-documented in research. For example, in a study conducted by Horvat 

and Lewis (2003) they found that African Americans were able to maintain their 

academic success while maintaining healthy friendships within their student body. While 

they were able to succeed in both academic and social aspects, many employed the use of 

different strategies to do so (i.e. hiding their academic success and going out of their way 

to fit in). In a study conducted by of African American and Mexican American youth, 

Phinney et al. (1997) found that many of the youth in the study held a bicultural views 

that placed value on both their American and ethnic identity. In their study Mehan et al. 

(1994) found that low achieving Latino and African American students placed in a gifted 

program were able to succeed in their program without assimilating into dominant 

culture. Most students in this sample embraced their culture yet recognized that they 

needed to conform to some of the behaviors necessary to succeed in school.  

While students from the several studies listed reported that they were able to 

pursue both academic success and maintain their peer relationships, some were still 

accused of acting White even though they maintained that they never relinquished or 

reduced their ethnic identity. With that being said, it appears that the burden of acting 

White is largely a construct devised by one‟s peers, and is based on certain behaviors that 

are used to determine whether their same-ethnic peers will be accepted. This continuum 
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of what is a “real” ethnic is largely unknown. In the study conducted by Ford et al. 

(2008), many of the characteristic‟s described by both high achieving and low achieving 

student regarding what it meant to “act Black” or “White” pertained to common 

stereotypes that associated negativism with Black norms and positivism with White 

norms. Given these findings it is imperative to truly understand what behaviors constitute 

being a member of one‟s ethnic group. Given the target group, an overview of the values 

of Mexican-American culture will be presented next. 

What is Mexican-American Culture? 

Mexican Americans are one of the fasted growing populations in the United 

States. With the constant flow of immigrants from Mexico and the adjustment to life in 

the United States, the cultural definition of what is a Mexican American appears to be 

less clear. In fact, the construction of the Mexican American identity has been highly 

sought after by many researchers (Moore & Pachon, 1976). One reason behind this 

problem has been that the Mexican American identity is so immersed in stereotypes that 

distinguishing it from other ethnicities is troublesome (Moore & Pachon, 1976). Adding 

to the confusion, it has been noted that some ethnic labels that have been used to describe 

Mexican Americans can be interpreted as a sign of pride or as an insult (Flores-Niemann, 

Romero, Arredondo, & Rodriguez, 1999; Duncan-Andrade, 2005; Zarate & Reese, 2005; 

Comas-Diaz, 2001). For example, the term Chicano is often used to describe individuals 

of Mexican descent who are born in the United Stated. Comas-Diaz (2001) states that  

Chicano (male) and Chicana (female) were originally pejorative. Brown Power 

movement activists of the 1960s and 1970s in the United States adopted this 
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designation with a sense of pride. Among some Mexican Americans, the term still 

retains an offensive connotation, particularly because it is used by activists and by 

those who seek to create a new identity for their culture rather than to subsume it 

under the mainstream culture (p. 118). 

 Mexican Americans refer to individuals of Mexican descent who are U.S. citizens 

(Comas-Diaz, 2001).  Research in the values of Mexican Americans has uncovered 

several areas of which appear to be critical to their culture. Of these, family, work ethic, 

“clanness”, religion, and cultural pride appear to be the most salient themes (Moore & 

Pachon, 1976; Flores-Niemann, 1999; Duncan-Andrade; Aoki, 2001). While Mexican 

Americans generally have beliefs that distinguish them from other ethnicities, there are 

some variables that affect the construction of Mexican American identity. For example, 

given the complexity of living within a nation that is predominately White, Mexican 

Americans may be forced to become bicultural or more accultured. They may distance 

themselves from their culture (e.g. language, customs) in order to function in their 

environment. For example, it has been argued that many among the Mexican American 

community have become critical of other Mexican Americans who have adopted slang 

words that combine both English and Spanish (Moore & Pachon, 1976). 

Because of this, combined with many other issues, a set of criteria may be used to 

determine how “Mexican” one is. These criteria may be in existence to ensure that 

Mexican Americans are remaining connected to their “roots” and not adopting the values 

of the majority culture. This continuum of being a “real Mexican” may depend on how 

versed one is in their native language (Spanish), their lineage to Mexico, and how much 
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they conform to their ethnic standards or traditions (Shenk, 2007; Flores-Niemann, 1999).   

For example, in a study conducted by Flores-Niemann (1999), participants described how 

Chicanos (as they referred to Mexican Americans born in the U.S) were not following the 

tradition of lifelong marriage commitments which hurt the culture as a whole. In addition, 

participants in this study also expressed that Mexican Americans who were unable to 

speak Spanish were believed to be ashamed of their race.  

Given the many interacting variables in the construction of Mexican American 

ethnic identity, it is likely that there is no agreed upon single definition of what 

constitutes Mexican American culture. Rather, it is likely that Mexican American culture 

is a mixture of traditional Mexican beliefs/values combined with new learned 

beliefs/values that are adopted from living in American society.  While the specific 

criteria of what is Mexican American culture is not clearly defined, the existing literature 

that is available on Mexican Americans have identified some main areas which appear to 

be linked to Mexican-Americans: 1) language, 2) family, 3) “clanness”, and 4) religion 

Language appears to be one of the key areas of Mexican Culture that separates it 

from other cultures. Many Mexican Americans are able to communicate in both English 

and Spanish. However, there is growing controversies regarding the ability to speak 

Spanish within Mexican American groups (Flores-Niemann, 1999; Shenk, 2007; 

Holleran, 2003). Studies have shown that Mexican Americans consider fluency in 

Spanish as a symbol of pride in one‟s culture, and the lack of fluency as a denial of one‟s 

roots (Shenk, 2007; Holleran, 2003). With many Mexican Americans being born in the 

United States, many children are educated in the English language and have fewer 
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opportunities to learn and practice their native language. The burden is then placed on 

families and communities to teach and practice Spanish. This dilemma is further 

expanded with multigenerational American born Mexican Americans who are likely 

more assimilated into American culture. While some are not fluent in both English and 

Spanish, many readily use slang words that combine both languages. 

Another aspect that is particularly salient of Mexican American culture is its‟ 

family traditions. Mexican American families are usually characterized as being very 

family-oriented and this is sometimes viewed as the major component that distinguishes 

them from other ethnic groups. According to Mexican American culture, family is given 

the highest priority with everything else falling beneath it. Family usually encompasses 

the nuclear family, extended family, and incorporated family members. Close ties to 

family are stressed, as well as the interdependence between family members (Falicov, 

2005; Aoki, 2001, Flores-Niemann, 1999; Holleran & Waller, 2003). Mexican American 

parents are often viewed as more permissive than other ethnic groups and sometimes are 

characterized by strong parent-sibling relationships (Zapata & Jaramillo, 1981; Flores-

Niemann et al., 1999).   Parent-sibling relationships have been said to have more value 

placed on them than the husband-wife bond (Falicov, 2005 ).  According to Falicov 

(2005) “strong sibling ties are stressed from a young age and throughout life. Kinship ties 

up to third and fourth uncles, and to cousins, often are close. Close friends of one‟s 

parents often are called uncle or aunt (p. 175).”  Overall, collectivism is valued more than 

individualism, which is more highly valued in American culture. Given these many traits, 

Mexican American culture is sometimes viewed as “clan-like”, incorporating and 
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extending membership to those both with familial and non-familial ties. A key example 

of this is typically seen with “padrinos” who are usually close friends or relatives of the 

family who serve as godparents to newly born youth. According to Moore & Pachon 

(1976), these types of formalized friendships show the significance that Mexican 

American culture places on family relationships. 

Another striking feature of Mexican American culture is their close ties to 

religion. Catholicism is the dominant religion among Mexican Americans and accounts 

for 90% of Mexican-Americans religious beliefs (Falicov, 2005). Because Catholicism is 

the most common religion with Mexican Americans, some have come to associate 

Catholicism with being Mexican. As pointed out by some by Macias (2006) some 

participants in his study believed people who were not actively practicing Catholicism 

were not being real Mexicans. Religion offers a form of support and strength for many 

Mexican Americans and continues to be a focal point in many families (Aoki, 2001). As 

stated by Moore and Pachon (1976) “as institutions, churches can serve to socialize 

values in childhood, to maintain a form of social control over values and conduct later in 

life, and for minorities, to mediate between the minorities and other institutions of the 

dominant system (p. 87).  

Adolescent Development 

According to Erikson (1963), adolescence is a time of “Identity versus Role 

Confusion”. During this time an adolescent typically struggles with the question “who am 

I?” Furthermore, feelings of belonging, and a common need in humanity, are believed to 

be more profound during adolescence (Adler, 1964), with perceptions of self-worth 
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largely centered on interpersonal relationships (Shaffer, 2005).  With such a high need for 

belonging, many youth begin to establish their “cliques” and “crowds”, which often are 

characterized by a select set of styles and behaviors that serve to form their distinct group 

identity. Cultural knowledge also becomes salient as adolescents use this knowledge in 

the understanding of their surroundings and those who live in it, making it a contributing 

factor in the selection of friends (Hsin-Chun Tsai, 2006). Additionally, individuals during 

late adolescence begin to redefine their construction of peer groups by using the 

characteristics and values of their peers (Damon & Lerner, 2008). This may signify a 

time in which the behaviors of others are scrutinized and examined in relation to their 

cultural identity.  Finally, interpersonal relationships play a critical role in development 

during adolescence and life course trajectories, with peer rejection associated with the 

development of psychological problems later in life (Lev-Wiesal & Nuttman-Shwartz, 

2006). 

Summary 

 Mexican Americans are one of the fastest growing minority groups in the U.S., 

yet are still underrepresented in professional jobs and educational achievement (Corral 

and Landrine, 2008). Additionally, Mexican Americans are at increased risk for 

developing health problems (Corral and Landrine, 2008), dropping out of school early 

(Planty, et al., 2008), mental health disorders (U.S. Department of Health and Human 

Services, 2001; Gonzalez et al., 2001; Sue & Chu, 2003; Cachelin et al., 2006; Crockett, 

et al. 2007), and drug use (Cherpitel et al., 2007). While many factors have been 
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attributed to the poorer outcomes experienced by Mexican Americans, the causes are still 

relatively unknown. 

 One area that has sought to capture the experiences of Mexican Americans has 

been in the acculturation literature. Acculturation deals with the intercultural processes 

that are experienced when one culture comes into contact with another. According to 

Berry et al. (2002), strategies are employed by immigrant group members during the 

acculturation process. However, the decision to use a particular strategy does not solely 

rely on the individual. Rather, the strategies chosen are largely affected by the dominant 

group‟s view in how people should assimilate and their acceptance of the particular 

immigrant group. In combination, these factors play a key role in whether an immigrant 

decides to accept or reject the culture of the dominant group. Regardless of the strategy 

chosen, all behaviors are susceptible to modification during acculturation. Immigrants 

also consider their cultural identities in relation to both cultures which largely determine 

the values they adopt. Berry et al. further states that stress may result from the 

acculturation process. This stress is largely derived from the nature of the intercultural 

contact. For example, stress from the acculturation process is affected by the dominant 

group‟s perception of the immigrant group, the acceptance of the minority group‟s 

culture, and extent of the dissimilarities between cultures. While much information has 

been obtained regarding the acculturation process, less focus has been given to later 

generation minorities and the within-group processes that affect the outcomes of 

minorities. 
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 While not specifically directed toward acculturation, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) 

proposed a thesis that sought to explain some of the within-group processes that were 

believed to account for the academic discrepancy between minority groups in the United 

States. Specifically, Fordham and Ogbu stated that involuntary minorities created an 

oppositional collective identity due to past mistreatments from White culture. Greater 

value was thus placed on their ethnic culture than mainstream White culture. As such, 

any behaviors that were perceived as White were rejected along with those from within 

their ethnic culture who adopted them. So the burden of acting White was characterized 

as minorities‟ decision in whether to engage in behaviors that were considered White.  

This dilemma placed minorities with additional stressors, regardless of what strategy was 

employed to address the burden. Taken together, this was used to explain the differences 

in the academic pursuit of involuntary minorities. While largely criticized for perceived 

shortcomings, the acting White thesis has generated new research that has shed light on 

the within-group processes that may help explain some of the poor outcomes seen in 

certain minority groups.  

 In regards to academics, most evidence suggests that the pursuit of education 

alone does not lead to accusations of acting White among same-ethnic peers; rather, only 

some behaviors that are conducive to academic performance may be perceived as acting 

White. More common, however, are accusations toward social behaviors such as 

language, dress, styles of music, “putting on airs”, and other behaviors (Carter, 2006). 

While accusations of acting White are not experienced by all members of a minority 

group, the topic is well-known and common. While prevalent, the burden of acting White 
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appears to be influenced by the structure and the racial makeup of schools and 

neighborhoods (Flores-Gonzalez, 2005). Furthermore, it is likely the oppositional 

collective identity described by Fordham and Ogbu is not experienced homogenously by 

all members of an ethnic group (Bergin and Cooks, 2002; Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 

1998) and may not be exclusive to academic settings. Rather, there appear to be 

variations in how members of an ethnic group interpret their collective identity and how 

members of how same-ethnic peers should act (Carter, 2006). Variations also exist in the 

strategies used to negotiate their social and school environments. These strategies appear 

to elicit different responses from their same-ethnic peers regarding the cultural 

appropriateness of their behavior. Another common occurrence is that most individuals 

who have been accused appeared distressed when discussing the subject matter and most 

had strong opinions on the subject.  

 While much research has been dedicated to the acting White thesis, most of the 

existing research has limited their studies to strictly testing the basic tenants of Fordham 

and Ogbu‟s thesis (Carter, 2006). As such, most testing has been dedicated to whether 

minorities resist education in order to avoid accusations of acting White and whether 

there is a loss of ethnic identity when pursuing education (Horvat & Lewis, 2003; Bergin 

& Cooks, 2002). Misinterpretations and later modifications of the CEM and acting White 

thesis have further complicated research (Ogbu, 2004). Due to narrowed approaches, 

research has largely failed to examine how minority members are expected to act in 

relation to their cultural standards and explore what strategies minorities‟ adopt to 

negotiate environments such as school and their social contexts. An additional setback 
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has been the lack of research dedicated to other potential negative outcomes to the 

pressures to conform to within-group cultural expectations and their relationship to the 

different strategies employed.      
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Proposed Research Study 

Statement of the Purpose 

 The purpose of this study is to examine the social pressures from within Mexican 

American adolescent peer groups to conform to within-group cultural expectations. This 

study will also explore how Mexican American youth negotiate their ethnic peer cultures 

and school environments. Potential psychological stressors related to accusations of 

“acting White” and the social pressures to conform to within-group cultural expectations 

will also explored. If differences in strategies among Mexican Americans exist in how 

they negotiate their environment, such as in prior studies (Berry et al. 2002; Carter, 2006; 

Fordham & Ogbu, 1986), efforts will be made to explore which group is associated with 

more pressures to conform or psychological stress. Additionally, this study seeks to better 

establish what behaviors are viewed by Mexican Americans as being a “real” Mexican 

and which behaviors are perceived as “Acting White”. Because research in these areas 

and with this ethnic group is limited, a qualitative approach was selected (Hammersley & 

Atkinson, 2007). However, due to some of the shared points of interest, this study will 

use the study conducted by Carter (2006) and the findings as a guide for investigation and 

analysis. Therefore, ethnography was selected for the method of analysis because of its 

long history of examining cultures, and its freedom to incorporate what has been learned 

in previous research and what you have experienced in the fields, meanwhile formulating 

hypotheses that are evident in the data. To better ensure interpretation that is based on the 

data, Theorizing (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993), an approach with many similarities to 

Grounded Theory, was selected. The hopes will be to better understand within-group 
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pressures to conform to cultural expectations utilizing these findings, in combination with 

the literature on acculturation and the burden of acting White. It is hoped with continued 

research in this area, a model can be created that incorporates both the intergroup and 

intragroup processes to better capture the experiences of Mexican Americans living in the 

United States and to push for reform to institutions, such as schools, which largely 

contribute to the negative outcomes seen in Mexican Americans.  

Research Questions and Expected Results 

 In qualitative research, broad research questions are constructed with the intention 

of guiding the research and the methods used to investigate the topic of interest. As the 

study progresses, research questions are sometimes modified with the ongoing analysis 

that takes place throughout the study. Thus, any themes discovered serve to redefine the 

research questions as the researcher becomes more familiar with the target population. 

Therefore, the research questions, as opposed to specific hypotheses, will serve to guide 

the study will be listed with the expected results.  

Research Question 1: Is there pressure from within Mexican American adolescent 

peer groups to conform to within-group cultural expectations?  

Some research has revealed that many minorities do experience pressures to 

conform to their within-group cultural expectations (Carter, 2006; Fordham & Ogbu, 

1986; Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Ford et al., 2008; Horvat & Lewis, 2003). This may stem 

from findings that individuals tend to hold their ethnicity in higher regard when 

compared to other ethnic groups (Phinney, & Ferguson, 1997). In addition, the possible 

existence of an oppositional collective identity among some minorities may contribute to 
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the pressures to conform to within-group cultural standards. In combination, these 

feelings may lead to the belief that one must conform to the behavioral standards of their 

ethnicity when in the presence of other same-ethnic minorities. Therefore, it is my belief 

that most Mexican Americans in this study will experience pressure to conform to the 

cultural standards of their same-ethnic peers.  

Research Question 2:  Do specific strategies exist in Mexican Americans to 

negotiate same-ethnic peer groups and school environments? If so, is one associated with 

more perceived psychological stress? 

According to recent research, various strategies are utilized by minorities in social 

and school contexts. Although the majority of research has been geared toward African 

Americans, Mexican American and other Latino ethnic groups have been explored. 

Findings with this population appear to have many similarities to the African American 

experience. Therefore, it is my belief that Mexican Americans will also display similar 

strategies among their same-ethnic peers and in their school contexts to the ones 

exhibited in Carter‟s (2006) study. It is my belief that all groups will experience pressures 

to conform, but variation will exist between strategy groups in perceived psychological 

stress. For example, as results suggest in Carter‟s (2006) study, the straddlers tended to 

fare best in negotiating their same-ethnic peer groups and school environments. 

Therefore, it is my belief that because they are able to sustain positive interactions with 

both their same-ethnic peers and with individuals from the mainstream culture, they are 

least likely to experience psychological stress.  For the noncompliant believers, it is 

believed that they may experience less stress resulting from their same-ethnic peers, due 
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to their higher conformity to their perceived “Mexican” culture.  In contrast, although 

most mainstreamers displayed higher achievement in Carter‟s (2006) study than the other 

groups identified, it appeared that they were most frequently targeted for not living up to 

the behavioral standards of their same-ethnic peers. Therefore, it is my belief that they 

will fare worst in terms of perceived psychological stress.  

Research Question 3: How should same-ethnic peers act? What behaviors are 

viewed by Mexican Americans as being a “real” Mexican? What behaviors are perceived 

as “acting White”? How do the perceptions differ between strategy groups?  

 It is believed that variation will exist in the construction of how same-ethnic peers 

should act with similarity to the findings seen by Carter, (2006). Specifically, I believe 

that the non-compliant believers will be more rigid in their definitions of appropriate and 

inappropriate behavior, while the designation of appropriate  and inappropriate behaviors 

among the straddlers and mainstreamers will be more flexible, with the latter displaying 

the most flexibility. In terms of behaviors related to being a real Mexican and acting 

White, it is believed that the behaviors identified will largely resemble those found in 

several studies of the burden of acting White. More precisely, it is believed that the 

behaviors identified will be related to language, dress, racial makeup of friends, and 

putting on airs. 
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Method 

Participants 

 Participants in this study will include both male and female students, aged 15-18 

years old, ranging from 10
th

 to 12
th
 grade. All participants will be of Mexican descent. 

Only Mexican Americans who are second-generation or above will be included in this 

study. Participants will be recruited at a local Central Texas school district.  

Participation in this study will consist of up to a one and a half hour semi-

structured interview with no follow-up. Due to the nature of qualitative research, the 

exact number of participants needed cannot be predetermined. According to Hatch 

(2002), the number of participants is largely determined by the nature of analysis and the 

questions being asked. Additionally, LeCompte and Preissle (1993) note that “data 

collection in any study usually ends because time, energy, funds, and forbearance have 

been exhausted rather than because the sources of information have been depleted (p. 

235).” As such, the number of participants will be determined on the aforementioned 

factors. Selection of participants in qualitative studies is guided by the research questions 

and with the purpose of obtaining a representative sample (Natashi & Schensul, 2005). 

Therefore, participants will be selected based on their outcomes of the Brief 

Acculturation Scale for Mexican American-II (Brief ARSMA-II) measure. The 

investigator will select individuals who represent the all categories of the Brief ARSMA-

II to accurately capture all measured Mexican American acculturative styles. It is 

presumed that the selection of participants with different acculturative styles will make 

the sample more representative and elicit different responses from their same-ethnic 

peers. However, it is not known how the participants will vary according to their 
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acculturative styles. Therefore, modification of the selection criteria may be required 

during the study. As stated by LeCompte and Preissle (1993): 

although some phenomena can be identified and characterized as being salient 

prior to entering the field, many others emerge only as the fieldwork proceeds. 

Consequently, selection in ethnographic research is a developmental, ad hoc 

procedure rather than an a priori parameter of research design (p. 66).  

Therefore, selection of participants will be modified if the procedures used at the 

beginning of the study prove unfit for the themes that emerge. The age range of the 

participants was chosen because of the relationship of the challenges adolescents 

experience to the present study. For example, many youth during this time are exposed to 

individuals from a variety of cultures through schooling.  This exposure requires the 

interaction of youth and the formation of strategies to effectively navigate through their 

environments.   

Approval by Human Subjects Committee 

 Before conducting the study, approval for the study will be obtained from the 

Department Review Committee in the Department of educational Psychology and the 

Institutional Review Board of the University of Texas. This study will be conducted in 

compliance with the ethical standards of research published by the American 

Psychological Association as well as the ethical standards set forth by the University of 

Texas. 
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Approval by the School District 

A proposal for this study will be presented to the superintendent of the Central 

Texas school district and to the principal of the individual school where the study will be 

conducted. The investigator will then meet with all teachers to answer any questions or 

concerns they might have about the study. 

Recruitment of Participants 

 After permission is obtained from the superintendent of the school district, fliers 

(See Appendix B) regarding the study will be given to teachers to handout to their 

students. Along with the fliers, the letter to the parents (See Appendix C), demographics 

questionnaire (See Appendix D), the Brief Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican 

Americans-II (See Appendix E), and both consent (See Appendix F) and assent (See 

Appendix G) forms will be provided for only those interested in participating. All 

participants who return all forms and questionnaires will be contacted to coordinate a 

potential interview date and time, as well as to answer any potential questions or 

concerns. All participants selected to participate in the study will receive financial 

compensation. 

Demographic Information 

 The youth participating in the study will be asked to complete a brief 

demographic questionnaire. Participants will be asked to provide their name, age, grade, 

preferred racial/ethnic identity, generational status, estimated GPA, and future aspirations 

(i.e. college, technical school, type of work, etc…). 
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Measure 

 The Brief Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II (Brief-ARSMA-

II; Cuellar, 2004) is a self-report measure that is designed to assess acculturation using 

either the linear model of acculturation or the multidimensional model of acculturation as 

proposed by Berry (1980).  The brief version is derived from the 30 item original 

ARSMA-II (Cuellar, Arnold, & Maldonado, 1995). The Brief-ARSMA-II is available in 

both English and Spanish. The ARSMA-II consists of a 12 item scale, with responses in a 

Likert-type format. Of the 12 statements, 6 are related to the Anglo Orientation Scale 

(AOS) and 6 are related to the Mexican Orientated Scale (MOS). Responses on the Brief 

ARSMA-II range from 1 (not at all) to 5 (almost always). The Brief ARSMA-II is able to 

The Brief-ARSMA-II was normed on 2, 422 Latino adolescents aged 12-19 in grades 7 

through 12. Coefficient alpha was reported by Cuellar (2004) to be .91 on the MOS and 

.79 on the AOS.  

Interviews 

 Semi-structured interviews will be conducted at the school of the participants. 

Participants will be recorded for a period of up to one and a half hours. Each interview 

will be audio-recorded. Effort will be made so the names of the participants are not be 

used during the interview. However, labeling of the audio tapes will be done with the use 

of pseudonyms to protect the identity of the participants. The interview will be guided 

from a list of questions (See Appendix H) designed to elicit information regarding the 

research questions. However, there will be flexibility in the adherence to these questions 

so that unexpected themes or other useful information can be obtained. Following the 
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initial interview, questions will be reviewed and modified to address any potential 

shortcomings or new areas of interest. 
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Data Analysis  

Coding and Analysis 

 Data analysis and interpretation in ethnography begins even before the researcher 

has begun to collect data and continues up until report writing (Hammersley & Atkinson, 

2007).  All information gathered throughout the study is used to refine the research 

questions and to direct analysis. Therefore, the researcher will continually review the 

purpose of the study and the original questions posed in the beginning. This process 

serves to guide the analysis and inform the researcher of the direction the study is taking. 

To analyze the data, the researcher study will rely on methods described by LeCompte 

and Preissle (1993)  termed Theorizing. This method has four components: 1) Perception, 

2) Comparing, Contrasting, Aggregating, and Ordering, 3) Establishing Linkages and 

Relationships, and 4) Speculation. To analyze the data, the researcher will transcribe all 

audio-taped interviews for use in coding. 

  In the initial phase of data analysis, perception, the researcher will begins by 

establishing units of analysis. These units serve to organize the material into “chunks” 

without considering their meaning. Establishing units of analysis is also useful in guiding 

the collection of data by keeping the researcher focused on certain behaviors pertinent to 

the phenomenon being studied. To accomplish this task, the researcher will read the 

transcripts and all available data to search for broad concepts and units of analysis 

pertaining to the research questions. As recommended by LeCompte and Presisle (1993), 

notes will be taken throughout reading the transcript and an outline will be constructed to 

note regularities. The regularities exhibited by the participants will serve to assist in the 

development of broad categories or Domains in the next phase.  
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In the second phase of analysis, comparing, contrasting, aggregating, and 

ordering, the researcher will begin constructing classificatory schemes which serve to 

construct descriptions of the culture being studied and to organize the data. These 

descriptions allow researchers to construct categories of the data. The constructed 

categories are then compared with other categories and the essential features or properties 

of the category assist in constructing an abstract definition of the category. After 

categories have been constructed, the similarities and differences among categories are 

noted. This allows groups that are inherently similar to be merged together and all 

categories to be refined. Additionally, the knowledge obtained from this process allows 

for the development of subcategories which can be used to create a categorized hierarchy. 

It should be noted that during this phase, categories can be constructed based solely on 

what is present in the data, or may be formed based on previous research. In regards to 

the present study, the strategies discovered by Carter (2006) will serve as the initial 

categories used to examine and differentiate the strategies used. However, if new patterns 

or previously unidentified groups emerge that are in contrast to what Carter found, new 

categorizations or modifications of the existing categories will be formulated based on 

the new findings. 

 In the third phase of data analysis, establishing linkages and relationships, 

relationships and associations are sought between the categories or constructs. According 

to LeCompte & Preissle (1993), “discovering connections and confirming relationships 

among individuals as well as classes of constructs involves establishing the time order 

among incidents and making inferences as to how incidents are associated, covary, or 
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cause one another to occur (p. 246).” It is during this phase that the researcher seeks to 

explain the phenomenon of interest by inductively constructing hypotheses and 

continually testing them in the field until a hypothesis is formed that is grounded in the 

data (LeCompte & Preissle, 1993). 

 In the last phase, speculation, the researcher goes one step further from forming 

the hypothesis to explaining the data. This step goes beyond just looking at the data for 

the answers, and instead utilizes the information in combination with what has been 

learned from prior research. In doing so, the researcher makes hypotheses on what will 

happen next or how relationships between the data are formed or are constructed. These 

hypotheses, which seek to explain or predict, emerge throughout the course of the study 

and are continually tested until they firmly grounded. 

Researcher’s Role 

 In qualitative research, the researcher serves as the primary instrument in data 

collection. With such an extensive role, it is important to disclose the information 

regarding the personal values, assumptions, and biases prior to conduction the study 

(Creswell, 2003). I am a 29 year-old Mexican American male who was raised in a 

predominately Mexican American neighborhood in San Antonio, Texas. Having attended 

schools with majority Mexican American populations, I was able to witness several 

instances of pressures to conform to the cultural standards of same-ethnic peers. Several 

instances were also observed in which individuals were accused of acting White for 

displaying behaviors that were perceived as being uncommon to Mexican American 

culture. Therefore, the possibility exists for potential bias in the interpretation of the data.  
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Limitations 

 The current study will utilize a semi-structured interview, demographic 

information, and a measure of acculturation as the main sources of data for analysis. 

Therefore, a potential limitation of the study may be the overreliance of self-report data. 

Another potential limitation, given the focus of the questioning, may be the possibility 

that the participants will provide responses that are meant to please the examiner. While 

the intention of the study is explore pressures to conform to same-ethnic cultural 

standards and examine the strategies employed by Mexican Americans in school and 

social contexts, it is likely that the results will not generalize to the Mexican American 

population as a whole due to the concentration of participants in one geographic location. 

Finally, it is possible that there may be bias from the participants who volunteered, as 

interest in participating in the study may represent the salience of the topic to those who 

volunteer. 
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Appendix A 

Cultural Ecological Model (Ogbu, 2008) 
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Appendix B 

Participant Flyer 

(DRAFT) 

 

Want to Earn $20.00? 
 

What do I need to do? Complete two questionnaires and participate in a one-on-one 

interview. 

 

 

What is it about? This study will investigate whether students feel the need to act certain 

ways because of their cultural background. 

 

Who will I have to talk to? This study and the interview are being conducted by Roger J. 

Olivarri, Jr., a doctoral student at the University of Texas at Austin 

 

 

Will my information be shared with my school? All information gathered will not be 

shared with your school and your names will be erased from any information provided. 

 

 

What do I need to do to participate? Tell your teacher that you are interested and she will 

provide you with forms for you to have signed. You will also be asked to complete two 

brief questionnaires. 

 

Is this mandatory? No, you may withdraw from the study at any time.  

 

 

When will I get paid? You will only be paid $20.00 if you are selected to participate in 

the interview and you will receive the money once the interview is completed.   
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Appendix C 

Letter to Parents (Draft) 

 

Dear Parents,  

 

 

Your child is being asked to participate in a study that will investigate social pressures to 

conform to within-group cultural expectations. This study will be conducted by Roger J. 

Olivarri, Jr., a doctoral student in School Psychology at the University of Texas. Your 

child‟s participation is entirely voluntary and you or your child can withdraw consent to 

participate at any time. Participation in this study is not a requirement of your child‟s 

school. For participating in this study, your child will receive $20.00. 

 

If you allow your child to participate in this study, he/she will be asked to complete two 

questionnaires along with an interview that may last up to one and a half hours. The 

interviews will take place in your child‟s school at a time that does not interfere with their 

schooling. The purpose of the questionnaires is to obtain demographic information (age, 

sex, grade, ethnicity, generational status, academic performance, and future aspirations) 

and to learn more about your child‟s acculturation style. The interview will focus on what 

strategies your child uses to navigate a multi-cultural world and whether they feel 

pressured to conform to the cultural expectations of their same-ethnic peers. Additionally, 

questions will be asked regarding what behaviors and values are specifically associated 

with their culture. The interview will be audio-taped and later transcribed to allow for 

analysis of the data. 

 

Although the researcher will make every effort to ensure there is minimal risk 

participating in the study, there are some potential concerns and risks. Due to the subject 

of interest, your child will be discussing information that can be stressful. Therefore, your 

child can decline to participate in the study at any time during the study. To protect your 

child‟s identity, your child‟s name, when used in the interview and on questionnaires, 

will be replaced with a pseudonym.  All audio-taped interviews will be destroyed upon 

being transcribed. Your decision to allow your child to participate in this study will not 

influence current or future relationships with your child‟s school or with the University of 

Texas at Austin. If you have any questions or concerns regarding your child‟s 

participation in this study, please feel free to contact me by phone at 512-358-4353 or via 

email at rolivarri@mail.utexas.edu 

 

Sincerely, 

 

Roger J. Olivarri, Jr. 

Doctoral Student in School Psychology 

The University of Texas at Austin 
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Appendix D 

Demographics Questionnaire (Draft) 

 

Instructions: You are being asked to provide some personal information regarding 

your background and school experience. Your answers will assist the researcher in 

selecting individuals to participate in the study. No identifying information you 

provide will be shared with anyone outside the research group. Please fill out each 

question below. 

1. My full name is __________________________ 

 

2. Current age ______________________________ 

 

3. What grade are you in?  _____________________ 

 

4. What is your ethnicity? _____________________ 

 

5. Where were you born? ______________________ 

 

6. What is your family‟s country of origin (i.e. Mexico, Cuba, Spain, etc…)? 

_________________________________________ 

 

7. Were any of your parents born in another country?  

 

(Circle your response)  YES       NO 

 

a. If yes, which country? ____________________________      

 

 

Please circle the most accurate response. 

 

8. What is your estimated Grade Point Average (GPA)? 

a. 4.0-3.5 

b. 3.4-3.0 

c. 2.9-2.5 

d. 2.4 or below 

 

9. What grades do you usually get for your classes? 

a. Mostly A‟s 

b. Mostly B‟s 
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c. Mostly C‟s 

d. Mostly D‟s 

e. Mostly F‟s 

 

10. What are your plans for the future? 

a. Drop out and get a GED 

b. Get a high school diploma 

c. Go to a technical/trade school 

d. Go to community college 

e. Go to a 4-year University 
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Appendix E 

(Cuellar et al., 1995) 
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Appendix F 

Parental Consent Form 

 

 

 

________________________ 

Student‟s Name 

 

 

 

Please sign and print your name below. Your signature indicates that you have read the 

information provided regarding the purpose of the study and the potential risks, and agree 

to allow your child to participate. You may withdraw consent at any time. If you have 

any further questions or concerns, please contact Roger J. Olivarri, Jr. at the number or 

email provided.  

 

 

 

___ YES, I agree to let my child participate in your study. 

 

___ NO, I do not want my child to participate in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________   _________________ 

Signature of Parent or Legal Guardian   Date 

 

 

 

______________________________ 

Name of Parent or Legal Guardian 

(Please Print) 
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Appendix G 

Student Assent Form 

 

 

 

________________________ 

Name (Please Print) 

 

 

 

 

I have read the description of the study and I understand what participation in this study 

entails. I willingly agree to participate and I have also received permission from my 

parents to participate as well. I also understand that my participation in this study is 

voluntary and I can withdraw my consent at any time.   

 

 

 

___ YES, I agree to participate in your study. 

 

___ NO, I do not wish to participate in this study. 

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________   _________________ 

Signature of Student      Date 
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Appendix H 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions (Draft) 

Introductory Questions 

 How do you describe yourself? Your family? Your friends? 

 What are your future goals? What might prevent you from achieving those goals? 

 What is it like to be a student at your school? 

 How do students get along at your school? Are there any problems between 

groups of students? 

“Real” Mexican American Behaviors  

 What does it mean to be Mexican American? If someone is a Mexican American, 

what does that mean about them, or in what ways can you tell they are Mexican 

American?  

 Do your friends consider some people to be more Mexican than others? If so, 

why?  

 How do you think you are supposed to behave as a Mexican American? 

 If someone is acting in a way that would be considered unacceptable among 

Mexican Americans, what would that person be doing? In what ways might a 

Mexican American show disrespect or disregard for customary Mexican 

American behaviors? 

Pressure to Conform 

 Do you ever feel as though you are expected to act a certain way because you are 

Mexican American? Which people in your life gave you that impression? Close 

family or friends? Teachers? If not you, has a friend of yours had this experience? 

 In your family, are there expectations related to your ethnic background, to how 

you should act? How about with your friends? 

 In what ways do you think members of your ethnicity expect you to act a certain 

way as opposed to non-members? 

 Have you ever accused anyone of not being a real Mexican? What was that person 

doing, or what happened to prompt you to say that? 

 Do you ever feel like you will be viewed negatively by people from your same 

ethnicity for trying to pursue your goals?  

 Do you think less of people who do not act in a way that is not common among 

Mexican Americans?  
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 What are your views on whether a person speaks Spanish or not, someone 

Mexican American?  

o Do you consider someone less Mexican if they do not know Spanish?  

o Do you feel like people of your ethnicity try to see how well you speak 

Spanish?  

 Do you feel like Mexican Americans should associate with people from their own 

race?  

 Do any Mexican American students in your school tease other Mexican 

Americans in your school? If so, why do they tease them?  

 Do you feel like people try to judge you for how Mexican you are?  

 Do you have friends that are of different ethnicities? Do you ever get teased 

because of it?  

 If you were to hang out only with White friends, do you think you it would bother 

other Mexican American students?  

Perceived Stress 

 Do you ever feel uncomfortable when you are around people of your own 

ethnicity?  

 Do you ever feel uncomfortable when you are around people outside of your own 

race?  

 If you have ever been accused of not acting White? How did it make you feel?  

 How would it make you feel if you were ever accused of acting White?  

 In general, what upsets you most about how Mexican American students treat 

other Mexican Americans 

 How can Mexican Americans better support other Mexican Americans?  

 Do you feel like you are betraying your culture if you act in ways that are not 

common among Mexican Americans?  

 Do you feel like being Mexican American limits your ability to be successful in 

life?  

Different Strategies 

 Do you feel like you have to act a certain way in your class to succeed that is 

different from how your friends expect you to act?  

 Do you feel like you have to act differently when you are around White people?  

 Do you ever feel like you have to act a certain way when around other Mexican 

Americans that is different from how you normally act?  
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 Do you feel like Mexican Americans need to become more Americanized in order 

to succeed?  

 Do you feel more Mexican or American?  

 “Acting White” 

 Are you familiar with what it means to act White? If yes, what does it mean?  

 Have you ever been accused of acting White?  

 Do you think you have to act a certain way in order to not be accused of acting 

White?  

 Do you feel like any students that you know try to act White?  

 Do you ever worry about not acting in certain ways so that others do not think you 

act like your White?  

 What behaviors are seen as belonging to White people?  

 Do you feel like people are betraying their race if they hang out with only White 

people?  

 Does the way you speak have anything to do with trying to act White?  

 Do you think it is seen as trying to act White when Mexican Americans pursue an 

education?  
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