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Student academic achievement is a collective effort of family, community, and school 

experience (Sloat, Makkonen, & Koehler, 2007).  However the biggest burden is placed on 

teachers who are assumed and expected to possess the skills, knowledge, caring, and 

commitment to students often without the appropriate support, resources and professional 

development.  With a focus on teacher development this work will listen to the voices of eight 

veteran educators from the Texas-Mexico border region and trace the steps in their formation and 

critical understandings of themselves and their professions to better diagnose students’ academic 

needs.  

The site of my study is in the southern-most part of the U.S.-Mexico border known as the 

Lower Rio Grande Valley of Texas (RGV).  This dynamic region of our country was occupied 

by immigrant settlers in the middle 1700s and has seen much socio-political and cultural change 

throughout the years.  Nucleus to the “browning of America” (Rodriguez, 2002), the 

demographic shift toward more ethnic/racial diversity, and in particular the ascent of Latinos as 

the largest minority in the country, the Border and its teachers provide key insights regarding 

effective ways to educate Latino children because they have served this community the longest.    
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This study is a synthesis of historical sociology and cultural anthropology inquiries based 

on applied research method of interviews with Border educators.  It includes: ethnographic and 

historical data, and testimonios, or critically documented histories, that address views on 

educational reform intended to foster academic success among Latino students.  

Latinos have become the nation’s largest majority at 16.3% of the population. The 

growth trend is also evident in Texas with a 37.6% and 90.4% for the RGV (Census, 2010). The 

correlation between poverty and educational attainment places this population at a significant 

disadvantage in the nation as well as in the RGV.  Some observers have expressed concern that 

Latinos will represent the majority of the population by 2040 as the “poorer, less educated, and 

productive” (Jillson, 2012, p. xiii).  My work challenges this conceptual relationship between 

poverty and school failure by focusing on a region where the student body has historically been 

predominantly Latino and economically disadvantaged with a 32.6% poverty rate compared to a 

national figure of 11.3% (Census, 2010).   

My findings on the epistemic value of identity demonstrated through my Spotlight 

Identity (SI) framework, support the notion that aligning students with teachers of similar 

experiential and cultural backgrounds positively impacts academic achievement and that, 

generally speaking, these affinities improve relations with families and allow for teachers to 

better understand the academic and personal challenges that the students are facing.  My 

constructivist analysis suggests that academic success can be achieved, regardless of economic 

impediments when communities, schools, educators, and families work collaboratively with a 

child-centered approach.  For participants in the study, barriers such as low socioeconomic (SES) 

were not seen as germane to student academic success when all the elements in their 

“educational equation” were in place.  Academic success—construed by participants as 
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significant student yearly progress, meeting grade level requirements, and high school 

completion—can be achieved, regardless of social and economic factors, when communities, 

schools, educators, and families work together through child-centered efforts and mediated 

through “critical bicultural education” (Darder, 1991).  
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INTRODUCTION 
 

A Journey Home 
 
 

A typical Texas summer day, smoldering weather well into the triple digits and I’m in the 

middle of a five-hour drive down Highway 281 heading home to the RGV.  In a long stretch of 

road where San Antonio’s Tejano KXTN fades and the Border norteño radio stations pick up 

with accordion rhythms, my soul is lifted and I become that young careless girl that once danced 

to that regional sound.  I sing loudly, throwing in some instinctual intermittent gritos that 

gradually encourage my three kids to drop their electronic entertainment and join in the fun.  The 

family criterion for good gritos is simple: visible, corporal, and heightened heartfelt vocal 

emotion, lengthy enough to extend beyond a single breath and most importantly, a strong ending, 

con ganas!  Unbeknownst to them, mom’s parody softens painful realities She will soon be 

forced to confront about granddad’s weakening health.  We proceed singing Puño de tierra, 

performing its carpe diem message a-la-Ramón Ayala y sus Bravos del Norte.  Meanwhile in the 

background and a bit confused, Diego, my nine-year-old son pauses to say, “You’re not 

supposed to cry when you sing mom.”   

 Positioning my pain against the equally challenging tapestry of history and especially the 

unbecoming interpretations of Mexican identity by observers like Octavio Paz, I find myself 

settling into additional feelings of loss.  If Paz was correct, because I am a woman and burdened 

by the original sin—not the Christian, but the Mexican one—I am even inherently vulnerable to 

suffering.  Suffering is therefore synonymous with being both a woman and Mexican.  Not even 

gritos will help me transcend the “labyrinth of solitude,” the concomitant feeling of a loss of 

identity as I confront the passing of dad.  But instead of submerging myself into such a 

“existential labyrinth,” I reminisce on the inspiring words that my wise friend, Caddo nation 
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elder, Thompson Williams once shared, that “the only way to heal from emotions such as pain is 

through our tears; we must cry to heal; we must heal to express love.”  I am convinced that gritos 

as much as tears heal my pain. I cannot find strength unless I heal.   

 “I cry but I’m really happy, happy to go home!” I reassure Diego giving him a grin through 

the rearview mirror.   

 My travels to South Texas in the last two years, 2010 and 2011, have been split between 

attending to my elderly father’s care and conducting my doctoral research. Girding against 

feelings of disappointed, that long stretch of road from Austin to the Border mentally prepares 

me to deal with disheartening situations of my father’s health and the many hardships that my 

family and other Border residents have been facing lately. Although Border communities may 

have become accustomed to the violence on both sides of the international line, in the last five 

years brutal narco-violence and bi-national political and social turmoil have disrupted the lives of 

many Border families such as mine.  

 At that precise moment and in my state of mind, I re-imagine the trajectory of my life and 

construct a vision of the Border woman I have become.  

I begin my narrative in the Mágico Valle del Río Grande where I was born and raised. I 

am the heiress of early Duval County Tejanos, Mexican settlers of Texas, who became the legal 

subjects of the United States when this country waged wars against Mexico in 1835-36 and 

1846-48 and took approximately one-half of Mexico’s territory —including the Mexican 

ancestral lands along the Rio Grande River—to create the American Southwest and incorporate 

Mexicans as a marginalized bottom segment of the American working class and a racially 

defined ethnic community. I am the daughter of more recent undocumented immigrants who left 

behind family, security and dignity with the aspirations of finding better opportunities for their 
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daughters. I am the daughter of a Mexican boleador (bootblack) in the 1930s’ who became a 

World War II bracero (contract worker from Mexico) and a mother who worked as a field 

laborer and as an assembly worker in an asbestos-polluted fábrica (maquiladora/factory) who 

dodged the cancer bullet for eighteen years and secured an academic scholarship for me.  I am 

the ignominious pariente mojada (wetback relative) and because of that, the hidden shame of the 

elite ex-mayor of the border town of Reynosa, Tamaulipas.  I am the curious teen cutting school 

to cross over al otro lado (the other Mexican side) for liberties and explorations that might have 

rendered her a perdida (perverse/‘lost’).  My offspring are English-speaking, mexicanos 

americanizados (Americanized Mexicans) who struggle to communicate with their grandparents 

and pronounce the common ethnic foods found in our hybridized menu. The mother, educator, 

and feminist in me reclaims her Border, a fertile ground where people nurture strength, 

sister/brotherhood and a sense of compromiso, or deep commitment by critical pedagogues to 

synthesize student experience with academic content to nurture classroom knowledge, that is 

gradually reconceptualizing our being and desired existence.      

I have a clear understanding of my cultural, social, and political Border identity. Living 

within the margins of society as a brown-skinned Latina has not always worked to my advantage, 

but as a “border crosser” I have managed to secure a life of professional accomplishments and to 

surround myself with family and love.  

I pull into my parent’s driveway prepared to help mom tend to dad who is now bed 

ridden. Our roles have now switched and it is my turn to protect and care for him, a natural 

progression in life as the Border woman that he raised is now comforting him and loving him, 

still finding strength in those strong hands of his as I lift him into my arms to tell him: “Dad, I’m 

home.”  (Field notes, June 12, 2011). 

Early 1990s. Dad, Guadalupe Villarreal and I 
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This dissertation applies a critical reflexive narrative format drawn from field notes, 

observational data, multi and social media, and scholarly work.  It integrates ethnographic 

techniques and theoretical and historic content and reflects the diversity of voices of the U.S.-

Mexico border.  

The site of my study is the RGV, a region that has seen much socio-political and cultural 

change throughout the years. Its incorporation of the region into the larger national and regional 

economies involved international conflicts and the massive transfer of land away from Mexican 

hands in the Mexican ceded territory, which became the American Southwest.  Economic 

development in places like the RGV involved the further marginalization of Mexicans and the 

establishment of a racially defined class structure.  The rapid industrialization and globalization 

of the region’s economy has spelled economic and social change.  This geopolitical zone 

connects a first world with a rich, yet developing country.  Nonetheless, for residents on either 

side of the Border, embracing social, cultural, and linguistic dichotomies is the means to 

everyday survival and prosperity.   

This study will rely on historical sociology and cultural anthropology, applying methods 

such as interviews with Border educators in a professional development context.  Participants 

were selected on the basis of a Spotlight Identity framework that I developed in order to facilitate 

the analysis of the paths individuals take as they strategically claim relevant social categories and 

experiences to construct an identity that validates cultural knowledge often overlooked in 

traditional research and educational reform initiatives.  Thus, the SI Framework draws from the 

postpositivists theory of identity and claims that the recognition of the social categories that 

constitute an individual’s social location, holds greater epistemic value therefore giving 

individuals a certain ‘epistemic privilege’ and knowledge about fundamental aspects of our 
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society.  By drawing from ethnographic and historic data; oral history; testimonios by 

participants and myself; and current data on student poverty and academic achievement I seek 

knowledge that can inform educational reform initiative that will foster more academic success 

opportunities for Latinos.   

In light of the changing demographics, ensuring that Latino families at a national level 

receive appropriate educational support is more important than ever.  Latinos are the largest 

minority in the nation and Texas. They represent 90.4% of the RGV population. Their 

educational standing, however, is less impressive. This is due to its diversity, which includes 

significant and relatively higher number of foreign born and recent immigrant individuals. While 

most of the data dismisses this diversity and uncritically relies on statistics alone, my study will 

break down some of the many layers in this population’s identity, history, and social conditions 

to propose more effective ways of meeting their educational needs.  I intend to show how 

identity correlates to achievement by relying on the Spotlight Identity framework and answer: 

What impact do experiences have on participants’ social and personal identities?           

Not surprisingly, a further comparison with national and state data in educational 

attainment places Latinos at a disadvantage.  In 2009, 76.8% of Latinos graduated from high 

school in the country compared to 93.8% and 87.1% of Whites and Blacks respectively (U.S. 

DOE, 2011).  While the 2010 national and state percentages of high school graduates were 85.6 

and 80.7, the RGV had 58.5%.  When you consider other social barriers such as poverty, more 

hindrances surface. According to the NCES, in 2009, the high school dropout rate of students 

living in low-income families was about five times greater than the rate of their peers from high-

income families (7.4 percent vs. 1.4 percent).  My work challenges this conceptual relationship 

between poverty and school failure by focusing on a region where the student body is 
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predominantly Latino and economically disadvantaged with a 32.6% poverty rate compared to a 

national figure of 11.3% (Census, 2010). 

Although research and public sentiment on the educational advancement and professional 

success of Latinos has focused on the community’s “deficiencies” (high dropout rates, teen 

pregnancies and poverty; low academic achievement, literacy, higher education enrollment; 

exhausting the nation’s social services, etc.), this dissertation will emphasize how a careful 

consideration of public education in the RGV and its socio-cultural structure composed of 

diverse multigenerational, often foreign born recent immigrant communities may have 

implications on how Latinos in the United States should be educated.  Despite the educational 

challenges that they face, Latinos in the RGV graduate at a higher rate than their counterparts, 

nationally, under the same national and state public education policies and standards.  I pursued 

these kids’ veteran teachers and relied on their identities and knowledge of their professions and 

communities to explain how they are able to meet the academic, linguistic and social needs of 

their students.  

Chapter 1 introduces the study with its conceptual underpinnings, guiding research 

questions and educational reform intent.  In Chapter 2, I detail the history and socio-cultural 

foundations in the making of the RGV.  I chronicle the establishment of this region with 

individuals that have subversively contested political borders and conspicuously established 

social and cultural borderlines since the sixteenth century.  I propose a Spotlight Identity (SI) 

framework to identify those borderlines.  In this study, SI is a research approach for selecting 

participants and demonstrating the significance of relying on critically-established identities to 

inform research and pedagogy.  
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The chapter then offers a critical consideration and rethinking of the “Border” versus 

“borderlands” schools of thought.  I propose their separation as belonging in distinct paradigms. 

A review of the literature in Chapter 3 demonstrates how this work builds on current social 

reform efforts against poverty and theories in the fields of educational policy, bilingual education 

and critical pedagogy to suggest a collaborative effort between and individual obligations of the 

communities, families, educators, and schools in mitigating the effects of social barriers in the 

education of children.  This sets the stage for the introduction of the “educational equation” 

presented in the final chapter that reflects the participants’ model for academic success.  

Mediated through the principals of “critical bicultural education” (Darder, 1991), the educational 

equation engages communities, schools, educators, and families in collaborative child-centered 

efforts to meet the basic, linguistic, and academic needs of children.  

Chapter 4 addresses the research design and methodology, with an introduction of the 

comadrazo method proposed as a culturally relevant alternative to focus group interviews that 

offers possibilities for participatory action efforts.  Chapter 5 introduces the Border teachers that 

serve as participants, their stories, and contributions in education.  I analyze the individual and 

focus group interview/comadrazo data, including views by the educator participants on 

pedagogy, bilingual education, and English Language Learners (ELLs).  I offer the findings, 

conclusions and implications in Chapter 6 with suggestions for future research in meeting the 

academic needs of this nation’s increasing diverse student population.  Lastly, I frame my study 

in the context of the intertexual and personally inspired, sociopolitical framework of “I am 

Joaquín, Rewritten.” 
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CHAPTER 1: THE STUDY 

 

1.1 Introduction 

So what Ms. Hernández is telling her readers is that this program preaches hate and encourages 
murder. That’s what this dishonest woman is doing...So Hernández doesn’t know what she’s 

talking about. I suspect she got her information from some smear website….  “Talking Points” 
realizes American journalism is disintegrating quickly... Left wing ideologues like Ms. 

Hernández, who has a master’s degree from California Berkeley, are running wild with hateful 
invectives on an almost daily basis. But for Hernández to write a column this vile is beyond the  

pale. There's no excuse for thati. 
 

-Bill O’Reilley, The O’Reilley Factor, Oct. 19, 2005 
 

Macarena del Rocío Hernández, a Dallas Morning News reporter and close friend, 

reported on the 2005 murders of six Mexican immigrants in Georgia.  She blamed, in part, the 

anti immigrant sentiment reflected in programs such as The O’Reilley Factor for fueling hateful 

views of such vulnerable populations.  Bill O’Reilley reacted with defaming views of Hernández 

and a challenge for her to attend his program. Refusing to feed into the hateful anti-Latino 

rhetoric, Macarena turned down all requests to confront O’Reilley.  

Hernandez’s story reflects the current condition of Latinos who continuously confront 

silencing attempts regardless of their social economic status, educational achievements and 

government interventions. The experiences and voices of Latinos, recent immigrants or 

established public figures, help us understand the fundamental aspects of how our society 

operates as it confronts the increasing national racial/ethnic diversity.  No doubt Hernandez, just 

as many individuals of color in the country, can effectively confront xenophobia and transform it 

into opportunities to educate others about their existence as the largest minority in the nation. In 

fact, many have made it their life’s work of centering ethnic minorities and women of color in 

literary production (Alarcón, 2003) and educational research projects.  My study sustains those 
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efforts by scholars in feminist, educational policy and cultural/ethnic studies, mainly as it 

exposes and challenges deficit-informed research and pedagogy by offering alternative research 

methods, teacher professional development, and collaborative social and political efforts 

grounded in the experiential knowledge of women and individuals of color.  More specifically, 

this work centers the knowledge, experiences, and perspectives of eight educators with over 100 

years of collective experience serving communities in the RGV to suggest how their established 

identities serve as counter mechanisms against deficit thinking and subtractive schooling 

(Valencia, 2010, Valenzuela, 1999).  Their critically-constructed identities will furthermore serve 

as methodological, pedagogical, and theoretical agents implicated in this study’s social and 

educational reform proposals based on evidence gathered here in. 

My research setting in the RGV reveals how this dynamic region can help us understand 

the progression of the foreseeable “browning of America”—that is, the growing Latino 

population in our country, and be able to better serve the needs of this diverse community.  

I provide data drawn from Border educators in support of culturally relevant teaching and 

professional development.  Although ongoing professional development must always be 

available in support of professional growth, I suggest a further analysis of alternative “teaching 

skills” such as compromiso and authentic care that are nurtured outside of the professional 

setting that may be as effective against subtractive schooling practices (Valenzuela, 1999).  My 

constructivist analysis in the context of the Texas border suggests that academic success can be 

achieved, regardless of social and economic factors, when communities, schools, and families 

work together through child-centered efforts and with critical bicultural education (Darder, 

1991).  
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1.2 Conceptual Underpinnings for the Study  

Student academic achievement is a collective effort involving family, community, and 

schools (Sloat, Makkonen, & Koehler, 2007). However the biggest burden is placed on teachers 

who are assumed and expected to possess the skills, knowledge, caring, and commitment to 

students, often without the appropriate support, resources and professional development.   

With a focus on teacher development, this work embraces critical bicultural education 

(instructional method), critical constructivist (epistemology) and additive schooling, critical 

pedagogy that maintain race, class, gender, culture, and language as central to teacher 

preparation (Darder, 1991; Valenzuela, 1999, 2002; Bartlett & Garcia, 2011; Rivera & Nieto, 

1993).  Critical constructivist pedagogy furthermore encourages educators and administrators to 

challenge old models of pre-service and in-service training and allows them to take greater 

responsibility for student learning (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 67-68).  Ongoing in teachers’ 

professional development and critical bicultural practices (Darder, 1991) is the understanding of 

“how schools can prepare students to be informed citizens, nurture a civic imagination or teach 

them to be self-reflective about public issues and the world in which they live” (Giroux, 1992, 

Online).   

The Texas border includes larger districts of lower family socioeconomic status levels 

and less experienced teachers, a profile that tends to translate into lower student achievement 

(Sloat, Makkonen, & Koehler, 2007).  In an effort to impact educational policy, this study 

addresses this relationship. With a focus on the formation of critical educators, we can trace the 

steps she takes to develop a critical understanding of herself and her world, to reach reliable, 

objective knowledge (Moya, 2002, p. 60) and gain essential skills to better diagnose her 
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students’ academic needs, talents and personal concerns capable of designing more customized 

and caring experiences for them (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 69).     

Valenzuela (2002) reminds us that teacher education and teaching need to be evaluated in 

terms of their commitment to the communities they serve.  

To move in this direction, every single practitioner needs to possess the intellectual 
capital that enables him or her to distinguish between teaching that is culturally relevant 
and politically aware and that which is culturally subtractive and politically unaware (p. 
235) 
 

Through a focus on culturally relevant and politically aware teaching, I emphasize the 

significance of critically conscious individuals serving as Border teachers.  As they unveil some 

of the historic cultural and social hegemonic forces that exist in educational settings, as well as 

the Border milieu, they will explore their compromiso (deep commitment) that extends beyond 

the classroom walls into spaces throughout the community they serve.   

I examine the path towards the professional growth and development of compromiso of 

eight Border female educators. Compromiso is defined as an effort by critical pedagogues to 

synthesize student experience with academic content to nurture classroom knowledge and 

maintain the cultural value of both formal schooling and community cultural knowledge attained 

through educación (Delgado Bernal, 2001; Elenes et. al., 2001; Elenes, 2001; Valenzuela, 1999). 

Educación functions as the moral, social and personal responsibility of the individual that also 

serves as the foundation for all other learning (Valenzuela, 1999, p. 23).  A primary argument in 

my work is that quality, rigorous education in schools and households exists in the RGV 

communities and that its many manifestations can be traced to the cultural traditions of 

educación and compromiso.  My attempt is to connect community-based practices with theory in 

a way that no matter what teachers claim as their ethnic/racial identity or what philosophies of 

education they might embrace, their instructional practices are modeled on additive schooling 
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and critical bicultural education.  Given the social barriers to student’s academic achievement in 

the RGV, I emphasize how forms of critical bicultural education represent alternative and 

effective education models. 

Females served as participants in this study because of their relatively higher rates of 

representation relative to males in K-12 classrooms.  This selection also serves the feminist and 

critical constructivist aim to recognize women of color as “agents of knowledge” in educational 

transformation and leadership.  I additionally draw from feminist and borderlands/Border 

theories (Elenes, 2003).  My claim is that the compromiso the participants maintain, as critical 

pedagogues, lead to critical (René Antrop-González & Anthony de Jesús, 2006; Rosalie Rolón-

Dow, 2005; Rosemary Gonzalez, 2008;	  Nieto, 2008) and “authentic care” (Valenzuela, 1999) for 

their students and it plays a significant role in meeting the challenges by Chicana feminist 

scholars as they urge educators to apply pedagogies of consejos (advice from cultural elders), 

respeto (cultural expectation of respect) and educación (formal and informal education) with a 

focus on the home, the familia, and cultura (Elenes, Gonzalez, Delgado Bernal, & Villenas, 

2001).  I attempt to translate theory with a viable empirical study (Hurtado, 2003) as a means to 

counter traditional deficit-informed paradigms that often distort or omit the experiences and 

knowledge of Chicanas (Delgado-Bernal, 1998; Moya, 2002).  

The study is partly based on individual and small group interviews of female educators 

who addressed educational reform, Latino identity, patriarchy, social relations, Border 

experiences in the schools and bilingual education.  I recruited two acquaintances as participants 

and they in turn invited a few of their friends who they believed would benefit from and 

contribute to the project.  Of the twenty individuals that joined our group informally, only eight 
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served as official participants and were asked to partake in the extended professional 

development module and testimonial writing project.  

My claim is that my selected individual and group interview methods and professional 

development space relying on testimonial writing with a group of Latina critical educators offer 

opportunities for collective realization, transformation, and where “different possibilities and 

theories of pedagogy, epistemology, and education-indeed mujer-centered articulations of 

teaching and learning,” (Delgado Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, & Villenas, 2006) exist and may also 

be nurtured and sustained.  Similar to The Latina feminist group (2001), my research pursued a 

collective testimonial project with educators to critically unveil shared and individual 

experiences and document stories with an intended objective to retrieve, reconstruct and recover 

histories, understand identity formation, and inform pedagogy.  

 

1.3 Statement of the Problem  

My research is due in part to my own compromiso as a Border teacher to contribute to 

educational reform that will benefit all children but especially those that continue to face social 

and economic barriers against their academic achievement.  In light of the changing 

demographics with Latinos increasing in number, ensuring that this community receives 

appropriate educational support is more important than ever.  My study builds on those efforts to 

reform educational practices and institutions to better serve this increasing national ethnic/racial 

diversity and foster academic success opportunities for Latinos nationwide.  My research 

suggests that we can meet the personal and academic needs of this population by relying on the 

critical experiential knowledge of educators who have successfully served this community.  
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I apply a decolonizing framework (Smith, 2005) by deconstructing Western scholarship 

by identifying teaching practices of critical Border educators with ethnographic methods, a 

constructive epistemology, methodology, and a critical paradigm that will counter deficit-

informed research.  I explore the many possibilities that the Border offers individuals who are 

willing and able to capitalize on its social, cultural, linguistic, geopolitical worth to advance 

opportunities for bilingualism and transnationalism.  With that intent, I employ a critical 

paradigm and a constructivist epistemology to ethnographic methodology of observations, field 

notes, and individual and group interviews.  By building on the postpositivist, realist theoretical 

framework of identity (Moya, 2002), I develop the Spotlight Identity (SI) framework to 

demonstrate the epistemic value of relying on critically developed identities to inform research 

and pedagogy.  The postpositivist, realist claim to objectivity is merely in their denial of 

subjectivity which they link to ambiguity, confusion –that is, a deconstruction of a reality that is 

not useful for tackling oppression confronted by people of marginalized status.  I propose the 

term, “Border,” as a social identity category that allows for a critical understanding of 

positionality in research that cultivates agency for Border residents.  I demonstrate how the 

participants in the study that are critical Border teachers possess the dispositions (Mercado, 

2012) and skills that encourage the students to access, capitalize, and build on their funds of 

knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, & Amanti, 2005) both in and outside the classroom.  Generalizing 

the notion of social and academic “border crossing” as proposed by Giroux’s border pedagogy 

and critical bicultural education to a larger national landscape will make up my final proposed 

reform idea.  It suggests instructional research-based methods, programs, curriculum and 

professional development that focus on serving our nation’s diverse and poor communities.   
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During the process of my ethnographic observations and analysis via field note 

documentation, I weaved my own oral history, my very own testimonio.  Russel y Rodríguez 

(2007) has strategized the use of the testimonio’s multi-functionality as a way to move the 

researcher beyond ethnographic self-reflexivity and be applied as a method to explore the 

dynamic expressions of Chicana feminists (2007).  I relied on reflexivity, Chicana feminist 

epistemology, and testimonial process as my epistemic database.   

 

1.4 Significance of the Study 

Teachers confront the biggest burdens when it comes to meeting the academic needs of 

students.  They are assumed and expected to possess the skills, knowledge, care, and 

commitment to students often without the appropriate support, resources and professional 

development.  With a focus on teacher development, I share their perspectives obtained during 

multiple formal and informal encounters during individual and group interviews, comadrazo get-

togethers and professional development (PD) meetings.  

The encounters and PDs did not serve as “treatments” where participants were expected 

to learn and apply the content and demonstrate professional and student academic progress.  I 

was neither the objective ethnographer-interpreting, phenomenon nor an educational trainer in 

quest of ‘enlightening’ and ‘educating’ teachers.  I organized and actively engage in this group 

with professional development and action research objectives to understand the attitudes and 

pedagogy practiced by effective educators.  Although I connected, built trust, listened and 

worked alongside the participants in the course of the study, I had to adjust to their level of 

comfort to maintain their interest and involvement.  I accomplished the original intent to nurture 

trusting sacred spaces (Soto, Cervantes-Soon, Villarreal, & Campos, 2009).  However, I was not 
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fully successful in my subsequent intention to get buy-in from all participants to engage in the 

“professional development” project once the intimate bond was secured.  That is, once 

participants shared their stories and connected comfortably with one another that by no means 

guaranteed an interest in formal work in the writing of the testimonios.  This is why I had to 

modify my methods to accomplish the additional goal of writing and publishing testimonial 

histories.  I did this by offering the “writing training” via Skype rather than encouraging 

participants to join in the larger professional development group.  Of the eight participants, all 

welcomed both individual and group encounters for interviews and especially informal get-

togethers however, only four expressed any interest on the structured project that I had 

envisioned and one opted to receive the “lesson” individually via Skype through the Internet.   

I managed to blur the boundaries between the professional and personal relationships to 

access a maximum level of interest, participation, commitment, and comradery.  The participants 

and I also honed our writing skills and constructed knowledge on experiences, the teaching 

profession, education, the Border culture and history, family, feminism and political 

consciousness.   We drew on each other’s stories and accessed our unique perspective as Latinas 

through our “cultural intuition” as we built on “our personal experience to include collective 

experience and community memory” (Delgado-Bernal, 1998).  

The connection between participants was accomplished by aligning relevant social categories 

(gender, profession, generation, critical consciousness).  I accomplished this screening of 

participants with the SI framework by asking them to self identify important categories in their 

social location, that is, their identities.  This method helped fulfill additional objectives to 

maintain a level comfortable to share critical insights and develop trusting relationships with one 

another including the researcher.  These relationships made it possible to meet critical 
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constructivist goals and advance the discourses towards “narrative identities,” that is, personal 

stories that became politically enabling of social transformation or serve as “strategies of 

containment that locate difference in close epistemological discourse” (McLaren, 1997, p. 89).   

This work serves as evidence that the women in this study possess an epistemic privilege 

given their acquired knowledge − gained by their own experiences living on the Border − about 

how the “fundamental aspects of (their) society (such as race, class, gender, and sexuality) 

operate to sustain matrices of power” (Moya, 2002, p. 38).  The encounters reinforced 

recognition of this privilege in a way that participants’ critical and possibly oppositional views 

were pursued over the objectivity, compliance, and consensus typically practiced in professional 

spaces and structured focus group interviews. Participants valued critical perspectives, discourse 

and narratives and connected personal experiences and beliefs to the professional objectives of 

developing writing; narrating personal stories; critically examine identity and social location, 

examine critical pedagogy, document Border history, etc.   

 

1.5 Research Questions 

This work applies qualitative methods of inquiry to examine the living condition of 

Border individuals and evaluate the current standing of Border education.  Data on poverty and 

education performance measures will be presented to demonstrate that on the basis of national 

comparisons and key indicators families along the Border live in poverty and bear the burden of 

other social barriers at disproportionate rates.  On the other hand, data will demonstrate how the 

Texas border graduates Latinos at higher rates than other districts throughout the country.  The 

following guiding research questions were designed to meet the objectives of the study.   

1. What impact do experiences have on participants’ social and personal identities?           
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a. How do issues of sexism, patriarchy and class relations shape south Texas veteran 
Border teachers’ attitudes and behaviors in their homes, community, and schools? 

2. What value added knowledge do we gain from testimonios in how to maximize the 

professional development of teachers from the south Texas border?  

3. How can we best approach professional development for critical pedagogy? 

My intentions are to take the answers to these questions and satisfy two additional goals, which 

intend to: 1. Accomplish a feminist research project that would center women as key knowers 

and creators of knowledge in a study of educational practice and Border culture and history, and 

2. Explore unconventional professional development spaces different from traditional 

transmissive methods. 

 

1.6 Significance of the Study 

Twenty years after Anzaldúa’s Borderlands/La Frontera (1987), scholarly work relevant 

to the Border has contested grand narratives and proposed alternatives that defy national histories 

(Oliver-Rotger, 2004), positivistic deficit-informed research methodology, subtractive classroom 

practice and racist public sentiment. This work is offered as a counter endeavor against practices 

and perspectives that oppresses and silences the epistemologies and experiential knowledge of 

Latinos.  My study contributes to the efforts in social and educational reform intended to better 

serve the academic needs of Latino children.   

The participants in this study were critical educators that pursued life-changing pedagogy 

for social transformation and cultivation of student intellect (Darder, 1991; Kincheloe, 2005). 

While current work in educational reform advocates for professional development that 

emphasizes social and cultural awareness and sensitivity, this study reveals how those ‘teaching 

skills’ that heavily impact, and are thus essential to the education of Latinos may be nurtured 
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outside of the professional setting and embody the Latino cultural perspectives and practices of 

compromiso, which is an engagement that recognizes that classroom knowledge is the synthesis 

of academic knowledge and students’ identities.  Compromiso is the culturally aligned critical 

constructivism, an epistemological stance that recognizes the social constructive nature and 

strength in classroom knowledge production.  My findings support the notion that aligning 

students with teachers of similar backgrounds improved their academic potential.  Building on 

theoretical concepts of heightened Latino/a consciousness of “la Facultad” (Anzaldua, 1987) and 

“cultural intuition” (Delgado-Bernal, 1998), compromiso often advances progressive thinking to 

action.  That is, they stimulate a postmodern subjectivist deconstruction of truths perceived by 

those who live within the margins of society towards a critical materialization of human survival 

and prosperity.  Educators in this study unveiled effective and resourceful culturally-relevant 

teaching methods and the importance of moving beyond ‘knowing’ and caring for students to 

suggest that the most effective teaching method maintains unconditional, unlimited access to the 

students’ extended social and cultural milieu.  

                                                
i Hernandez’s counter column: http://afrolatindiaspora.tribe.net/thread/5614434f-b64d-4ab8-
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CHAPTER 2:  THE U.S-MEXICO BORDER 

 
2.1 Introduction 

This chapter addresses the history of the RGV contextualized through historical 

sociology, theory and political consciousness.  I chronicle the establishment of this region with 

individuals who have subversively contested political borders and conspicuously established 

social and cultural borderlines since the sixteenth century.  I propose a Spotlight Identity (SI) 

Framework to identify those borderlines.  The SI identity framework is applied to meet 

pedagogical, theoretical, methodological, and social justice objectives and to demonstrate the 

significance of relying on critically constructed (as opposed to essentialist or objectivist) 

identities to inform research and pedagogy.  The chapter also offers a critical consideration and 

rethinking of the Border/borderlands Schools of Thought.  I propose their separation as 

belonging in distinct paradigms mainly to advance the many academic fields that have sought its 

application.  The historical data provided at the beginning frames the study in the context of a 

community with a racial diversity that precedes the rest of the nation.  It also validates the notion 

that when we know our history, we build a more informed sense of our selves and construct 

better possibilities for our future.  

  First, I begin with a personal reflection on my own identity derived from field notes and 

make claims to the importance of applying the direct teaching of identity formation to our youth.  

 

2.2 A Rebirth 

   Living on the border, where the landscape itself holds so much pain, 
I will continue to look for ways to create a history that heals. 

Yolanda Chávez-Leyva (2003) 
 



 

21 

As with other idealized memories of dad of earlier years, that last time I sat by his 

bedside in November of 2011at the McAllen hospital remains elusive.  My memory fails me and 

I must write to preserve our history, as painful as it may be.  That day, his entire left side 

paralyzed, his blank stare made me wonder exactly what he would have wanted, needed from me 

and if that stark silence was hurting him as much as the deep hole in his back the size of a soccer 

ball, the result of the surgical debridement to remove his pressure ulcers. After all, he was a 

Villarreal!  All the Villarreales I know pride themselves on being talkative, extremely social and 

of course hard working, traits that oftentimes compromised one another especially when meeting 

tight deadlines on jobs with and for good friends as was often the case with dad and his best 

friend and business partner of forty years Beto.  Silence scares us as much as unemployment or 

underemployment, which is why most of my intimate conversations with him were about how to 

pursue better, more profitable and fulfilling jobs.  Trabajar duro (working hard) always, no 

matter how successful your company became or how high a status you attained, you must always 

work hard, that’s it, if nothing else!  Working hard, as opposed to working just “smart” will 

secure a good living and it keeps you living.  El retiro (retirement) in his view meant a true 

departure from life, which is why he avoided it as long as he could until his dementia disabled 

him the last year of his life (Field notes, November 11, 2011). 

I could get lost in mindless laborious hard work during those very difficult times.  

Writing, however, was almost impossible.  I did not intend to produce narratives in their most 

glum and attenuated form.  I became the expiatory victim of circumstance; everything without 

his strength became harsh, so difficult.  

Despite dad’s dual citizenship and yearly property tax contributions, Mexico’s IMSS 

(Social Security Agency) denied him benefits unless he went personally to their offices.  With 



 

22 

the Mexican government’s failure to subdue the narco-violence along the border and dad’s 

physical inability to make the 1-hour treacherous drive to his home in the state of Nuevo León, it 

was impossible to collect his monthly pension.  My hatred for Mexico grew stronger!  After all, 

She had now kicked and kept us out twice.  If only I could shed my race in a pre-Columbian type 

of ritualized indigenous skinning of my brown exterior, my Spanish language I would disclaim 

that, too!  How did I, as a woman, daughter of immigrants ever hold such pride in my 

Mexicanidad if She had continuously let me down?  I had become culturally bastardized and not 

by choice.  

Dad passed away November 25, 2011. As painful as his loss has been, I began a process 

of reconciliation, a rebirth of sorts.  What I had known as my origin had revealed a profound 

depth. His passing, a clear natural sequence of the cycle of life rendered yet another unfortunate 

death tantamount to nothing short of tragic.  Joaquin Lunaii, a young high school senior whose 

suicide made national news died the same day as my father and he was buried just a few feet 

from him.  The letters he left for his family and teachers (one who is a participant in this study) 

revealed the motive behind his suicide—he had been unable to fulfill his dream to attend college 

and become an engineer due to his illegal status.  I thought about Joaquin and his unfulfilled 

dream as the mariachi band played one of dad’s favorite songs, “Los mandadosiii“ at the precise 

moment we buried him (Field notes, November 26, 2011).  

Crucé el Río Grande nadando  I crossed the Rio Grande swimming  
Sin importarme dos reales  Without a single worry 
Me echó la Migra pa' fuera  The border patrol kicked me out 
Y fuí a caer a Nogales   And I landed in Nogales 
Entré por otra frontera  I entered through another border 
Y que me avientan pa' Juárez.  And they throw me to Juarez. 
 
De ahí me fui a Tamaulipas  From there I left to Tamaulipas 
Y me colé por Laredo   And I snuck in through Laredo 
Me disfracé de gabacho  I dressed up as a White man 
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Y me pinté el pelo güero  And I dyed my hair blonde 
Y como no hablaba inglés  But because I didn’t speak English 
Que me retachan de nuevo.  They once again ditched me. 
 
La migra a mí me agarró  The border patrol caught me 
Trescientas veces digamos  About three hundred times 
Pero jamás me domó   But it never tamed me 
A mí me hizo los mandados  I just didn’t give a damn 
Los golpes que a mí me dio  Every blow that it gave me 
Se los cobré a sus paisanos…  I took it out on its countrymen… 
 

Aside from the mischievous and rebelliousness that epitomizes the genre and artist of this song, 

one can appreciate the reflected Mexicanidadiv, that national pride that expresses its people’s 

most characteristic traits of strength, resistance and hermeticism.  I wondered if and to what 

extent Joaquin’s family inculcated these aspects of Mexicanidad.  Who had failed to help him 

construct a vision of a future realized through strength and persistence?  What role would my 

study in the RGV with educators that teach significant high number of students in Joaquin’s 

situation serve to help these young students construct the many promising possibilities in their 

lives and future?  

I found value in my study as it focused on the critical formation of identity.  It was not 

until I confronted the passing of dad and Joaquin that my reliance on the study of identity took 

on a more profound and purposeful direction.  I realized at that moment that the teaching and 

guidance by educators and families of young children to critically establishes their identities with 

all the categories self-claimed or imposed by others must be a priority.  My SI framework 

initially intended to meet theoretical, pedagogical, and methodological objectives would now 

serve a social justice purpose and help students construct identities of hope and promise.  

I faced too many coincidences in the events that transpired between the last months of 

2011 and the beginning of 2012 not to have noticed the opportunity to make sense of it all in my 
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work.  How could I frame Dad’s passing during such a key moment in my life within my study 

on Border education and educational reform, Joaquin’s death reviving the national debate on 

immigration and the Dream Act, my good friend and research participant who served as 

Joaquin’s school’s lead counselor, and the failure of both neighboring nations to take ownership 

of their problemas compartidas (shared problems) with poverty, immigration and narco-violence 

among the most pressing.  Not to mention, the Republican presidential primaries with Mitt 

Romney, its lead contender, a wealthy elite with a family history and strong ties to Mexico yet 

hypocritically with a governing record of instituting severe anti-immigrant laws banning 

bilingual education and replacing it with English immersion programs and blocking all efforts 

towards immigration reform and providing a higher education for young dreamersv?   

 

2.3 The U.S.-Mexico Border 

 
 In this section I construct the study’s landscape through historic data and socio-political 

perspectives. I intend to provide the reader with an understanding of the social and cultural make 

up and binational relations that exist for those living in the RGV to give a perspective on the 

added complexities individuals confront as they develop, build their identities and flourish.  

 The U.S.-Mexico Border [see Map 2.3.1] is a 2,000-mile transnational area extending 

from the Pacific Ocean to the Gulf of Mexico. The region includes four U.S. and six Mexican 

states and fourteen sister or twin cities.  The region has endured extensive conflict since pre-

Columbian times. Most recently, since the mid 1900s continuing industrialization has resulted in 

environmental disasters, negative impacts on human health and the social infrastructure, and the 

diminishing skills of the work force in this area.    
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 The operation of North American maquiladoras, tourism, international trade, real estate 

and commercial development in the region has resulted in an out-of-control growth.  This has led 

to the industrialization and urbanization of already impoverished Border cities that cannot carry 

the burdens of such growth without the necessary infrastructure.  It is not surprising then that the 

Mexican border is now confronting the most severe cases of poverty and unemployment and its 

interconnected violence, the most violent brought upon by drug lords fighting for territory to 

control the important ports of entry for the drug and gun tradevi and human trafficking. This 

border narco war zone has claimed the lives of over 50,000 people since 2006.  The violence that 

has now bled over to the U.S. side and has led President Obama to financially support of the 

decision by the Mexican government to militarize Mexico, including the Mexican side of the 

Border.  This pandemic narco-violence has taken over and intimidated local authorities.  With 

these conditions, the gaps between social classes on each side of the Border and between nations 

is widening; and, lost within that painful space, are the most vulnerable, the less educated.  This 

Map 2.3.1: U.S.- Mexico Border Showing States and Twin Cities  
Source: Border 2012, Regional Workgroups 

 



 

26 

is why I sustain that Border individuals who witness and often suffer the consequences of this 

binational turmoil possess a valuable epistemological disposition, as sustained by the 

postpositivist, realist theorists, that can help reclaim history and transform the circumstances 

presently confronted by Latinos on the Border. 

 

2.3.1 Early Texas Settlements and Borderline Conflicts 

 The South Texas frontier has seen many transformations since the mid-16th century, 

with a number of boundary disputes involving Natives, Spain, France, Mexico and the United 

States.  Before Europeans entered Texas in the 1530s, over 40 different tribes of Indians resided 

in the region, each with its own distinct lifestyle and culture. The Texas Indians have a history 

dating back as many as 37,000 years ago.  Earlier tribes lived during the Paleoindian Era and 

were assumed to have come from Asia across the Bering Strait, a land bridge that is covered by 

the Bering Sea today from Siberia to Alaska (Smallwood, 2004, p. 8). Some like the Caddo 

settled in the Northeast as farmers; the Comanche traveled great distances to chase buffaloes; the 

village dweller Tiguas in El Paso; and the coastal and south occupied by tribal groups such as the 

Coahiltecas, Karankawas and Atakapan. Their existence has been traced through the subsequent 

prehistoric Archaic (8,000 BC- AD 800) and Woodland (100BC-AD800) Eras (Smallwood, 

2004).  

Meanwhile in southern regions in what became Mexico, Pre-Colombian native cultures 

were established as sedentary villages with villagers, cultivating crops and constructing among 

the most advanced civilizations throughout the Americas with the Mayas, Incas and Aztecs as 

the most documented with their stratified societies, trading networks, writing system, great 

pyramids, precise astronomy and mathematics. At the time of the Spanish Conquest in the early 
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16th Century, the Aztec empire dominated Mesoamerica, the ancient cultural region that extended 

from Central America to the American Southwest. It was after the Spanish colonization of the 

Americas that began from February 1519 to August 1521 that defines the beginning of the 

modern mestizo nation of mixed indigenous and European people and cultures. The pre-

Colombian land became New Spain and in less than 100 years after the conquest, the visceral 

government was fully developed and pre-Colombian culture completely obliterated, including 

villagers’ living structures, writings, and religions (Foster, 2009, p. 79).  

The Spanish expanded their jurisdictions to include what is now the United States 

southwest region. South Texas became part of the frontier province of Nuevo Santander that was 

occupied by few settlers from different backgrounds in search of land and wealth. Spanish and 

Mexican ranching families were encouraged to populate the region by the Spanish crown under 

count José de Escandón (Tijerina, 1999, p. xiii,).  In fact, many towns were founded not as towns 

but as family ranches. The Tejanos, were these original Mexican settlers of Texas. De Escandon 

founded five municipalities along the Rio Grande: Laredo, Guerrero, Mier, Camargo and 

Reynosa. In 1684, Spanish interest in Texas revived when Spaniards learned of a French 

settlement by Sieur de la Salle and sent off expeditions in search and defeat of the French enemy 

(Smallwood, 2004, p. 46).  

American settlers entered Texas in the 1790s with its first failed attempt to take it from 

Spain in 1800 by Philip Nolan and in 1819 by Dr. James Long of Mississippi.  In 1813, the 

Mexican revolutionary José Bernardo Gonzalez de Lara made another attempt but was too 

defeated (Smallwood, 2004, p. 71). Spain however confronted its own turmoil in its New Spain 

(Mexico) colony. In 1810 Father Miguel Hidalgo y Costilla, a Creole priest led the town of 
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Dolores, Guanajuato in a rebellion that would initiate the fight for Mexico’s independence which 

was eventually won from Spain in 1821.   

In much of Texas, the Comanche, Lipan, Apaches and Mescalero Apaches had control 

(Smallwood, 2004, p. 70).  Stephen F. Austin (Father of Texas), a son of a founder of a Texas 

Anglo colony and who initiated the first legal successful Texas colony, knew just as the Spanish 

and Mexican before him that they could not rid the territory of Indians (Foster, 2009, p. 124). 

Persistent conflict however between Indian tribes and with Europeans and Anglos as well as new 

diseases brought from foreigners for which the Natives had no immunity practically eradicated 

their population in the area and the surviving few, pushed west, across other northern states and 

Mexico. Their cultural vestiges in the region were nearly destroyed.  

The boundary lines were not clearly defined even after Mexico gained its independence 

from Spain.  It was during this time of political mayhem that border disputes brought upon 

violent confrontations between Mexican and new Anglo settlers.  In an attempt to prevent 

invasions from United States settlers, Mexico encouraged thousands to settle in the region. 

Settlers who brought slaves to fill the fertile lands and cultivate cotton, agreed to become 

Catholic and assume Mexican citizenship in exchange for cheap land grants and tax exemptions. 

With the increasing territorial threats and the failed assimilation into the Hispano culture as 

Anglo settlers maintained their English language and Protestant faith, Mexico closed its borders 

in 1830. It remained porous and could not deter the ambitious pioneers in pursuit of Manifest 

Destiny (Foster, 2009, p. 124).  Expansion nevertheless persisted despite the Mexican military’s 

protection of its borders.  Texas declared war and won its independence from Mexico in 1836, 

defeating the Mexican dictator Santa Anna and eventually was annexed as a U.S. state in 1845 

after the Mexican-American War.  
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The U.S. expanded its frontier with the signing of the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo 

(1848) which ended the U.S.-Mexico war with more than 960,000 square miles of land, 55% of 

its national territory, including what is today California, Arizona, New Mexico, Utah, Nevada, 

and parts of Colorado, Wyoming, Kansas, and Oklahoma in addition, all disputes over Texas and 

the disputed territory between Rio Grande and Rio Nueces were abandoned.vii  The peace treaty 

also established the Rio Grande as the southern boundary of the U.S. in Texas [see Map 2.2.1.1: 

Texas-Mexico Border] and set the provisions for the protection of the people and property in the 

ceded territory (Montejano, 1987, p.24,).  Five years later, the Gadsden Purchase established the 

creation of the current US–Mexico border.  All Mexicans still living in the disputed territory 

Picture 2.3.1.1: Texas-Mexico Border 
 
Source: Texas  
Department of 
State Health 
Services (2011) 
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became American citizens but retained their strong cultural and family links (Tijerina, viii, in 

Saenz, 1999), complicating Mexican-Anglo relations with the “hatreds and prejudices created by 

war” throughout the nineteenth century (Montejano, 1987, p. 25).  Some of these elements 

resulted in the dominion of the defeated by blatant social, cultural and political transformations 

but also a subtle evolution through a period of “bicultural” or “hybrid” generations to then a 

complete transition.  Some prominent Tejano families left the ceded territory to Mexico while 

others opted for interracial marriage.  Landed elites sought to protect their property through 

accommodations and even subordination to the new authorities and merchants but several others 

who lived along the Nueces region and border fought against the Anglo tyranny that often 

practiced unregulated methods to subdue, dominate and dispossess the landed elite (Cortina 

Wars, 1859-60 and 1873-75; El Paso “Salt War,” 1877; and El Plan de San Diego uprising, 

1915).  The Anglo-Mexican relations nonetheless were marked by tension as their unattained 

“rivalship of peace” remained unsettled due to conflict over land claims, access to water and 

natural resources, ownership of cattle and sheep (Montejano, 1987, p. 49).  

Emerging counter-historical records have document the conflicted Anglo-Mexican 

relations that speak to the political turmoil and social-cultural instability after Texas’ annexation 

largely dictated by Anglo, patriarchal supremacy.  Recent work by David Montejano (1987) and 

Emilio Zamora (1993, 2009) have reclaimed the history of Texas Mexicans who despite efforts 

against its flourishing as a cultural force, persevered through incessant struggle and cultural unity 

to mark its subsistence and significance in the making of the state. These histories and other 

Tejano and border scholarship have recognized that the existence of continuous yet ambiguous 

political, social, cultural, symbolic borderlines have kept the Mexican community marginalized 

and pushed into a state of instability and fragmentation.  This theory can be associated to the 
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recent debates on immigration policy with Latinos (legal or otherwise) being used as scapegoats 

to reveal national and international political mayhem.  According to Montejano, the absence of 

sociological memory is nowhere more evident than in the study of Mexican-Anglo ethnic 

relations in the Southwest (1987, p. 3).  This study further suggests that a focused study on 

Identity, Immigration, and Industrialization in the context of the Texas RGV can help remedy 

this national amnesia and diminish social barriers against the advancement of the education of 

Latino youth.  Through sociological history, the following sections will highlight the need for 

binational policy and agreements relevant to the immigration, industrialization and identity of the 

Texas-Mexico region and its residents.  

 

2.4 Border Immigration and Policy 

This section highlights U.S. immigration policy and international agreements between the 

U.S. and Mexico and their social, economic, and political implications.  The flow of people, 

often in both directions, makes the region a unique place to study immigration.  The U.S.-

Mexico border has been the point of entry for millions of immigrants into the U.S. for centuries. 

Some enter as tourists or nonimmigrant entrants (for work or school) while others come as 

refugees and asylum seekers.  The ones who make the illegal treacherous and clandestine 

odyssey confront the most extreme life threatening and humiliating challenges.  These challenges 

include Border Patrol agents and checkpoints, environmental threats, racial profiling and laws 

that have increasingly made them the scapegoats.  But most importantly, it is the most 

vulnerable, the close to 1 million children of undocumented immigrants who this study intends to 

speaks on behalf.  It is those Dream-Act eligible students who for the next two years, under 

President Obama’s latest executive order, will be protected from deportationviii that this study 
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strives to benefit as it examines the history of immigration policy and suggests immigration 

reform that serves the greater interests of the nation in relation to educational and social reform.   

Most immigrants in our nation manage to work through the long and complex 

naturalization process and are granted lawful stay.  In 2010, an estimated 12.6 million legal 

permanent residents (LPRs) were granted lawful residence in the country with 8.1 million 

eligible to naturalize (DHS, October 2011).   Mexico was the leading country of origin of the 

LPR population in 2010 with an estimated 3.3 million or 26 percent.  The next leading country 

was the Philippines (0.6 million), followed by People’s Republic of China (0.6 million), India 

(0.5 million), and the Dominican Republic (0.4 million) (DHS, October 2011). On the other 

hand, statistics for illegal immigration are calculated in a variety of methods through 

apprehension reports and national expenses such as costs associated with increased border 

security, detention centers, etc. Studies have also analyzed the relationship between the economy 

of the country of origin and illegal immigration patternsix. Currently, more than 2,000 

undocumented immigrants of various nationalities cross the U.S. - Mexico border every year 

(Archibold and Preston 2008, Karaim 2008). Although our nation had seen significant yearly 

increases in illegal immigration since the 1990s, from 2005-2010 however, it saw a 61% decline 

(from 1,189,000 in 2005 to 463,000 in 2010), which could be due to increased border security 

measures or the attraction of U.S. economic conditions (DHS, July 2011).   According to the 

DHS, border apprehensions in 2010 were at their lowest level since 1972. Ninety-seven percent 

of apprehensions by the Border Patrol occurred at the southwest border with Mexican nationals 

accounting for 87% (404,365) of all apprehensions followed by Honduras (13,580), El Salvador 

(13,723), and Guatemala (18,406) as the next leading countries.  
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It was not until 1891 that the U.S. established control of immigration through its federal 

Bureau of Immigration within the Treasury Department.  No longer left up to the states, 

immigration policies would be enforced by this federal agency. With Congress creating the 

national quota system to set immigration limits and the Border Patrol in 1924 to enforce national 

policy, no longer would entry into the country without inspection be allowed. In 1933 the U.S. 

government consolidated the separate immigration and naturalization functions in the 

Department of Labor, creating the Immigration and Naturalization Service (INS) but by 1940 

and with growing concerns about international tension and war, the INS is transferred to the U.S. 

Department of Justice (Sharp, 1998). 

The U.S. has historically allowed this legal flow of immigrant labor force when it most 

needs it but pushes for deportation once it is no longer required (Martinez & Hardwick, 2009) or 

the increased number of immigrants beyond set quotas is deemed an economic burden or “threat 

to national security.”  U.S. immigration policies adopted a “revolving door” approach after the 

economic recession in 1920-1922, a strategy that is applied when it serves political needs, such 

as in the Bracero Program and the more recent North American Free Trade Agreement 

(NAFTA).  

In 1942, the Emergency Farm Labor Program, better known as the Bracero (hired hand) 

Program was signed as a diplomatic agreement and set of regulated laws that offered temporary 

contract labor to make up for shortages in American farms and factories during the Second 

World War (Foster, 2009, p.196).  Mexico and the U.S. entered into the mutual supportive 

“Good Neighbor Policy” during the war years and with the leading support and monitoring of the 

Mexican Consulate and LULAC (leading Mexican civil rights organization) (Zamora, 2009, p.3). 

Fearing that its citizens would confront the same discrimination and deportation of the earlier 
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years during the American recession (Great Depression), Mexico’s President Avila Camacho 

intervened by officiating the Bracero Programs with a set of agreements that would protect and 

assist laborers in their host country.  In addition to and beyond the Bracero Program agreements, 

the Consular Agreement of 1942, the first of its kind, offered Mexican nationals protection of 

their rights as workers in the U.S. (Zamora, 2009, p. 72 & 73). By the late 1950s, more than 

400,000 seasonal braceros contributed to Mexico’s economy with their earnings sent back home 

to family. Despite the many documented abuses of, and discrimination against, braceros and 

protests by civil rights and farm worker movements, the Bracero Program was extended and 

operated until 1964. The revolving door policy was once again applied with the U.S. Border 

Patrol enforcing the deportation of 107,000–1.3 million Mexicans through the INS initiative 

“Operation Wetback” (1954) shortly after their arrival in the country legally as workers 

(Martinez & Hardwick, 2009).   

 The all-time illegal immigration apprehension record was 1,693,000 in 1986 

immediately preceding U.S. Congress passage of the Immigration Reform and Control Act 

(IRCA), which granted amnesty to illegal immigrants who could prove they had entered the U.S. 

before January 1, 1982 and had resided there continuously; establishes sanctions for employers 

of undocumented workers; made it illegal to knowingly hire an unauthorized immigrant; and it 

gave legal status to certain agricultural workers.  Provisions of the IRCA however lead some 

employers to discriminate against “foreign appearing” individuals resulting in the overall 

reduction of Hispanic employment (Lowell, Teachman, Jing, 1995; Massey, 2007).  Still, some 

opponents of this legislation that was signed by President Reagan (1981-89) criticized the fact 

that it granted amnesty to over 2.7 million individuals who were given a path to legal status.  
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President George H.W. Bush (1989-93) signed the Immigration Act of 1990.  It provided 

the most comprehensive change in legal immigration since 1965.  It increased the limits on 

lawful immigration to the United States by expanding the quota with an annual immigration 

ceiling raised to 700,000x.  It also increased the number of allowed visas from countries where 

the U.S. did not often grant visas.  The year 1996 was a busy year for immigration reform.  The 

Anti-Terrorism and Effective Death Penalty Act (also known as AEDPA) and the Illegal 

Immigration Reform and Immigrant Responsibility Act (IIRIRA) were established after the 1993 

bombing of the World Trade Center and the 1995 Oklahoma City bombing.xi  The IIRIRA stated 

that immigrants unlawfully present in the United States for 180 days but less than 365 days must 

remain outside the United States for three years unless they obtain a pardon.  If immigrants were 

in the country for 365 days or more, they must stay outside the United States for ten years unless 

they obtain a waiver.  If they return without the pardon, they would have to wait ten years before 

applying for a waiver.    

No other immigration measure has been as contentious as the physical border fence along 

the Southwest border intended to block entry pathways; its construction is yet to be 

accomplished.  Efforts on this Border fence construction were initiated during the Carter (1977-

81) Administration in1978 with a portion first built along the El Paso-Juarez border.  Initially 

referred to as the “tortilla curtain” and deemed a “stronger measure” to prevent illegal 

immigration (Martinez & Hardwick, 2009), the fence has been solidified and extended 

significantly throughout the years and its construction enhanced with high tech structures that 

include 10-foot iron parallel bars, solid cement walls, wiring and digital monitoring cameras.   

Some of the efforts in sustaining this Border fence have been fulfilled through immigration 

reform such as in the case of the following: the Immigration Reform and Control Act (1986), 
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a10-foot high wall built along 7 miles of the Border between San Diego and Tijuana in 1991 and 

expanded in 1996 with the passing of the Illegal Immigration Reform and Immigration 

Responsibility act; in 2002, INS buying land for the purpose of constructing a more extensive 

Border fence; the Secure Fence Act of 2006 for at least 850 miles of double fencing along the 

Border; the Consolidated Appropriations Act in 2008 to construct 370 fence miles to be 

completed in 2008  and which will include three hundred and seventy miles of pedestrian fencing 

and 300 miles of vehicle barriers will be constructed under these acts (Martinez & Hardwick, 

2009); and Obama’s final passage of a bill in September, 2006 that called for 700 miles of 

fencing.  Critics of this fence claim that it does not prevent crime from occurring along the 

Border; it simply shifts its location (Coronado and Orrenius 2007, Nevins 2003) which explains 

how more than 3,800 migrant death have occurred on the U.S.-Mexico Border since 1995 

(Martinez & Hardwick, 2009).  Recent studies have demonstrated that intensifying Border 

enforcement has resulted in increased migrant mortalities. Nonetheless, the U.S. HSD sustains 

that increasing Border patrol enforcement linewatch hours has led to a significant reduction in 

illegal crossings (November 2010).  

The importance and methods applied in securing the U.S.-Mexico border has turned to 

countless federal, state, and civilian efforts against illegal immigration.  Oftentimes security 

strategies compromise basic human rights and sacrifice federal statutes when civilians and/or 

state officials take matters into their own hands when they perceive the lack of federal support in 

securing the Border such as the case with the civilian-based Border immigration patrol force 

known as the Minute Menxii and the 2005 Texas Sheriff Coalition’s “Operation Linebacker.”  

Dating back to earlier years during the late 1800’s and before immigration was under federal 

jurisdiction the Texas Rangers were known to enforce state statutes to secure the Southwest 
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against unauthorized immigration and contraband, especially alcohol during the prohibition era. 

Prior to and after WWII, throughout the 90’s and after the 9-11 terrorist attacks, concern in 

regards to securing the Borders turned from commercial and labor to security interests prompting 

rigorous measures to increase Border Patrol agents and Coast Guards. President George W. Bush 

(2001-09) formed the U.S. Department of Homeland Security (DHS) in response to the 9-11 

attacks in 2002 with the signing of the Homeland Security Act and it merged the U.S. Patrol and 

Customs Service.  The DHS secures the nation’s air, land, and sea Borders and focuses its efforts 

on three interrelated goals: 1) effectively secure U.S. air, land, and sea points of entry; 2) 

safeguard and streamline lawful trade and travel; and 3) disrupt and dismantle transnational 

criminal and terrorist organizationsxiii.  In 2003, the U.S. Immigration and Customs Enforcement 

(ICE) was established as the largest investigative arm of the Department of Homeland Security 

with a mission to “promote homeland security and public safety through the criminal and civil 

enforcement of federal laws governing Border control, customs, trade, and immigration” devoted 

to its two principal operating components - Homeland Security Investigations (HSI) and 

Enforcement and Removal Operations (ERO). xiv  Of biggest subjected criticism have been ICE’s 

operations of their detention centers throughout the country where significant growing number of 

detainees have exhausted federal resources and their centers’ capacity.  Studies as well as civil 

and human rights and immigrant activist groups have pushed for a more humane operation of 

these centers by categorizing ICE arrests according to high and low-risk to avoid the detention of 

non-violent aliens and children.  This simple solution to detain more aliens should alleviate the 

growing inadequacy of these detention centers (Gryll, 2010-2011, p. 1215-1216). 

As we prepare for the next presidential elections with pressures for budget cuts and 

immigration reform, candidates frame their stance on immigration with what they believe will 
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better serve the current state of our nation and appeal to the larger voting majority.  Whether they 

support comprehensive reform with a path to legalization that would include learning English 

and paying fines, or building more fencing along the Border and cutthroat deportation, the 

country awaits for the next attempt at the long overdue remedy for the supposed immigration 

“problem.”   

If recent republican presidential candidates discussions on electrifying the Border fence 

and “voluntary deportation,” as well as Arizona’s banning of cultural studies programs and 

censuring of cultural literature are any indication of the direction of our country’s Latino 

sentiment, then many of the gains made by civil and equal rights movements will have been 

offset and to a great extent, regressed by at least one hundred years to the pre-Jim Crow era. 

What few leaders have considered as they take on political discussions and initiate national 

efforts against poverty, illegal immigration, drug trafficking, failing public schools in relation to 

the U.S. Latino population, is the role Mexico (and other Central and South America countries) 

plays in these fundamental “problemas compartidos” (Enciso, 2009, p. 17)– that is, their 

interdependence and obligation to the consequential “shared problems.”  Engaging these nations 

in the overall welfare of their compatriots residing in the U.S. should unquestionably be part of 

any reform attempt.  The following section will examine intergovernmental relations between the 

U.S. (specifically Texas) and Mexico to offer a perspicuous understanding of some of their 

problemas compartidos. 

 

2.5 Intergovernmental Relations and Problemas Compartidos  

While the U.S. maintains attempts to solidify its independence from Mexico through 

political means and botched attempts via the construction of a border fence, the following section 
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recognized the intergovernmental interdependence and shared problems between nations and 

further suggests joint “good neighbor” efforts as the most effective means of remedy.  This 

unique social and political interdependence is due to its shared history and extensive Border. As 

much as each nation holds its individual political, economic and social structures, culture and 

language, intergovernmental relations must be maintained and strengthened to address the shared 

problems that each confronts primarily in relation to poverty, immigration, the environment, 

development, commerce and trade, and all other associated concerns such as education, crime, 

employment, and human rights to name a few.   

No other time in the history of the U.S. and Mexico can demonstrate the complexity of 

their interdependence than the post World War II Industrialization era ―from the manifestations 

of capitalism with social stratification and work force, social and racial hierarchies (the 

internationalization of racial discrimination); modernization; revolving door immigration; bi- and 

transnationalism; economic and social development; globalization and trade; to household shifts; 

environmental concerns; protection against international threats and war; and political vigor. It 

was then that both nations were established as distinct yet technologically, politically, and 

economically flourishing.  

 

2.5.1 Border Drug Violence 

In February 2012 the Obama Administration released its proposed FY2013 National 

Budget designating $55 million for Mexico’s war against drugsxv ($114.0 million for Colombia), 

a confirmation of the national recognition of Mexico’s escalating drug violence as a problema 

compartido with cartels having presence in more than 1,000 American cities and relying on the 

Border as passage corridors of their drug trafficking which include marijuana, cocaine, heroin, 
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MDMA, and methamphetamines (U.S. Department of Justice, 2011).  Analysts and historians 

from both nations have attributed as much blame to the U.S. for Mexico’s escalating drug 

violence as its lead consumer.  This transnational illegal business has seen its most violent phase 

get played out during the Felipe Calderon presidency (2006-2012). In the last five years, 50,000 

deaths have been attributed to “Calderon’s war.”  In an attempt to earn the national trust after the 

contested elections that resulted in his questionable victory with suspicions of fraud, Calderon 

attempted what no other president before him had done, to eradicate the approximately $18 to 

$39 billionxvi a year (surpassing Mexico’s largest legal export, oil at $7.4 billion) illegal drug 

business by declaring a war on drugs.  His critics insist that he will stand as one of the nation’s 

top contributors to the bloodiest disasters in Mexico’s history with his absurd policies by calling 

for prohibitionism and the increased military and police persecution which leads to violence and 

results in great and dramatic failure, as in the case with the prohibition of alcohol by the U.S. 

(Encino, 2009).    

Throughout the history of Mexico’s agrarian production industry and especially during 

the first years of industrialization, land distribution and ownership went to larger corporations 

and wealthy farmers, not the ejidos.  This communal farming land belonging to Indian villages 

have received little to no federal aid while privately-owned, larger commercial farms took the 

larger profits from the handpicked more fertile and accessible production land that could supply 

the growing cities and export the capital of the nation (Foster, 2009, p. 199).  Still, for 

commercial local suppliers who for many years had been known to sow corn, found that it was 

no longer as affordable even with federal financing or as profitable and instead used their land 

for marijuana farming to supply the drug cartels (Osorno, 2010, p.120).  Osorno tells the story of 

Victor Cázares Gastelum, a top stockbreeder who, according to Mexico’s DEA, had the 
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indecency to use federal money in 2004 and 2005 from the Programa de Estímulos a la 

Productividad Ganadera de la Sagarpa given for the breeding of 600 bovine to instead cultivate 

and deal hundreds of tons of cocaine, marijuana, and methamphetamines from Venezuela and 

Colombia to the U.S. (2010).  

The remedy to such violence, many claim, is legalization with social support programs 

for prevention of drug use and abuse, drug treatment and rehabilitation.  Experts insist that 

Mexicans should focus on understanding and renouncing the problems associated with drug 

trafficking as a phenomenon so that once this criminalized world is understood, the nation can 

focus on rebuilding hope.  Rather than relying on expensive and violent military force and 

intelligence to bring down top narco capos and their cartels, experts insist that Mexicans would 

not fall victims to the narco-culture and drug violence if the nation offered more jobs and made 

available schools in distant and most needed areas, sport areas built, better communication, 

medical services, security and fight against extreme poverty and drive the national labor force” 

(Osorno, 2010, p. 26).  Paul Gootenberg, lead expert in the drug world, reports that according to 

the DEA, the Mexican Sinaloan cartel exceeded Medellin’s cocaine profit and by 2000, moved to 

“fully outflank the Colombians” (2011).  He attributes other factors to the Mexican dominion of 

the drug export to be the following: Mexico’s 1980s “lost decade” economic meltdown, the long 

death throes of the PRI, the transformation of Border towns like Juárez and Tijuana into 

sprawling metropolises of misery, and the boom of Border commerce with NAFTA. 

 

2.5.2 Poverty Along the Border 

Federal, State, and local governments maintain responsibility for binding international 

agreements, but not all are official nor do they only originate in Mexico City or Washington, 
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D.C.  President Roosevelt’s initiated the Good Neighbor Policy in 1934 as the official foreign 

policy, together with the reciprocal WWII Industrialization and bracero labor trade agreements. 

More recently, the North America Free Trade Agreement (1994) has sustained international 

exchanges to serve each nation’s needs, particularly commercial and labor. Texas accounts for 

50% of all Border crossings between the U.S. and Mexico.  Accordingly, the state has developed 

formal relationships with each of the four Mexican states on its Border (Sharp, 1996) and just 

recently, in 2004, Texas’ governor Rick Perry signed the Agreement for Regional Progress with 

the Mexican counterparts to renew its “commitment to always seek common ground, to maintain 

an open dialogue, and to work with one another to build a better tomorrow for all the people of 

Texas and Mexico” (Texas Secretary of State, 2004).  Some of the areas agreed to join efforts in 

are: economic development, the environment for a fauna, natural resources, mining and energy 

resources, education, science, technology, culture, security, Border links, health, agriculture, 

livestock, tourism, communications and transportation infrastructure.  Poverty, however, has yet 

to be mitigated despite the significant economic development as a result of strengthened 

international trade agreements.  The growing needs of the U.S.-Mexico border region are more 

extreme compared to the rest of the U.S., which is why international agreements must be 

sustained to tackle major problems associated with poverty such as unemployment, lack of 

quality healthcare and substandard housing and unsafe public drinking water or wastewater 

systems. 

 

2.5.3 Maquiladora Industry 

Since Industrialization transformed the Texas-Mexico region from primarily agrarian to 

heavily relying on the maquiladora industry—which until today is an integral part of the 
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economy and social structure of the Border—binational relations have established measures to 

maintain both nations’ economic growth, environmental and social well-being of its community 

and the continuous appeal of national and foreign corporate investors.  Maquilas are 

predominantly U.S. operations or subsidiaries but also with investments from Europe, Japan, 

Canada and Korea. These include the top multinational and U.S. companies such as General 

Motors, Zenith Electronics, Chrysler, General Electric, United Technologies, Ford Motors, and 

Baxter International that manufacture products such as automobile parts and assembly, 

electronics, appliances, textiles and clothing, and pharmaceuticals and medical supplies 

(Williams & Homedes, 2001).  Currently, the northern Border states of Tamaulipas, Coahuila, 

Chihuahua, Sonora and Baja California, three of which share Texas’ border, operates the greatest 

number of maquiladoras with approximately 2,062 which make up three quarters of all Mexican 

employers (77%); of all the laborers (77%), and maquiladoras (74%) (Comité Fronterizo de 

Obreros, June 2006).   

The Border Industrialization Program (B.I.P.) established industrialization along the 

Border.  The same year that the bracero program ended, this propelled the maquiladora industry 

that developed the Border regions and resulted in substantial increases in population.  This met 

with widespread appeal to American firms that relied heavily on a massive, inexpensive labor 

force for manufacturing goods. Currently, over 1.3 million Mexicans are employed in over 4,000 

maquilas or “twin industrial plants” that import materials and equipment for assembly or 

manufacturing and then “re-export” the assembled or manufactured product, back to the 

originating country. Primarily in Mexico, this industrial development was designed to: reduce 

Mexican unemployment, stimulate industrial development by attracting foreign investment, 

promote technology transfer, increase worker skills, improve Mexico's commercial deficit with 
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the U.S., and encourage U.S.-Mexico joint business ventures (Williams & Homedes, 2001).  The 

well being of regions such as the Rio Grande Valley in Texas is said to hinge upon the 

maquiladora industry which operates with its Mexican maquila in cities like Reynosa and 

Matamoros and its supply company on the U.S. sidexvii.  Thirty years after the creation of BIP, 

however, it has been difficult to consider the maquiladora industry a success.  Optimistic 

officials recognize their role in the Border emergent regional economies and relief of 

unemployment but critics claim that the working conditions, low wages, lack of investment in 

the region’s infrastructure, including schools, roads, water and wastewater treatments systems, 

housing, health and environmental programs have made them a detriment to the Border and that 

the economic benefits have been directed primarily to the owners and operators of the maquilas 

(Williams & Homedes, 2001).  

 

2.5.4 Pollution 

Despite an increasingly urban backdrop, the river in the Lower Rio Grande 
Valley provides a wildlife setting for an “exceptionally high number” of plant and 
animal species. As the river approaches its final destination in the Gulf of Mexico, 
the mix of salt water from the Gulf and fresh water from the river provides a 
setting for white shrimp, Atlantic croaker, blue crab, and flounder. Pouring into 
the Gulf through Boca Chica, the river makes wetlands and marshlands an idyllic 
home to more than 400 species of birds. (Sharp,1996).  

 
NAFTA and the maquiladora industry along the Border stimulated industrial growth, 

which brought on many environmental problems.  When agriculture mixes with commerce along 

the U.S. side of the river and the maquiladoras appear on the Mexican side with unregulated 

disposal of industrial waste with the lack of environmental infrastructure, pollution and 

associated health risks are inevitable.  History of pollution along the Border has occurred before 

the industrial growth, which is difficult to assess to what extent it has affected the area. 
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Since 1966, the U.S. and Mexico have established environmental protection initiatives. 

Its first, the Environmental Health Program was established under the joint operation of the U.S. 

Public Health Service and the Mexican Ministry of Health but ended in 1973 followed by the 

unsuccessful Border Environmental Cooperation Agreement (La Paz Agreement) in 1983 signed 

by Presidents Reagan and de la Madrid (Williams & Homedes, 2001).  Subsequently, NAFTA 

environmental agreements created three institutions –the Border Environment Cooperation 

Commission (BECC), the North American Development Bank (NADBank), and the Commission 

for Environmental Cooperation (CEC) which have helped develop environmental protection 

infrastructure primarily related to wastewater treatment and the management of sewage flows, as 

well as other pollution prevention of water and air. Other cooperative environmental protection 

efforts like those by the U.S. Section of the International Boundary and Water Commission 

(USIBWC) have generated studies and initiatives to ensure sanitation, water quality, and flood 

control in the Border region. In Texas, the Texas Commission on Environmental Quality 

(TCEQ) has been dedicated to protection the state’s human and natural resources since 1905 first 

with efforts to maintain clean water then clean air, the safe management of waste, protecting 

public health and conserving natural resources. In 2001, this official state environmental agency, 

no longer the Texas Natural Resource Conservation Commission, became the Texas Commission 

on Environmental Quality and together with its national counterpart, the U.S. Environmental 

Protection Agency (EPA), with which it share responsibilities to monitor environmental concerns 

and protection initiatives.  

The nation’s lack of planning for the anticipated industrial and population growth along 

the Border with underdeveloped infrastructures resulted in the stress of the environmental health 

system already overburdened with air and water pollution, waste management issues, and water 
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shortages (Williams & Homedes, 2001).  Both Mexico and the U.S. maintain high standards for 

environmental protection, however, poor compliance and a weak enforcement of those laws 

occurred due to the lack of resources for their enforcement.  Industrial pollution along with the 

effluents illegally being dumped into the rivers flowing from Mexico to the United States 

continued until national and binational efforts for the protection of health and natural resources 

were strengthened.  For years, before industrial development however, Border residents had 

struggled to deal with high levels of water contaminants like fecal coliform bacteria, pesticides, 

and salinity which were attributed to sewage lines, wastewater treatment plants, and runoff from 

city streets, farms, and dairies (Sharp, 1996).  With the recent establishment of federally, 

internationally, and state-funded agencies, there have been an increased number of inspections, 

enforcements of citations and penalties which have resulted in a number of closures and penalties 

of maquilas. 

Another instance of corporate neglect and environmental and human health disaster has 

yet to be resolved. In just a few miles away from the U.S.-Mexico border in Mission, Texas, one 

of the most tragic cases of environmental racism unfolded with a community that has been 

plagued by cancer and birth defects for decades, attributed to the operation of the Hayes-

Sammons pesticide-processing plant that later in the 1970s became the Helena Chemical 

Company.  This company first operated in the 1950s during the Border agricultural peak era and 

expanded factories throughout the U.S., along additional U.S. border towns and across the 

Mexican border city of Reynosa.  Data from testing from 1980 through 2005 consistently 

confirmed high levels of toxins in ground water and soil. In 2006, the EPA officially declared it a 

Superfund Sitexviii and was placed at the top of the National Priorities List (NPL) (Bogan, 2007). 

For almost ten years, community leaders, one who is a participant in this study, from the area and 
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activist fought for justice in hopes that the state and federal governments, as well as all the 

corporations responsible for the contamination, clean up the site, fund health treatment for all the 

affected families, and relocate all those still residing in the Superfund Site.  State efforts initiated 

a cleanup of a portion of the contaminated area and granted a small settlement (The Papers of 

South Texas, 2011) enough for a few medical treatments that were awarded to each of the 

litigants.  

2.5.5 Social Infrastructure  

Although in both the U.S. and Mexico, industrialization development is viewed as an 

economic success, similar to the environmental issues, little attention has been paid to the effects 

on the social infrastructure, with family dynamics transitioning to women-led households and 

poverty and crime at their most alarming rates (Catanzarite & Strober, 1993).  Some studies have 

indicated that women represented as much as 80-90% of the maquiladora work force which is 

argued to have impacted their “liberation” but has also seen the loss of family cohesiveness and 

unity (Williams & Homedes, 2001).  Poorly educated and trained, some of these women and men 

who often quit school to work in these lower-paying positions rarely have opportunities for better 

salaries.  

For these women in the frontera norte, the appeal and opportunity to work unskilled jobs 

in American maquiladoras has resulted in insurmountable local, national and international 

concerns regarding violations of labor rights and in the other extreme of abuse, in the Juárez 

border, the unsolved murders of women.  This Border phenomenon of femicides or feminicidesxix, 

the extreme violent murders of women with hate and aggression, has claimed the lives of more 

than 3,100 murdered women by 2010 and 300 in the first month-and-a-half into 2011 (Nuestras 

Hijas de Regreso a Casa, A.C., 2012).  Most of the murder victims have been women from low 
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economic dispositions. Some have been American maquila employees, which has significant 

international implications by placing fault on careless, exploitative, American magnets.  

Recent studies that focus on the perpetual Border poverty that remains at higher rates 

compared to those nationally, have now turned to the failings of some of the exploitative 

corporations that are only interested in cheap labor and that fail to invest in the social and 

economic development of the locales where they are situated.  The social infrastructure along the 

Border has undergone significant changes throughout its history of territorial, agrarian, and 

industrial control, but understanding it fully is a complex and messy venture. Binational 

ownership of the aforementioned problemas compartidos ―and those that will be examined in 

later chapters ― is simply a first step towards deconstructing social structures that somehow 

maintain a considerable amount of individuals marginalized and caught in a cycle of perpetual 

struggle, while at the same time allowing others within its shared milieu to prosper.  The 

following section offers the next step as it traces the theoretical and critical foundations of 

Border identities to establish its critical realization as an avenue towards individual agency and 

self-determination.   

 

2.6 Border and Borderlands Schools of Thought 

    … Los fronterizos: people of one, or more, identities, 
Mono or muliti―national, ethnic, lingual, cultural. 

Borderlanders: neglected, misunderstood, disdained, 
At once defensive and proud of their aberrant world. 

 
Yes, la frontera has them all: 

Those who live behind their cultural wall,  
And those who wish to see it fall; 

Those who would keep foreigners out, 
And those who want them all bout; 

Those inclined to alienate, 
And those who prefer to ameliorate; 
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Those driven by a nationalistic bent, 
And those committed to a global tent.  

(Martínez, 1996) 

 In this section, I trace the significance of “Border” and “borderlands” as concepts, 

discourses, and frameworks applied to progressive movements in ethnic, critical pedagogy and 

feminist studies.  My contribution to the current Border/borderlands canon is in situating a 

“Border” school of thought in the critical paradigm as a way to differentiate the application of a 

“borderlands” deconstructivist/postmodern “ni de aquí, ni de alláxx“ (not from here nor there) 

notion of split/multiple subjectivity in relation to identities from a “de aquí y de allá” (from both 

here and there) political enterprise and transnational aim.  While borderlands theorist such as 

Gloria Anzaldúa and C. Alejandra Elenes make a clear distinction between Border and 

borderlands, I argue for a complete separation of both to strengthen their respective schools of 

thought in distinct theoretical perspectives.  

I suggest a Spotlight Identity (SI) framework as an alternative to recent existing identity 

frameworks (mainly the postpositivist, realist theory) that, while they acknowledge the 

significance and “reliability” of experience and social location, might dismiss previous 

theoretical contributions of feminist and ethnic studies scholars, particularly those borderlands 

theory feminists positioned in the postmodern paradigm. This SI framework facilitates the 

analysis of the paths that individuals take as they strategically claim relevant social categories 

and experiences to construct an identity that allows them to adjust and fit into a particular 

preferred social milieu. The SI framework offers an ontological realist and epistemological 

constructivist understanding of how claiming the Border as a social category, just as any other 

typically marginal identifier, might help validate cultural knowledge that is often overlooked in 
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research and educational reform initiatives and acknowledges the existence of preference and 

choice in the construction of knowledge.     

Substantiated with a historical sociology of the Border and the theoretical foundations 

that influenced the Border and borderlands schools of thought, the chapter will then offer the SI 

framework that legitimizes cultural knowledge that significantly contributes to the social 

transformation and cultural sustenance of the target community.  

 

2.6.1 Border vs. Borderlands  
 

Scholarly work has generated prolific literary as well as philosophical/methodological 

contributions that have universalized and often romanticize the concepts of “Border” and 

“borderlands.”  These concepts have been taken to critically examine, situate, and challenge 

conditions in relation to power that exist within the margins, peripheries and centers of spaces 

where certain groups are positioned as a silenced minority, particularly women and people of 

color as well as undocumented/illegal immigrants and persons of low socioeconomic status.  The 

application of the metaphorical significance of borders as margins within differences in − and 

dichotomies of race, gender, sexuality, spirituality and psychology have defined the work of 

scholars in multiple disciplines such as in the highly cited works of Gloria Anzaldúa and in 

literature and the social sciences.  Siblings Ramón and José Saldívar and Sonia Saldívar-Hull, 

Henry Giroux, Peter McLaren, C. Alejandra Elenes and Aída Hurtado are notable, as well, in this 

regard.  

C. Alejandra Elenes’s work confirms Anzaldúas depiction of Border (line or 

demarcation) and borderlands (place of cultural encounter) by tracing their application in the 

fields of ethnic studies and critical pedagogy and to address methodological questions in the 

social sciences in relation to identity.  
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Although the concept of the border is not new [previous to Chicano writing was the work 
by Jacques Derrida], it gained popularity outside of Chicana/o intellectual circles in the 
1980s and 1990s, and has been adopted across many fields of study, but especially by 
critical pedagogy (and particularly by Henry Giroux and Peter McLaren). (p. 194, 2003).  
 

Elenes maintains that borderlands gained so much currency in the 1990s due to the theoretical 

advances in ethnic studies, feminist studies, postcolonialism, and postmodernism.  She situates 

borderlands studies in the postmodern paradigm as a breakthrough school of thought very much 

needed given the limitations of neo-Marxist theories of social reproduction, especially the 

limitations of race, class, gender, and sexuality analyses (p. 195, 2003).  She cites the work of 

borderlands scholars who claimed that at the same time that scholars were already 

conceptualizing alternative ways to interpret social conditions, Mexican-American, Chicanos, or 

mestizos were applying a borderlands discourse to “project for themselves a positive, yet also 

critical, rendering of their bilingual and bicultural experience as a resistive measure against 

Anglo-American Economic domination and ideological hegemony” (Calderón and Saldívar as 

cited by Elenes, 2003, p. 195).  

 Elenes’ work identifies an important link between the application of Border and 

borderlands discourses to address methodological questions in the social sciences with the 

philosophical questions of the postmodernist notion of split/multiple subjectivity in identity 

formation.  She makes a clear distinction between the concepts of Border and borderlands to 

address both of these applications.  “Border” is the study of the U.S.-Mexico Border while 

“borderlands” is a metaphor of the condition of living between spaces, cultures, and languages 

(Endnote 13, p. 208).   

In addition to Elenes’ application, in this work I designate particular references to Border 

and borderlands.  “Border,” capitalized will also function as subject/noun and/or descriptive 

word in reference – to denote the physical geopolitical demarcation or region between the United 
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States and Mexico.  I use its capital form and physical significance unless used along with the 

U.S.-Mexico, Texas or any specific critical reference.  Thus “Border” and “border” will serve as 

a framework (methodology) within the critical paradigm meeting all constructivist 

epistemological and realist ontological underpinnings of liberatory and progressive efforts.  

“Borderlands” will signify the particular metaphorical space of symbolic, cultural progressive, 

racial, psychological, and mental or linguistic/discursive, sexual junction and maintain all 

previous deconstructivist/postmodern applications even those outside of work relevant to the 

United States Southwest and disciplines in ethnic and feminist studies.  A clear distinction, I 

argue, should be made between Border and borderlands theories, as well as Border individuals 

(those raised in the Mexico-U.S. geopolitical zone) and those living within symbolic borderlands 

(any individual who understands the matrices of power that maintain certain groups of people 

oppressed) primarily to better serve this study on educational reform and the education of 

Latinos.  Because of its critical intent, reaching a certain transformative knowledge, challenging 

the truths behind the failings of public education system, as well as the understanding of Border, 

border, and borderlands in reference to this ethnic group is eminent and can only be attained via 

a critical paradigm.  On the other hand, the theoretical underpinnings of postmodernism 

expressed in recent borderlands theory work obscure this effort but nonetheless may serve 

effective in other projects.  

Because of the socio-cultural-political make up of the Border region, individuals who 

reside on the Border also occupy symbolic borderlands spaces; however, not everyone who lives 

within symbolic borderlands spaces may occupy a Border space [see Illustration 2.6.1].  Only 

those who have been raised precisely on the U.S.-Mexican border “una herida abierta where the 

Third Word grates against the first and bleeds” (Anzaldúa, 2007, p25) encompass the range of 
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experiences essential to claim this particular “standpoint” (Harding, 1987, 2004).  These 

individuals that claim a Border/border social identity category, understand that the role s/he plays 

in constructing meaning through social, discursive interaction as they cross intellectual, 

theoretical and other symbolic borders and how that interaction and experience may carry 

diverse interpretations (Kincheloe, 2005) but nonetheless hold a certain form of undeniable truth.  

This critical realist ontological claim to a form of ‘absolute truth’ also recognizes how the 

multiple realities are shaped by social, political, cultural, economic, ethnic, gender, and disability 

values (Mertens, 2005, p. 9).  What makes this particular standpoint critical is its resistive nature 

as it reifies realities ―and even finds strength in them― that might seem contradictory to one 

another but nonetheless work in harmonious and complimentary ways. Thus, realities and truths 

may be attained through historical, social, cultural, political perspectives and then “crystallized 

into a series of structures that are now (inappropriately) taken as “real,” that is, natural and 

immutable” (Lincoln and Guba, 1998, p. 205).  Consequently, ones truth is “valid” when it is 

upheld by history, society, politics, culture and even “power.” 

When situating oneself within a particular borderlands framework however, s/he 

‘deconstructs’ that reality.  Postmodernism is about the totalizing deconstruction and dissolution 

of differences, distinctions, and boundaries (Crotty, 2004, p. 192, 194, 213-13).  This is why the 

borderlands framework serves the postmodern position well to claim “contradictory truths” and 

“imperfect realities” (Sipe and Constable, 1996, p. 155-158), a relativism of some form that 

rejects any claim to an absolute truth or reality such that every point of view may be valid. 

Borderlands exist when margins remain ubiquitous, ambiguous or nebulous; it is unclear when 

one condition ends and another begins; certain realities are hidden, ignored or dormant; and 

difference exists but becomes irrelevant or too complex or painful to define, name, label, 
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characterize.  Meaning is then constructed and accepted from that imperfect reality. One agrees 

to disagree; you are “ni de aquí, ni de allá” (not from here nor there). The ontological goal is not 

in attaining an absolute truth but rather in the act of deconstructing an attempted one, accepts that 

many truths exist and are as equally valid.  

I suggest a separation given the application of “Border/borderland theories” throughout 

growing multidisciplinary scholarship.  Many times the frameworks detract work from intended 

critical/transformative pursuits.  This intention positions Border and borderlands discourses, 

theories, and frameworks in a paradigm that best serves their epistemological, ontological and 

political aims. 

 
2.6.2 Border as a Contact Zone 

 
As a school of thought in the critical paradigm, Border theory positions discourse within 

a specific region marked by political, social, cultural and historic significance with a nonspecific 

reality.  Gloria Anzaldúa, the most cited and influential Border/borderlands theorists, has 

proliferated the concepts and seen her life and teaching applied to work in multiple disciplines 

including feminist, literary and social sciences. Her work in her first essay in Borderlands, “The 

Homeland, Aztlán / El otro México” introduces the reader to a “topography of displacement” 

defining the Border, politically and ideologically, as an “unnatural boundary” in which mestizos 

live as hybrid people, with multiple identities (Saldivar-Hull, 1999, p. 2) within a space where 

Northern Mexico and its habitants slowly and painfully have been taken over by the United 

States.  This differentiation additionally depicts Border/border identities and contexts as 

dynamic, yet rooted in a particular space, thus calling for an understanding that is “ideological 

and a chronotope, a spatial and temporal indicator of a real contact zone that is historical and 

geographical, cultural and political, theoretical and discursive” (Saldívar, 2006, p. 62).  Thus, 
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Border individuals should not be perceived through essentialist, “monologically delineated 

notions of political, social, and cultural identity” as “the geographical particularity and historical 

specificity of the Border region thus mark it as a category of an immediate reality” (Saldívar, 

2006, p. 62).   

 
2.7 Border and Borderlands Theories in Critical Pedagogy 
 

Critical pedagogues have advanced border and borderlands theories, which have been 

used interchangeably in reference to a legitimate school of thought to study culture and function 

as a counter-hegemonic mechanism to dominant narratives and social science methodology.  For 

example,  

Borderlands theories have influenced the construction of knowledge in some progressive 
educational discourses such as critical pedagogy that contribute to the deconstruction of 
conservative and neoconservative views of multicultural education. (Elenes, 2003, p. 
198).   
 

Henry A. Giroux, also known as the pioneer of border pedagogy, reminds us of the unique 

position occupied by intellectuals in that discipline.  In his online article, “Paulo Freire and the 

Politics of Postcolonialism,” he examines the life and work contributions of this founder of 

critical pedagogy as a state of homelessness of constant crossing over into terrains of otherness. 

He describes “border intellectuals” such as Freire as  

conscious about the intentions, goals, and effects of crossing borders and how such 
movements offer the opportunity for new subject positions, identities, and social relations 
that can produce resistance to and relief from the structures of domination and 
oppression” (Giroux, 1992).   
 

Beneath the umbrella of critical pedagogy, Giroux’s antiracist border pedagogy takes into 

consideration three theoretical constructs as it sets clear distinctions between physical, cultural, 

and social borders and positions them as an alternative progressive method to challenge 

institutional and ideological boundaries. His border pedagogy offers the following: 
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1). Recognizes epistemological, political, cultural, and social margins that structure the 
language of history, power, and difference: 2. The need to create pedagogical conditions 
for students to become border crossers “in order to understand otherness in its own 
terms”; and 3) making visible the historically and socially constructed strengths and 
limitations of places and borders that form our discourses and social relations (cited in 
Elenes, 2003, p. 199).  

 

I draw from Giroux’s border pedagogy to characterize the study’s participants’ critical practices 

and suggest its application to this work’s final educational reform agenda. Of particular 

significance is Giroux’s view on “border crossing” in settings and antiracist border pedagogy as 

avenues against social and academic barriers.  

 

2.8 Border and Borderlands Identity as Avenues for Liberation 

A borderlands framework becomes the discourse, the language that explains the social 

conditions of individual’s hybrid identities (Elenes, 2003) in a way that history, epistemology, 

struggles and survival take on a civic project.   

Given historical and contemporary racial politics in the U.S., borderlands and border 
identities represent avenues for liberation. As marginalized communities whose histories, 
stories, myths, gendered politics, and language are defined as “inferior,” the question of 
and quest of cultural identity is a necessary political move. (Elenes, 2003,p.206) 

 
Indeed, this effort serves not just as a political move but a cultural ‘movida’ (Urrieta, 2009) to 

bring community together even through nonconventional means towards a collective realization, 

which at least in this project, I apply to “advance the construction of progressive education 

discourses by deconstructing the problematic of essentialist notions of identity, culture, and 

difference” (Elenes, 2003, p. 206).  

Postmodern thought has advanced the field of borderlands identities as multiple 

subjectivities, hybridity, split, and displaced as counter alternatives to essentialist perspectives 

that deem Latinos as a diasporic monolithic community.  Reaching “Nepantla” (Anzaldua, 1987) 
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displaces individuals into a mutinous state of “in-between.”  I argue that unsettled is how a 

carefully and critically constructed preferred identity can harmoniously exist with and even 

compliment an imposed or inevitable reality such as poverty and immigrant status, etc.  That is, 

individuals continue to struggle to establish pluralistic identities even in today’s world of 

globalization and access and acceptance to multiple cultures through mass media, multimedia, 

and social networking and that postmodernist thought complicates that pursuit.  Critical thought 

favors pluralism over displacement.  “Border” and/or “borderlands” individuals struggled to 

settle cultural, linguistic and ideological conflicts/dichotomies, even cancelling one social reality 

“extreme” for the other (“I have so internalized the borderland conflict that sometimes I feel like 

one cancels out the other and we are zero, nothing, no one,” Anzaldúa as cited in Elenes, 2003, p. 

196).  Situated within a critical paradigm, individuals can identify the value of a Border identity 

in a way that strengthens rather than victimizes, s/he becomes two or more rather than an 

ambiguous zero, s/he is from “here and there”  (de aquí y de allá) and anywhere, instead of 

painfully from “not here, nor there” (ni de aquí, ni de allá).  But claiming this racialized and 

cultural positionality holds a political commitment to shatter previous notions of identities of 

displacement, multiple subjectivities and marginality—at least for Border residents. Educators 

and Border/borderlands cultural scholars should recognize the efforts it takes to help individuals 

access this socio-cultural consciousness, knowledge, and capital.  However, maintaining it yields 

self-empowerment and cultural agency and can be attainable only via a progressive education 

that is additive rather than subtractive.  That is, education with teachers who care and integrate 

students’ native language and culture into classroom practices as essential resources for their 

academic success.  Subtractive practices on the other hand divests from students important social 
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and cultural resources that places them at a disadvantage in the public school system 

(Valenzuela, 1999).  

By no means am I claiming that a Border identity is necessarily an essential progression 

from a borderlands subjectivist realization; nor that political and critical consciousness can only 

be accessed when one claims a Border identity.  I attempt to position each framework in its 

distinct paradigm to stay true to its epistemological and ontological underpinnings and suggest 

this as a more precise application to theory. That is, if I am to position Border theory in a critical 

paradigm, its realist ontological claim and critically constructive epistemology allows for 

political efforts towards transformative knowledge and progressive outcomes.  Although Border 

individuals may additionally claim borderlands identities, their work and visions however may 

not necessarily claim a subjectivist epistemology and reject all claims to truth as characterized by 

the postmodern/deconstructivist paradigm.  Thus, if my work emphasizes the importance of a 

politically-driven agenda in educational reform projects it should then be more fittingly pursued 

through a critical paradigm because it recognizes the constructive nature of identity and therefore 

its reliance on experiential and cultural knowledge.  In this respect, borderlands theory is the 

framework within the postmodern paradigm through which individuals, discourse, and texts are 

subjected to different, and oftentimes opposing and multiple, meanings and struggle to sustain 

themselves within their very own “regimes of truth” (Foucault, 1980) which is why Border 

theory and a Border school of thought (rather than borderlands) more appropriately advance my 

work.    

In the following section, I introduce my Spotlight Identity (SI) framework that addresses 

those concerns by scholars that characterize Border/borderlands individual’s hybrid identities as 

reliable and critically constructed.  I draw from a critical constructivist epistemological stance to 
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demonstrate how critically conscious teachers interpret reality in different ways, and bring 

unique dispositions to the group as they are able to 

step back from the world as we are accustomed to perceiving it and see the way our 
perception is constructed via linguistic codes, cultural signs, race, class, gender and 
sexual ideologies and other often hidden modes of power (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 11)  
 

to challenge dominant socio-political and economic structures and access a more democratic 

vision of schooling.  

 

2.8.1 Introducing the Spotlight Identity (SI) Framework 
 
In spite of the rendering of identity (racial, class, gender, sexual, national, etc.) by 

postmodern identity politics as either naïve or irrelevant, rather than a reliable source of 

knowledge and a basis for progressive mobilization, this study draws on postpositivist, realist 

considerations of identity to access epistemic significance and experiential knowledge and 

advance politicized “cultures of dissent” towards democratic “pedagogies of dissent” (Moya, 

2000; Mohanty, 2003).  Social and political frameworks and research methodologies by feminist 

and cultural scholars that challenge hegemonic paradigms rely heavily on identity.  The 

nonessentialist study of identity allows for an analysis of social location and a critically 

conscious ‘standpoint,’ which may yield the most inclusive comprehensive view of systemic 

power when characterized as marginal.  Hence a realist, as opposed to an essentialist or 

postmodern, application should be at the heart of educational reform projects as it acknowledges 

the “proletarian standpoint” (Marx, Engels, and Lucasxxi); it listens to the voices of the 

marginalized that possess knowledge of both privileged power positions and their impact on the 

oppressed and lead to progressive engagement.   
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Illustration 2.6.1: Spotlight Identity Framework 

Social location with two categories 

Borderlands 

Border 

 

My proposed Spotlight Identity (SI) framework [see Illustration 2.6.1], that I applied to 

this study, builds on feminists’ theoretical and political contributions and postpositivist, realist 

theory by positioning the work of scholars, activists, intellectuals in the critical paradigm with a 

critical constructivist 

epistemological stance 

and with politically-

driven social reform 

agendas.    

 Having been 

drawn to the 

postpositivist, realist 

theory of identity and 

claims to experience as 

an objective source of 

reliable truths, yet finding its theoretical (epistemological in particular) limitations to integrating 

the contributions of previous postmodern feminist work, mainly the Border feminists, I propose a 

framework in which critical feminist epistemology, literary and theoretical postmodern 

contributions, emancipator methodology, history, social, cultural and political reform efforts, 

spirituality, and marginal voices can merge and advance progressive political and intellectual 

movements via a critical understanding of identity.  Additionally to the postpositivist, realist 

identity framework, the SI framework builds on bell hooks’ margins/center framework, which 

maintains that power emerges from individuals who have knowledge of both margins and center 

because they would have the wholeness, the broad analysis that encompass a variety of human 
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experience (hooks, 2000, p. xvii) and the feminist standpoint epistemologies stance that 

considers the lived sociopolitical experiences of women because of the many complexities in 

their social location (Harding, 1987; Schwandt, 2007).  In this work, I pursued this process as I 

attempt a comadrazo and Xicana Sacred Space by examining participants’ social locations in 

progress, while engaging in a dialectical and circular negotiation of identities, positionalities, and 

epistemologies (Soto, et. al., 2009).  

The SI framework was influenced by the Xicana Sacred Space (Soto, et. al., 2009) 

projects initiated by professor Dr. Lourdes Díaz Soto and several fellow doctorate students and I 

during three of our graduate seminars at UT Austin.  Our work extended throughout the course 

of almost two years during which we collaborated on projects that resulted in research, a 

publication, numerous conference presentations (at Texas Tech’s Hispanics in the Southwest, 

NAACS Tejas Foco, El Mundo Zurdo, and the American Educational Research Association). in 

addition to a participatory action research (PAR) effort monitoring the local school district’s 

handling of methane levels in a school campus built on an old landfill serving minority and low 

SES students.  We realized that rather than pursing a single framework on identity and guided by 

one theoretical paradigm that we could never agree on, we would instead focus on the many 

schools of thought and personal experiences that sustained our ‘sacred space,’ that is, our Xicana 

Sacred Space (or XSS).   

No doubt, we were all transformed as a result of those experiences that have influenced 

our leadership roles as professors, teachers, instructors, program coordinators, directors and 

community activists.  Before spaces become “sacred,” prior to maintaining a certain trust and 

commitment among all participants, there must be a level of “messiness.”  The disagreements, 

even resentments and criticism that might surface as a result of the “courageous conversations” 
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(Singleton & Wallace, 2006) taking place in such messy spaces can only be resolved through an 

equal exchange and negotiation of genuine vulnerabilities and perspectives.  Unlike Marxist and 

neo-Marxist theories of social and cultural reproduction, Gramscian resistance theory and 

Foley’s performance theory that focus on the social interaction and public manifestation of 

behavior norms within a particular capitalistic culture (Foley, 1991), the social exchange within a 

XSS requires critical self-reflections and standpoints beyond public “performances” primarily 

because other participating individuals will challenge them beyond superficial, objective, or 

romanticized ideologies.  When individuals critically self-construct their identities or facilitate 

one through a XSS, only then can identity be applied as a useful and reliable source of 

knowledge.  Essentialist, uncritical applications of identity, or symbolic ethnicity (Gans, 1979) 

and strategic essentialism (Spivak, 1987) fail to yield the extent of constructed knowledge and 

experience needed to apply identity alone into a research, political and social transformation 

framework.   

Our two-year search for an identity framework that would allow all group members to 

negotiate and settle personal identity categories within our social location, critically inform our 

work and propel us to pursue social action projects remained unfulfilled.  In fact, despite the 

many accomplishments of the group, this might have led to some participants opting out of 

projects, not connecting with other group members and even holding on to unsettled resentment 

against the many differences between the group members.  My SI framework strives to fulfill 

that initial intent to explore how individuals critically establish identities and introduces an 

identity framework that can inform projects particularly those with underserved communities.  

The SI framework represents an individual’s social location with all the social categories 

that name traits and roles (recognized or not, represented by overlapping dynamic circles that 
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appear and may shift differently and change in size throughout the course of the individual’s life) 

that make up their identity and it ‘spotlights’ a particular preferred position with all its spherical 

coordinates (identifiable margins/borders within each social category).  The spotlight is the 

mechanism controlled by the individual that recognizes their identifiable and preferred position 

in a given location and time.  This highlighted position designates the margins within their total 

experiential knowledge and identity make-up.  That is, the more range the self-controlled 

spotlight covers, the more enhanced epistemic knowledge the individual possess or choose to 

claim for their identity.  Critically conscious and politically driven individuals who rely on 

referential knowledge tend to have larger spotlights and claim more of their social categories in 

their social location but not necessarily spotlight all categories at once.  This would be 

impossible, as the “spotlight” would vary according to time and location.  Complex, highly 

experienced, and ‘seasoned’ individuals will naturally claim more categories [see Illustration 

2.8.1].  The “skill” of “spotlighting” furthermore functions as a travesura, tranza, or movida 

(Urrieta, 2009)—a politically driven move, a diversion which reminds many who support 

progressive pursuits that battles against oppressive traditions are not psychological confusions, 

contradictions or betrayals of oneself and one’s traditions, nor are they a symbolic “border 

crossing” or transformative hybridization, but a human right, a determined set of identification 

options that help challenge the status quo.  They are not negotiating identities, but shedding 

oppressive traditions, practices and ideologies and espousing new empowered epistemologies 

and analytical frameworks in that conscientization process.  Only the individual may choose an 

“ideal” spotlight that best represents him/her at that precise moment in their life and or situation.  

This feature places considerable value on individual agency thus automatically dismisses 

systems of oppression, essentialism, misrepresentation, etc. that often dictate in identity politics.  
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Rather than offering the SI framework as an alternative to the Border/borderlands 

frameworks, the latter is embedded within the former.  That is, the SI framework operates 

through a process of “border crossing” and an identification of borders and experiential 

multiplicities.  The difference exists in the individuals self determination and full control over a 

preferred social location that represents the extent of their experiential knowledge and the 

harmony in which multiplicity works in favor of that knowledge base.  If before 

Border/borderlands theories offered a path towards a recognition and acceptance of difference 

and displacement, the SI framework advances epistemic knowledge and progressive enterprise 

beyond difference; it critically favors multiplicity, plurality and above all, respects choice.  This 

Illustration 2.8.1: 40-Year Old Woman’s Identity 

Social location of Woman 

Identity Categories 
Woman 
Police Officer 
Mother 
Mexican American 
Chicana 
Immigrant 
Middle Class 
Bilingual 
Heterosexual 
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is particularly valuable in situations when the highly critical and politically driven researcher 

works with participants who may oppose their ideological base.  The SI framework may assist 

researchers in the process of participant selection as it yields opportunities to get to know 

participants better.  Applying the SI framework as a ‘screening’ method would work as simple as 

asking the participant key questions such as: 1. Identify all categories that make up your identity 

and order them from least to most important in your life; 2. Are there any categories that you 

reject or chose to not apply to your identity?; 3. Under which circumstances would you reject 

any category?  The selection and rejection of categories alone would suffice to inform research 

of participants’ extent of critical consciousness in regards to their identities.  

Of particular theoretical and epistemic worth is that it rejects permanence and obstinacy 

of identity traits, thus complicating the practice of essentialist identity politics, “strategic 

essentialism” (Spivak, 1987), and “interest convergence” (Bell, 1980) that aim towards a 

collective, shared and/or selective identity to advance particular interest groups’ political 

agendas.  Conversely, the challenge and possible limitation of this SI framework as a research 

methodology or political endeavor (not necessarily a social application) lies in identifying all 

possible categories in the individual’s identity and who may impose them upon him/her social 

location.  Thus the individual himself manipulates the role and influence of the ‘audience’.  

What’s significant in any individuals lifespan is that s/he critically self identifies all possible 

categories at the precise moment they are meaningful, relevant and consequential and then 

strategically create their spotlight.  Educators, parents, community leaders should play a key role 

in helping children create, access, and invigorate dormant aspects of their identity including 

those that might seem prejudicial and/or marginalized to them and facilitate their maneuvering of 

the “spotlighting” so that they confidently and proficiently take ownership of their own lives 
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early on and until they are capable of self empowerment.  A limited or distorted understanding of 

identity may lead individuals towards a misguided or harmful path [see Illustration 2.8.2].  When 

we facilitate this for our children, we help them to visualize the possibilities in their future; to 

access their social and cultural capital (Bourdieu, 1973), their funds of knowledge (Moll, 

Amanti, Neff, & Gonzalez, 2001) and knowledge base; and we protect them against oppression. 

 

 
2.8.2 From a Postpositivist, realist Objectivist Theory to a SI Realist Constructivist Framework  
 

The postpositivist, realist theory holds that identified common experience poses 

‘objective’ and therefore reliable truths about identities.  Similarly, Critical Race and LatCrit 

Race Theories sustain that experiential knowledge can impact personal and academic success 

(Villalpando, 2004).  My SI framework facilitates individuals’ ability to identify these categories 

without ignoring the significance that other identity categories play within their social location.  

This SI Framework draws from the postpositivists theory of identity and claims that the 

Illustration 2.8.2: Undocumented 
Immigrant High School Student   
 
Identity Categories 

Male 
Son 
Undocumented Status 
Entrepreneur  
Inventor of Mechanics 
Mathematical Erudite 
Mexican 
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recognition of the social categories that constitute an individual’s social location, holds greater 

epistemic value therefore giving individuals a certain ‘epistemic privilege’ and knowledge about 

fundamental aspects of our society.  Because, as Moya asserts, “there is a non-arbitrary limit to 

the range of identities we can plausibly “construct” or “choose” for any individual in a given 

society” (2002, p. 45), I propose “Border” as an identity category because it holds epistemic 

value, but is also useful when enacted as a tool or “spotlight” for improving Border living 

conditions and education.   

Moya claims that individuals “construct” meaning as they critically examine their social 

location.  By claiming the existence of the interaction between subject and object, she renders 

those epistemological efforts as “critically constructivist” rather than as “essentialist” or 

“objectivist.”  However, she nonetheless claims a postpositivists objectivism as an 

epistemological stance to assert “validity” arguing against positivistic objectivism as the only 

true objectivism.  Her argument, that different from positivistic objectivism, her postpositivist 

offers a qualitative alternative to reaching “objective truth.”  In my work, rather than dismissing 

the work of postpositivist realists, I build on their theories by favoring constructivism over a non-

positivistic objective claim as it offers less deterministic and more agentic epistemological 

avenues.  

According to constructionism, “there is no true or valid interpretation. There are useful 

interpretations, to be sure, and these stand over against interpretations that appear to serve no 

useful purpose... ‘Useful,’ ‘liberating,’ ‘fulfilling,’ ‘rewarding’ interpretations, yes.  ‘True’ or 

‘valid’ interpretations, no” (Crotty, 2005, p.47-48).  Constructivism’s stance cannot be described 

as objective or subjective; instead, it claims that meaning is constructed when objectivity and 

subjectivity are brought together as human beings engage with the world they are interpreting.  
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Meaning is constructed by the interaction between the subject and object. Knowledge and 

knower are historically and socially situated and constructed on a particular social, cultural and 

historical playing field (Kincheloe, 2005).  

Constructivism in relation to critical pedagogy can take on the form of critical 

constructivism, which maintains the engagement of students in the knowledge production 

process is a central role of schooling.  Opposite to the transmissive theory of knowledge, “critical 

constructivists reiterate the notion that knowledge is not a substance that can be deposited like 

money in a bank (Freire, 1970).” but instead nurtured by synthesizing personal experience and 

academic knowledge (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 3-4).  This extremely complex act of teaching entails 

creativity, an understanding of the forces that construct knowledge, and an open-mindedness 

about sources of knowledge that are traditionally dismissed by dominant cultural and academic 

discourses.   

The constructivist nature of identity formation is a long, ongoing and often painful and 

complicated process.  Significant in a realist identity formation is the call for “oppositional 

struggle” as fundamental to achieving this epistemic privileged position (Moya, 2002).  The first 

step in the oppositional struggle called for by the postpositivist, realists is to reconcile and 

(re)claim a Border history concomitant to healing from the pain that might surface from the 

unveiling of incessant struggle.  A history written by empowered Border people will result in the 

flourishing of a more progressive Border culture capable of taking on evolving challenges.  The 

Border served as a frame of reference where potential conflicts relevant to gender issues, cultural 

practices, racial/ethnic encounters, sexual differences, economic conditions, environmental 

initiatives, political paradigms, religious ideologies, and educational mandates and practice can 

be settled and resolved.  Privileging a Border identity allows for a greater understanding of ways 
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in which Border residents and educators can cope with sexism, institutional racism and 

underachievement in schools brought upon by patriarchy domination, capitalism and ignorance.    

My claim is that no other identity category can account for the many challenges Border 

individuals confront and that a critical understanding of this category provides mechanisms for 

survival, transformation, autonomy, agency and community.  By the mere “spotlighting” of their 

“Border” and “teacher” identity categories, this study’s critical pedagogues, place themselves a 

step ahead of the many current educational reform agenda initiatives that focus either on 

pedagogic knowledge and skills or on professional development with narrow understandings of 

culture and agency and how the two are connected. In the following section, I critically paint the 

portrait of the educational Border landscape.  

 

                                                
ii New York Times story on Joaquin Luna: http://www.nytimes.com/2011/12/11/us/joaquin-luna-
jrs-suicide-touches-off-immigration-debate.html?pagewanted=all 
 
iii Los mandados (Ranchera) 
Composer: Jorge Lerma 
Artist: Vicente Fernández 
Video: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mjhkAffZBv8  
 
Crucé el Río Grande nadando 
Sin importarme dos reales 
Me echó la Migra pa' fuera 
Y fuí a caer a Nogales 
Entré por otra frontera 
Y que me avientan pa' Juárez. 
 
De ahí me fui a Tamaulipas 
Y me colé por Laredo 
Me disfracé de gabacho 
Y me pinté el pelo guero 
Y como no hablaba inglés 
Que me retachan de nuevo. 
 
La migra a mí me agarró 
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Trescientas veces digamos 
Pero jamás me domó 
A mí me hizo los mandados 
Los golpes que a mí me dió 
Se los cobré a sus paisanos. 
 
Por Mexicali yo entré 
Y salí en Río colorado 
Todas las líneas crucé 
De contrabando y mojado 
Pero jamás me rajé 
Iba y venía al otro lado. 
 
Conozco todas las líneas 
Caminos, ríos y canales 
Desde Tijuana a Reynosa 
De Matamoros a Juárez 
De Piedras Negras al Paso 
Y de Agua Prieta a Nogales. 
 
La migra a mí me agarró 
Trescientas veces digamos.... 
 
iv As a nationalist ideology, political movement and way of life, many embrace Mexicanidad as a 
collective source of strength to resolve modern-day vicissitudes by deeply and romantically 
relying on the past. Many reclaim the pre-Columbian indigeneity, others romanticize about the 
good ole Porfiriato (1876-1910) years, but it is the exact Revolution of 1910 that embodies 
Mexicanidad in its plenitude. This includes: the Revolutionary war heroes Emiliano Zapata, 
Lazaro Cardenas, Francisco Madero and Pancho Villa; literature such as in pieces like La 
sombra del caudillo, Hasta no verte Jesús mío, Los de abajo and La muerte de Artemio Cruz; as 
the first historic event documented in film during Mexico’s Golden Age with El compadre 
Mendoza and Vámonos con Pancho Villa; in the arts, the muralists Diego Rivera, José Orozco 
and David Siqueiros; and in music, the countless corridosiv many composed by one of the best 
national composers José Alfredo Jiménez and performed by distinguished Golden Age actors 
such as Antonio Aguilar, Jorge Negrete, Pedro Infante, Miguel Aceves Mejía, and Javier Solis.  
 
For more on Mexicanidad: Octavio Paz, El Laberinto de la soledad (1961 and Carlos Fuerte, Los 
años con Laura Díaz (1999). 
 
v For more on Mitt Romney’s political portfolio: http://www.aboutMittRomney.com/  
 
vi For more on recent Border violence (human smuggling; kidnapping; drug trade):  
http://www.nytimes.com/aponline/2010/01/11/world/AP-LT-Drug-War-Mexico.html  
http://news.yahoo.com/s/ap/20090330/ap_on_re_la_am_ca/lt_mexico_with_the_soldiers and 
narco-violence: http://ac360.blogs.cnn.com/2009/02/26/this-is-not-the-mexico-i-remember/ 
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vii Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo. Retrieved from: www.ourdocuments.gov  
  
viii For more on President Obama’s June 15, 2012 executive order on immigration on behalf of 
DREAMers: http://www.huffingtonpost.com/2012/06/15/obama-immigration-order-deportation-
dream-act_n_1599658.html  
 
ix Read Wayne A. Cornelius, ed., The Changing Roles of Mexican Immigrants in the U.S. 
Economy: Sectoral Perspectives (La Joya, Calif., 1990); Merilee F. Grindeile, Searching for 
Rural Development: Lapor Migration and Employment in Mexico (Ithaca, N.Y., 1988; Sassen, 
The Mobility of Labor and Capital; Gordon Hanson and Antonio Spilimbergo, “Illegal 
Immigration, Border Enforcement and Relative Wages: Evidence from Apprehensions at the 
U.S.-MexicoBorder (1990); and Manuela Angelucci, “U.S. Border Enforcement and the Net 
Flow of Mexican Illegal Migration” (2005) 
 
x Wikipedia: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Immigration_Act_of_1990  
 
xi http://www.goldenventuremovie.com/Immigration_Reform.html  
 
xii For more: http://www.minutemanproject.com/  
 
xiii http://www.dhs.gov/  
 
xiv http://www.ice.gov/index.htm  
 
xv For more specific on drug enforcement strategies visit: Office of National Drug Control 
Policy: http://www.whitehouse.gov/ondcp/the-national-drug-control-budget-fy-2013-funding-
highlights and the Department of Justice organized Crime Drug Enforcement Task Force FY 
2013 Interagency Crime and Drug Enforcement Congressional Budget Submission Report: 
http://www.justice.gov/jmd/2013justification/pdf/fy13-ocdetf-justification.pdf  
 
xvi This figure includes drug yearly proceeds from both Mexican and Colombian Drug 
Trafficking Organizations (DTO): 
http://www.justice.gov/ndic/pubs31/31379/summary.htm#Top. Paul Gootenberg’s cited 
estimates for 2011: $10 billion a year (according to U.S. officials) to $30 billion. 
http://lasa.international.pitt.edu/forum/files/vol42-issue2/Debates1.pdf  
(Mexican figures).  
 
xvii http://www.pbs.org/kpbs/theborder/history/index.html  
 
xviii “The Comprehensive Environmental Response, Compensation, and Liability Act (CERCLA), 
commonly known as Superfund, was enacted by Congress on December 11, 1980. This law 
created a tax on the chemical and petroleum industries and provided broad Federal authority to 
respond directly to releases or threatened releases of hazardous substances that may endanger 
public health or the environment. Over five years, $1.6 billion was collected and the tax went to 
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a trust fund for cleaning up abandoned or uncontrolled hazardous waste site.” (United States 
Environmental Protection Agency, 2012). For more: 
http://www.epa.gov/superfund/policy/cercla.htm  
 
xix Each term was officially used in two different events:  
Femicide: “In 2009 the Inter-American Court on Human Rights (IACtHR) made a landmark 
judgment in a notorious femicide case (Campo Algodonero/Cotton Fields) concerning murders 
in Ciudad Juárez in Mexico by endorsing the concept of femicide as gender-based murder, and 
by upholding clearly the obligation of the state to address the problem and bring the perpetrators 
to justice. 
Feminicide: “October 2007 European Parliament adopted a resolution on the murder of women 
(feminicide) in Mexico and Central America and the role of the European Union (EU) in fighting 
the phenomenon.1 Parliament repeated its condemnation of femicide in its latest Annual Human 
Rights Report adopted in December 2010.” (Directorate-General For External Policies of the 
Union Policy Department, “Femicide in Mexico and Central America” (September 2011), 
European Parliament, 
http://www.europarl.europa.eu/document/activities/cont/201110/20111006ATT28458/20111006
ATT28458EN.pdf  
 
xx This expression is taken from a Mexican comedy (“Ni de aquí, ni de allá,” 1987) that stars La 
India María (María Elena Velasco), a colorful Mexican indigenous character who drives the FBI 
crazy because they cannot figure out whether she belongs here (United States) or there (Mexico). 
This movie title however, has been taken as a popular expression to identify the turmoil of 
displacement and belonging that binational/bicultural individuals, such as Latinos in the U.S. 
confront as they makes sense and negotiate cultural dilemmas. For more on this inner conflict 
and identity formation: Franquiz and Salazar, 2007 and listen to the explicit lyrics of the Spanish 
rap song with the same title by Jae-P: http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sfu5MVKffR0   
 
Ni de aquí, ni de allá 
 
Yo no tuve opinión, me trajeron muy morrillo 
cuando dijo mi apá, vámonos cruzando el río 
ni mi cara o mi piel fue la forma aceptada 
made in the USA chin no valgo nada 
Con los años me chingué y me puse bien perrón 
aprendí hablar inglés me creía bien chingón 
aunque hablo el idioma, no creas que ya hice 
para el gringo soy un wetback un pinche chiste 
Me vale lo que dicen o piensen de mi 
mi hijo será presidente de este pinche país 
el Latino hoy en día no es un simple lavaplatos 
hey... Loreta Sánchez quien te limpia tus zapatos 
Si no te aprovechas de esta tierra y lo que ofrece 
te va a regresar como un perro que no agradece 
México yo te quiero y allá me enteraran 
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pero aquí está la lana y me la tengo que ganar 
 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
pero aquí es donde me gusta y aquí me voy quedar  
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
con dos acentos en la lengua llegaré a triunfar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
pero aquí es donde me gusta y aquí me voy a quedar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
te guste o no te guste a mí me van a aceptar 
 
Después de la green card me quise regresar 
a ver a mi pueblito en plena navidad 
vi a la Rosita y la quise saludar 
se dio la media vuelta y dijo ahí este buey no sabe hablar 
Al principio yo le echaba al pendejo de Santa Ana 
por vender lo que era nuestro y quedarse con la lana 
pero raza yo les pido que aprendan bien Inglés 
por que esta tierra puede ser nuestra otra vez 
En el welfare ya te han dicho que no tengas mas morrillos 
compa sigue echando pa chingarnos a estos gringos 
si queremos lo que es nuestro ay que echarles muchas ganas 
para poder comprar aquí lo que México no los daba 
En medio de la peda me yo pongo a pensar 
lo mucho que te extraño y como quiero estar 
México yo te amo y no te quiero traicionar 
pero como dice mi abuela primero ay que tragar 
 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
pero aquí es donde me gusta y aquí me voy quedar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
con dos acentos en la lengua llegare a triunfar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
pero aquí es donde me gusta y aquí me vo a quedar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
te guste o no te guste a mí me van a aceptar 
 
Todo el mundo es compatriota, nadie dice la verdad 
pero apoco no se acuerdan no podíamos votar 
México lindo y querido, no te puedo olvidar 
con tu bandera en mi cuerpo me van a enterrar 
Pero de este lado estoy y si hay que atacar 
dame la pistola a Bin Laden voy matar 
me siento orgulloso de lo que yo he logrado 
en México no valía me hacían para un lado 
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Pero tuve la esperanza y aquí me superé 
le eche un chingo de ganas hasta una troca me compré 
mando lana a mi pueblo para que se puedan alivianar 
disfrutar de lo que yo, he podido alcanzar 
Pero ni oro ni riqueza, me hace sentir 
lo bonito que es vivir en ese lindo país 
México yo te quiero y me quiero regresar 
pero tu gente no me entiende y jamás me aceptará 
 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
pero aquí es donde me gusta y aquí me voy quedar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
con dos acentos en la lengua llegare a triunfar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
pero aquí es donde me gusta y aquí me voy a quedar 
porque no soy de aquí ni soy de allá 
te guste o no te guste a mí me van a aceptar 
 
xxi As cited in Harding, 1987, pg. 185.  
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CHAPTER 3: REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 
 

3.1 Introduction: The “Pobrecito Syndrome” 

 This chapter examines literature on poverty and its complex relationship with student 

academic achievement mainly as it relates to the education of Latinos.  It sheds light on the 

manifestations of deficit thinking by society on communities living in poverty by attempting to 

breakdown the foundational causes of poverty as a social ill rather than a schooling failure.  

Recognizing that correlational fallacy takes the pressure off of teachers and schools burdened 

with solving the endemic problem.  Rather than serving as lead agents of poverty remediation, 

educators and school administrators can focus on ways to mitigate the effects of poverty via an 

inclusive curriculum, equitable learning environments, and civic engagement.  I begin with a 

personal account that helps to illustrate deficit thinking that exists among educators and 

community figures and its painful and permanent consequence on kids. 

It was my high school band director who first used the pobrecito (poor little kid) 

expression on me and against me.  He was a neoconservative raised in San Marcos, Texas, far up 

north for those of us who had never left the Rio Grande Valley (RGV) to call el norte.  He stood 

out among most teachers from the district, as he had absolutely no dominion of the Spanish 

language or any interest in the Mexican culture that he had apparently dropped years ago.  He’d 

bring up the pobrecito syndrome when one of us staggered tardy into his band hall or when our 

practice drills were not quite synchronized particularly on days that he was just not in good 

spirits.  Many parents and administrators praised his strict ways that relied on abrasive, in your 

face screams, and insults when he didn’t get out of you what he wanted especially with his 

expectations of regional and state recognition.  I was grateful for his bad aim during instances of 
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frustration when his baton flew in my direction.  When he wanted to teach us a lesson about our 

bad ways however, his philosophy always turned back to what he called the “pobrecito 

syndrome,” his own deficit view of Mexicans, our culture, and everything else that handicapped 

us as an ethnic group.  He of course, and often express it, had overcome that horrible condition 

with his acquired North Texas English accent, college degree, and high socioeconomic status.  

Our bad performances, lack of practice, every one of our failings could be blamed on our 

cultural/ethnic essence of being born pobrecitos, not just economically poor, but Mexican too.  

But there was hope, all we had to do was shed it all by transforming to White and one day we too 

could stop being Mexican.   

Needless to say he was not very happy when I decided to also join the mariachi band. Just 

when he felt he had gotten through to me, now I was making his efforts even harder. He gave up 

on me when he realized I was a lost cause, unlike my sister who had already made it to college, 

his recommended college by the way.  She was well on her way to “making it” because she 

decided to follow his exact footsteps.  I on the other hand, would fail because not only did I 

refuse to drop my ethnicity and culture, but also held tremendous pride in it as I stood on stage 

representing its music, speaking its language, and perpetuating its longevity through this form of 

artistic expression.  

And I did this every instance except in one particular performance that has stayed with 

me for now twenty years.  I remember this 1991 performance more than any other, and not 

because it took place in Washington D.C. at the National Hispanic Caucus, nor because we had a 

chance to meet celebrities and political figures including then President George H. W. Bush, or 

because M.C. actress Rita Moreno greeted us.  That day while on stage my body and soul 

completely shut down and I could not perform even as I stood in front of those very elegant 



 

77 

attendees who gave us a standing ovation as we walked up on stage.  Indeed it conjures up as a 

memorable moment because it was then, that for the first time, someone had somehow 

penetrated deep down into my soul and made me feel like a pobrecito.  Our very own Border 

U.S. House of Representatives from Texas, Eligio “Kika” de la Garza (1965-97), took the honor 

of introducing us that evening.  The enormous dimmed hall with exquisite décor, crystal 

chandeliers quieted down when Kika, as we called him in the RGV, walked away from the 

podium and towards us with the mike held between both his hands, his head tilted to a side and 

with a gentle almost consoling tone tells those in attendance about the kids standing before them. 

We were a mariachi band that traveled from a far place along the U.S.-Mexico border consisting 

of kids from those extreme dispositions each and one of them present there that evening “fought 

for and spoke on behalf of.”  We were the “most severely economically disadvantaged,” “at risk” 

kids who were very likely to drop out of school but instead, and once again “thanks to all the 

politicians in that ballroom whose hard work and passion for the Hispanic community had kept 

them in the field of service,” we had somehow found hope in this state- and nationally-funded 

extracurricular activity that had kept us out of failure, teenage pregnancy, and crime.  With that, 

the attendees once again stood some with tears in their eyes and they cheered loudly as our 

director signaled us for the first tune  (Field notes, February 25, 2012).  

Gloria Ladson-Billings offers her very own “You-Poor-Dear” syndrome practiced by 

educators to justify low expectations for their poor and disadvantaged students allowing them 

“permission to fail” (2007).  My band director’s push for excellence would have been ideal 

without his own internalized racism applied to his instructional approach when his lack of 

patience or failed methods turned plain and simply xenophobic.  Deficit paradigms operate when 

educators and society blame students for their academic struggles rather than situating them in 



 

78 

the larger context of social failure including health, wealth, and funding gaps that impede their 

school success (Ladson-Billings, 2007).   

The review of the literature in this chapter is intended to challenge deficit thinking 

perspectives by focusing on the impact of poverty on children’s academic achievement. In 2005-

6, the Texas border districts enrolled an average of 79.3 percent economically disadvantaged and 

60.5 percent at-risk students compared to 53.3 percent and 41.5 state wide respectively.  It is a 

fact that Latinos will be the majority of the Texas population by 2040.  The concern that 

politicians, economists, and political scientists such as Cal Jillson share in regards to this 

alarming statistic that will “threaten the Anglo Texas population” is that because “Hispanic 

income and educational attainment are lower than Anglos (this might) mean that an increasingly 

Hispanic Texas (will) be poorer, less educated, and less productive” (2012, p. xiii).  What’s 

worse, how hopeful can Latinos remain when even its own leadership―from teachers to political 

leaders who feed into public rhetoric―operates from a deficit thinking perspective?  

If we will continue to rely on race/ethnicity to make decisions about the future, there is 

no doubt that comparing the Texas Latino population against the White will not fair up and we 

can justifiably be pessimistic about the future of the state’s and nation’s diversity.  Uncritically 

relying on race/ethnicity alone to compare communities in the U.S. is an apples and orange 

comparison when global social stratifications, diaspora, and social ills continue to dictate the 

lives of people of color throughout the world such as Latinos, especially those of indigenous 

backgrounds who often leave their homelands in search of a better life.  In Texas, 37.6% of the 

total population is Latino/Hispanic of which 31% is foreign born.  This makes 12% of the total 

Texas population Latino/Hispanic foreign-born.  The further south, the higher the number of 

both Latino/Hispanic and foreign born.  Texas Whites make up 70.4% of the total population of 
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which 13% are foreign-born (U.S. Census, 2010).  Because foreign-born Whites are not 

numerically significant as their immigration to this country is under different circumstances, 

analyzing this relatively small population becomes irrelevant.  No longer is the United States an 

appeal to Europeans as their social and economic policies are superior, which is why most 

immigrants who come in great numbers are from countries even poorer than the United States 

(Alexander & Salmon, 2007).  Latino immigrants of less privileged disposition, many of whom 

are undocumented, enter the country with characteristics of marginalization already imposed on 

them in their home country.  They oftentimes come with no English skills or advanced formal 

education, illiteracy, and strong religious beliefs that sets them apart from the majority, factors 

that challenge their accommodation and adjustment into this country’s educational, social and 

political systems.  These two groups are further set apart with a mean age of 36 years for Whites 

and 26.9 for Latinos/Hispanics.  Other than the relative conservatism and religious and family 

values, this 2010 U.S. Census statistic might be explained with the fact that fertility too seems to 

significantly distinguish Whites from Latinos.  Latino women give birth to an average of 3.0 

children in her lifetime, compared to 1.8 for White women (Census, 2010).  

Nevertheless, for those of us Latinos who are a few generations ahead of the recent 

immigrants, the majority 25.6% of the total Texas Latino population that has integrated, holds 

leadership positions, and serves as critical caring educators; the increasing diversity of the state 

offers a great promise.  Our many links (linguistic, cultural, religious, Mexicanidad, etc.) to the 

recent Latino immigrant populations allows us to look forward to ways in which we can live in 

harmony with each capitalizing in each other’s social and cultural worth.  For those fearful who 

are so far disconnected though, a threatened Anglo nation can only mean disaster and someone 

must be blamed for it through eradication, deportation, and assimilation.  Ask any bilingual 
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teacher about her Spanish-speaking recent immigrant students and she will praise their strong 

core family values, respect for others, love and commitment to school, excitement about life, and 

hope for the future.  Somewhere along the way though, throughout their schooling and 

community, these enthusiastic young kids confront social barriers that turn that around for them 

slowly pushing them off the academic track.  The problem in our nation is not the diversity that 

by 2042 will outnumber Whites; it is the social and academic structures that are designed to 

serve the mainstream White and conversely to exclude children of color.  Educational and social 

reform that values diversity and realistically works to serve the greater good of the nation should 

focus on relying on leadership, educators, social workers that have a critical understanding of 

populations that they serve.     

 
3.2 Poverty and Academic Achievement  

 Economists throughout the world claim that unless we elevate the quality of educational 

and social services that can build and sustain families above the poverty line, the cycle of 

financial inequality will persist.  Likewise, others have recommended social and educational 

interventions against poverty in the form of early childhood education as a long-term national 

economic investment (The Heckman Equationxxii; Calman & Tarr-Whelan, 2005; Rolnick & 

Grunewald, 2003; HighScope Perry Preschool Studyxxiii) and the U.S. Office of Family 

Assistance programs for financial assistance, marriage strengthening and responsible 

fatherhoodxxiv that place strong emphasis on the family unit, parenting, job and individual self 

sufficiency training and adult education programs.  And although many others insist that poverty 

will remain as a persistent and inevitable problem because of its existence even in times of 

prosperity, significant research speaks to the strength of anti-poverty support services in overall 

national and global progress. When we eliminate poverty, we strengthen communities, nations, 
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global development and human flourishing.  Conversely, a denial of perpetual poverty, illiteracy, 

joblessness, political corruption and global hunger leads to international inequalities that result in 

social turmoil, hate and violence which we have seen manifested in the 9-11 attacks against our 

nation and most recently the international Occupy movements and Arab Spring.  Poverty remains 

a global crisis and democratic and humane means seem the only weapon against its perpetuity. 

 Throughout the history of this country, especially during recessive eras, the federal 

government has built up anti-poverty efforts which is why when our nation faces its highest 

national poverty level since the 1960s at a 15.1%, early 2012 disparate comments by the 

Republican Presidential hopeful Mitt Romney not being “concerned about the very poor” throw 

the nation off.  Poverty unfolds in many ways that involve more than just those caught in its 

continuous cycle.  More often we discuss causes of poverty that places direct blame on 

individuals, their efforts, dispositions and desires to work out of it through hard work, the pursuit 

of an education and acquired professional dispositions.  The “if I can do it, you can do it” 

outlook by the privileged fails to recognize the more complex structural causes of poverty and 

inequality in deeper more global terms.    

Despite its First World status, the U.S. has had the largest gap and inequality between 

rich and poor for a long time compared to all the other industrialized nationsxxv.  Longitudinal 

studies indicate that the underclass, people of color in particular, in the United States have less 

upward mobility than that in most other developed countries (Alexander & Salmon, 2007). In 

2003, the top 1% received more money than the bottom 40% with the widest gap in 70 years. 

The last updated report by the US Census Bureau identified 1 in 7 people in the U.S. to be poor. 

In 2009, 46.2 million Americans (15.1 percent) were poor, representing an increase of over one 

percent from the previous year, when the poverty rate was 13.2 percent.  And although all 
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(except Asian) communities saw an increase in poverty rates in 2010, minorities were hit hardest. 

Blacks experienced the highest poverty rate, at 27 percent, up from 25 percent the previous 

years; Hispanics, 26 percent from 25 percent; and Whites, 9.9 percent, up from 9.4 percent.  

Joblessness was the main cause that pushed more Americans into poverty with unemployment 

rates at 10% in the end of 2009 but slowly decreasing to 8.3% by early 2012.  Nonetheless, 

unemployment remains higher than it has been for any presidential election year since the Great 

Depressionxxvi.  U.S. poverty rates are extraordinarily high compared with those of other 

developing countries, as are the odds of remaining in poverty intergenerationally (Alexander & 

Salmon, 2007).  With almost every American facing poverty, the fate awaiting the 99% remains 

questionable as poverty reaches records high and national Occupy movements protest against 

these social and economic inequalities.  

 

3.2.1 Anti-Poverty Social Programs 

Studies indicate that a small and affordable increase in resources for social programs 

could alleviate and even eliminate poverty in the nation.  Despite recent push for federal budget 

cuts, our nation’s history has demonstrated that poverty can be significantly reduced with this 

support for local and state services.  When our nation first declared the “War on Poverty” during 

the Kennedy and Johnson administrations poverty rates were dramatically reduced from around 

nineteen percent.  After President Johnson’s signing of the Economic Opportunity Act (1964), 

and established the Office of Economic Opportunity (OEO) federal welfare programs fulfilled 

substantial reductions in poverty with Social Security, Job Corps, Head Start, the Community 

Action Program, Earned Income Tax Credit, cash assistance, food stamps and housing to name a 

few. Unsubstantiated criticism on the national social damaging caused by individuals 
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dependency on welfare and opting out of wanting to work, having children out of wedlock to 

increase federal aid and creating a culture of conformity in “welfare queens” and the 

unemployed, the nation sought welfare reform.  Despite national consensus from both democrats 

and republicans that the 1996 welfare reform efforts was achieved with President Clinton’s 

passing of the Personal Responsibility and Work Opportunity Reconciliation Act that gave states 

full control over federal funds in benefit of their poor and adopt a welfare-to-work plan, recent 

studies have challenged its success particularly for its failure to address the perpetual poverty of 

single mothers and their childrenxxvii.  Single mothers and their children continue to make up the 

population living with the highest levels of poverty as they are pushed out of welfare services 

and into perpetual cycles of poverty sustained by low-paying and low-skilled jobs and parental 

neglect.  

At the heart of anti-poverty efforts is educational reform, which has shown to reduce the 

achievement gaps between high socio economic and ethnic communities through federal 

interventions.  But to what extent is a broken down public school system the cause of poverty 

and can reform offer solutions?  

 

3.2.2 Mitigating Effects of Poverty Through Educational Reform 

There are over 50 years worth of studies that have documented poverty’s adverse effect 

on children’s learning (Noguera, 2011).  School reform can no longer afford to ignore poverty’s 

effect on children’s academic performance.  Soon after the 1954 U.S. Supreme Court ruling on 

Brown vs. Board of Education that ended segregation in public schools and considered it a 

violation of the 14th Amendment to the Constitution, the nation took ownership of the problem of 

poverty and unequal schooling opportunities that hindered children’s learning.  It was not until 
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1965 when President Lyndon B. Johnson signed the Elementary and Secondary Education 

Act (ESEA), that federal “War on Poverty” initiated its efforts in closing the achievement gap 

between the poor and kids of privilege.  Compensatory education initiatives such as Title 1 

funding provided schools that enrolled poor children with financial support for improved 

libraries and instructional resources, assistance with free and reduced lunch, teacher training, 

construction of schools and multiple aid for children living with disadvantages such as: “migrant 

children, children for whom English was a second language, delinquent and neglected children, 

and children with mental and physical handicaps” (Jenings, 2001, p.5).  Federal involvement in 

education remained at the funding level leaving any decisions in regards to curriculum, standards 

and assessment up to the states.  Even with the 40-year history of Title 1, its reauthorization and 

modifications with the federal bills and reports: A Nation at Risk: The Imperative For 

Educational Reform (Reagan, 1983); America 2000 (Bush, 1991); Goals 2000 (Clinton, 1994); 

No Child Left Behind (NCLB, Bush, 2001); and Race to the Top (Obama, 2009) funding of 

compensatory education programs continues and the nation has sustained its goal of raising the 

educational achievement of all children, including those living in poverty.  Educational policy 

however under Bush’s NCLB that continued as Obama’s Race to the Top that has placed high 

importance on accountability and standardized testing as a way to measure student success has 

been met with significant criticism.  Many who argue against high stakes standardized 

assessments to evaluate students and schools academic progress maintain that it hinders learning 

as educators are pressured to “teach to the test” to meet state and national accountability 

standards rather than maintaining rigorous quality classroom instruction.  

Despite millions of dollars being spent on revamping school curriculum, retraining 

teachers, introducing new technology, and making schools smaller, none of these costly 
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measures have improved academic and developmental outcomes for children (Noguera, 2011). 

The only evidence we have of the achievement gap ever narrowing was in 1988, the final year of 

the Reagan presidency during which no significant education legislation was passed (Ladson-

Billings, 2007).  The achievement gap between African American and European American 

children narrowed between the 1970s and 1990s in large part because of Title 1 funding of math 

and reading programs (Rutherford, 2001).  This is a clear indication that the extent of federal 

involvement should be in the form of funding and that academic decisions need to be left up to 

the community, as there is no one-size-fits-all remedy to improving public school education. 

Furthermore, there is a lack of strong empirical evidence in support of testing programs because 

they have not demonstrated significantly effective in improving achievement and may be doing 

real harm (Kohn, 2000; Berliner, 2006).  Still, many experts insist that our school system is not 

the problem, poverty is (Alexander & Salmon, 2007; Anyon & Greene, 2007; Barlinger, 2006; 

Krashen, 2005 & 2011; Ladson-Billings, 2002, 2007; Noguera, 2011; Sato & Lensmire, 2009; 

Taylor, 2005).  If schools did not create the problem of poverty, they should not attempt to solve 

it.  Or should they?  The more important question is, can they? 

Hopeful education advocates insists that there are measures schools can take to mitigate 

the effects of poverty on children’s learning and encourage school reform that can improve the 

overall quality of their lives.  Education reform would consist of enhanced teacher training, 

enriched curriculum, integration of technology, access to social service (dental and health clinics, 

counselors, social workers, parenting courses, adult education and ESL, etc.), provide after 

school enrichment programs, etc.  Success of such programs according to Taylor indicates that a 

commitment by both educators and policymakers to providing a first-rate education to all 
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children and adolescents regardless of family income could close the achievement gap (2005, p. 

55). 

Steven Krashen suggests that the money saved by reducing standardized testing can be 

invested in improving libraries in high poverty areas, which has demonstrated to be an effective 

measure against illiteracy and academic failure (2007).  He goes as far as to suggest that we do 

not need educational reform, what we need is better accessibility for poor children to literacy 

because it leads to better academic outcomes.  Most experts however, who identify poverty as 

the lead problem in schools, advocate for comprehensive educational reform that can provide a 

quality education for students yet at the same time offer them and their families better access to 

social services.  

When children live in poverty, they lack access to healthcare, early childhood education, 

a stable household, literacy opportunities (books at home, being read to, libraries), external 

support services (academic and social) and they are exposed to environmental obstacles (inter-

personal violence, bad neighborhoods, exposure to environmental pollution, substance abuse, 

parental stress) that hinders their healthy physical and psychological development to be 

productive and successful learners.  Noguera offers hope in the Newark, N.J. Broader, Bolder 

Approach (BBA) reform plan that intends to break the cycle of poverty and spur economic 

development to improve the quality of life of its residents by using education to fill in the social 

gap through: quality early childhood education and by extending the traditional school day; 

enriching the curriculum through enhanced literacy development in all content areas and greater 

emphasis on project-based learning; and building critical partnerships that will strengthen the 

capacity of schools to respond to student needs and enable community interests to come together 
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so parents and their allies can hold schools and their leaders accountable for academic outcomes 

(2011). 

By recognizing national poverty as an academic hindrance, Ladson-Billings presents her 

alternative “education debt” to the deficit term “achievement gap” that “places the onus of 

underachievement on the students, their families, and in some cases individual teachers. It 

constructs students as defective and lacking” (2007).  That same approach to eliminating deficit 

thinking in classroom instruction in working with poor children is captured in Sato and 

Lensmire’s work that rejects Ruby Payne’s teaching framework known to capitalize from the 

many stereotypes and deficit views of poor children (2009).  They suggest teacher professional 

development that will allow White teachers to better access student’s social and cultural wealth 

despite their poverty by first facilitating a way to critically view their own values and 

experiences and how they might be different from their students.  Only then, will they be able to 

reject their role as “savior” and their negative stereotype of poor children and offer teaching that 

better engages children who bring different experiences, cultures, values, and ways of 

understanding the world into the classroom (Sato & Lensmire, 2009, p. 370).  

Indeed all research on deficit thinking, subtractive schooling and critical pedagogy strives 

for an introspective analysis of discourse, teaching practice and methodology, and both student 

and teacher identity to eliminate all that minimizes, rejects, and stereotypes difference (racial, 

SES, gender, religion).  In the classroom, the most significant pursuit is in situating student’s 

marginalization and problems within the social context in which they are embedded to raise 

critical consciousness, nurture agency and transform circumstances.  Dewey describes how the 

structures within schools contribute to the hegemony of our society (as cited in Paringer, 1990, p. 

67).  How effective has school reform worked against poverty and other society’s ills when the 
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same hegemonic structures of inequality have been perpetuated in its frameworks?  Economists, 

sociologists and educators have known for nearly half a century, the association of social and 

economic disadvantage with a student achievement gap but they have “avoided the obvious 

implication of this understanding that raising the achievement of poor children requires the 

amelioration of the social and economic conditions of their lives, not just school reform” 

(Rothstein, 2004, p. 11).  We know now that educational inequality is rooted in economic 

problems and social pathologies and that school reform is too weak of an intervention against 

poverty so when deficit discourse and racial theories like Herrnstein and Murray’s (The Bell 

Curve, 1994) place blame on students, teachers, administrators and the entire education system 

they are “refusing to acknowledge the root problem contended with by too many American 

schools” (Berliner, 2006, p. 955).  Besides, even if we do agree that better education and high 

academic achievement lead to better jobs, when the jobs are not available, how much more can 

educators and administrators do?  The weight of poverty in America continues to place a heavy 

burden on public schools as the most important agents of poverty remediation while at the same 

time deeming them as failed institutions (Alexander & Salmon, 2007).   

In a relevant report, Anyon & Greene (2007) provide their case against NCLB and two 

federal policies that weaken the assumption that increased academic achievement is a route to 

economic advancement for the poor:  

NCLB is part of this process of socializing the costs of poverty. When the Act assumes-
even implicitly-that poverty is a result of low scores on standardized tests, rather than on 
the fact that there are not enough decently paying jobs, it lets the business community off 
the hook. It saddles the poor with unrealistic expectations and the rest of us with 
unwitting support of corporate irresponsibility (p. 162). 

 
They offer an in-depth analysis of the minimum wage and federal job training legislation to 

demonstrate how the government contradicts itself with social welfare policy that fails to raise 
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people out of poverty while at the same time pushing for educational reform that is paid by 

taxpayers as the unreasonable remedy against poverty.  Their critique explains how the current 

minimum wage for a full-time, year-round employee will not raise people out of poverty and 

therefore suggest a more realistic anti-poverty policy to include significant raises in the 

minimum wage.  The only ones that can do that, however, are employers and the government not 

educators or school officials.  The second legislation that worked against remedying poverty was 

the 1982 cut by President Reagan of the Comprehensive Employment and Training 

Administration (CETA) program, which had created more than two million full-time jobs for the 

unemployed and operated that mission taken on by the federal government since the 1930s 

during the Great Depression.  Since the early 1980s, the federal government has depended on job 

training instead of job creation as the main method to reduce poverty.  The remedy for academic 

low achievement among poor families is simple; hold the government and employers 

accountable for making those families less poor by offering them jobs that will pay them a salary 

that can help them prosper in their communities.  

 Next, the focus will turn to educational reform and progressive pedagogy to serve 

children living in poverty and Latinos in Texas and beyond.  When all else fails, educators must 

work within the confines of their classroom to offer their diverse learners hope through the best 

education possible.  Research on best educational practices with diverse and bilingual learners 

precedes NCLB, Race to The Top and “standardized testing curricula.”  We know now that 

effective instructional practice evaluated through a variety of authentic measures, rather than just 

teacher, value-added metrics derived from students’ test scoresxxviii, can make a significant impact 

on children’s academic achievement and their lives and it is determined by the quality of the 

curriculum (thematic-based, standards-aligned, higher thinking vs. basic skills, multicultural, 
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SBRRxxix), instructional methods applied (critical pedagogy, bilingual education, critical and 

authentic care, additive schooling), resources integrated (multicultural literature, technology, 

community-based, parental support, funds of knowledge) and relevancy of culture, language and 

identity in the overall creation of classroom knowledge.  There is no doubt that bilingual 

education and critical pedagogy measure up to the highest standards of effective instruction and 

methodologies.  I have offered a historic and socio-political backdrop for Texas and the RGV, in 

particular, and its diverse population confronting the highest rates of poverty to validate the 

suggested educational reform agenda that acknowledges linguist rights, cultural diversity, 

immigrant status, globalization and transnational perspectives.  

In short, my argument focuses on teachers and their professional, ideological, and 

personal growth as they negotiate between socio-political forces, their own identities, and school 

mandates in their everyday instructional practices.  The trend in recent educational research that 

speaks against federal accountability mandates claims that the current U.S. teacher education 

system operates as “industrial training camps” that produce “mid-level workers,” “classroom 

managers practicing skills-based education” trained to “follow instructions explicitly” 

(Rodriguez & Smith, 2011).  In an attempt to speak on behalf of teachers, these assumptions that 

teachers will work as mindless puppets through scripted curricula and effortlessly “deliver the 

course material” again feeds into the same deficit-thinking framework that some critical 

educational reformers claim to reject.  Even under the most repressed of campuses, passionate 

and committed teachers will find ways to work in the new “best thing” imposed by their district 

office and manage to critically and democratically educate their students.  To these particular 

critical educators “teaching to the test” and offering a quality education are never two mutually 

exclusive objectives.  Whether it is with a self-made multiple choice test-format reading passage 
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on the legend of La Llorona or teaching test skills using telenovela plots, these educators will 

find critical and creative ways to connect children’s lives to academically rigorous instruction 

and “the test” if they need to.  The participants in this study and my own experience as an NCLB 

researcher and Reading First Title 1 public school instructional coach to bilingual teachers can 

speak to the tremendous power and creativity teachers possess that allows them to work through 

and beyond trends to offer their students a democratic, bilingual, bicultural education.  But what 

is this process that allows them to successfully navigate repressive educational systems?  

Certainly, there are efforts we can advocate for that will make teachers’ jobs easier without 

burdening them with extra work which is why I pursue policy that is resourceful and influenced 

in critical pedagogy and bilingual education because they will always offer hope by nurturing 

critical caring educators that can successfully prepare children to be both intellectual and 

politically-aware contributors of their communities.  

 

3.3 Bilingual Education and Critical Pedagogy  

Bilingual Education and Critical Pedagogy are instructional approaches that share 

intensions to meet diverse learners’ academic needs yet are separated by many complexities at 

the “bicultural” application level.  Merging both methods in the instruction of non-English 

dominant speakers makes for an ideal approach to developing bilingual, bicultural critically 

conscious learners.  When one operates without the other however, important long-term skills 

and outcomes will be sacrificed regardless of the attained academic knowledge.  Students might 

develop their bilingualism in non-critical bilingual classrooms but will never fully develop as 

bicultural, that is, learn to function in two distinct sociocultural environments, their primary and 

that of the dominant mainstream culture, an important mechanism against hegemony (Darder, 

1991, p. 48) commonly confronted by this particular community.  Similarly, in language 

classrooms that sacrifice L1 (native language) over the acquisition of English that offer the 
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teachings of critical pedagogy, students will develop a consciousness of freedom and social 

justice but will have to operate without L1, an important aspect of their bicultural identity.  When 

educational policy and legislature recognizes the importance of bilingual education and critical 

bicultural education (Darder, 1991), language learners have their linguistic and human rights 

respected and offered the very best opportunities for additive schooling.  Since this shift depends 

on the political power of the our community, this realization will not occur soon.  However steps 

can be taken in that direction and my study suggests that listening to experienced bilingual 

critical educators with broad knowledge of the school community, student needs and academic 

expectations.  
 

3.3.1 Brief Overview of Bilingual Education 

President Johnson signed the Bilingual Education Act, (BEA) Title VII of the Elementary 

and Secondary Education Act on January 2, 1968; four years after Congress passed the Civil 

Rights Act.  The nation had officially recognized the civil rights of ethnic minorities who 

pursued justice against segregation and racial discrimination followed by now linguistic rights of 

poor “limited speaking” students.  The BEA became the first federal legislation that 

acknowledged the linguistic rights and academic needs of the students with Limited English 

Speaking Ability (LESA) by granting school districts programmatic and implementation federal 

funds in form of competitive grants.  The BEA has gone through six amendments (in 1974, 1978, 

1984, 1988, 1994, and 2002) that have reflected the changing needs of language learners such as 

eliminating low socio economic status from its qualification criteria and the national stance on 

diversity.  

Because language and culture are inextricably linked, controversies have centered on the 

BEA favoring diversity and multiculturalism over assimilation, nativism, or Americanization 

ideologies that have periodically surfaced throughout the history of this nation.  Xenophobia in 
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the form of anti-immigrant, anti-diversity sentiment disguised as “Americanization” or 

“nativism” dominates discourse when the nation confronts an increased influx of immigrants and 

war (Galindo, 2011), or a national crisis threaten its mainstream status quo.  At the same time 

that legislation has passed in favor of bilingual education as a result of important U.S. Supreme 

Court decisions (such as Lou v. Nichols and Castañeda v. Pickard), other recent attempts have 

threatened it (California’s Proposition 187 and 227; Arizona’s Unz Initiatives –Proposition 203). 

And although language learning and linguistic rights have been dictated by these national 

politics, ideologies and social class issues rather than effective instructional methods (Rojas & 

Reagan, 2003), the federal government has maintained its support for language minority 

children’s acquisition of English through quality and supportive measures.  Most recently, in 

2002 the BEA became the English Language Acquisition, Language Enhancement, and 

Academic Achievement Act under NCLB.  The Office of English Language Acquisition’s 

(OELA) mission is to: 

 • provide national leadership to help ensure that English language learners (ELLs) and 
immigrant students attain English proficiency and achieve academically; and 
 

 • assist in building the nation's capacity in critical foreign languages. 

In addition to providing resources for educators, students and parents, the OELA also “identifies 

major issues affecting the education of ELLs, assists and supports State and local systemic 

reform efforts that emphasize high academic standards, school accountability, professional 

development and parent involvement.xxx“  Some critics and advocates of bilingual education fear 

that the elimination of “bilingual” from federal law and rhetoric might shift the national stance to 

favoring “English only” programs with the primary goal as teaching English rather than 

maintaining children’s bilingualism. Such subtractive movements have been known to rely on 

sink-or-swim language immersion models that sacrifice students’ academics over the learning of 

English.  The most important objective of the BEA/OELA has been consistently to ensure that 
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language minority children do not fall behind academically in the content areas while they 

acquire English.  English acquisition should not be subtractive and at the cost of children’s 

academic advancement, instead educational methods should use the first language as a resource 

and foundation for both English language learning and the development of language skills in the 

native language (Rojas & Reagan, 2003).  Significant amount of research in second language 

acquisition suggests that English cannot be learned in one year.  How well non-English 

background children acquire English depends on how well the language is “taught” and how 

successful schools are in creating a context in which students have access to English (Valdes, 

2001, p27).  The key to facilitating the learning of English and to maintaining quality bilingual 

programs is ensuring that language diversity is seen as a resource rather than a problem (Garcia, 

2005).  
 
3.3.2 Critical Bicultural Education and Critical Constructivism as a Synthesis of Bilingual 
Education and Critical Pedagogy 
 
 Critical pedagogues have long associated the relationship between language and literacy 

and given validity to native language in that development of literacy and learning.  They believe 

students must learn to access and master the dominant language of the larger society but never at 

the cost of silencing their own.  Students’ primary language should never be suppressed by “a 

legitimation of the dominant language” and always be given priority because only with their own 

vernacular can they can develop emancipatory literacy and make sense of their own experience 

in the world –with their voice, self worth, history and culture (Freire & Macedo, 1987, p.152).  

Similarly, critical constructivism promotes the production of self and all its agents including 

language before and in order for learning to take place.  During the process, the learner steps 

back from the world as s/he is accustomed to perceiving it and will understand ways their 

perception is constructed via linguistic codes, cultural signs, race, class, gender and sexual 

ideologies and other often-hidden modes of power  (Kincheloe, 2005).   
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 In Darder's critical bicultural pedagogy students are provided with curricular content that 

is considered culturally appropriate and language instruction in their native tongues.  Critical 

bicultural educators  

Create the conditions for bicultural students to develop the courage to question the 
structures of domination that control their lives so that they can awaken their bicultural 
voice as they participate in opportunities to reflect, critique, and act together with other 
bicultural students who are also experiencing the same process of discovery…they are 
actively involved in considering critically all curriculum content, texts, classroom 
experiences, and their own lives for the emancipator as well as oppressive and 
contradictory values that inform their thoughts, attitudes, and behaviors. Through this 
process, bicultural students develop their abilities to understand critically their lives and 
how to engage actively in the world. (Darder, 1991, p.96) 

 
But developing a critical consciousness is not an easy endeavor and neither is its integration into 

bilingual classrooms.  Educators who struggled with and have identified their own 

marginalization will more likely possess that heightened awareness of repressive socio-political 

structures and of the way in which the cultural and racial significance of citizenship works in 

favor of White, middle class, males and against those outside of that mainstream norm (Urrieta 

& Reidel, 2008).  Critical consciousness is a heightened sense of knowledge that serves the 

greater good of all individuals confronting oppression and not necessarily favors a particular 

political stance.  As a mission to social justice, it recognizes larger stratifications of societal 

structures, practices, ideologies, discourse, etc.  Poverty, racial equality, human and linguistic 

rights are social issues for all to recognize particularly in our educational institutions.  School 

administration should guarantee that all barriers against academic performance be eliminated and 

that having critically conscious educators is the most resourceful and effective way to identify, 

neutralize and even eradicate those barriers.  According to Kincheloe, critical constructive 

educators must assume scholarly roles to be able to “learn to think, teach and live 

democratically” so that their instructional aims will never be “separated from social justice, 
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human liberation, self-direction, resistance to regulation, community building, deeper forms of 

human interconnection and the fight for freedom via an emancipatory curriculum” (2005, p. 67). 

But to accomplish this, administrators must provide for their teachers scholarly and professional 

development that is “continuing, research base and collaborative.”   

 Critical bicultural pedagogy is an ideal instructional approach to meet the needs 

(linguistic, social, academic) of the increasing diversity in Texas classrooms as it: 

1. Is built on theory of cultural democracy 
2. Supports a dialectical view of the world, particularly as it relates to the notion of culture 

and the bicultural experience; 
3. Recognizes those forms of cultural invasion that negatively influence the lives of 

bicultural students and their families; 
4. Utilizes a dialogical model of communication that can create the conditions for students 

of color to find their voice through opportunities to reflect, critique, and act on their 
world to transform it;  

5. Acknowledge the issue of power in society and the political nature of schooling; and 
6. Above all, is committed to the empowerment and liberation of all people. (Darder, 1991, 

p.97) 

In the following chapters I outline the research design and methodology of my study and 

share the profiles of the critical bicultural Border teachers that served as participants.  These 

women have successfully navigated through the institutional, social and political barriers that we 

have identified in this chapter to meet the personal and academic needs of their students.  They 

represent over 100 years of experience serving Border Latino communities that confront the 

most extreme levels of poverty and have successfully maintained their very own progressive 

“pedagogy of hope” (Freire, 2006).  

 
 
3.4 Conclusion: A Teacher’s Cry 

 
It is April 16, 2011, the local Border and national news are covering the arrest of Martin 

Omar Estrada Luna, known among the Mexican narco-circles as El Kilo the mastermind of the 
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mass murders in San Manuel, Mexico of over 250 Mexican, Central and South Americans.  One 

online report claimed that: 

Whether he was a big player or not, Estrada Luna appears to have succumbed to a cross-
border crime culture that is growing as hundreds of thousands of deportees with criminal 
backgrounds are dumped in Mexico… Those who knew Estrada Luna wonder what 
happened to him in this borderland that has turned into a magnate for drifters, deportees 
and thousands of migrants with criminal backgroundsxxxi. 
 

El Kilo, a deported Unites States school dropout, was crossed over illegally to the United States 

from Mexico as a young child. His mother lived in Laredo, Texas but he grew up in Tieton, 

Washington, a small farm town dominated by the apple industry, which is where he was known 

to be trouble, but never to the extent as the ruthless and savage Zeta gang leader he was believed 

to have evolved.  This story seemed all too familiar as I reflected back to the August of 2010 

arrest of the U.S.-born Edgar Valdez Villarreal alias La Barbie, the top gang leader of the Los 

Negros working as the armed militia for the Beltran-Leyva cartel against the Zetas hired to 

protect the Gulf Cartel primarily for territorial control over Border trafficking ports. Border 

narco-violence is as much a Mexico problem as a U.S.’s and now one of its own moving up the 

ranks of Mexican drug cartels and facilitating the drug movement along the Texas-Mexico 

border and exported into the country.  Speculations on Valdez’s role in the increasing Border 

violence remains even today as both countries decide the fate of this high ranking criminal who 

gave up an opportunities for a U.S. college education to live the powerful and glamorized narco-

lifestyle with colossal riches, beauty queen wives and luxurious cloth, cars, and mansions.   

Watching this type of graphic news coverage particularly through Monterrey news 

broadcasting has become a routine during my visits home on the Border.  These particular stories 

however hurt like no other for many reasons beyond the unfortunate and unnecessary loss of 

innocent lives.  According to the reports on Luna, he was a product of a broken family, of 
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America’s hateful ways against Latino immigrants and its failed public school system. Despite 

his undocumented status in the U.S., to Mexico, this killer was “gringo,” American-bred.  He 

was after all, a Spanish-dominant school dropout, like many others known to struggle through 

the “sink or swim” academic model in el norte (northern United States) pushed out of the school 

system and indoctrinated into the juvenile criminal system, or the “prison pipeline” as referred to 

in educational research.   

I wondered how anyone or anything could have stopped this whirlwind of pain and 

destruction in these men’s upbringing that led to their formation as ruthless killers.  I imagined 

how their circumstances would have been any different had they been schooled in our American 

classrooms now rather than 15 years ago.  Would they be given a quality education and a just 

opportunity for success via the educational route that would fit their talents, interests, limitations, 

and dispositions?  Would the education of Latino children U.S.-born or not, legal residents or 

undocumented be as much a problema compartido especially giving the increasing number of 

deportations of American-educated undocumented youth, some with criminal record, other with 

a college dream?  How much of the blame should subtractive school have in the academic failure 

of children who chose alternative destructive paths in life?   

Our country is currently at a crossroads deciding on the future of undocumented kids to 

become either college graduates or pushed towards the other extreme paths of El Kilo, La 

Barbie, or Joaquin Luna as political debates and presidential elections court the idea of 

comprehensive immigration reform and the enactment of the Dream Act or aggressive 

deportation and senseless dismissal of this problema compartido.  I can’t help but to hurt, my 

teacher cry calls for better academic opportunities for all children living in this country and the 

dismissal of all social barriers against their flourishing.  Educational, social, immigration reform 
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is a grownups problem, a bi-national shared problem, not issues for which kids should be blamed 

or burdened (Field notes, April 16, 2011). 

                                                
xxii http://www.heckmanequation.org/heckman-equation 
 
xxiii http://www.highscope.org/Content.asp?ContentId=282 
 
xxiv Grants offered by U.S. Department of Health and Human Services and its Administration for 
Children and Family: http://www.acf.hhs.gov/healthymarriage/ 
 
xxvFor more on the gap between the rich and poor: 
http://academic.udayton.edu/race/06hrights/GeoRegions/NorthAmerica/china03.htm  
 
xxviNew York Times Article 2/3/2011: http://www.nytimes.com/2012/02/04/us/politics/improved-
job-picture-poses-risks-to-obama-and-romney.html 
  
xxvii For more on these studies read the following books: Stretched Thin: Poor Families, Welfare 
Work, and Welfare Reform (2010); Both Hands Tied: Welfare Reform and the Race to the 
Bottom in the Low-Wage Labor Market (2010); and The War on Welfare: Family, Poverty, and 
Politics in Modern America (Politics and Culture in Modern America) (2011).   
 
xxviii For more on the most recent longitudinal study on value-added teacher scores impact on 
long-term student outcomes: http://obs.rc.fas.harvard.edu/chetty/value_added.pdf 
  
xxix Scientific Based Reading Research: When the Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA was reauthorized, it emphasized SBRR in the selection of appropriate instructional 
methods, books, and curricula, that is, instructional resources that had demonstrated to be 
effective scientifically. 
 
xxx http://www2.ed.gov/about/offices/list/oela/index.html  
 
xxxi For full report: http://latino.foxnews.com/latino/news/2011/05/08/bred-criminal-alleged-
mastermind-mexico-killings-mass-graves/  
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CHAPTER 4: RESEARCH DESIGN AND METHODOLOGY 
 

4.1 Introduction 

This chapter will detail the research design and methodology significantly influenced by 

previous work by feminist and cultural studies scholars.  In addition to relying on applied critical 

educational ethnographic methodology in groundbreaking studies, I furthermore propose 

comadrazos as a culturally appropriate method and testimonio writing as a relevant 

methodological technique.   

My study explores the lived experiences of Border teachers to gain an understanding that 

can help answer why centering them in our research can teach us about the structures of power in 

our American classrooms and society that perpetually keep certain groups marginalized and 

living in difficult situations more than others (Moya, 2002; Smith, 2005).  It is a study on the 

cultivation of critical educators and mainly focused on addressing factors affecting Border 

students’ academic achievement.  I provide evidence for administrators and policymakers on the 

benefits of both scholarly and professional development of teachers as a way to tackle those 

factors with the acquired skills and knowledge essential to advocate for students through critical 

bicultural education (Darder, 1991).  In this way, empowered critical educators can pursue life-

changing pedagogy for social transformation and cultivation of student intellect (Kincheloe, 

2005, p. 67).   

Referencing Valenzuela’s additive schooling, framed in a Delgado Bernal’s Chicana 

feminist epistemology and building on Moya’s postpositivist, realist identity framework and 

Gonzalez’s linguistic Border identities, this study is largely influenced by work of Chicana and 

Latina scholars in educational research and will address the following research questions:  

1. What impact do experiences have on participants’ social and personal identities?           
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a. How do issues of sexism, patriarchy and class relations shape south Texas veteran 
Border teachers’ attitudes and behaviors in their homes, community, and schools? 

2. What value added knowledge do we gain from testimonios in how to maximize the 
professional development of teachers from the south Texas border?  

3. How can we best approach professional development for critical pedagogy? 

By focusing on narratives of women from the Border and their teaching professions shared 

during individual, group and comadrazo gatherings, we engaged in an environment of 

sisterhood, trust, support, and education (Dixon Rayle, Sand, Brucato, Ortega, 2006).  By 

applying the Spotlight Identity (Si) framework, I constructed a sense of their established 

identities deeply rooted in their social disposition, culture and language to identify their extent of 

critical consciousness and subsequently connect their lived experiences and identities to their 

instructional practice.  Data revealed that all eight participants possessed a heightened sense of 

critical consciousness and applied it differently to teaching and personal lives.  

My theory is that establishing intimate social group gatherings and Xicana Sacred Spaces 

(XSSs) among teachers could offer more possibilities for building collective knowledge, 

reclaiming Border history, nurturing agency and critical consciousness that could eventuate into 

a social justice or action research project and possibly serve as professional development 

opportunities.  The women who joined the study did so simply out of interest on “being heard” 

and the possibilities of building personal and professional relationship with other participants and 

the researcher.  I sought out two participants and they in turn brought the six other participants 

who expressed an interest in sharing the space and experiences.  

In addition, I also relied on the comadrazo, oral history, and testimonio methods to access 

all possible metaphorical Borders, history, instructional practice for bilingual and Latino learners 

and Border knowledge via the experiences and identities of the participants.  The fundamental 

intent of this study is to identify and propose an approach to teacher professional development to 
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effectively address challenges confronted in our Texas public educational system by listening to 

the voices of those who confront and mitigate daily forces within school settings and throughout 

their communities to meet students’ needs.  

Current research suggests that the Texas border is associated with larger districts of lower 

family socioeconomic status levels and less experienced teachers, a profile that tends to translate 

into lower student achievement (Sloat, Makkonen, & Koehler, 2007).  Therefore, in an effort to 

impact educational policy, this project is a contribution to the research on the Texas-Mexico 

border experiences in educational settings and communities confronted with realities of 

significantly high poverty and unemployment rates, factors that most significantly impact 

educational attainment.  With a focus on the Border critical educator formation, I traced the steps 

teachers take as they pursue a critical understanding of themselves and their world, to reach 

reliable, objective knowledge (Moya, 2002, p.60) and gain skills to better diagnose students’ 

academic needs, talents and personal concerns and be capable of designing more customized and 

caring experiences (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 69).   

 

4.2 Methodology 

This study applied qualitative methods of inquiry favored in critical education 

ethnography and feminist research.  Critical education ethnography deems research as 

collaborative action between the researcher(s) and research participants and essentially focused 

on educational access and equity for those considered marginal.  It is believed that qualitative 

methods are the only truly ‘feminist’ choice because they include the use of open-ended 

interviewing and ethnographic data collection to focus on interpretation, allow the immersion of 

the researcher in the social setting, and facilitate inter-subjective understanding between the 
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researcher and the participants (Mertens, 2005, p. 232).  Framed within a critical paradigm, I 

applied a Chicana feminist epistemology; and two innovative methods of testimonios and 

comadrazos, oral history, interviews and ethnographic observations.  I addressed ontological and 

epistemological concerns regarding identity by utilizing a research lens that drew from a 

postpositivist, realist theory of identity, as well as Third World feminism, and my own Spotlight 

Identity framework.  I conducted semi-structured interviews, hosted comadrazo get-togethers 

and facilitated the writing of testimonios by participants who are experienced Border educators 

to foster a sense of critically reclaiming and documenting local history.   

My fieldwork was on the longest U.S.-Mexico border, a part of the Rio Grande Valley 

Texas border; however, by referencing state- and nation-wide statistical data on poverty and 

Latino educational attainment, findings in this study may inform educational reform relevant to 

the education of Latino students.  I demonstrate how the design of the participant encounters in 

such a non-traditional learning space allows for personal and professional development that 

relies heavily on the extent of confianza (trust) and compromiso (commitment) developed 

through intersubjective understandings between the researcher and participants/co-researchers as 

well as between participants with one another.    

I approached this work as a ‘researcher-as-bricoleur’ in both Denzin and Lincoln’s (as 

cited in Crotty, 2005, p.49) and Lévi-Strauss’s references.  In Denzin and Lincoln’s application, I 

employed “a large range of tools and methods, even unconventional ones, and therefore on (my) 

inventiveness, resourcefulness and imaginativeness” with my application of many interpretive 

methodologies (feminism, cultural studies, postpositivist, realist, critical pedagogy, Spotlight 

Identity framework), methods (comadrazo, testimonio, oral history, ethnographic observation, 

interviews), and epistemologies (a realist objectivist, constructivist).  Claude Lévi-Strauss’s 
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original understanding of bricoleur is the “notion of a person who makes something new out of a 

range of materials that had previously made up something different” (Crotty, 2005, p. 50).  This 

resourcefulness in the use of tools and methods characterizes the researcher-as-bricoleur and 

allows the researcher to “approach the object in a radical spirit of openness to its potential for 

new or richer meaning. It is an invitation to interpretation” (p.51).  In this way my research 

allowed flexibility for inventiveness and at the same time resourcefulness by applying what was 

familiar and organic to participants such as culturally-relevant bonding mechanisms 

(comadrazos) and critical history and narrative (testimonios) to meet empirical goals as research 

methods and pedagogical tools, respectively; and, professional development spaces fostered as 

sacred personal and intellectual spaces.  

 

4.2.1 Feminist Methodology 

It is important to emphasize the influence of feminist research frameworks in this study 

with all female participants.  Since the integration of women in research as both researchers and 

research subjects as of the 1970s, they have contributed significantly to the existing empirical 

knowledge base particularly as it relates to gender roles, inequalities, and relations.  Their 

perspectives have developed some far-reaching theoretical insights; expanded the research 

subject matter; and began to challenge some long-standing theoretical perspectives (Davies, 

2002, p. 40).  Their preference for ethnographic methodologies relate to the significant value it 

places on their subjects stories, narratives, life histories, and case studies and manner in which 

such methods support a postmodernist theoretical perspective by looking at the multiplicity, 

fluidity of subjectivity.  Their methodologies, methods, perspectives, what is observed and how 

things are problematized served as a way to challenge the male-dominated tradition of social 
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science research (Davies, 2002, p. 39).  Within the growing trend of critical ethnography, 

feminists have found a reliable methodology that allows for their active participation in their 

work alongside their participants.  This methodology offers “cultural critiques” and is more 

collaborative and politically involved (Foley & Valenzuela, 2005). 

Harding, however, suggests that there is no distinctive feminist method of research.  She 

reminds us that we must “add women” to existing social science analyses, to current 

methodology, method and epistemology.  Because previous research was largely male-driven, 

for and about men, the only way to “add women” to social science work is by transforming 

existing androcentric, traditional analysis (1987, p. 4).  In this way, a “feminist” methodology 

would be the theory and analysis of how research should proceed to understand women’s worlds. 

Methods or techniques for gathering evidence, in feminist-driven research would apply all 

possible categories: listening to (or interrogating) informants, observing behavior, or examining 

historical traces and records; and, in selecting and breaking down methodology and methods in 

feminist- driven research. Epistemology ensures that women are as much “the knower” or 

“agents of knowledge” as men, (p. 3) especially in research conducted on women and by women.   

 

4.2.2 Feminists Legacies in Critical Educational Ethnography  

Chicana and Latina academics are making significant advances in bridging feminist 

theories, educational anthropology, ethnography and epistemologies to the field of education and 

educational policy.  Their standpoints carry legacies that have endured and transcended 

consequences of invasions, colonization, oppression, migration and immigration.  For this 

reason, in many ways, the history of America parallels “(her)story”, as opposed to (his)tory, of 

Chicanas and Latinas.  As more serve as researchers, academics, and administrators we see their 
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frameworks set against their rich historical, cultural, and transnational tapestry to find ways in 

which to transform deficit-driven thinking (Valencia, 1997) in their communities, public schools, 

and universities.   

Ethnographic methods make it possible to structure this educational reform project to 

concurrently meet feminist objectives of centering women as the “agents of knowledge” in 

educational research.  Critical ethnography in an educational setting or with educators engages 

the researcher with participants without having to impose meaning or bias on the data, which is 

gathered typically in the form of “unbiased” observations, field notes and interviews.  Critical 

ethnographers seek meaning from individuals and their cultural practices in their natural 

ambiance with the underlying intent to “reveal social inequalities and, ultimately, to solve deep 

problems evident in critical pedagogic discourses” (Chang, 2005, p.180).  When critical 

ethnography serves educational pursuits, it unveils social and political stratification that results in 

unequal access to quality schooling for particular underserved groups.  The following Latina-

conducted groundbreaking studies can speak to the significant interest in critical educational 

ethnography, a natural and relevant progression and synthesis of feminist studies, critical 

pedagogy, cultural anthropology, and critical ethnography.   

 Valenzuela (1999) reminds us that while some educators often feel that their efforts have 

marginal relevancy to the current status quo of the public school systems, a simple human 

behavior such as caring can make a significant impact in the lives and education of linguistically 

and culturally diverse students. Her study of a Texas public high school, she sheds light on the 

failings of schools as they subtract significant linguistic and cultural resources from students. 

This practice misguides students to silence and make them invisible, become the “uncaring 

student prototype,” and push them towards a path of assimilation and becoming “Americanized” 
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as a response and resistance to their schooling and/or as a means to survival.  But parent’s caring 

is not enough to effectively provide schooling that can meet the academic, linguistic and cultural 

needs of Latino students when schools are structured to fail children of color (Villenas & Deyhle, 

2003).  

Valenzuela suggests an additive, rather than subtractive, education that recognizes the 

importance of integrating student’s native language and culture into classroom practices as 

integral resources for their academic success. She characterizes the effective teacher as being one 

that is “seized by (her) students and energy flows toward their projects and need” (1999, p. 62). 

That is, they demonstrate care and participation in their students in and out of the classroom, 

making sure that they initiate close caring relationships; clearly communicate their expectations 

and helping meet their other personal needs.  

Valenzuela’s breach from traditional scientific frameworks is in her emphasis on the 

many possibilities a human emotion such as caring has to offer, namely, it is effective and is 

manifest in many different ways in teacher practices, with impacts on student’s personal and 

academic development. More specifically, her work in educational research mirrors the Second 

Wave of feminists of color who integrated additional consideration of racial, class and recent 

immigrant oppressions to the already gender equality movement.  

Delgado-Bernal introduces a Chicana feminist epistemology (1998) in her educational 

research projects. She grounds her work on existing work of Chicana foremothers — particularly 

those in the literary disciplines— employing this new methodology to allow Chicanas as key 

informants and central subjects to rely on their own language and vernacular to analyze, 

interpret, document, and report about their own lived experiences. She designs this research 
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method as a way to “resist traditional paradigms that often distort or omit the experiences and 

knowledge of Chicanas.”  

Joining the feminists’ and critical pedagogues’ call are Elenes, Gonzalez, Delgado 

Bernal, & Villenas (2001) who offer ways to rethink traditional notions of practice and 

instructional spaces.  Through pedagogies of consejos, respeto and educación, 

Latinas/Chicanas/Mexicanas build knowledges derived from theirs and their communities’ 

historical experiences to develop a critically conscious self. The researchers’ “pedagogies” serve 

as the practices through which cultural knowledge is attained and favored over conventional 

wisdom and hegemonic ideologies. They furthermore advocate for an active participation of 

Chicanas and Mexicanas to pursue project that will interrupt current pedagogical practices that 

are detrimental to their advancement.  

Precisely that is what Norma González executes in her work along the U.S.-Mexico 

border. A very relevant book to this study, I Am My Language: Discourses of Women and 

Children in the Borderlands (2006) focuses on family’s childrearing practices and language 

ideologies to show how cultural identities are negotiated in a region along the Border.  By 

understanding language use, she believed we could impact students’ academic success.  She 

applies a borderlands metaphor to explore the multiplicity of linguistic, experiential, and identity 

formation within a realistic marginality that exists for people of the U.S.-Mexico border.  She 

found that women and children were active agents in constructing their identities.  There are 

many partial truths but no “correct way” to fostering children’s educational development.  

According to González, language use is not entirely cognitive but also social, ideological, and 

political and falls within children’s emotional development.  She discovered the multiple 

dimensions of what it is to be a mother and woman living on the Border and the resilience and 
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funds of knowledge found in these Latino households.  Every woman in her study had very 

different takes on how to negotiate larger processes at the level of their own households.  

Therefore, there was no particular way identified in which these mothers socialized their families 

through language.  Children are exposed to complex and multidimensional influences within 

their own families.  Language ideologies and ‘border culture’ are neither unified nor fixed.  

There exists a multiplicity of identities and language formations that individuals negotiate to 

establish and enact and that they themselves have identified.  On the Border, there is no 

standardized way of growing up or getting socialized into a particular linguistic pattern.  In a true 

sense, González asserts that individuals on the Border distill from multiple knowledge bases and 

that this is not particular to mothers and children living in this mythologized Border and culture. 

It is in fact a postmodernist condition confronted by any ‘social actor’ who mediates between 

“structure” and “agency.”  She did, however, uncover discourse strategies that enable students to 

successfully negotiate sociocultural worlds, particularly their use of funds of knowledge and the 

English language to access mainstream communication, knowledge and privileges while relying 

on Spanish as the source to family.  

González speaks to educators of language minority students and language policymakers.  

She ultimately proposes an interactive critical pedagogy that speaks to Borderland dynamics of 

hybridity — where identities and practices become fluid and are in a constant state of 

transformation and permeability, apply mixed conventions, and undergo linguistic and cultural 

shifts.  Individuals rely on an innumerable repertoire of languages, identities and ideologies from 

which to choose.  In making the arguments about “push and pull” in using Spanish and English 

in the households, González reiterates the significance of a bi- and multilingual and multiliteracy 

education that fosters this particular dynamic and a pedagogy that is sensitive to linguistic 
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patterns, as well as family values highly influenced by the dominant middle class ideologies of 

schools and society.   

By valuing individual’s narratives and personal experiences that reflect identities with 

particular ethnic and historical trends and practices, we learn to validate Latino students, 

regardless of generation, class, or language preferences.  Connecting language to identity within 

a discursive setting, educators ensure that students’ funds of knowledge are accessed and their 

experiences, validated.   

 

4.3 The Setting 

The Texas-Mexico Rio Grande Valley border was selected because of its developed 

industrialization and globalization through maquiladora production, increasing urbanization, and 

especially for its demographics made up of 90.1 percent Latino compared to 37.6 and 16.6 

percent in Texas and U.S., respectively.  With the current state of our nation’s growing fear of 

the diversity that will outnumber the White population by 2042, highlighting the geopolitical and 

cultural nucleus of that diversity will provide valuable knowledge on ways to capitalize on that 

diversity rather than deeming it a national crisis.  

The Texas RGV is also the place I call home, where I go back to celebrate holidays and 

family gatherings and the region that developed me as an educator. As a native researcher with 

critical ethnographic pursuits, my intentions to focus this study on my Border region is beyond 

any ideological reason and more with a driven passion to reclaim a history never before taught to 

me, still unfamiliar, even distorted.  But as an educational researcher, with teaching beginnings 

in the Border region, I strongly believe the resilient family and cultural values sustained along 

the Border applied to classroom instruction by many educators is certainly worth investigating.      
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The participants are currently all employed for a district with a peak enrollment of 23,444 

students for the 2004-2005 academic school year, of which over 99 percent are Latino students. 

It is one of the fastest growing school districts in Texas with an estimated increase of 1,400 

students per year.  With 37 campuses, 23 elementary schools, eight middle schools, an 

alternative education center, two college academies and three high schools employing over 5,000 

professionals. 

 

4.4 The Participants 

Eight Latina female educators over the age of 30 and with more than five years of 

teaching experience served as participants in the study.  Participation in this work was 

completely voluntary and in no way connected to their jobs as educators.  My initial intent was to 

recruit participants via a mass, district-wide email but this changed after several informal 

personal encounters with some participants and other acquaintances revealed the many 

recruitment challenges I would confront.  I feared that participants, for example, would assume 

that I somehow represented the school district or that my work would limit their extent of 

comfort and trust and therefore, openness.  Every participant was informed on the voluntary 

nature of their involvement and was told that they could withdraw from their participation at any 

time.  

Participants were recruited by me and by my personal acquaintances.  One was an 

acquaintance and the other I knew but did not hold any personal extended friendship ties other 

than having attended high school with her.  They, in turn, brought in several more women, some 

that I also knew from high school and who like them worked for the district but many did not 

quite serve as official participants.  Only those who agreed to participate in individual and/or 

group interviews/focus group were considered official participants.  In addition to the eight 
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participants, ten more individuals joined my comadrazo get-togethers and two others, one a 

male, contributed to the testimonial projectxxxii and had their work published in the local 

newspaper that took on our writing in a special featured column.  

There was a particular significance and intention in selecting participants based on key 

and interrelated social categories.  By relying on the postpositivist, realist identity theory, I 

believed that claiming key categories carry certain epistemic value when they can more 

accurately account for the social categories constituting an individual’s social location (Moya, 

2002, p. 41).  In other words, claiming ‘motherhood’ as an identity, and/or ‘feminist,’ ‘educator,’ 

‘Border woman’ can grant the women knowledge about the world that is “truer” and more 

“objective” than a generic reference to themselves as for example “women”, “Hispanic,” 

“American.”  Identifying with certain categories can often reflect individuals more consciously, 

socially, culturally, politically aware and thus more likely to “recognize their disadvantaged 

position in a hierarchically organized society arranged according to categories of class, race, 

gender, and sexuality” (Moya, 2002, p. 42).  

Social media played a significant role in sustaining personal and professional ties with 

participants and I relied on it heavily to continue to learn about their work, projects, and district’s 

many activities.  In fact, some of them managed to build personal relationships with each other 

after our encounters and continue that friendship through social media. It was through Facebook 

that one of the participants opted to attempt her “oral history” project for her testimonio.  We 

later realized that attempt came with many limitations, which was why the content of the 

testimonial writing fell short on meeting its criteria.  We learned through Facebook of many of 

their personal activities such as trips overseas, weddings, business endeavors, and in one 

instance, a 2012 Grammy red carpet strut with her songwriter nominee fiancé.  But my most 
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significant discovery throughout the study and our exchanges via Facebook was with a 

participant with whom I shared a very personal family history.  We found out through our many 

relatives in common that both of our great grandfathers were brothers, original Tejano settlers 

from the La Chona (Concepción) Ranch in Duval County, a significant region in Texas and 

Tejano history.  I shared via Facebook with her, newspaper clippings with our great 

grandfathers’ name on it, stories of land settlements, corrupt sheriffs, etc.  

 

4.5 Research Design 

Participants were individually interviewed using a semi-structured interview 

questionnaire [see Appendix A: Individual Interview], with the exception of one participant who 

was instead interviewed using the Oral History Interview Protocol [see Appendix F].  The first 

interview took between 1-2 hours and all interviews took place during a 2-month period.  

I used the first interview to screen the participants and identify the ‘critical educators’ 

among the group.  To my surprise, the exchanges during those interviews revealed that all 

participants possessed a heightened level of critical consciousness and their teaching applied 

methods characterized as critical pedagogy.  The collection of informed consent was carried out 

during this first encounter.  Participants were offered the option to participate in 2 additional 

professional development modules that lasted no more than 3 hours.  

Those modules were composed of: a focus group interview/comadrazo and training on 

developing their narrative voice following the writing process of a testimonio and how to 

conduct oral history interviews.  The modules took place at a local library within a 3-month 

period.  All encounters were not consecutive and were scheduled during times that participants 

agreed upon.  During the 3-hour focus group interview/comadrazo and professional 

development, participants accomplished the following:  
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Day 1 – Participate in a focus group semi-structured discussion covering issues of: living 

on the U.S.-Mexico border, identity, the female experience in the Border region, their teaching 

professions, their linguistically and culturally diverse students, their teaching practice, Border 

identity, immigration, industrialization and many other topics that were brought up by 

participants [see Appendix B: Group Interview].   

Day 2– Participants engaged in a professional development module [see Appendix C: 

Testimonio Slides] to learn about and discuss the literary genre of the testimonio.  They engaged 

in the learning process as they advance their critical thinking towards the progression of higher-

thinking skills.  I shared samples of testimonios, giving them direction on their own testimonio 

[see Appendix D & E: Testimonio and Visual Protocols].  Only 4 of the participants produced a 

written testimonio.  

The two participants, who pursued a ‘testimonialist’—that is, they wrote their piece based 

on the life of someone else rather than on themselves, received a brief overview of the Oral 

History Interview Protocol [see Appendix F].  

Participants who wrote testimonios worked through the writing process to develop and 

hone their writing skills and narrative voice.  In addition to their drafts, participants were also 

asked to submit photographs to build on the written testimonies as requested by the newspaper 

editor.  

Pseudonyms assigned to participants and confidentiality ensured protection of 

participants for the study. For the published testimonios, all real names, dates, and details had to 

be revealed. Participants were told that the publishing of their work was beyond the extent of the 

study and would be completely optional, as it required complete disclosure of personal 

information.  
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All individual and group interviews were audio recorded.  The recordings were only used 

as data for the study and will not be shared with anyone else for any other purpose.  The scripts 

were transcribed and coded for data analysis.  The interview and group interviews, my 

interpretations of the meetings, our established relationships and the extent of critical 

constructivism reflected in all our encounters, written testimonios and photographs make up my 

data.  Any publication or sharing of testimonios and photographs will only be with the explicit 

written consent of the participant.  

 

4.6 Data Collection 

 
The multiple methods of data collection I selected are traditionally used in ethnographic 

qualitative.  These include individual, oral history and focus group interviews, observations of 

the social setting, media and historic documents and field notes. Other less traditional interviews 

were the comadrazo and testimonio critical narrative. All methods were strategically selected to 

serve all study objectives while allowing me to engage with participants and offer a profound 

portrayal of their lives, their teaching practice and community.  

 

4.6.1 Semi-Structured Interviews 

Ethnographic, semi-structured interviews were used in the first part of this study to meet 

two important objectives.  The first was to access local knowledge about social factors 

confronted by women and educators from the Border.  With a feminist intent and critical 

ethnographic lens, this effort helped develop the backdrop for the study.  The second purpose for 

these semi-structured interviews was to serve as a “screening” of participants and select those 

who applied critical pedagogy in their work with students.  I relied on aspects of ethnographic 
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methodology design; local history and politics; social factors; feminist studies; the postpositivist, 

realist theory of identity; a multicultural education framework; and, a critical constructivist and 

bilingual education criteria to develop my screening approach to this ethnographic semi-

structured and oral history interview protocol [see Appendices A & F].   

 To a large extent the interview method and technique (both formal/informal 

conversational and structured/unstructured) served as “project history” as it took a series of 

interviews and informal encounters with several participants about a specific topic, place and/or 

theme (Trimble, Sommer, & Quinlan, 2008 p. 15) related to living along the Border and Border 

education.    

 

4.6.2 Ethnographic Observations 

Additional methods included a considerable amount of ethnographic observations and 

their documentation through field notes (written and digitally recorded) of cultural practices, 

events and social behaviors in the research setting such as district and city-sponsored festivities, 

family gatherings, supermarket, religious ceremonies, shopping mall, restaurants, bars, hospitals, 

drives through neighborhoods in wealthy areas and colonias, the binational Border iron fence 

wall, the local TV and newspaper media.  As a critical ethnographer I engaged with the 

participants and in the research setting as much as I could during the two-year extent of my 

fieldwork, documenting my observations and analysis of cultural practices and social dynamics.   

According to Quantz, ethnography has been loosely defined as a genre of research and 

unless we ground it in the material relationships to history, it becomes a romantic display of the 

exotic lifestyles of the marginal, a voyeuristic travelogue through the subcultures of society 

(Quantz, 1992, p.461 as cited in Chang, 2005).  To circumvent this, I read the history of the 
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research setting, revisited oral histories and testimonials of its community, particularly my elder 

relatives, and engaged in the consistent reading of local news media.  The critical narrative 

components in this dissertation were personal reflections that made up part of my “hybrid” field 

notes composed of narrative personal lived experience, critical perspectives and analysis of the 

local social life and history and reflexivity.  Thus, during the process of my ethnographic 

observations and analysis via field note documentation, I weaved my own oral history, my very 

own testimonio.  

 

4.6.3 Focus Group Interviews and Comadrazos 

The most innovative yet precarious method selected for this work was my attempt in 

comadrazo get-togethers designed as focus group interviews and professional development 

opportunities.  Two equally motivated goals were intended with this method selection: 1. 

accomplish a feminist research project that would center women as key knowers and creators of 

knowledge in a study of educational practice and Border culture and history, and 2. explore 

unconventional professional development spaces different from traditional transmissive methods. 

I recognized the messiness and possible limitations of applying the cultural female practice of 

comadrazos to efforts intended to produce partially systematic outcomes.  However, I remained 

confident that my familiarity in building such intimate spaces, both in professional, as well as 

personal encounters, would validate the strength of this traditionally informal Latina networking 

and bonding practice and offer it as a method of inquiry, development, transformation, and 

human flourishing –a sacred space for feminist, social research, learning spaces, and political 

projects.  

The etymology of the words “comadre” and “compadre” carry meanings that have 

transcended their original sociocultural and religious significance with derivatives from different 
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parts of speech, some with sexist traditions.  Historically, among Latina Americans, a 

“compadre” or “comadre” (literally co-father/co-parent and co-mother respectively) name 

individuals who have committed to a life-long bond to share co-parenting responsibilities of 

newborns and others passing through important life events such as certain Catholic sacraments 

(Kana’iaupuni, Donato, Thompson-Colon, Stainback, 2005).  This institutionalized god 

parenting is typically, but not always, formalized through sponsorships in special events and 

ceremonies such as baptisms, Quinceañeras, graduations, weddings, first communion, first 

haircut, etc.  Comadrazgos then become the co-parenthood between the compadres/comadres. 

These extended ritualized relationships between relatives, neighbors, co-workers or friends, who 

most often share social economic status, “provide mechanism more flexible than kinship and 

more enduring than friendship for building social and economic alliances” (Kemper, 1982, p. 

26).  In the simplest terms, compadres/comadres are individuals, who may or may not be 

relatives that are very close friends.   

Throughout the years and tracing back to Medieval Spain and Catholic Latin countries, 

we have seen different references of the term as both negative stereotypes, particularly related to 

women, and positive affirmations describing the sacredness of such relationships.  In Spanish, 

the verb “comadrear” means to gossip.  Because we rarely hear the male equivalent of 

“compadrear,” we can assume the feminine derivative is a sexist stereotype of women 

encounters.  Rather than applying “comadrear” (action/verb) or “comadrazo” (get-

together/noun) to describe the importance of such intimate and supportive networks that exist 

between women who trust, love, respect, and are committed to one another, this traditionally 

sexist application characterizes comadrazos between Latinas as meaningless, unproductive time 

for chatting and gossiping.  



 

119 

In 2000, Nora Comstock, Ph.D., a Texas Border native and Austin, Texas resident 

transformed the significance of such encounters worldwide by officially starting Las Comadres 

para las Americasxxxiii, a nonprofit organization.  This Latina organization intends to “empower 

women to be actively engaged in the growing Latino/Hispanic communities through online and 

face to face networks” (lascomadres.org, 2012).  With the vision to connect and empower 

Latinas from throughout the world during community building/networking, culture, learning and 

technology, this organization meets once a months throughout cities around the world offering 

Latinas and non-Latina mothers of Latino children, opportunities to nurture a sense of formal and 

informal comadrazgo all while sustaining a sense of communal cultural survival.  Currently, I 

attend comadrazo get-togethers in Austin and receive from local comadre leaders of the 

organization daily emails on job opportunities, relevant cultural events, political and social 

activity announcements, interest group gathering postings, childcare service requests, etc.    

Building on the notion that “comadrazgo is at the same time a common institution 

running through the entire society and a highly diversified set of norms operating differently at 

each class level” (Van Den, et. al, 1966), I sustain Comstock’s efforts by claiming the 

significance of comadres/comadrear/comadrazgo as feminist terms and advancing their utility as 

essential female alliances to meeting global feminist objectives that will integrate the 

participation and many contributions of Latina women.  By centering Latina, Chicana, Border 

women in those efforts, comadrazgo carries a significance that highlights the contributions of an 

ethnic group of women who have knowledge of a variety of oppressions and who have 

historically successfully maintained mechanisms of support networks to survive and transform 

their circumstances.  My proposed comadrazos will additionally be offered as a method in social 

research conducted with Latina women and, pedagogically, applied to effectively meet critical 
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constructivist objectives specifically in this work, namely, the professional development of 

educators.  

The ethnographic studies of these social networks have a rich trajectory.  In early 

separate ethnographic studies in Mexico, comadrazgos were determined to function as “fictive 

kinships” not exclusive to rural peasant communities but rather evident in all levels of Mexican 

society (Van den, 1966; Kemper, 1982).  The claim was that although comadrazgos may vary in 

structure, function and symbolism between social classes, it has proven to be a durable and 

pervasive social, economic and religious institution that is both vertical and horizontal (in terms 

of SES and generation) and both intensive and extensive.  The range of emotional ties is from the 

most formal posture of respect (respeto) to the more personal stance of mutual trust (confianza) 

(Kemper, 1982, p. 26).  The work of Kana’iaupuni et. al. in Mexican communities highlights the 

importance of confianza (trust) in comadrazgos.  Their study of social networks among poor 

families identified them as vital resources to the well being of Mexican families particularly in 

children’s health.  Their findings suggest that social networks are established on the basis of 

reciprocity, confianza and comadrazgo.  Although their work separates confiaza and comadrazo, 

they reiterate that confianza is the basis for comadrazgo relationships and only those who have 

established close and intimate friendships can become compadres/comadres (p. 1140, 2005).  

The extension of kin they insist, “offers a mechanism through which families can access 

resources outside their immediate relatives” (Kana’iaupuni, 2005).   

By applying comadrazgo to sociological literature and social science I also bring in 

previous work that has studied the multi-dimensions of familism (or familismo) as a construct 

that looks at the adjustment and survival techniques of Latino immigrants.  Structural, 

behavioral, and attitudinal dimensions (Valenzuela & Dornbusch, 1994) describe the significance 
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in this bond which is considered a core value of Latino culture (Zinn, 1982) and is shared 

between family members that place family values, emotional and economic wellness, and 

prosperity before the individuals’ (Burgess, Locke, & Thomas, 1963; Lugo Steidel & Contreras, 

2003).  But I suggest that comadrazgo is a familism that extends to individuals beyond the 

immediate and extended family.  Unlike previous work that has maintained that comadrazgos in 

social research sustain and promote a sense of personalismo (ability to be personal and kind) and 

familismo (family unity, welfare, and honor), dismissing individualism as non-existent, 

unimportant, or harmful, I address the following question: Why, and to what extent, does 

comadrazgo emphasize individualism as much as it values the manifestations of collectivism in 

families and friend relationships?  It is assumed that each is responsible for keeping individuals 

true to themselves and their self-interests at the same time that they are essential to maintaining 

the group welfare.  This important dynamic to comadrazgo relationships similarly borrows from 

Paulo Freire’s Adult Literacy Education models and literacy circles in critical pedagogy with the 

primary objective to “learn the word” with the goal to help “learn and transform our worlds” 

(Freire, 2000) as well as Anzaldúa’s call for a Mundo Zurdo, a place where individuals who live 

in the margins of society, can simultaneously recreate the self an reconstruct society (1999).  

That is, in comadrazgos the development of the individual is as important as the group success.  

The co-dependency that initially may exist within the group as individuals develop and count on 

one another for knowledge and support, promotes trust, honesty, and care.  This will generate 

comadrazgo relationships that rely on the diversity in individuals and their informed critical 

perspectives that, not always initially, reflect personalism or familism especially with young 

members and new relationships.   
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Furthermore, a collective consciousness is not a goal of comadrazos; that effort requires 

frequent consensus among group members, which may push towards a certain compromising of 

ideas/perspectives, interpretations, and ideologies.  This effort is better accessed through 

familism and especially personalism shared in other less intimate friendships and intimate 

personal horizontal and vertical relationships say between parents with their children or an 

effective employer with her employees.  These encounters, with continued existence of 

hierarchies, carry certain power structures rarely neutralized.  In social research, consensus 

between participants is a key pursuit, particularly in focus group interviews and participatory 

action research but not necessarily comadrazos.  In comadrazos, trust allows for openness and 

comfort to challenge opinions and character through disagreement, challenging one another, and 

possibly pursuing change or a transformed perspective.  

However, my comadrazo method is in part modeled on focus group interviews used in 

social research.  Focus group research draws upon respondents' attitudes, feelings, beliefs, 

experiences and reactions to elicit a multiplicity of views and emotional processes allowing the 

researcher to gain a larger amount of information in a shorter period of time (Gibbs, 1997).  

What’s of most significance to this method is the interaction between participants which allows 

them to ask each other questions, re-evaluate and reconsider their own understandings of their 

experiences (Gibbs, 1997).  Of particular value to feminist and critical educational ethnography 

and social justice objectives is that this method may lead to social change, a hopeful possibility 

to pursue beyond this project.  

What also separates this method from a comadrazo is in the role of the 

researcher/moderator.  In focus group interviews, the moderator leads discussions asking key 

open-ended questions to promote elaborate in-depth responses, debate, additional questions and 
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challenge participants to draw out, and expose the people's differences and expose the diverse 

range of significance on the topics (Gibbs, 1997).  Where they differ is in the role of the 

moderator.  In a focus group interview, the moderator keeps the group focused and controlled.  

In a comadrazo however, the role of the researcher is complicated as she initially takes on the 

role of moderator but significant to that role is her ability to counterbalance the leadership among 

the group participants.  She then transitions from moderator/researcher to participant/co-

researcher.  In this way, researchers participating in comadrazos join in as other 'comadres,' that 

is, they share roles and particular experiences or dispositions with the other participants.  In this 

way, the specific indication that a focus group moderator must remain objective, without 

opinion, untouched, not show emotion to avoid influencing participants' position (Kreuger, 1988 

as cited in Gibbs, 1997) is compromised in a comadrazo.  This crossover by the engaged 

researcher is important for the group encounter to take the form of a comadrazo and to cultivate 

comadre relationships between participants.  Thus, the researcher can only attempt a comadrazo 

and important to meeting its formation is her approach in the initiation of the get-together and 

how well she is able to select participants by aligning key and relevant identity categories of 

everyone, including her own.  That is, by selecting participants who share gender, profession, 

generation, class, etc., we will have better possibilities of social and cultural bonding based on 

the identification of common experiences.   

My attempts at comadrazos were successful in many ways and not as reliable in others.  

My initial theory that the more social categories participants share in common, there would be 

better possibilities that the professional development space will result in comadre relationships 

was key to successfully building those bonds.  Although I was able to successfully nurture 

comadre relationships under such circumstances, my very ambitious goals beyond those 
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relationships were not quite met or I can confidently say, can still be met with a more vested, 

extended period of time, which may or may not be a possibility beyond this study.  Also central 

to the sacredness of the space (Soto, et. al., 2009) and attainment of a Chicana epistemology, was 

how well the group dynamic maintained trust/confianza among and commitment/compromiso 

between all participants.  In this way, only after the encounters advanced the space towards this 

certain sacredness and participants themselves embrace a comadre bond, was it to be ‘ritualized’ 

as a comadrazo.  We established comadre bonds first to be able to developed comadrazo 

encounters.  

It is commonly understood that building life-long, rewarding, and intimate relationships 

take a long time to evolve.  Is it possible to create a space in which not only will we meet 

professional development objectives but also experience individual transformations and build 

comadre relationships in a matter of one, two, after three encounters, or after the six months our 

project would have been completed?  But how necessary is it to develop close comadre 

relationships to produce intimidate and honest testimonios and accomplish at least one of this 

project’s objectives?   

In a study of a psycho-educational counseling group with Mexican-born and recently 

immigrated monolingual women who were confronting acculturation difficulties Andrea D. 

Rayle, Toni Brucato, and Jessica Ortega used the “comadre model” to attempt a space of 

sisterhood, trust, support, and education (2006).  They called the model an “informal comadre 

group approach” because: clients shared similar immigrant, Latino, and linguistic disposition; the 

two researcher facilitators shared with the clients that they too spoke Spanish and were Latinas; 

clients gave feedback on the type of assistance they needed; and, presumably, because they were 

able to successfully work through and satisfy some of those necessities on their own.  The 
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assumption was that if you gather a group of Latinas who get along and are able to accomplish 

certain goals together then they must be comadres.  Calling them comadres solely because their 

ethnic/racial group was able to successfully foster close relationships and productive outcomes 

feeds into the same sexist, and in this study culturally insensitive, connotations that the term has 

carried throughout its existence.  Latinas, as much as any other group of women can connect on 

many personal and professional levels and accomplish different tasks irrespectively of those 

relationships built.  Comadre relationships however are bonds that transcend collectivism as well 

as temporary friendships and short-term outcomes.  In Chapter 5, I analyze the development and 

dynamic of the relationships sustained between the participants and myself in more depth and 

avoid the assumption that women who can work effectively and get along with others are 

“comadres.”  Similar to the XSS (Soto et. al., 2009) in academic spaces, I demonstrate that a 

comadrazo “research method” cannot be imposed but cultivated among members.  I additionally 

suggest that, regardless of participants’ efforts to sustain personal and intimate comadre 

relationships, their written testimonios and intimate bonds sustained those relationships in many 

various ways.  

What is compelling about a comadrazo as a research method is that participants serve as 

co-researchers and therefore encouraged to be involved in on-going reflexivity, that is, in “the 

process of critical self-reflections on one’s biases, theoretical predispositions, preferences, and so 

forth” (Schwandt, 2007, p. 260), which is why the ‘we’ form more so than “I” will make up field 

notes as well as data analysis as it relates to the work within this particular collaborative space. 

All comadrazos were digitally recorded.  Transcriptions captured the voices to access for further 

coding and analysis.  
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4.6.4 Testimonio and Oral History  

Many indigenous scholars and scholars of color have relied on oral histories as methods 

to retrieve histories that have been dismissed, distorted, and omitted from official texts, 

documentaries, and nationally recognized archives.  This ardent call to “re-write” and “re-right” 

their positions into the national history, to tell their own stories, write their own versions, in their 

own ways, for their own purposes in not just its oral account but a written testimony is to 

“restore a spirit, to bring back into existence a world fragmented and dying” (Smith, 2005, p. 

28).  Smith’s decolonizing methodologies drive that impulse to collect testimonials and write 

neglected histories. This is important for understanding the present and because reclaiming 

history is a critical and essential aspect of decolonization (p. 28-29).  Oral history is an 

ethnographic method for gathering and preserving history recorded through interviews and 

testimonies from individuals who were directly impacted by the “historic” event or experienced 

the particular way of life (Schwandt, 2007, p. 213).  In order to salvage memory accounts, oral 

histories become written testimonies.  Documented testimonies from that oral history approached 

critically become testimonios.  

A testimonio is a written narrative of rich Latin American roots with multidiscipline 

appeal in literature and the social sciences.  It is a form of autobiography that critically tells a 

personal story.  When you approach your lived experiences and memory “critically,” you 

analyze them carefully and relate them to socio-structural factors and conditions.  These may 

include issues of class, race/ethnicity, nationality, and gender.  Furthermore, when testimonios 

focus on historic contexts they become valuable resources beyond the testimonialist and her/his 

story.    

A testimonio is an evolving and dynamic genre that blurs boundaries between the social 
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science political activism and literature (Yúdice, 1991, p. 19).  As such, Yúdice defines it as 

transfrontera literature that applies elements of history to meet its liberatory objective and cross 

its own literary Borders.  John Beverly characterizes this text, written in first person, as 

postmodern because of its 

transnational form appropriate to processes of rapid social and historic change but also 
destined to give way to different forms of representation as these processes move forward 
to other stages and the human collectivities that are their agents come into the possession 
of new forms of power and knowledge (2000, p. 21). 
 

This form of autobiography narrates the struggles of women as much as other oppressed groups.  

Saporta Sternback’s work with Latina American women’s testimonios has paralleled the 

marginality of women and the oppression in Latin America and claims that both realities have 

had similar impact on the genre.  In this way, it has been instrumental in feminist theory in 

retrieving, reconstructing and recovering women’s history (Saporta Sternback, 1991).  Thus both 

share particular characteristics in relation to breaking silences, raising consciousness, envisioning 

a new future and seeking collective political action.  More specifically:  

(They) include theory based on and grounded in the reality of a people who are breaking 
silences; both include theory for those who envision a future distinct from their past 
oppression; both use discourse which gives voice to many others in their same situation; 
and both influence and are influenced by people who, with their new consciousness as a 
political subject, make evident the relationship between the personal and the political in a 
historic moment when the subject sees herself/themselves as an integral part of the 
collective process. (Saporta Sternback, 1991, p. 92) 
 
Individuals sharing the testimonio, often referred to as testimonialist (Yúdice, 1991); 

alternate writers (Yúdice, 1991); organic intellectuals (Beverly, 2000); witnesses (Yúdice, 1991); 

survivors (Saporta Sternback, 1991); real protagonist (Beverly, 2000) do not speak for or 

represents a community but instead perform an act of identity formation which is simultaneously 

personal and collective (Yúdice, 1991, p. 15).  Because it carries both socio-historic and political 

functions, its testimonialist denounces an “urgent” situation (such as war, oppression or 
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revolution) of exploitation and oppression and/ or sets aright official history (Yúdice, 1991, p17), 

yet being particularly sensitive to the representation or expression of subalterneity (Beverly, 200, 

p. 91) by ensuring the testimonio process to occur from the bottom up by the people themselves 

(Yudice, 1991).  In this way, it is said that testimonios evolve when “people take expression into 

their own hands” (Yúdice, 1991; Saporta Sternback, 1991) as “testigos,” (derivative of 

testimonio meaning witnesses), of the situation.  As such, testimonios may reflect an epic essence 

as it, first and foremost, serves as an act by means of which people engage in the process of self-

constitution and survival (Yúdice, 1991, p. 19).  

Saporta Sternback’s work highlights the importance of memory of the survivor as being 

paramount to the testimonial process.  But the indigenous tradition of oral history told through 

memory accounts stepped onto literary grounds when individuals could no longer trust their 

memory and conversely, worked as a way to salvage the memory and avoid a national or 

collective amnesia (Saporta Sternback, 1991).  

As a pedagogical tool, academia continues to struggle to define this narrative as solely an 

ethnographic document or “life-history,” but presents it as a “canon of Great Works through 

which the humanist subject as such is formed in a modern, multicultural curriculum” (Beverly, 

2000, p. 5).  Testimonios in this study serve as a pedagogical tool, research method, and social 

action pursuit as published pieces.  As “stories that need to be told” (Beverly, 2000), its most 

important function is to develop teachers’ critical consciousness, professional and own writing 

skills as well as to serve the feminist objective to retrieve, reconstruct and recover Border 

histories.  

Russel y Rodríguez has strategized the use of the testimonio’s multi-functionality as a 

way to move the researcher beyond ethnographic self-reflexivity and be applied as a method to 
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explore the dynamic expressions of Chicana feminists (2007).  Aside from relying on it as a 

research method to explore participants’ discourses, lived experiences, and narratives, 

pedagogically; it was applied to collectively work towards meeting the professional development 

goals primarily in developing participants’ writing skills.  Once taught, the expectation is 

teachers recognize the pedagogical value of testimonios and apply its teaching into their own 

classrooms as a way to scaffold student’s own transformative process towards self expression 

and narrating their Border histories and trajectories.   

By relying on the experiences the Border teachers as reflected through their testimonios 

and their self-analysis/reflexivity, they establish a link between identity and social location as 

mediated through common lived experiences.  I relied on that reflexivity, Chicana feminist 

epistemology, and testimonial process as my epistemic database.   

In the course of making an extended theoretical argument for the epistemic significance 
of identity, I demonstrate that studying the texts and lived experiences of Chicana/os (and 
other marginalized people) is necessary to construct a more objective understanding of 
the (social and economic) world we live in. I show that while the experiences of 
Chicana/os are admittedly subjective and particular, the knowledge that is gained from a 
focused study of their lives can have general implications for all Americans. The texts 
and lived experiences of Chicana/os and other marginalized people are rich sources of 
frequently overlooked information about our shared world (Moya, p. 2-3, 2002).  

 
Our testimonios functioned as counternarratives applying Border teachers’ own voices.  Through 

comadrazos participants felt comfortable enough to react, reflect and reveal personal disclosures.  

This autonomous space facilitated the process of critically constructing knowledge to share 

stories in ways that connected their lives to one another’s and reach an understanding of their 

shared world.  These encounters helped us prepare to use the same oral telling of stories in our 

written narratives in testimonio format.    
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4.6.4.1 Linking Identities to Literacy and Subject Matter 
 

Picking out images from my soul’s eye, fishing for the right words  
to recreate the images. Words are blades of grass pushing past the 

 obstacles, sprouting on the page…Daily, I battle the silence and the  
red.  Daily, I take my throat in my hands and squeeze until the cries  

    pour out, my larynx and soul sore from the constant struggle 
 (Anzaldúa, 1999). 

 
For many individuals from historically oppressed communities, the breaking away from 

years of silencing is often a painful process that begins from within the inner core scarred from 

experiencing oppression and marginalization.  Many have sought writing as a means of 

confronting a history of suffering through a reflexivity that heals.  Freire’s work has 

demonstrated the emancipatory power of literacy and the work of feminists, the importance of 

reflexive writing as a means to affirm sociocultural identities.  As educators, particularly of 

students from underserved communities, it is to our advantage, as much as to our students’, to 

make the most of students’ narrating their own personal stories with their own vernacular as they 

offer many personal possibilities and a more democratic and interactive curricula.  This research 

in part highlights the importance of testimonios to be used in multidisciplinary classroom settings 

as a critical pedagogical activity necessary to access the maximum participation and commitment 

of multilingual and multiethnic learners whose cultural identities and community contributions 

have been historically excluded from mainstream public school curriculum, and most damaging, 

from the official history.   

The most challenging aspect of this form of critical personal narratives as a pedagogical 

tool is in our ability as educators to inspire and facilitate the reflexive process essential to making 

writing as personal as possible, therefore more “epistemically valid” (Moya, 2002 & Alcoff, 

2006).  That is, the more individuals are able to identify similar lived experiences afforded to 

them by their social location, the more reliable their “truths” become and therefore, a valuable 
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resource to not just the group, but society, in general.  Critical educators encourage personal 

narratives because they promote the co-construction of knowledge as students connect personal 

experience to their social and cultural milieu, an important process in critical consciousness 

development.  

In a more recent, Bush’s No Child Left Behind era of scripted and scientifically-based 

curricula, methods have reduced students’ voices to technical utterances as they are pushed 

towards standardization by meeting state mandated examinations.  Current curricula detract the 

social and cultural significance students’ own identities.  Teachers and scripted curriculum 

become the narrators that provide for students what is to become the story of their academic 

trajectories therefore determine the direction of their personal lives.  This latest political control, 

highly influenced by conservative and neo-liberal ideals over educational mandates, places 

emphasis on skills and know-hows valued in our capitalistic system which focuses on ways that 

meet capital accumulation objectives rather than democratic teachings to interrogate truths, 

challenge authoritarianism, and pursue a self-governance that holds many possibilities for social 

transformation (Saltman, 2007).  

Working with teachers afforded me group of “learners” who happened to be educators to 

share the importance of testimonios as a meaningful multicultural, multimodal, and 

multidisciplinary instructional tool.  By critically reflecting on their personal experiences they 

embark upon the complex journey of developing epistemically and politically significant 

identities that make it possible for them to change the world and themselves in valuable ways 

(Freire, 2000 & Alcoff, 2006; Moya, 2002).  Thus, as educators find multiple opportunities 

during their instructional time to engage learners in the process of writing their life stories, we 

additionally suggest participation, intellectual rigor, and reflexivity will be maximized.   
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Writing in the classroom can be introduced in the form of reflexive journal entries; as 

literary genres may result as biographies, autobiographies, memoirs, personal narratives and 

testimonios.  In the social sciences this form of documented critical reflexivity may generate 

studies of individuals’ life histories via Chicana feminist epistemologies, XSSs, and 

compadrazos.  As we teach the writing process of this genre, students learn to make a personal 

connection to content, which requires constant more complex intellectual capacities as they learn 

to critique, analyze, compare, question and transform their realities.  

Recognizing identities has a potential to develop democratic and participatory work.  A 

testimonio can initiate that process as it begins as a written adaptation of an individual’s personal 

experiences, beliefs, and dreams.  For skilled writers, literary voice may additionally serve as a 

reflexive means by which they can critically examine those same experiences and ideologies.  In 

this exploratory path, they may develop social and political identities and identify and 

deconstruct the many forces implicated in this formation.  

Murray substantiates the value of stories as they “allow us to bring order to experience, to 

find pattern in event, to discover meaning in confusion…share the order pattern and meaning” 

(1996).  Because they are the foundation of education, they improve learning by promoting 

(higher) critical thinking skills (Murray, 1996).  When students rely on their own stories to 

connect to classroom content they are learning every step of the way (Hamilton & Weiss, 1997). 

The learning process of choosing, learning and telling a story improves thinking and language 

skills, including vocabulary development, listening, debating and seeing multiple perspectives 

(Hamilton, et. al., 1997).  Students also learn to appreciate language, find motivation in reading 

and feel encouraged to produce creative writing pieces as their imagination is stimulated — a 

process that boosts their self-esteem, confidence, and class cooperation (Hamilton, et. al., 1997).  
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As critical, radical educators within a viable critical pedagogy, we must provide our 

learners the space to affirm and engage their narratives (Giroux, 1992b).  Students must be given 

the opportunity to analyze how ideologies are actually taken up in their voices and lived 

experiences as they assign meaning to dreams, desires, and subject positions that they inhabit 

(Giroux, 1992b).  In Maxine Greene’s vision of undertaking resistance in education to avoid 

“escaping our own histories and memories (and) keep alive the awarenesses that ground our 

identities,” she proposes the following criteria for a critical educator: 

I would like to think of teachers moving the young into their own interpretations of their 
lives and their lived worlds, opening wider and wider perspectives as they do so. I would 
like to see teachers ardent in their efforts to make the range of symbol systems available 
to the young for the ordering of experience, even as they maintain regard for their 
vernaculars. I would like to see teachers tapping the spectrum of intelligences, 
encouraging multiple readings of written texts and readings of the world (2003, p.111).  

 
Similarly, Paulo Freire’s concept of reading the world through what he refers to as a problem-

posing educational model, creates the environment of dialogue about different perspectives, 

forms of knowledge, and language (2000). Exploring students’ diverse multiethnic identities and 

lived experiences allows them the opportunity to critically examine the social structures in their 

own formation to understand ways where their identities fit within the social hierarchies.  This 

understanding of the sociopolitical significance of identities allows individuals to question, 

challenge, and transform oppressive circumstances.   

 Unfortunately, traditional pedagogical methods under our current public school systems 

have placed education in a state of “narration sickness” where “the teacher talks about reality as 

if it were motionless, static, compartmentalized, and predictable…His task is to “fill” the 

students with the content of his narration (Freire, 2003).  In this “banking” concept of education, 

the student “memorizes mechanically the narrated content” and becomes the “containers” to be 

“filled” by the teacher (Freire, 2003).  



 

134 

As critical educators, we must place the student as narrators of their own stories. Students 

must be encouraged to think actively, independently and critically, view situations from different 

perspectives and support a point of view with evidence and reason which will better equip them 

to “deal with the challenges that life poses: to solve problems, to establish and achieve goals and 

to make sense of complex issues” (Chaffee, 1999).  

 

4.7 Summary 

As I reflect on the research design and many influences applied to this study’s 

methodology, I question what my contribution to the field of educational research would be, how 

I should frame the data analysis and package it all in an appealing way to validate my innovative 

research findings and empirically legitimize the voices of my participants.  I have given a 

historic, social and cultural backdrop of the research setting, suggested new culturally relevant 

research methodology and framework, demonstrated my personal connection to the research site 

and remaining now, is the meat of my work.  In the following two chapters I share the voices, 

narrative, oral histories and testimonios of the eight female research participants and their own 

data analysis, that is, their Chicana feminist epistemologies. 

                                                
xxxii  Testimonios were published in hardcopy “Valley Life” section of The Monitor newspaper. 
They were not made available online. To retrieve archives of our “Border testimonio project”: 
http://www.themonitor.com/sections/valley-life/ 
  
xxxiii http://www.lascomadres.org 
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CHAPTER 5: THEMES AND ANALYSIS OF THE DATA 

 
 
5.1 Data Analysis Framework 

Qualitative research analysis is either descriptive or interpretative.  I have offered social, 

cultural, and historic descriptions of the data.  This chapter will provide the inductive content 

analysis of the narrative data (testimonios, interviews, observations) by condensing it into 

categories and themes based on inference and interpretation (Zhang & Wildemuth, 2009).  I rely 

on that analysis to answer the research questions and meet two research objectives: 1) 

demonstrate the significance in teacher knowledge, particularly teachers with significant 

experience teaching poor and culturally and linguistically diverse students; and 2) suggest an 

educational reform agenda that can help meet the academic needs of Latino students nationwide, 

especially those living in poverty. 

The cited work presented in previous chapters by educational researchers guided the data 

analysis framework: teachers’ caring and compromiso, critical pedagogy and critical bicultural 

education, postpositivist, realist identity theory and Chicana feminist epistemology.  I closely 

read, highlighted and annotated the interview transcripts and field notes applying a coding 

system with categories that I had preselected and those emergent, that surfaced throughout the 

course of my study.  With this process, I managed to identify the theories, practices, and trends 

that helped me to answer and interpret the research questions and meet the objectives of the 

study.  

The chart below [see Chart 5.1.1] demonstrates the data analysis framework, its 

organization and categories/subcategories.  Research Question #1 required a structured 

framework to interpret and analyze the data relevant to the study of participants’ identities.  
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Questions #2 and #3 will be answered through both descriptive and interpretive methods, 

associating the data content analysis in this chapter with the review of the literature shared in the 

previous chapters.  

Chart 5.1.1: Content Data Analysis Framework 

Among teachers participating in a professional development group that were selected for 

interviews on the basis of a Spotlight Identity framework that I developed, I ask the following: 

Research Questions: 
Categories and 
Subcategories/ 

Analysis Method 

Pedagogy / 
Theory: 

1. How do issues of sexism, 
patriarchy and class relations shape 
south Texas veteran Border teachers’ 
attitudes and behaviors in their 
homes, community, and schools? 
 

Categories: 
Sexism (Sx); Patriarchy 
(Pchy); Class (Cl);  
 
Subcategories:  
Home (Hm); Community 
(Com); School (Sch) 
 
 
 
Interpretive 

Critical Pedagogy 
(CP) 
 
Critical bicultural 
education (CBE) 
 
Compromiso (Cso) 
 
Care (Cr) 
 
Chicana feminist 
epistemology 
(ChE) 
 
Postpositivist, 
realist Identity 
Theory (PPRIT) 
 
Spotlight Identity 
Framework (SITh) 
 

2. What value-added knowledge do 
we gain from testimonios in how to 
maximize the professional 
development of teachers from the 
south Texas border? 
 

Descriptive/Interpretive  

3. How can we best approach 
professional development for critical 
pedagogy? 
 

Descriptive/Interpretive  

 

 This chapter will outline the organization and analysis of the data, as well as introduce 

the research participants, answer the three research questions, determine the methodological 

limitations, and address the two research goals to: 1. Center women as key knowers and creators 
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of knowledge in relation to the education of Latinos, and 2. Explore different professional 

development spaces.  I conclude with my testimonio to recount my own socialization as a border 

teacher and the many journeys I share in common with the participants.  

 

5.2 Introducing Research Participants 

 Next, I introduce the eight research participants and share their characterizations of their 

formation as Border women and critical educators.  I begin naming them by their selected 

pseudonyms and begin with quotes that strongly reflect their voices but that may or may not be 

relevant to these introductions.  Here I highlight aspects of their own Chicana feminist 

epistemologies that define them as critical pedagogues.  At the end of each introduction I share 

part of their SI Model that lists the identity categories that they revealed during the encounters.  

Participants themselves can only complete their overall SI Model to represent their social 

location with these and more of their identity categories.  They would have to identify the size of 

each category, design the overlapping that allows for some categories to work in relation to the 

others and most importantly, position the spotlight over the categories.  In the section that 

follows, I detail more on their identities and teaching practice.  

 

Carmen 

I think the failure of some Latino immigrant kids up there [northern United States]  
happens because the teachers, no les ponen atencion (don’t pay them any attention).  

 
 I approached Carmen about joining our study through Facebook.  We had attended high 

school and played on the basketball team together but because of the two-year difference 

between us, our relationship was never intimate.  We maintained our online connection mainly 

because I had a closer, more extended friendship with her older brother who graduated with me 
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and eventually became my college roommate.  My interest in her participation in the study was 

after our first encounters when she shared her critical stance on teaching Latinos and the 

disposition and advantage teachers have when they teach children of similar ethnic/racial 

backgrounds.   

Despite never having taught ouside of the RGV, she seemed well versed on the academic 

advancement of Latinos nationwide and I would venture to say that this was due in great part to 

belonging to a family of educators.  Her father, a very well-respected and esteemed man in our 

community, has been a committed administrator in the school district for over thirty years.  Her 

brother, too, works in education with a current Assitant Professor position at a state university.  I 

had also known of her recently attained Master’s degree in School Administration and wanted to 

learn more about her professional goals.  

 Before Carmen and I could get any ‘real work’ done, we met informally a few times 

down at the Border and during her visits to Austin.  The juicy conversations over drinks 

appetizers, and mariachi music at local restaurants and trips to the pool with our children always 

seemed to take precedence over anything more “serious.”  But I finally managed to turn on the 

digital recorder and capture her thoughts during one of our focus group interviews at the Border 

public library.  It goes without saying that most of the data gathered from Carmen was in the 

form of field notes and observations that detailed, out of respect for our newly found friendship 

and intimite off-the-record talks, only her perspectives on her teaching profession, her 

professional goals, and perspectives on living on the border.   

For example, during our fist meeting, she shared her goal to pursue an administrative 

position with the district to effectuate her many visions for academic excellence but feared that 

her recent exchange with a board member on a political disagreement might hinder that 
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possibiltity.  Nevertheless, she was currently in a teaching position that she enjoyed and was 

aware that an administrative role would compromise her many parental responsibilities with her 

three young girls. 

I deeply enjoyed Carmen’s company and her classroom stories.  One, in particular, stuck 

with me.  She enlightened a group of several women and me at an Austin get together with the 

recent trend in playground games among her boy students, the Mexican battles between drug 

cartels.  No longer were her students enticed with the traditional chasing game of “cops and 

robbers” where justice always prevailed, but instead favored the more relevant “bad-boys-

against-the-bad-boys,” death traps.  It was later 

during the focus group interview that she shared her 

understanding of how students might be influeced 

and even enticed by the narco-culture as it is a 

reality for them with the daily news coverage of 

violence and crime and the frequent sound of the 

border patrol and Homeland Security helicopters 

flying over their homes and school.  She shared that rather than letting the negativity of such a 

culture permeate in every aspect of her students’ lives, she would minimize conversations about 

drug violence at least in her classroom setting.  

 

Alice  

I’m not fed up, I just want to do more. I want to take the next step. 

 Alice is Carmen’s co-worker.  Both had recently completed an administrative, online 

Master’s program.  She proudly shared her goals to “move on and make a difference in 

Illustration 5.2.1: Carmen’s SI Model 

Identity Categories 
 

Mother 
Daughter 
Teacher 
Wife  
Woman 
Mexican-American 
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education” and serve more children rather than just those in her classroom.  As with all my other 

initial encounters, during our first meeting I intended to simply get us both to know about each 

other informally and then pursue her more committed participation.  It must have been the 

delicious food at that local taqueria where we met or perhapst the lively Mexican music playing 

in the background (which I absolutely denounced during the transcription process as it rendered 

the recordings difficult with significant background noise), but our connection was instant and as 

any good researcher would do, with her permission, I turned on that recorder to capture all that 

she was sharing that had me intrigued.   

I had known of her many struggles with her health, which I do not disclose due to her not 

sharing them during our official interview.  I was grateful that she had made time between 

doctors’ visits to join me and agreed to participate in the study despite her constant pain.  But 

when you heard her speak so articulately and energetically in both English and Spanish with her 

very attractive tall, fair skin elegance you would never imagine her to be the “type” that 

advocated for—and connected so passionately with—her recently arrived immigrant students.  

At the same time, she claimed her many privileges growing up, having had the opportunity to 

live between Mexico and the United States 

throughout her life, traveling to many places in 

both countries, and being raised by two loving 

and motivating parents.  She was humble as she 

revealed her dedication to making a difference 

for her Bilingual Classroom Recent Immigrant 

(BCRI) class by encouraging students to 

dominate both languages and teaching them 

Illustration 5.2.2: Alice’s SI Model 

Identity Categories 
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always with high expectations of academic and cultural competence.   

When I was first hired as a first-year teacher for the target district, like Alice, I too was 

assigned this BCRI unit composed of multi-aged recent immigrant students.  I later learned 

through my on-campus mentor that most experienced educators avoided teaching this class 

because of the difficulties in meeting all the diverse needs of the students who enroll with 

different levels of formal education and severe social issues.  Oftentimes, students at the higher 

elementary grades (3rd-5th) enroll despite never having attended school, that is, as illiterate and 

with high academic and social needs.  Serving this student population would require either a 

fully committed and caring educator or a young novice teacher who does not know any better 

and will take any available job—even the most challenging positions.  Needless to say, I was 

pleased to hear from Alice that her choice in teaching this class for over 5 years was because she 

felt confident in her effectiveness in meeting her students’ needs.  She shared that a significant 

part of her teaching focused on helping this student population adjust socially and culturally to 

the new school and community and to embrace their cultural identity with pride.  With the help 

of a teacher assistant, Alice places significant emphasis on rigorous literacy instruction in both 

languages to help those who enroll with limited literacy proficiency but maintaining a strong 

integration of E.S.L. instruction in all content areas.  

 

Magda  

One of my main goals is to make sure there’s females (in the world of 
 mariachi), to be able to dominate the genre…through education of course,  
through my students. I’ve been able to get there a litle bit, pasito a pasito.  

 

Magda joined the study because she was interested in the testimnonio project.  I 

encouraged her to share her amazing story of how cultural pride and passion for mariachi music 



 

142 

led her to help legitimize this musical genre in the RGV as a highly artistic discipline and 

intructional tool to motivate, empower, and challenge students.  Mainly known for its casual 

entertainment purpose, mariachi music is typically heard in festivities such as parties, weddings, 

and ceremonies.   

The very first national high school mariachi and folklórico groups in the RGV were 

initiated in 1982 at the target school district as dropout prevention programs intended to boost 

excitement for school among learners. Prior to that, Belle Ortizxxxiv had put together the very first 

national mariachi group with elementary students in San Antonio. At the time, both Magda and I 

went through that same RGV high school program in the early 1990s. However, it had grown 

significantly to attract all types of students and was eventually adopted as a legitimate course 

offering as one of the extra curricular elective options available to students during the regular 

school day.  Currrently, there are only a few districts in the entire RGV that implement this 

program into their curriculumum but many others offer it as an after-shool program because 

according to Magda, educators and administrators “see the popularity it has and what it does for 

the kids.” Magda’s research during her graduate studies found that presently in the United States, 

about 500 districts have mariachi programs which appeal to students from different cultural 

backgrounds including non-Latinosxxxv 

At the precise time I was drafting this chapter in early 2012, I had the pleasure of 

attending Magda’s students’ yearly performance.  In collaboration with the school’s folklórico 

dance group, the mariachi mounts a yearly performance consisting of a diverse repertoire that 

“transports” the audience to different regions and eras in Mexico’s history.  I was consumed with 

emotion throughout the performance. I was moved by everything from being able to attend the 

show performed in the district’s very own grand Performance Arts Building which we did not 
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have 20 years ago and watching the audience that consisted of about one-third “Winter Texans” 

(elder Anglos from the northern United States that reside in the RGV during winter months), 

proudly knowing one of its own native musical talents now directed those students to the actual 

performances that included technically challenging pieces that are typically performed by 

professional groups from Mexico.  In fact, the middle school mariachi performed the songs we 

did in high school but were pedagogically conveyed at a much more advanced level, I might add.    

I was well aware that in front of me stood the high school Texas state mariachi 

champions, and its director, a performer with the collegiate group that held the national title for 

the best mariachi group, but little did I know what that looked or sounded like.  Indeed, Magda’s 

students will leave school with a valuable skill set that can translate to personal and academic 

success.  In fact, Magda has graduated several students who currently attend the local university 

and have performed in venues such as the White House and the Hollywood Bowl—for and in 

front of important figures such as President Obama.  

Magda recognizes the empowering effect of her program.  Not only do her students learn 

to read classical and mariachi music and perform 

it lyrically (by ear) and develop corporal 

expression but she scaffolds their abiltity to 

connect with their cultural identity.  When 

Magda inititated her career twenty years ago, 

three years into her middle school orchestra 

director position, she started the mariachi group 

in her school.  After ten years in that role, her move to high school was a much-needed transition 

for her and the next direction for the district’s mariachi program.  She expressed her appreciation 

Illustration 5.2.3: Magda’s SI Model 
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of her high school students’ enthusiasm for school, music, and their love for their own culture as 

“it was a lot easier to teach at that level because what I wanted, the kids wanted also. They knew 

exactly where they wanted to go and it was easy for me to take them there.”  

 

Sonia  

There’s so much Mexican in me that I can’t deny it and it’s evident… 
my thoughts, the way I do things, the way I carrry myself… 

yet I have lived here (in the United States) all of my life.  
 

The theme of “knowing where students wanted to go and having the disposition to get 

them there” was also evident in Sonia’s own philosophy of education of Latino children. 

Although Sonia has lived in different parts of the state and traveled extensively throughout the 

world, she has chosen to live in the RGV and serve as a high school counselor at our old alma 

matter and target district.  Despite wanting to eventually move out of the RGV, she told me on 

several occasions that the re-connection with the district, from coworkers to students and school 

community has been automatic because she is originally from—and was educated—there.  She 

currently serves as the lead counselor for one of the three district high schools and has found that 

her role has transitioned to that of an administrator given the opportunity to resolve many 

campus matters.  Still, she remains loyal to her service as a guidance counselor and welcomes all 

opportunities to help young teens resolve social and academic life dilemmas.  Several were 

highlighted in her testimonio where she addressed the problem of teen dating violence and the 

reproduction of oppressive gender roles from home in teen relationships.  

Sonia has also taken a great interest in seeking alternative college paths for high school 

students who often do not fit the profile as traditional students particularly those who are 

expected to help contribute to the family’s household income as early as they can work or those 
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who might possess undocumented residential status.  With excitement, she shared with a group 

of us about a summer internship that taught her about a local high school-to-college program 

initiated by one of the local colleges that graduates students in two years that is ideal for those 

particular non-traditional students.  Familiarizing themselves as educators with alternative paths 

to a higher degree was certainly a common trend for all participants but Sonia expressed it the 

most and seemed to be the most informed about ways to encourage and support Latino youth 

(and their families) through their chosen academic trajectories.  

What was unfortunate was that at the same time that we had our encounters, a senior in 

her high school, Joaquin Luna, took an unfortunate route and committed suicide due to his 

dissappointment in assuming he would not be able to fulfill his dream to go to college and 

become an engineer as an undocumented immigrant.  What made this loss all that more 

lamentable was that the day after his death, he received an acceptance letter from the local state 

university.  Sonia shared with me that Luna had left letters behind for his teachers, thanking them 

for all that they had done for him.  During many of the locally- and nationally-televised 

interviews she gave on behalf of the school she settled issues that placed blame on the school, 

teachers, and school system by detailing the many options youth in Luna’s situation have and 

were made accessible to help them fulfill their dreams.   

For border districts, building academic paths for students like Luna, who make up a 

relatively significant number of the student population compared to other northern United States 

districts, is very common and its administration is well aware of the many options available for 

them.  Media outlets immediately took on Joaquin’s story to reinvigorate discussion and debate 

on immigration policy and the DREAM Act.  They sustained that children who are brought into 

the country as undocumented by their parents or guardians are not given any option to decide 
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where they get to live and are thwarted from any possibility of pursuing a higher education due 

to their residency status, a disposition over which outside of protests and political actions, they 

themselves have not had any control.  Rather than having them be a hindrance to society 

exhausting social services, they propose laws such as the DREAM Act that will allow them to 

pursue the military or a college degree, earn their path towards legal status, and ultimately 

become contributing citizens.   

Border educators, however, have created both academic and professional paths for these 

children long before the DREAM Act and will not stand back and wait for the next political 

initiatives that will use these innocent children as scapegoats in their debates and criminalize 

them.  Oftentimes, as Sonia educated many of us, children can enroll under different programs 

offered and secure local funding for them to pursue higher education or attend school as 

“international students.”  The important message that Sonia and Luna’s passing taught the nation 

was that unless families, schools, educators, and the nation support these children, we will 

continue to see high dropout rates and low levels of educational attainment for this very 

promising sector of the nation’s population. 

Another very personal and significant discovery during the process of my study was 

finding out that Sonia and I are third cousins.  We had never shared a close relationship and 

remained connected mainly through another one of our mutual friends. I came to find out later in 

this study, that she and I had a lot more than a passion for education in common.  My Tejano-

Mexican-Spanish anscestral history dates as far back as the early 1800s with the settlement of 

my mother’s great grandparents in a ranch called La Chona (Concepción), located between San 

Diego and Benavides, Texas.  As I read about this precise area in Duval County that was 

significant to the history of the state as it marked the region in dispute after the Texas-Mexico 
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War and Tejano-Anglo conflict surfaced there more than in any other region, I was intrigued to 

unearth my family’s history.  Through family stories and a historian hired by one of my first 

cousins, we discovered that our great great grandfathers had been Mexican-Tejano ranchers 

who’s family purchased their land from the Spanish crown.  Several years after the Texas 

annexation to the United States in January of 1884, three of our great-great grandfathers, which 

included Sonias’ and mine, were caught in a shootout between the local Sheriff and the rinches 

(Texas Rangers).  Immediately after the encounter, they fled across the Mexico border where 

they settled, each eventually marrying and raising their families.   

I was originally intrigued to bring in Sonia 

to my study because I was well aware of her 

family’s humble beginnings in this country and 

admired the great success that her parents and 

siblings had attained by becomming the owners of 

a very successful tire shop franchise in the RGV.  

My interest in exploring her upbringing that would 

translate into tremendous personal, academic, and 

professional success took us both to an unexpected 

place of rich history and sisterhood.  

 

Myrna  

Latino students are like any other kids they need safety,  
freedom, belonging, fun and feeling powerful. 

 
 Myrna’s interview built on Sonia’s perspectives, particularly in placing the most 

responsibility for students’ learning on parents and families.  She openly said that the family, not 

Illustration 5.2.4: Sonia’s SI Model 
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the school or teachers, has the primary obligation and role in motivating children to do well in 

school.  While some parents’ of lower SES expect and motivate their children to, first and 

foremost, figure out a path to help meet the financial needs of the family, other parents, 

encourage their children to work on their college education for their own fulfillment.  Her 

familiarity with the community she works for extends over 20 years during which she has seen 

the difference that a simple family practice of motivating and supporting the academic success of 

their children can make. Teachers’ jobs are automatically facilitated when children come to 

school motivated and ready to take education seriously because that is the home expectation. 

Myrna is the only participant who I have maintained a close friendship with for over 

twenty years and who offered to join in as a participant even before I initiated my fieldwork. Her 

background is something to truly admire.  She enrolled in college in her late 20s and only after 

years of helping her parents as head of their household. In the last few years, she has managed to 

earn her Master’s degree in Guidance Counseling and currently holds a counseling position for 

the district. Prior to becoming an elementary teacher, her experience as a paraprofessional 

allowed her to discover teaching as her true calling.  Her critical views on education stem from 

her own schooling which she initiated in the Mexican border town of Camargo, Tamaulipas, and 

continued in the U.S. at the target district at the age of 12.  Having gone through the secondary 

ESL bilingual route as an immigrant youth in this border district and with a solid extended 

family support system, her path towards academic and professional success in her later years are 

true testaments to the significant strength of continued support networks for non-traditional 

students, particularly women who possess multiple roles.  Needless to say, her schooling 

experience mirrors that of many of her students.  Her empathy, compromiso, and high 

expectations were evident in her teaching.  Myrna’s border identity is well defined as she has 
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lived and been educated in both Mexico and the United States. She defines Border culture as 

very unique and distinct.  While she recognizes and embraces the strength in bilingualism and 

biculturalism, she believes that Mexican nationals, even those who live along the Border, will 

never understand the plight of the Mexican-American and judge their duality as “lack of 

education.”  These strong judgments are evident in the way her own Mexican parents raised her 

to speak fluent Spanish and sustain cultural traditions, which Myrna has been able to 

successfully negotiate throughout her adjustment to the U.S. border culture.  

Myrna believes that oppression is very 

prevalent along the Border especially against 

women who are not “strong willed” as “they 

can easily be manipulated into becoming a 

non-paid maid.”  She strongly believes that 

women who are characterized as “docile” or 

“submissive” can be easily taken advantage 

of.  To help break this cycle of oppression, she 

believes education is key and that “as 

educators, (we must) open educational doors for girls and expose them to jobs in the fields of 

mathematics and science.” 

 

Monica  

I’m teaching these children how to be proud of themselves. And I teach 
them values, and I teach them manners…You have to understand where these 

children are coming from…You still have to meet those (basic) needs before 
expecting the academics. Or they won’t give it to you. 

 

Illustration 5.2.5: Myrna’s SI Model 

Identity Categories 

Woman 
Daughter  
Sister 
Aunt  
Counselor 
Friend 
Mexican 

 From borderlands 
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 Monica joined the group through Myrna. I had heard of Monica’s teaching methods for 

years prior to meeting her, as well as her creative way of integrating student’s funds of 

knowledge and cultural capital into her practice.  Myrna would celebrate her co-worker’s 

teaching of higher reading comprehension skills using Mexican telenovela plots with her 

kindergarteners.  Whether it was character analysis or cause and effect, she would capitalize on 

her students’ daily evening family routine of watching telenovelas to meet her teaching 

objectives.  

I met Monica at a local popular branch bookstore to make sure our encounter would not 

infringe upon her family time and still give her three young children an evening of fun.  Our 

connection was instant and I could not give up on the opportunity to capture every single one of 

her words as we interacted like we had known each other for years.  It was impressive to see her 

multitask our interaction with her close watch of all three of her curious children playing, reading 

and exploring through the book aisle.  We took time to attend to her lovely children who were 

intelligent and incredibly well behaved.  Even as I transcribed her interview, listening to her 

interactions with them gave me a great perspective on her nurturing, patient, and loving ways 

with children, dispositions that characterize an ideal elementary school teacher.  We talked, 

cried, and encouraged each other as we shared intimacies of our own family, our views on 

education and politics, and the love for our children.  

Monica shared her philosophy of education to embody a holistic, empathetic approach to 

helping students meet all their basic needs first, before expecting them to produce academically. 

At the time of our meeting, Monica was attending graduate school to complete her Master’s in 

Counseling, and her perspective on teaching children with high needs reflected those 

characteristics of a good and caring listener, focused on establishing trusting relationships with 
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her students and their parents, closely monitoring behaviors, and maintaining effective 

communication of her high expectations.  

She shared perspectives on her own border identity to be deeply grounded on Mexican 

traditions, such as Catholicism and gender role expectations that she has dropped but many 

others that she proudly embraced like performing as a Mariachi singer, speaking Spanish, and 

familism.  Monica’s higher academic path was met with several barriers that were eventually 

shattered with her hard work, family support and motivation, good grades and social support 

systems. She shared her plight to go to college as 

an undocumented immigrant to be supported by 

the local community college seeking her 

enrollment rather than her pursuing an opportunity 

she thought was unrealistic.  “I was so smart that 

the schools came to me, instead of me to them,” 

she proudly expressed with astonishment, still, not 

of having to stand out due to her skills and talents, 

but that there were and still are many programs for 

undocumented immigrants that will offer them a path to a higher education.  She was able to 

receive a full scholarship to complete her teaching degree through those local support programs 

and eventually earn her legal status to be able to practice her teaching profession.   

 

Zenaida 

When teaching our kids you must be open-minded. You cannot be shocked  
or surprised. You have to just accept it as it comes. That’s how I am! 

  

Illustration 5.2.6: Monica’s SI Model 

Identity Categories 
Christian 
Catholic 
Mexican 
American  
Middle-Class 
Mother 
Wife 
Bilingual 
Teacher 
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 I had not seen Zenaida since high school. Although we had graduated the same year, our 

academic paths back then were very different but surprisingly, and I came to find out, 

unintentionally, both of us ended up in education.  I met up with her at a small corner taquería 

owned by another one of our high school classmates.  It was hard to imagine that the once shy 

and soft-spoken, Zenaida had traveled the world and served our nation as a United States Army 

soldier.  After her service, she later received her degree in Animal Science to pursue her dream 

of becoming a veterinarian, a dream that she hopes to one day fulfill. Zenaida became a teacher 

during her return to the RGV and has worked for 10 years as an elementary and middle school 

Math and Science teacher.   

Zenaida’s views on education reflected those of an ideal critical bicultural educator. She 

shared that her students always enter school with that “want,” the desire to learn, which she 

attributes to the home where education is highly valued and inculcated. Despite their linguistic 

barriers and the lack of academic knowledge, like Myrna, she believes that possessing that trait is 

key to any student’s success.  It was during our focus group interview that Zenaida’s critical 

views surfaced more than any one else’s.  She challenged one of the other individuals who came 

to one of our meetings, as she talked about how all she did in the classroom was “teach to the 

test” no matter how stressed students became or how unchallenging of a practice it was.  She did 

what she was told by her school administrators to 

get students to pass the test even if it meant 

skipping out on teaching science and social studies 

to complete test practice worksheets all day, every 

day and until after the state exam. And the 

instructional method had to be structured, silence 

Illustration 5.2.7: Zenaida’s SI Model 

Identity Categories 

Mother 
Wife  
Daughter 
Explorer  
Teacher 
Hispanic 
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in the room at all times. Students were not allowed to speak, be creative, or use crayons and 

markers.  Immediately afterwards, Zenaida shared with the group that even though she gets 

pressured by her administration to drop the science and focus on the math to better prepare 

students for passing the state exam, she refuses.  Instead, she finds creative ways to merge both 

disciplines and give her students the best learning opportunities as possible. In terms of 

methodology, she is not structured.  Her students can be loud, “I don’t care,” at the end of the 

day, learning is taking place because they are working with each other.  She applies small group 

instruction, competitions between groups of students and problem solving and scenario “cut-

outs” (rather than handouts) to keep students excited about learning.  

 

Coach 

So all of the sudden my love turned to working for the special population,  
I guess being from a Super Fund area…my passion was always there.  

 

Unlike for other participants, I selected a role rather than a name for Coach.  I call her 

“Coach” out of respect as my former teacher and because it recognizes the many dispositions 

that have defined her such as: leadership, strength, athleticism, and action.  It has been over 20 

years since I last had a chance to interact with Coach.  A bitter-sweet reunion under such 

circumstances during her recent medical leave from her position as a high school Special 

Education teacher after being severely beaten by one of her mentally unstable students.  But even 

heavily medicated, due to the pain of her deviated septum and injured disks, her dynamic essence 

and energy emanated through her plática as she caught us up on her latest and old battles with 

the school district, city officials, and international corporations.  “It’s all ‘bull-shit,’” she signed 

throughout our long plática.  Her expertise in sign language has set her aside from most special 
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education teachers I have known but it has also characterized her as a very animated and 

engaging conversationalist.   

Zenaida, Sonia, and I met up with her at the local library, and as if instantly transported 

years back to that old gym where she once coached all three of us as high school volleyball 

players, we sat back and listened.  All three of us had been raised by traditional conservative 

Mexican mothers who loved and nurtured us to be caring, loyal, and committed but the lessons 

Coach gave us that we once again yearned for, at that precise moment, gave us what tradition 

never did and never could.  

My memories of her are vast.  She was tall, beautiful and assertive.  Her long legs made 

her coaching shorts seem way shorter than anything the women we knew would ever wear.  But 

she carried herself confidently always expecting the same respect she would give you whether 

you were one of her athletes, special education students or top administrators.  A hands-on 

educator, she would model every behavior, and drill for us thoroughly explaining her 

expectations of hard work and no excuses. She taught us to appreciate difference and to use our 

voices and skills to help others, but unlike our conservative traditions, not through subservience 

but service. We spent as much time training at the gym as we did working with her special 

education unit learning her ways of loving and caring for kids who confronted more than just 

physical and cognitive limitations, but also significant social adversities. It was of no surprise to 

us that she would eventually leave coaching to dedicate all her efforts to teaching special needs 

students and initiating a Special Olympics program for the district.  

I had never until now understood her strength. How could a single mother of three 

possess such vitality, trust and compromiso for those around her with all that life had burdened 

her with? Where would she find the vigor to teach, let alone serve, when so many others had 
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taken so much from her? This was her back in the early 90s and to learn now of her initiation and 

direct involvement in the most popular cases of border environmental racism against the Hayes-

Sammons chemical plant in Mission, Texas, boggles my mind with regret for not having been a 

part of her life and battles all these years.  

But she joined us that day through Sonia who thought she would contribute significantly 

with her feminist and political drive. Her own mission though was to join the testimonio group 

and share her latest project to write her father’s life history, a promise to her deceased mother 

who had shared her father’s baseball collection composed of baseball collectible memorabilia, 

pictures, publicity literature, personal letters, media publications and awards.  While I was 

captivated by her personal story, she on the other hand wanted to excite us about her father’s. 

And she did.  

Her father’s story however mirrored her own.  Born and raised along the Texas border, 

their life was one of struggle, survival and social impact.  Her father gave up his dream of 

professional baseball in an era when there was no room for Mexican-American players, turning 

to share cropping and eventually dying of cancer as 

a result of years of exposure to harmful chemicals 

at the pesticide factory where he worked, but not 

without first building bridges for those who unlike 

him, did not dominate both cultures and languages.  

He promoted tri-cultural relationships in the 

baseball world facilitating travels of American 

teams made up of White, African-American, and 

Latino players into the interior of Mexico; brought Mexican boxers over to the United States to 

Illustration 5.2.8: Coach’s SI Model 

Identity Categories 

Mother 
Grandmother 
Hispanic 
Special Education Teacher 
Activist 
Leader 
From Border 
Care Giver 
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compete at international levels; he started the first fire Station in Rio Grande City; and facilitated 

the communication between the local Spanish speaking community and the Anglos as translator 

and cultural ambassador in multiple arenas.  

Coach on the other hand, recognized the similar destructive nature of her path during an 

extended oral history interview.  She realized that service had compromised her health, career 

and personal life.  Having given up on her own dream of becoming a professional and Olympic 

volleyball player for a marriage that eventually failed, her continued struggles as a single mother, 

advocating for special needs children, and lead activist against the Hayes-Sammons chemical 

power plant had left her with long court battles, debt, lawsuits, and a physically damaged body. 

Her warrior soul however remains untouched and the numerous hours of recorded conversations 

with her reveal the many more paths she will continue to take and make a significant impact in 

the lives of those for whom she cares.   

 

5.3 Research Question 1: Identity  

 
The Movimiento did not work! 

Inés Hernández-Ávila 
 

 In a 2009 regional NACCS Foco conference in San Antonio, Chicano Liberation 

Movement veteran, Inés Hernández-Ávila detailed the sexism she experienced directly from their 

male comrades.  She expressed that while the movement pursed a nationalist agenda it confined 

the roles of women as domesticated mothers of their own families as well as the cultural 

community.  It perpetuated a sexism that denied them leadership roles and at times active 

participation all while striving for cultural and racial justice during what came to be known the 

nation’s Civil Rights Era (1960s-1970s).  Hernández-Ávila, along with the other cultural 
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ambassadors present, Norma Cantú, Marta Cotera and Carmen Tafolla agreed that despite the 

physical and emotional pain they endured during the early years of the Movimiento, they took 

great pride in persevering and building communities that transcended gender and cultural 

oppression with the power of words, literacy, a developed autonomy, and ongoing activism.  

Hernández-Ávila shared her reflection on the failings of the Movimiento, convinced that the 

“flaw was in the seeking of ‘self-determination’ or autonomy/sovereignty; no one acknowledged 

that in order for the community to become self-determined, each individual had to come to that 

understanding for his or her own self.”  She went on linking autonomy to the creative process 

and spirituality.  “To write,” she expressed, “is to heal.”   

Inspired by this encounter, I assumed the direction of my research selecting Latina 

women educators from the south Texas border.  With this pursuit, I intended to merge my 

interest in engaging in the new direction for a feminist movement anew, influenced by these 

women of the Movimiento, via the education of communities and the re-envisioning of the Latina 

identity by examining the intersectionality of the various biological, social, structural location, 

cultural categories such as race, class, gender, border, and bilingualism. 

 By applying a Chicana feminist epistemology, we recognize the lessons that experiences 

carry and are “validated and addressed as being intertwined with issues of immigration, 

migration, generational status, bilingualism, limited English proficiency and the contradictions of 

Catholicism” (Delgado-Bernal, 1999).  My contribution with the SI framework is in claims that 

critical constructivist educators, will additionally rely on location and experience (relevant to 

Border) to construct interpretations that are useful, liberating, fulfilling and rewarding towards a 

progressive Border critical pedagogy and advancing our fields of Border/borderlands theory, 

Chicano studies, and Chicana/o/Latina/o politics. 
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 In this section I breakdown the participants’ identities to answer research question #1.  I 

rely on the participants’ SI framework models with their self-identified categories.  Because each 

participant identified herself differently, their social location and spotlight was determined by 

their own understanding of their social, political, historical contexts.  The constructive and 

agentic nature of identity ensured that no two SI models look alike.  Still, some identifiable 

similarities in their social and professional milieus and experiences were their working-class 

origin, gender, professions, ethnicity, roles as educators, and commitment to their families.  

Research Question #1: Among teachers participating in a professional development group 

that were selected for interviews on the basis of a Spotlight Identity framework that I developed: 

How do issues of sexism, patriarchy and class relations shape south Texas veteran Border 
teachers’ attitudes and behaviors in their homes, community, and schools?	  

This study draws on postpositivist, realist analysis of identity to access epistemic 

significance and experiential knowledge of Border educators with an understanding of both 

privileged and marginalized positions and therefore knowledge about the best ways to teach 

Latino children.  I was able to examine how participants constructed their identities and explore 

to what extent those identities shaped their attitudes and behaviors at home, community, and 

school.  I applied a postpositivist, realist and Spotlight Identity (SI) framework analysis to their 

social categories mainly their race, class, and gender.  I aligned the postpositivist, realist theory 

to a constructivist (rather than an objectivist) epistemology by employing the SI framework to 

identify any possibilities of suspicion, denial and error in participants’ analysis of their own 

social location.  While “objective truths” pursue “the truth” with the appropriate methods, 

constructivist knowledge and values are culturally, socially, and temporally contingent and 

filtered through the knower” (Mertens, 2005, p. 18).  If Moya’s frameworks seeks objectivism 

from collective and shared experiential knowledge to reach validity, the critically constructivist 
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nature of the SI framework on the other hand, pursues transformative knowledge referenced in 

society, culture, history attained via dialectal interactions but recognizes the inability to access 

“objectivism.”   

Critical constructivism sustains that “knowledge is power” and that “power” that can 

transform the individual and change the world (Sipe & Constable, 1996, p. 159) is attained 

through a more informed social exchange rather than in reaching an objective truth.  Our XSS 

(Soto, et. al., 2009) model during a two-year exchange in an academic setting demonstrated the 

many challenges to accessing an objective and collective truth.  What our spaces revealed was 

the strength in multiple subjectivities and diverse interpretations of similar experiences and the 

tremendous transformative power of critically constructive knowledge and consciousness.  This 

study yielded similar results, however, new evidence revealed the effectiveness of working with 

the SI framework as a method for establishing a XSS and sustaining comadrazos.   The SI 

framework guaranteed the recruitment of a certain ideal participant, in this case experienced, 

Latina, Border, critical educators, which was an important objective to meeting the goals of the 

study.  

 

Cultural and linguistic pride 

Although participants rarely agree on most analyses in reference to their identities, even 

their interpretations of their shared experiences varied thus never reaching “a truth” or 

“objectivism,” they nevertheless revealed a strong essence of cultural and linguistic pride 

reflected in their respect and admiration of their families and some cultural traditions, 

compromiso to their students, and love of their professions.   
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 When speaking of her daughter’s linguistic socialization, Zenaida strives for bilingualism 

even as she admits to struggling with the maintenance of Spanish in her home.  

The traditions of course you need to have your values, show them the values and of 
course the Spanish and English is hard because right now it’s mostly English in our house 
and when they go to grandma’s house, grandpa’s house, they speak Spanish. “That’s fine 
if you don’t understand Spanish, you know a little bit, but with more practice you’ll get 
it.” We’re not saying, “Know Spanish”. They can do English or Spanish. And of course I 
have books in Spanish that I’m trying to help her…the numbers, at least the numbers, 
little by little. 

 
Monica has maintained her cultural pride since her youth when she performed in the 

school mariachi group and surprisingly it has strengthened since she married her husband who is 

of Asian descent.  She expressed that both her and her husband teach their three young children 

about the richness of both their heritage through language, holidays, foods, and certain practices. 

My husband like I told you, he’s Asian, he’s from Laos, he’s an immigrant too. And 
seeing other cultures just helps me appreciate my own and claim my identity even more 
and I am very proud. And when I went to high school in [school district], I belonged to 
the mariachi. So it’s, amazing to see how that experience has shaped me to become so 
extremely proud of my culture. So extremely proud. And I see that even with my group 
of friends. We are so proud of our music, of our traditions of our… We might not 
practice it like our grandparents did but we are proud of it. And we do wish to keep it 
going.  

 
Monica shares her love of some cultural traditions with her friends but recognizes the evolving 

nature of some of them, like religion.  

And if I really think of it, there’s no aspect… other than, you know what, religion. Now 
that I’m older and that I’ve seen other cultures, and ways of life, I’m no longer Catholic 
or in a way I will always be, once a catholic you’re always I guess. I’m just a Christian 
now. 

 
Monica also chose to maintain and express her cultural and linguistic pride as a mariachi 

performer.  

I’ve always been real connected with my Mexican roots. To me, being a Mexicana has 
meant more than anything. I was never the child that was embarrassed of who I was, you 
know. I always felt that I belonged to Mexico. And that’s one of the reasons why I 
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decided to go into this music and teach the kids because, it was something that meant so 
much for me. 

 
While Magda recognizes that her cultural pride translated into a career that has given her many 

rewarding experiences such as performing for important political figures and at top venues such 

at the Hollywood Bowl and holding state and national titles as a performer and director. Alice 

also credits her heritage for her well-grounded values with respect to hard work, commitment to 

her community and bilingualism as follows: 

I grew up in two worlds…the Mexican and the U.S. world. My parents felt that I should 
learn Spanish at home and at school English. I thank my parents because now I am fluent 
in Spanish and I don’t do the Tex-Mex thing. 

 
She shared how she mirrors this same expectation for bilingualism with her students by 

designing classroom instruction that applies a one-way, dual language philosophy.  While her 

students learn to hold pride in speaking their native language fluently and formally in the 

classroom setting, Alicia designs her ESL instructional block to be literacy rich with vocabulary 

and reading fluency.  With the help of her teacher assistant, she facilitates rigorous literacy 

guided instruction (Fountas and Pinnell, 1996) groups for those students who have recently 

arrived from Mexico with limited literacy skills.  She specifically does this out of her desire to 

help them transcend the many struggles they confront as recent immigrant students.  Alice 

believes literacy development, cultural maintenance, and English instruction via a Dual 

Language methodology is of utmost importance in teaching recent immigrant.  She empathizes 

with their confronted social and academic challenges and designs instructional routines based on 

her understanding of their needs.  

On my kids [experience discrimination], because they don’t talk as much, their English 
has the heavy accent, or they say the word wrong. They’re learning, they’re gonna’ make 
mistakes. That’s heartbreaking, I think. The bilingual, BCRI kids. Yea, that is hard. 
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She recognizes that unlike her students, she was raised privileged mostly because her family did 

not suffer economic hardship.  Nevertheless she remains committed to their academic success by 

promoting bilingualism and cultural pride in her classroom.  

Sonia on the other hand carries her cultural pride beyond “home.”  Her, Zenaida and 

Coach are the only participants who have lived outside of the RGV in various cities but in 

Sonia’s case her travels have included many recreational international trips.  Experiencing 

multiple cultures has grounded her deeply in her Mexican roots and she somehow manages to 

periodically return home to live for a couple of years at a time out of that expressed need to 

surround herself with family and culture.   

Mexicana, definitely…deep in my roots it’s always been, I relate to my parents culture, 
so much more to their culture… I’m a lot more Mexican than Latina, especially here in 
the Valley, a lot more Mexican, so much of Mexico is here. I travel a lot and everywhere 
I go, no one thinks I’m Mexican… in Puerto Rico, they thought I was from Chile, if I’m 
Indian, Turkish.  

 
Despite being born and raised in the country, her Tejano-American roots, and strong dominion of 

the English language, Sonia publically claims her Mexican cultural identity before any other.  

Her tall, slender stature, golden-brown complexion, and quiet and humble elegance exoticizes 

her to many outside of the country.  I questioned to what extent she embraced her Mexican 

essence due to her inculcated pride or because of her recognized physical characteristics that she 

and others might struggle to identify as plain and simply, “American.”   

 The analysis of this particular intersectionality of culture, language, race, and physical 

attributes let’s us further explore the multiple forms of oppression and discrimination that exists 

in our nation and beyond our borders.   

Coach similarly experienced this form of imposed exoticism during her first year in a 

north Texas university.   
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However, even when I graduated in the 70’s, it was so hard when I went to play for [state 
university] when girls would look at me and say, “What are you?”  
 
And I would say, “What do you mean what am I?” And I’d set my hair down the middle 
and I’d braid it. 
 
And they’d go “What are you?” And I made the varsity teams I mean just to make a 
squad of varsity 12 out of 17 girls who attempted. And they’d look at me “What are 
you?”  

 
She refused to offer a validation of a particular identity that could satisfy their confusion of her 

ascribed “American” identity because she failed to meet some mainstream criteria.  Well aware 

she was linguistically, ethnically and culturally different, she still questioned why she couldn’t 

identify herself as American just like them?  After all, she had lived in this country her entire 

life, made it to college and qualified for the volleyball team just as they had, and dreamt for a 

better life just as they did.  

I was tall, 5’9-5’10, really tall coming from the Valley, brown eyes, they’d look at me 
and ask me: 
 
 “What are you?” The Anglo girls and the Black girls would tell me “What are you?”  
 
And I’d go, “What do you mean “What am I?” 
 
“What are you?”  
 
And I’d say, “I’m a girl!” 

 
On the contrary, Coach did not confront this form of racism in her Border town.  
 

When we were brought up with Anglos down in [our town], we were all so close, we 
were all so united. We weren’t racist, we weren’t…we were just all united. It was so hard 
when I was at [university] and made both the varsity team and I was always getting 
questioned. 
 
The spectrum of shades in skin color often marginalize, exoticize, or in Alice’s case, help 

with the cross over to more mainstream “normal.”  Because of her fair skin yet strong bilingual 
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skills and cultural pride, Alice often answered to people’s confusion about her ethnicity.  She 

nevertheless stood proud as a “Mexican.”  

I always find it ironic. I used to travel with my other job before, and they never knew I 
was a Mexican. I guess maybe I didn’t have an accent that other people have in their 
English. Or I wasn’t dark enough? They were like: 
 
“For real? You speak Spanish? And you can write it?” 
 
And I’m like,  “Yea!” 
 
“Are you sure you’re not…whatever?” They’re like, “Really?” I get that a lot… I guess I 
didn’t fit. 

 
Although Myrna has never lived outside of the Border, she takes tremendous pride and 

finds great strength in capitalizing on the Latino prevalence of the region.  

Working with a 99% Hispanic population the challenge is to continue instilling in the 
students the love to our culture.  Children get excited when they have an opportunity to 
talk about family traditions.  I usually embrace our culture so children can appreciate 
their heritage.   

 
And her recognition of culture is also reflected in her continued compromiso to students even as 

a campus counselor.  Myrna has been the head of a mentorship and college prep programs in her 

elementary school.  She coordinates the visits by male and female Federal Bureau of 

Investigations (FBI), Central Intelligence Agency (CIA), and U.S. Immigration and Customs 

Enforcement (ICE) border agents mostly of Latino descent who serve as mentors for children 

who have been identified as underprivileged.  As part of their college prep program, children 

campus wide are expected to learn about state colleges, college majors, and design a blueprint of 

their academic and professional paths.  After a yearlong competition aligned to literacy, the 

winning grade level is awarded a visit to the local state university.  

Of all participants, Carmen is the only one who is a second-generation college graduate.  

Her father has served as a school administrator for many years and one would assume that this 
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generational difference might have distanced her from culture and the Spanish language towards 

a mainstream assimilation.  Carmen’s Spanish however is flawless and her cultural pride 

reflected even as she spoke of other educators failing to practice compromiso.  In her recount of a 

fellow educator who experienced racism at a Texas multicultural conference she questioned with 

great displeasure: “How can we expect them to teach our kids? They need to practice what they 

teach!”   

Her compromiso is also evident as she holds her teaching position in the same school 

community favoring her service there and pursuing an administrative position when it becomes 

available rather than looking at other surrounding districts: “I’ve been working a total of 15 

years, 2 as an assistant, 13 as a teacher. I got my masters. I find it hard to leave!” 

 

Cultural pride as a stance against oppression, prejudice and racism 

It seems like we can measure the extent of cultural pride by how often and how well one 

overcomes oppression, prejudice and racism.  Whether the prejudice is manifested as racism, 

sexism, or patriarchal dominion, for participants, their experiences strengthened their cultural 

pride.   

Monica and I talked about how after many attempts to give Catholicism a try with her 

new young family; its rituals and practices just did not fit well in their lives.  But without 

dropping her Catholic faith out of respect to her parents and grandmother, she made the choice in 

union with her husband to instead turn to a Christian church for the family Sunday worship.  

But we did make the decision together because he was Christian and I was Catholic, he 
was a Baptist Christian and he really didn’t like it either. All you could listen to is God’s 
music; all you could do was God. We did go to mass for a couple of years. And then we 
finally came to that conclusion, that you know what, this is not helping our family. And 
that’s what my Grandma doesn’t understand, that it’s not about me, you know, “I’m a 
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Catholic grandma,” it’s not about me. I was good, I read the bible, this and that. But it 
was about my family. 

 
Despite her strong stance on this highly defiant change to distance herself from her traditional 

faith that has been a point of contention between her and her mother and grandmother, she 

reassures me of her love of and commitment to Catholic rituals.  

En Mexico, la Virgen es todo, es la madre de Dios, es la que intercede por ti. [In Mexico, 
the Virgin is everything, she is the mother of God, she intervenes for you]. It’s something 
that I see so strong in the culture, very strong…Y mis respetos a la Virgen. Yo le tocaba 
Las mañanitas muchos años en la iglesia a la Virgen. [And I respect the Virgin. I used to 
play Las mañanitas for her many years at the church for the Virgin]. It’s the respect for 
her…But your faith changes. You know. 

 
Throughout the interview, Monica shared how she confronted patriarchal sexism disguised as 

Catholic values.  As she grew older she was able to isolate sexism and patriarchy from religious 

faith to understand exactly how she would negotiate aspects of her culture that she would sustain, 

transform, or painfully drop.  

My mother did [keep us at home to protect us], because my mother used to think that if 
you weren’t a virgin you were never gonna’ get married… And she did it to protect me 
and my father did it…uh not in a protective way, more like in a macho way. The girls had 
to be home because they had to be home, just because. 

 
For Magda, her cultural pride was strengthened even in the face of constant and 

continued disrespect and discrimination.  She maintained her love for performing Mexican 

vernacular music even when she had the choice to step out of the suit as a director because it 

kept her connected to the Spanish language, her Mexican soul, and the opportunity to promote its 

cultural longevity.  

In our area, in our border cities, when you perform and when they see una muchacha… 
they usually see all male mariachi. Mostly it’s either all females or all males. Yes I’ve 
experience a lot of that [discrimination]. I think it’s more like a stereotype that mariachis 
are poor, they don’t have a lot of money. They’ll do anything for money. They’re just 
like beggars que están tocando para poder comprarse un taco de frijoles [that are playing 
to buy themselves a bean taco]. And to them, they feel like oh yea it’s easy because, she’s 
a female, she looks pretty or whatever it is, lo que piensen ellos [what they think]. And 
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it’s easy for them to say things, because they feel like they stereotype you. I’ve 
experienced a lot of that to a point one time where I actually left a performance because 
you experience the rudeness. 

 
It was clear that Magda had never seen herself as a victim.  When I asked her if she had 

experienced gender discrimination in her field, mainly because it is male-dominated, she 

revealed that even if she had, her talents and ingenuity had earned her the respect of her peers 

“poco a poquito” (little by little).  

I think that maybe at one point in my life yes. But I have made it a goal to learn my art to 
a point where I have defended myself against people like these. I have had experiences 
where “Ah esa una muchacha, no sabe nada porque es mujer” [“Oh this is a young 
woman, she knows nothing because she is a woman”]. At one point yes. 

 
One way Magda has shattered all myths about mariachi performers all while elevating that form 

of artistic expression is by starting her very own professional female mariachi band made up of 

both young and more seasoned performers, several like herself who hold national titles.  She 

named the group “Mariposas” to bespeak of both beauty and free souls in constant 

transformation.  

 A true inspirational moment for me as a woman and Chicana was listening to Coach’s 

story of how she persevered through many struggles as a young university volleyball player in 

the early 70’s and how those initial social, cultural and gender battles for equality and justice set 

the tone for the rest of her life.   

My kids expect so much from me because I’ve always been a fighter. Right now I’m in a 
period in my life where I’m tired of fighting. I just want to kinda' refocus. When I went to 
[university], and I got out of the Valley, it was a fight, so tough. Playing with girls that 
were six feet, girls who were 6’4. Man I was a tiny winy. Going up to block, I was totally 
bruised…In ‘75 it was tough, tough being away from the Valley. Having your mom 
always cook, empanadas, tortillas, arroz, sopas and over here the coaches would give us 
five minutes. From the gym we had to run all the way to the cafeteria, uphill. 

 
After a long battle to fit in and compete at the highest levels in her sport, Coach decided to 

transfer to another university closer to home but not quite in the RGV.  Still competitive and a lot 
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more diverse with more Latinos and Blacks, she managed to stand out as a track and volleyball 

star and even served as the captain of the volleyball team.  

But again there was a lot of suffering for me because my mother had no money. I had 
loans and grants and I had to work as a secretary. And then I had to play, play, play, 
travel, travel, travel. I saw a lot of discrimination between the men’s athletics and 
women’s athletics. Then in 1975 I was involved in a massive lawsuit, it was for Title IX 
lawsuit.  I said, “I’m tired of us having to sew our own uniforms, I’m tired of us having to 
get the worse coaches, I’m tired of us having to sell cupcakes here in the university in 
order to travel, while the boys get to fly all over the world.” 

 
Her displeasure with the university’s athletic department intensified after she and her teammates 

were denied support by their athletic director when they complained about a male coach who 

sexually harassed them.  

We had a coach from the Middle East, who was very mañoso, very nasty. Always 
grabbing us inappropriately. I told him, “You’re not going to be touching us like that.”  
 
And he said, “You’re not gonna’ tell me what to do.” 

 
Compounded by the sexual harassment, lack of funding for her teams, and struggles to pay 

tuition, was still an added challenge.  Ahead of their times, Coach and a few of her cross-country 

running peers would design their own uniforms, sewing them, and adding double padding to 

avoid having the restrictions of wearing undergarments.  This angered many; especially her 

female athletic director who tolerated other transferred international athletes for wearing minimal 

uniforms while making it difficult for Coach and the other American athletes to do the same.   

Why do I have to use a bra, I’m flat. I don’t even want to use a bra, I’m doing fine with a 
muscle shirt underneath or double foam under my shirt. I have nothing to slow me down 
in the relay team. And there was about four of us that went braless and without 
underwear. I mean we were running with tiny, tiny underwear.   

 
After long battles, some lost at the state level, Coach joined efforts with state and national 

women’s groups and took their fight to the Supreme Court.  The discourse, the politics were all 

very complicated for a young Mexican Border athlete with dreams of one day playing pro sports.  
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When her fame grew nationally, Playboy magazine contacted her about capturing pictures of her 

burning a bra on their cover.  She refused mainly as a rejection of the mainstream media’s 

eroticization of the issue but also out of respect for all other women like her sister who was also 

an athlete but unlike her, needed a bra as support.  She was not rejecting wearing bras; she was 

part of a political and social movement to secure the right over her own body.  Also, she sought 

equal support for female sports and justice against low quality and disrespectful coaching but 

somehow her voice emanated loudly enough to build a case for Title IX, which at the time had 

been in existence for three years.  She became the national voice of all young women who stood 

up for gender equality in sports.  

I don’t know, all of the sudden I made college history. All of the sudden I said “You 
know what, I’m not going to use a bra, you’re not gonna’ make me use a bra. The 
problem here is not a bra issue, the problem is a coach is touching us inappropriately and 
discrimination against the way you’re not funding us appropriately.” So in 1976 then we 
started a massive lawsuit all across the country. The national organization for women had 
gotten into it, Billy J. King, a lot of the female athletes and we took it to the United States 
Supreme Court and we won. We won Title IX.  

 
That particular fight secured equal funding for women’s sports and Coach is somewhere in the 

history books as a lead student organizer that made this fight advance further the national 

women’s liberation movement.  In Coach’s recount of these earlier days, she inadvertently 

managed to weave cultural pride by planting her heritage, family, language, ethnic foods, skin 

color, and gender as a force rather than a hindrance to her many struggles.      

 
Chicana: The politics of social categories 
 

The postpositivist, realist suggests that some identities cannot adequately account for all 

social categories and therefore have less epistemic value.  When we identify all social categories 

our knowledge is “truer” and more “objective.”  According to this framework, the context of 

Mexican-descent women, those who fail to identify their politics and recognize their marginality 
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by calling themselves “Hispanics” or even “American” might hold identities that are 

epistemically “distorted” or “invalid” as opposed to those that embrace the political term, 

“Chicana.”   

Unfortunately for this postpositivist, realist interpretation, politically inscribed 

racial/cultural labels did not seem to be relevant to the participants in this study.  None of them 

embraced what the postpositivist, realists would claim as more epistemically valid, such as 

“Chicana” and “feminists” even those such as Coach with life experiences of political activism 

and direct influence on policy reform.  Monica went as far as rejecting a “Chicana” label 

altogether because of its known negative usage in her community in Mexico where she was 

raised.  

 EV: What ethnic/racial label do you use to define yourself? 
   
 Monica: Mexican-American. I am Mexican, like from Mexico and American.  
   
 EV: What about Hispanic?  

 
Monica: I don’t know. That’s something that I really need to think about. But Hispanic is 
ok. Hispanic is ok, Latina is ok, but not Chicana.  

   
 EV: What’s Chicana to you?  

 
Monica: I don’t know, to me Chicana is a derogatory term. To me, as a Mexican cuz I 
was born in Mexico so… It is derogatory. So that’s why I don’t claim Chicano. But I’ve 
heard a lot of positive things about it. There’s a lot of good Chicano literature which I am 
gonna’ start reading because I need to get myself educated in that. But I don’t apply that 
term to my identity. 

 
Given her experiential knowledge, which she strongly relies on, I doubt she would ever embrace 

the Chicana label even if she familiarizes herself with the North America Chicano/a history and 

literary, social and political contributions.  While Chicano/a in this country represents civil 

engagement and political activism, her experience on the other hand tells her that Chicanos are 
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socially disengaged and outcasts.  Thus, it makes sense to disassociate oneself from that 

marginalized label.   

 Unlike Monica, Myrna who is a lot more schooled in Chicano identities, politics and 

literature shared the same conflict, confusion, and rejection by “Mexican natives” of “Chicano” 

as an identity category and set of cultural practices. 

The bilingualism that is typical of Chicanos is not understood by Mexican natives and see 
it as “lack of education.” In my opinion Mexican natives will never understand what it is 
to be a Mexican-American who lives along the border. 
 

With the history of oppression and discrimination against Latinos and pressure to assimilate, I 

reject that participant’s identity categories may be “less true.”  Instead, I apply a form of Collins’ 

ethic of accountability alternative epistemology (2008).  Latino’s often chose a particular identity 

label not to deny an aspect of her/himself, nor ignorance, but rather as a means to survival in a 

space where anything other than what is acceptable by the majority, is damaging.  Monica’s 

example verifies this claim.  Because “Chicano” in some communities along the Border is used 

in reference to gang activity, it is difficult to comfortably embrace it as a liberatory political 

identity label.  Also, many Mexican nationals use “Chicano” in a derogatory manner, relating 

such label to all negative stereotype of the Mexican-American on the U.S. side as being lazy, 

non-proficient in both Spanish and English, uneducated, etc.  Despite its politically driven and 

cultural democracy principals, “Chicanismo” to many of Mexican descent remains one of those 

forms of “cultural invasions that negatively influence the lives of bicultural” individuals (Darder, 

1991, p. 97).  My privilege position as a Border native researcher gives me the advantage to 

understand the diverse ways in which identity in this particular region is constructed, thus 

offering more useful, liberating, and promising interpretations of experiences.  
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All participants opted to spotlight cultural and social categories that identified their 

primary roles but rejected any political labels that would seem marginal in their community of 

mostly Mexican descent individuals.  All chose “female,” “teacher,” “daughter” and those 

married, “mother” and “wife.”  Without any political significance all participants also spotlighted 

“Mexican,” “Mexican-American,” or “Hispanic.”  All my discussions about identity with the 

participants went similar to my conversation with Monica, where together we constructed her 

ethnic identity but also offered opportunities to question and challenge previous assumptions and 

knowledge.  

Moya claims that different social categories (gender, race, class, and sexuality) that 

together make up an individual’s social location” are causally related to the experiences she will 

have” (2002, p. 39).  The experiences we each have will determine our social location, which 

will determine the path we will follow in life.  To attain “objective” therefore more epistemic 

knowledge from those experiences, we must account for, and make sense of, all the relevant 

social categories that constitute each individuals social location.  My SI framework contests this 

possibility of claiming ‘all’ social categories that make up and individual’s identity and suggests 

an alternative approach to critically identifying as many categories as possible yet strategically 

self-spotlighting only those that are applicable, reliable, functional and consequential to the given 

time and space.  My claim is that this agentic process of spotlighting a social location is critical 

and may be of no less epistemic value, therefore as reliable.  A (constructivist) SI framework, 

and Chicana feminist epistemology additionally make room for multiple interpretations of 

similar experiences or phenomenon.  My work in creating and being part of social, intellectual, 

and professional spaces is that the more critical and informed individuals tend to have more 

difficulties settling for a common ground, a single label, and a common truth.  
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Border as a social category and geopolitical space 

As much as I wanted to impose “border” as an identity category in the participant’s social 

location, they would not “spotlight” it as I was hoping.  None of the participants identified 

themselves as “Border women” per se but they did claim “Border” as a structural location 

category.  “Border” defined not who they were but where they lived.  In some instances such in 

one of my encounters with Myrna, during our construction of what living along the Border meant 

to our identity formation, she progressed from identifying as a “Mexican” to then eventually 

embracing “being from the borderlands.”  Coach, Sonia, and Zenaida more often made reference 

to the uniqueness of the Border and claimed to be “from the Border.”  This perhaps was due in 

part to having had the opportunity to live outside of the RGV and comparing it to other regions.  

However, contrary to my theoretical assumptions, even after extended critically constructive 

conversations about Border and borderland as a regional and symbolic space respectively, 

participants remained perplexed with the notion of “Border” as an identity category.  

Carmen: I live by the border, I’m not from the border but live by the border. What does it 
mean to say I’m from the border!? 

 
Sonia: I think (that being from the border) is going to be a different definition for 
everyone. I claim Mexican. I am Mexican, everything about me is Mexican. 

 
While some expressed many concerns in regards to the social, political and cultural ills that 

plague Border communities such as human suffrage and poverty, they did though recognized the 

value of living and being raised along the Border.   

Coach: Since the Valley’s developing so fast, it really scares me, I have severe panic 
attacks, I can go into these areas that I knew as orange groves, now you see nothing but 
huge buildings of people coming from across the border and just moving in. And its just 
like, these people you never knew, you’re never gonna’ get to know… Some of the 
schools I’ve worked in you can actually see the river. It’s such a different world out there, 
the food the people, the behaviors. You can actually go to Hidalgo, we went to see the 
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lights for Christmas and you can see all the lights from Reynosa. And if you’re going to 
be a Border town people don’t understand the magnitude, the smells, the foods, the 
behaviors, the whole environment is a different world.  

 
While Coach recognized the growth and development along the Border landscape and the 

struggles confronted due to such urbanization, Zenaida on the other hand acknowledged that 

socially and culturally, she had not seen much progress especially in relation to sexist 

oppression.  Her return home after serving the military was met with an unfortunate reality that 

she could no longer “do the same” as she did when she lived away.   

Zenaida: The border here is what I have always seeing and gone through with the Rio 
Grande Valle, crossing the bridge, especially into Reynosa. It separates the United States 
with Mexico, here. The way I see it, we have a lot of people that come from Mexico, and 
we have a lot of different, well actually the same culture of Mexican Americans that 
haven’t really changed, we haven’t changed, they haven’t changed throughout the years 
and the border has really remained the same. As much as new technology has come out 
with new changes and the world has its still the same, I mean there not a lot of changing 
of how people think, the way of living… Even coming from a family from the Valley, 
going to the military, coming back, I still see the machismo here. As much as I was 
treated equally with my parents, I come back over here, I want to do the same thing and I 
can’t because they look down on you.  
 
Myrna mirrors this sentiment and subtly denounces the sexist, (and what she additionally 

claims) cultural expectation of becoming a wife.   

Living in the Valley means having one’s family close, as a Hispanic woman it means the 
great pressure of getting married and adding members to the family. It does not matter 
how independent I am and how much I have demonstrated to be self-sufficient my 
parent’s dream has been to find a man to “take care” of me.   
 
Alice credits the Border for her solid foundation.  No one place (country) was better than 

the other when it came to her preference of lifestyle.  The “going back and forth” allowed her to 

understand people better and realize that despite the many differences that separated them, there 

were many more similarities that united them. 

Alice: It was nice to live in both worlds and be really aware of the differences. How 
people lived there and how like at the ranch, the odd houses, no running water. The 
technology, then it came into the smaller towns. I don’t think I preferred one over the 
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other. I was used to being in both, going back and forth. You see the difference in how 
people act, think, everything its two different worlds yet, they are the same and different. 
It gave me a better foundation. 

 
Myrna confirms that same unifying aspect of the Border.  Although marked by a geopolitical 

line, Border people maintain cultural traditions, practices and ideologies that bond them.  

A borderland identity is the union of two cultures and the manner in which individuals’ 
work and compromise to develop a “marriage” between both without forgetting neither 
one of the cultures but rather the fusion of both. In my opinion Hispanic women still 
posses the same strong family values and a sense of duty to the family.  Hispanic women 
are hard working, caring towards their children and immediate family and serve as the 
small voice behind the husband’s ear helping him make decisions.   

 

Intersectionality: Multiple forms of sexist oppression 

All the participants experienced sexism but each made differing analyses on its 

significance and impact in their lives.  In this regard, and when critically analyzing social 

barriers, a postpositivist stance favors experiential knowledge when it is validated collectively, a 

complex realization under critical constructivism.  Instead, the SI framework strengthened by a 

Chicana feminist epistemology certifies the participant’s own interpretation and hold those as 

epistemic valid when the ultimate analysis and claim regards it as injurious to their lives by 

disclaiming and ending its perpetuity.  That is, as long as the oppressive tendency (ex. sexism) is 

characterized as such and without minimizing its injurious effects and fight against it, the 

semantics are irrelevant (interpretation, label).  Thus, the multiple and diverse interpretations 

allow us to analyze deeper the intersectionality of gender oppression.  We can identify why 

individuals experience oppression differently by applying the intersectionality analysis (Williams 

Crenshaw, 1989), and recognize the multiple factors and oppressions within that particular 

situation.    
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All participants, with the exception of Carmen, experienced sexism outside of the 

household primarily in their social and work environments.  Despite their confronted sexist 

oppression and their conservative and traditional upbringing, subscribing to certain gender roles 

such as becoming wives and mothers did not hinder any of their development as professionals.  

They developed as independent self-sufficient women because at home, their parents held them 

to high expectations of success, a strategy that they were able to apply against oppression outside 

of the home.   

Alice: I was in a man’s world. I was very young, had just gotten out of college, my first 
job was as a marketing director for IBC. I was in a man’s world... But they had that 
mentality that women should not be doing that, “They should be my secretary.” Maybe 
twenty years ago. Some of them were mad… but I think working in the bank helped me, 
kinda' of give me a backbone. “I’m gonna’ have to fight to make them understand that 
I’m not going to be your secretary, I’m not here to give you whatever you want, give you 
your coffee you know I have a purpose.”  

 
Alice’s experience with sexism in her professional setting seemed to not impact the extent of her 

professional growth however, as she was able to receive promotions, travel extensively and 

experience great success in that first career in financing.  Other factors implicated in the sexism 

she experienced in her place of employment could have been the fact that she was attractive, or 

that she was younger than the men who worked beside her.  So at the intersectionality of sexist 

oppression, she also experienced age discrimination and sexual harassment.  

 In Zenaida’s case, sexism outside of her home seemed a complete contradiction to her 

upbringing as she was raised in a household full of boys and socialized to be a “tomboy” helping 

her father fix cars and do outdoor work instead of domestic tasks inside the home typically 

relegated to women.  But also, having been raised by a working mother instilled in her that 

independence and belief that women as much as men contribute financially and may also lead as 

heads of households.  
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To start off with, as a woman, I have had experiences working with males and females 
and I just haven’t really realized that I, that there’s still that gap, there’s a gap. I mean as 
much as I don’t wanna' accept it, they’re still not the same especially here in the border. 
And my experiences would be probably growing up here in the Valley we had a father, a 
male figure but my mother also worked but he was always and supposedly my dad had 
the last word for everything. I also had two brothers growing up with two brothers was 
more like a tomboyish kinda' of… So I wasn’t as feminine as other females I would say. 
So, my experiences were being brought up by my family and my dad working in the 
ranch in the fields and going with him I learned a lot from my dad. I learned how to 
drive. I used to go and cut the grass, with my dad. He would go hunting. When we had 
jackrabbits by our house in the naranjos, the orange groves. Those are experiences now 
that I still carry with me. The learning experiences that I have growing up. 

 
In further discussing the factors implicated in Zenaida’s experience with sexism was her many 

interests in activities characterized to be practiced primarily by men that she took on especially 

during her time in the military.  Some of these included her interest in mechanics, driving big 

rigs and tanks and preferring to work out in the war zone rather than in the offices.  In the 

intersectionality of Zenaida’s sexist oppression were gender role and sex discrimination as well 

as institutional discrimination.  

 

Ending the cycle of sexist patriarchy 

Monica however revealed that the sexism she confronted as a child and young woman 

was imposed by her Mexican Catholic traditional gender role practices largely dictated by 

patriarchy and machismo.  

I think its some sort of sexism and discrimination or oppression because we are not 
allowed to do those things because we’re girls and guys are allowed to do that. And even, 
for example my parents’ marriage, you know…couples get married, and its ok for the 
man to go to the cantina with his friends but the wife has to stay at home with the 
children.  

 
As our conversation progressed we managed to break down the patriarchy she experienced and 

once again rely on the intersectionality analysis.  We explored patriarchy to see to what extent it 

was grounded in culture, religion or socioeconomics.  
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Monica: Yes, and it’s just so different now. I think we’re more accepting of things such 
as drinking or being out of the house partying at night. We’re more accepting than when 
we lived in Mexico. We’re more open, it’s ok for you to live alone as long as you work 
and you’re independent and you can take care of yourself. It’s ok. But for me it wasn’t 
ok. The only way I could leave the house was if I was married.  

 
EV: Do you think that that’s cultural?  

 
Monica: Yes. 

 
EV: Do you think it’s cultural or do you think its socioeconomics? Cuz I know Mexicans 
from Mexico that were very liberal.  

 
Monica: I think it is. You’re right. It’s more of a social, it is social, cultural. It is social 
economics. But I think cuz it also has to do with the culture. I know what you mean, I 
totally know what you mean. I think it’s a combination of both. It’s not just, it’s not just 
the money the social-economic factor but it is part of the Mexican culture.  

   
 EV: Lo Católico? 
   

Monica: Yes. It is the Catholic. It is the religion, and it’s the tradition. But it is true, the 
rich Mexicans it’s ok. They are raised very different. And the middle class and the lower 
class, you just don’t get out of the house unless you’re married. So I didn’t… 

   
I bring up the difference in value systems between social classes not expecting Monica to 

recognize the many agents involved in the oppression she experienced as a child, mainly 

traditional social and cultural practices.  Because of the inevitable nature of acculturation and the 

drive and intellectual capacity for her and her siblings to succeed academically and 

professionally, those agents of oppression were shattered and the cycle disrupted through social 

mobility and cultural assimilation.  

EV: So what’s the difference you think? Why do these social classes have different… 
inculcate in children different values than perhaps the higher class? 

   
Monica: I think the middle/lower we base everything on religion. Because that’s what 
you have. That’s what you have is religion because God wanted that. And you need to be 
good and you need to follow the commandments and you’re working towards heaven… 
And the middle, upper rich Mexicans, which is more like rich, there’s no, much middle 
class in Mexico, you know they’re not that religious. They’re more open-minded, they 
have money to travel so they see other cultures and they see other practices and they’re 
more educated. So they think differently. And they behave differently. 
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 EV: So you said that your family is more accepting now? 
 
 Monica: Yes they are. 
   
 EV: Why are you all more accepting now with certain, more liberal practices? 

 
Monica: I think because we’ve been…One, we’ve been accultured and two, we have 
more money than we did. So we get to see other lifestyles.  

 
Monica further realizes that more than care and protection for their children or strict parenting 

grounded on Catholic faith, the dominion was a manifestation of cultural instilled machismo, that 

is, repression against women.   

I think you do feel it is an oppression because you’re thinking, “Ok, its not ok for me to 
do this but its ok for my brother.” I cannot do this but my husband can go out at night. It 
was very hard for me. Until recently I started going out with my girlfriends and thinking 
that it was ok. Really I had to convince myself that it was ok to go out and have lunch, to 
go out and have dinner have a drink with my girlfriends. I had to convince myself first 
before doing it and feeling good about it. 

 
My interview with Monica, just as all the other exchanges with participants followed a XSS and 

comadrazo approaches, which allowed us to challenge previous assumptions about our identity 

formation, relationships, and professions.  Unlike traditional research interviews, the extent of 

probing on questions in these methods strives to challenge participant beyond deep thinking and 

analysis towards accessing higher levels of critical consciousness and actively collectively 

construct new knowledge.    

 

Parenting that makes a difference 

With the exception of Monica, none revealed experiencing patriarchy at home as they 

proudly shared stories about supportive fathers and mothers who inspired them to pursue a better 

lifestyle through a higher education and professional career.  Zenaida and Coach shared the 
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admiration they felt for their hard working mothers who were known to be great cooks, bakers, 

caregivers, and were loved in their communities.   

Zenaida: I do a lot more baking… which I learned from my mom …I put my kids first 
and basically if anything I do question anything that I don’t know I call my mom… For 
example, lets say my daughter has an ear pain. It’s a weekend and the doctor is not 
answering so I call my mom, what do you do, what do you think? And she’ll tell me, you 
put the garlic ripe around the cotton, heat it up or whatever, the remedio. 

 
Coach: My father, my mother were from the Great Depression they would say that they 
were gonna’ stretch every dollar … My mother was a work horse, a workaholic she 
worked all day in the factory, she’d come home, lavaba, planchaba [they’d wash and 
iron]. She made food for the next day. The ladies from Mexico, Margarita was there, 
they’d be cooking, and cooking, and cooking. And then they’d sit and make colchas so 
they were always working, working, working, working, working, working… And my 
mother continued to work and work and work and we had no Medicaid, we had no food 
stamps, we had no social services like we have now but yet we were taught as Mexican-
American that you had to be servants that you had to work and wok and work. My 
mother worked for the Catholics, the priests at the monastery south of [hometown] and 
she would always tell you “M’hija, lavabamos, planchabamos, embotabamos” [hun, 
we’d wash, iron, sew buttons] and we did all that. 

 
Magda, attributes her talents as a mariachi singer and performer to her mother who also sang in 

her younger years.  

To me playing mariachi was not something that was an elective to me, something for fun 
to me it always meant something. Mostly because my mom was a singer, and she would 
always sing mariachi and desde chiquita, she…I would hear her all the time and I guess 
that’s where… I learned also that it was something that meant something to my mother, 
me, and mariachi was ¿cómo te dire? [how should I tell you?] It was more than just… to 
me it was something part of me. 

 
Because of her mother’s deep connection to that music, Magda embraced it as more than just a 

pastime, an elective in school and eventually a career, she realized performing vernacular music 

was a part of her identity. 

 When discussing the ideal parenting that impacts academic performance, the participants 

characterized it as a combination of both their parents’ and their own ideologies.  All participants 
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expressed their active engagement in having conversations with their students’ parents about 

their own philosophies of parenting.   

For Alicia, good parenting means engaging in the expectancy of a higher degree and the 

inculcation of cultural and language maintenance.   

Education was a big thing for both my parents. You cannot get married until you have a 
college degree, in whatever… after that you can do whatever you want…  It worked for 
both my sister and I.  
 
Monica mirrors that belief and recognizes that creating awareness is part of her 

compromiso as a teacher.   

Like those people that I told you about over there in the miles [colonias], its like we have 
this great migration right now and what are we gonna’ do with them? We have to educate 
them not just in academics, we have to guide them. And create that awareness that the 
programs are there that the money are there for them to get educated. And as a teacher I 
tried to voice that out as much as I could but as a teacher at the elementary level its very 
difficult because parents don’t see that far. 
 
Myrna similarly feels that the expectation for school beyond high school is part of good 

parenting but she remains realistic about the social barrier against that expectancy.  She insists 

that parents are the primary influences in children’s academic success.  

Family has the primary role in raising children. I have witnessed the difference it makes 
in children who have family support and the ones who do not. Parents are the primary 
reason why children are motivated or not.  Even within the same school district parents’ 
expectations differ. If you ask parents who live in the lowest socio-economic areas they 
might answer their expectation is for their children to contribute to the family economic 
needs.  Younger and educated parents usually expect their children to attend college and 
function in school.    
 

Burdened with the expectation to provide financially often is a barrier to student’s academic 

success as many times, they are forced to drop out of school to work and/or they do not pursue a 

higher degree out of the immediate need to help the family.  

 Caring and motivation by parents is not always enough.  Participants expressed the need 

for additional support by community programs and more engaged activism on behalf of parents.  
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Meeting children’s basic and academic needs is the collaborative effort of school, parents, 

educators and the community.   

Monica: I think we need more, more community outreach. We do need a lot more parent 
conferences, which my colleagues and I did a lot. We always called the parents. If the 
parents couldn’t come, which many of times they wont, we would make the home visits. 
We make the home visits and made sure that… we knew what type of families or parents 
we were dealing with so that we could help the kids better. We knew whether we could 
count on them or we couldn’t. So that if we didn’t, then we could modify in the 
classroom and we could make whatever changes necessary to better meet the needs of 
that student. 
 
Coach’s idea of good parenting however is rooted in her father’s direct activism.  She 

proudly shares the story when she first witnessed his father standing up to a school administrator 

on behalf of his children one rainy morning.  

So, that morning, I said “Dad, no podemos dad, we’re gonna’ get in trouble, Mr. 
Williams is gonna’ hurt us because that’s the entrance for the teachers!” 
 
[Mr. Williams] says, “How may I help you?”  
 
“Here are my children.”  
 
“No your children come in through that entry.”  
 
And my father said, “No, that entry, the kids are getting all full of dirt, they’re getting 
dirty they’re slipping and falling and sir, they’re gonna’ get the school dirty and the 
children are gonna’ get sick.”  
 
And he says, “This is the entrance for the teachers.”  
 
He says, “This waaaasss the entry for the teachers. This is the entrance for days like this, 
when there’s inclement or bad weather this should be everybody’s entrance for safety 
purposes.”  
 
And all I remember, my brothers and sisters were looking down. And I was like, “Oh my 
God!”  
 
Then, my father looked at Mr. Williams, and he looked at him and we were told to get 
into the school, and my father said, “If I find out that you so touch my children to hurt 
them, you Mr. Williams will be dealing with me.”  
 
“Well then I’ll have to go to the school Board.”  
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He says, “Go wherever you have to go, I will go there too!”  
 
After that the doors were open. I think this was the first battle where I saw my dad as an 
activist. And then I really realized what he had done for [local city]. He was the one who 
had raised money for the first fire department. And my daddy was always fundraising to 
help and my dad always did things in education y con mucho respeto. But I saw a 
confrontation of an Anglo and a Mexican-American and I was so proud of my dad 

 
As a Special Education teacher and guardian parent to her teen grandson who suffers from severe 

spinal bifida and is confined to a wheel chair, Coach takes on the role of activist on a daily basis.  

The success she’s had in changing laws, earning children and adults basic human rights, and 

changing policies is due to those lessons she learned from her father who taught her about the 

importance of speaking both Spanish and English and to use that as a way to connect and help 

people especially those less privileged.  

All participants were able to complete a higher degree with the help of federal financial 

aid.  We talked about what navigating that system was like presently and how accessible it was 

for children.  We were all excited about hearing Sonia share details on the program she had been 

training on all summer designed by the local community college to help nurture a “culture of 

college” for children throughout the RGV.  The program would begin at the elementary level and 

allow high school student the opportunity to earn college credits.  It would build a system of 

community support by engaging parents, teachers and administrators in that college path 

planning for children.  With the excitement to introduce this new community program to parents 

from her high school, Sonia shares 

I think it needs to happen at the elementary level, if we're gonna’ make a change the kids 
at that age need to know that its an expectation that they need to go to college. And they 
need to do something with their lives. 
 



 

184 

Myrna best summarized our many thoughts on student financial aid and schooling by sharing 

part of her personal path to academic success.  She revealed the many factors that helped her 

overcome poverty, immigration status, and unfamiliarity with the higher education system. 

In my situation I have been fortunate enough to have been able to get an education with 
economic help. I believe that academically anybody can obtain an education, not only in 
the Valley but in this country.  
 

 
Making distinction between personal identities and professional obligations 

 
While the postpositivist, realist claim that “our ability to understand fundamental aspects 

of our world will depend on our ability to acknowledge and understand the social, political, 

economic, and epistemic consequences of our own social location” (p. 43) some of the 

participants in the study demonstrated that identity and conservative value systems and political 

values are two mutually exclusive realties that although fully understood, are not always 

claimed.  Their “entire” identity did not necessarily predicate their teaching practice.  In other 

words, their conservative social views might not be reflected in their critical teaching practice.  

Therefore, they drew a clear distinction between certain aspects of their identities constructed 

and understood through their conservative values, traditions and religion and instructional 

approaches intended to benefit their students.  What made these participants’ instructional 

practice critical was their compromiso in providing culturally, linguistically, and academically 

appropriate instruction to their students and without a politically liberal agenda to raise political 

consciousness and “liberate the masses” from a certain status quo.   

Carmen, Zenaida, Monica, and Alice were highly politically socially conservative as 

reflected in their discussion of their religious faith and social practices.  Yet in their instructional 

practice and overall attitudes in regards to teaching Latino learners, they relied on certain shared 

aspects of their identity such as their bilingualism, ethnicity and Border experiences to better 
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connect and help them meet their needs.  Their compromiso and care reflected in specific 

approaches and teaching practices revealed a sort of organic way they connect with their students 

merely because of their many shared social categories within their social location.  

When discussing the commitment to school of undocumented immigrants, Carmen 

shared what she felt is their key motivator: “They try so much harder because they know that 

they need to be successful. We need to be successful to continue staying here, and getting 

educated here.” 

She insists that a Border educators can effectively and even better educate the Latino 

undocumented immigrant population compared to any other educators nationally because “we’re 

from this area, we know where they’re coming from.”  The academic failure of many is due to 

teachers not giving them the care and attention needed.  Having an opened mind to difference, 

whether cultural or socioeconomic she insists is the key to educating this student population.  

 Zenaida agrees with Carmen on being “open mindedness” and the importance of 

classroom care by suggesting that educators should not  

be shocked or surprised… you have to just accept it as it comes. That’s how I am… a 
student might say “I haven’t seen dad in a year… My dad is getting involved in gangs”… 
you have to just hear them and offer help. You kind of' just take it in. Just hear them out.  

 
Monica describes her teaching approach by suggesting an added nurturing component.  She 

offers an example of how her nurturing ways with students rather than plain “academically 

driven” work more effectively.    

And that’s what I always told everybody I might not be the best teacher but I am a darn 
good teacher because I’m teaching these children how to be proud of themselves. And I 
teach them values, and I teach them manners, my colleagues would say, you’re too 
patient. And I’m like, you’re never too patient. I’m just understanding. You have to 
understand where these children are coming from.   
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When one of her colleagues criticized her, Monica stood in support of her “nurturing teaching” 

to the overall benefits in the development of children.  

So we would constantly struggle in philosophies and in practices because I’m more 
nurturing than she was. She was more academic driven. And I had to be more nurturing 
before being academic. And I think I consider myself being both. I’m very, very, very 
demanding when it comes to academics. But you still have to respect that child. You still 
have to meet those needs before expecting the academics. Or they won’t give it to you. 
And I knew that even though that they weren’t making the highest averages in 
comparison to her class, they were learning more. 

 
When teachers connect with their students culturally and socially, Monica believes  
 

They’ll produce more for you. They’ll produce more as students and as persons as 
children. They’ll grow more. It’s just that that knowledge they gain, you can’t measure it 
with tests, with paper tests. To me I have to get to know my children so I can better meet 
his needs. And when I talk about needs I mean every need. 

 
But nurturing and caring not necessarily implies docility.  Monica prides herself in being 

assertive with her students even as she openly expresses care for them.  

Because I cared about what they thought. And I cared about how that thinking was 
affecting their feelings. Because … feelings that we’re so comfortable with. And I would 
tell them, so how do you feel about it? Or what do you think? Because I know you’re 
thinking something. I was very assertive when I approached them. I never took ‘no’.  I 
never took “I don’t know, I don’t know how to explain,” I never did. I would always tell 
them, I know you know. Whatever it is that you’re thinking its good. That’s the answer.  
Everybody has a different answer. And little by little I saw in my classroom the children 
telling each other there’s many different answers. And its ok. And whatever you’re 
thinking, it’s not silly. And we don’t make fun of anybody. They became more confident 
with themselves. And they learned from each other. And that’s what I loved. 

 
Alicia’s compromiso similarly recognizes the significance the sense of “nurturing teaching” has 

on academic growth. 

But then I learned that I need to teach them how to read and all that… but I need to teach 
them life skills that are gonna’ help them. They need to try the different cafeteria food… 
and if they don’t like it that’s fine, as long as they try it. 

 
She highlights the importance of connecting with her students culturally as an essential teaching 

strategy. 
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I have to tie my teaching to prior knowledge something they can relate to because my 
kids have not experienced a lot of things. Maybe this is their first year here. Some of my 
kids have been here three years. Three years is really not that much when you are only 8 
years old. You didn’t get the whole environment… I have to tie it into something they 
can relate to because otherwise that just nonsense to them, they don’t get it, they can’t 
associate it with anything that they don’t know.  A lot of the textbooks... they can’t relate 
to that stuff but if I change that little word to something they know they’re like “oh that’s 
what you mean” because they’ve never heard it that way.  

 
Alice carries her teaching obligations beyond the academics claiming the added “role model” 

commitment to help many of her recent immigrant students adjust to this new country and 

community and breakdown the many gender, class, and cultural barriers against their success. 

They are cultured shock because they are in a new school, new city, they don’t know 
anybody, now that their families are here they can’t go back and forth, they see me and 
I’m like their role model. And they are going to learn. I’m going to push them, especially 
my girls. You have to go to school. You have to continue your education if you want to 
be somebody. You want to go to your parents and hey look what I did because you 
brought me here for a better life, especially with all the stuff going on. And the little boys 
too, you can wash dishes too. In the room, “Why can’t you broom the floor?”  
 
“Es que los niños no hacen eso.” [“It’s because boys don’t do that.” 
 
“¡Sí, lo hacen!” “Yes, they do!”] 

 
 

So poor but so proud!  

I have dedicated a background to the fundamental study of poverty as a social ill 

affecting the educational system.  Some reformers suggest interventions at higher levels in 

government to financially support social programs for communities caught in the never-ending 

cycle of poverty.  Participants in this study however, hold tremendous hope in education as a 

means towards attaining self-sufficiency and securing a promising future.  Participants shared 

elaborate stories about personally overcoming poverty and helping students shatter barriers 

sustained by the pandemics of poverty.   
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Coach: I think its so much harder being a border woman, female, there’s so much human 
suffrage, really so much suffrage, I knew the older ladies that used to work for us they 
would stay with us for two weeks and then they’d go home and take whatever they could 
across the border and it was just so much poor. And we’re so we’re so financially and 
socially disadvantaged. There’s lots of colonias and basureros in Reynosa that are so 
pathetically poor. And then you have the colonias there in [school district] that as a 
teacher you’re always trying to give cloth, or food or the best advice. But even growing 
up we were so poor but so proud! 

 
Poverty was defined as lack of financial means and of a certain disposition to acquire resources 

such as social, cultural and linguistic capital.  One was deemed poor when s/he lacked a cultural 

understanding to navigate the educational system but also, the linguistic capital to be able to 

adjust to a new community and succeed academically.  Teacher’s compromiso to meeting their 

student’s holistic needs lie in filling their multiple “voids,” keeping them safe, caring, helping 

them adjust socially, etc.  

Myrna: Making connections with those kids, understand their basic needs if those needs 
are not me kids will not learn. Connect with their families and understand any harsh 
experiences the kids may be experiencing. Especially with recent immigrant students they 
are experiencing culture shock leaving their families behind looking for a better future. 
Latino students are like any other kids they need safety, freedom, belonging, fun and 
feeling powerful. For Latino students those needs might be represented differently for 
example they might not feel safe in a place where they might be prosecuted by border 
patrol. Belonging, how can a child feel that they belong when they are so different from d 
rest of d population? Let me know if u need me to add more but I iniquities u will take 
this and make it great.  

 
Monica herself, recounts her early experiences as a recent immigrant and bilingual student.  

Unlike many of her peers, she was able to pick up the English language quickly and connect to 

the mainstream Mexican-American community to understand how certain systems in place kept 

her and others segregated.  With this recognition, she now mitigates any system that will set her 

bilingual students aside based on some “deficiency.”   

I saw the other children that came in new how there were those clicks of those you know, 
Mexican-Americans that were born here and everybody wanted to be like that.  And they 
wore the nice cloth and they had money to buy snacks. And then I noticed how those 
recent immigrants were treated very differently. In a way they were segregated into their 
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own little bilingual portable, you know not only physically but they were segregated 
amongst the campus. I picked up the language fast. So it was easier for me to be ok in 
that other group. But I did see that and I didn’t like that. 

 
Overcoming poverty has proven to help participants understand its repressive nature as it 

maintains communities distant and unaware of important knowledge.   

Monica: From us coming here and being very poor and now that we’re middle class, 
we’ve changed so much our way of thinking. And we’re still religious but not as much as 
we used to be and now my mom reads more, she learns more about other cultures, and 
other ways of life and even she’s accepting of something that was unacceptable. 

 
The first steps in tackling poverty should be ideological.  Myrna insists that we must move 

beyond dreams towards high expectations of academic success and commitment to communities.   

The difference will come when college will be an expectation instead of a dream.  If 
parents expect their children to go to college more than not their children will consider 
attending college.  The opportunities are there, students just need to know about them 

 

Additive Schooling, social justice and compromiso 

Another claim by the postpositivist, realist theorist is the call for an oppositional struggle 

to be capable of understanding the world in which we live in and challenge and dismantle 

dominant ideologies and institutions such as in the case of Coach, who I profiled as a politically- 

driven activist.  All the other participants were identified as critical educators and their 

challenging of oppressive mechanisms remained within the school community; rather than 

seeking “oppositional struggle” (Moya, 2002), their “fights” have been in eliminating subtractive 

instructional practices and curriculum and replacing them with those that are additive and 

culturally, linguistically and academically appropriate.  Participants perceive academic success 

and securing a higher degree path as that “oppositional force” that will dismantle social 

stratification and oppression.  
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It was during one of our focus group interviews/comadrazos where everyone’s activist 

souls surfaced as we discussed the impact of standardized testing on students’ personal and 

academic lives.  Carmen initiated the conversation with details about the transition to the new 

state exam and how it would not be that much different from the previous.  She further discusses 

how children, including her own suffer from anxiety before taking the exam. 

My little one. She’d get sick before the TAKS. It’s always right before the TAKS. When 
she was a 5th grader I had her as a teacher. I made sure not to put that pressure and she 
didn’t get that feeling, but then it happened in 3rd and 4th … and then in 5th grade, I was 
like, “I don’t want her to go through that again… take her to the hospital para que la 
hagan examenes [so she can get evaluated].  

 
The conversation shifts to the curriculum that teachers are forced to implement designed around 

developing their test-taking skills rather than teaching the content areas.  Some admit to having 

fallen victim to such demands, yet others, such as Zenaida, proudly reveal the techniques used to 

work around the district-imposed pressures and integrate creativity and quality, academic content 

to their instructional practices.    

Carmen: I’ve been in 5th grade five years, and this year, I hate to say it, this is the first 
year that I actually teach Social Studies. Teaching it is like WOW… I love it, and now I 
just want to teach Social Studies. 

 
Zenaida: They’ll give us binder and binder of problems to teach, what to do every day. I 
mean the kids do get tired. I do have science, I’m not as structured. My kids can be loud. 
I don’t care. As long as they are cooperating with each other. This year was really hard. 
The kids have a hard time… So I will try to come up with small group assignments, 
competitions, cut out problems. Do little relays. It motivates them.  So, of course, they’ll 
be like, “Are we doing science today, are we doing science?” Even though my principal 
didn’t want me to, so he walks in, for all the time he would walk in and… [laughing] he 
knew that I was doing what he wanted me to do.  

 
Sonia, who has taught and currently holds a counseling position at the high school level probes 

the women about what it would take for them to work around the system to feel secure about 

their jobs and enjoy their teaching under such repressive measures.  She asks us, “If you had 

more freedom to do what you wanted to do, would you be happy?”  They all said, “Yes.”  The 
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consensus revealed that although essential to measuring academic progress and guiding 

instruction, standardized assessments should not be used to compromise curricula and hold back 

students.  Still, the participants recognized the value and purpose of assessment. 

Monica: I always made clear with my students that all I wanted was the best for them. 
That I did not care about the scores. For example if he failed the test. And I would go 
over the test with him and I would tell him, you know what, this 40, doesn’t bother me. 
What bothers me is that I know you’re not a 40. And I know that. But how do the other 
people know that? We need to show those people that you’re not a 40. So I was very, I 
always built that relationship with my students. And I think that always speaks volumes. 

 
Zenaida: I think it’s [standardized test] a tool.  It’s a tool just to measure how we’re 
teaching, in a way. Because all the objectives that we teach is what is mandated for them 
to know, what they have to learn rather than learning, instead of learning about the whole 
picture, they’re just seeing one picture, it’s just one little part of the picture. And I think 
it’s good in a way but I think our emphasis should not be so much on their scores because 
I think some students…the way I see things, the TAKS, that’s now the STAAR test is 
very different. And we’re comparing a student from here from the Valley with a kid from 
Austin or Houston that might have been brought up with the English language and in a 
good education environment. 
 

Coach also praises the quality of exams and curricula made available to Texas schools in support 

of learning.  However, she believes district and state officials go about it wrong by 

overburdening teachers, pressuring children to perform, and expecting too much yet investing 

too little time, effort, and support.  She claims that they “give you parts of the puzzle and you 

need to create the missing parts to fulfill the job.” 

The way the system is right now, you have to become accountable for everything.  They 
want to make sure that our children are being taught.  They put such a great load on 
teachers, on scores and accomplishments from one area to another. I believe there’s a lot 
of discrimination in the testing. In the border areas our children have to learn a language, 
they have to go through the transition of coming to a different country. And where 
everything is based on the scores, on outcomes of the scores. And then when you’re 
working with the special needs children that you have so many broken families. You 
have so many children who are overly drugged [with medicine] you have so many 
parents dependent on the government checks and then to say that you have to do that test. 

 
Part of the ongoing support by school officials and administrators, Coach insists, should be the 

understanding of all these cultural, social, and academic circumstances of children from the 
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Border, not to mention the special needs community.  Testing is always a good way to measure 

academic growth and success but it should never be used against children.  According to Coach, 

the failing of our state’s accountability system is the lack of support in the implementation of 

curricula and its application to hold back groups of children especially those confronting 

multiple barriers against their personal and academic development.   

Teacher caring and additive schooling was evident in their revealed teaching philosophies 

and instructional practices.  Magda for example, tells that she involves herself in students’ 

lifelong goals.  She believes that music teaches them the discipline to succeed academically but it 

also offers them many opportunities to venture off into performing professionally.  What’s 

important for her is being able to teach all her students how to read music and compete at high 

levels, be good performers, and committed learners.  

I think that most importantly it’s discipline. In the school system, at least in our school 
system, our music teachers, they know the rules. It’s no pass no play. So our kids learn 
discipline through their music. They know that they have to be good in their academics in 
order for them to be a performer. I think it’s important for them. They learn how to care 
about school. How to go to school every day. How not to be tardy, not be absent, and to 
study, and be good in their academics. So I think, that in a sense they become more 
disciplined human beings and at the same time, I feel that music makes them very 
sensitive and confidant more than anything. Because going in front of an audience and 
performing is not an easy task, not everyone can do it. And through that, our students 
gain confidence and they’re able to accomplish anything in life because they’ve been 
through these experiences as performers on a stage. 

 
Often, participants used expressive words such as “passionate,” “rewarding,” and “love” to 

describe their compromiso.  A compromiso that extends beyond the classroom walls and into the 

student’s social milieu is key to additive schooling and critical teaching.  

Monica: It’s a change and I just feel it and since I’m so passionate about education its 
like you say, I’m always going to be an advocate for life. And I did see those children as 
mine, I did because I want them to be productive citizens…And I’m just very 
understanding. I don’t judge them. I don’t yell at them. I don’t demean them. I am a lot of 
a counselor. I do ask them how are you feeling. 
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Alice: But it was worth it…because it was very rewarding…I see the growth of the kids 
and I see how they started at the beginning of the year and how we end up at the end of 
this year. 

 
Magda: So it’s overwhelming because you connect with them like if they were your 
children you feel like you’re their mother. And you take care of them. You spend so 
much time with them that, you look after them. 
 

This nurturing quality in teaching must also come in the form of ongoing discussions with 

students about their academic paths.  Often parents and children don’t understand the arduous 

path towards navigating the application process for higher education.  Constructing a vision of a 

future beyond high school is difficult when students lack knowledge about support programs and 

opportunities that may help them further their education.  

Magda: When the kids come in as 9th graders you really don’t know if they’re really 
serious about their future as far as their career paths. So, I always take it under account, 
because I always ask them, do you know what you, what you wanna’ do, when you 
graduate. Where are you going to college? Some of the kids as young adults, 9th graders, 
14 años, 15 años que tienen todavia no saben [they are 14 years, 15 years and they still 
don’t know]. They don’t know what they want to do. And so, to me it’s always very 
important that the music foundation is there. 
 

As a high school counselor, Sonia’s job is fundamentally designed to help students create their 

paths for a fulfilling future.  From the very first days in middle and high school, students are told 

that regardless of their immigration status, the financial aid is available for them.   

As educators, we wake up every morning hoping to make a difference in the life of a 
child ... that what you say to them sticks, that it makes sense.  In August we go in to 
introduce ourselves, in September we bring over 60 college representatives to meet with 
seniors, in October we bring personnel to help our seniors apply to at least 2 universities, 
in November we go over bullying, suicide prevention, in December we talk about 
financial aid for documented and undocumented students and in January, February and 
March we provide financial aid workshops for students and parents.  We visit with the 
entire student body once a month covering academics and topics from substance abuse to 
conflict resolution to dating violence, etc.   

 
Border educators and counselors know how to build these academic trajectories for both 

traditional and undocumented students.  Joaquin Luna’s teachers continue to struggle to 
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understand why he took his life given his promising future.  The national media focused on his 

undocumented status and inability to attend the university as the motive behind his suicide, 

however, his teachers have consistently challenged this assumption.  He did apply and was 

accepted to the local state university.  As campus head counselor, Sonia was the spokesman on 

behalf of the district and covered most media interviews.   

I still don’t understand the why.  The signs were not there, he had plans.  He had 
registered for the ACT exam in December, he had asked his teachers for letters of 
recommendation; he knew what he wanted to do in life.    

 
His passing was a tremendous loss for the community.  Still, and with Joaquin’s memory deep 

within her, Sonia looks forward to the beginning of the new school year.  She remains hopeful 

for the new opportunities for undocumented students with President Obama’s executive order 

protecting young DREAMS from deportation and granting them work permits.   

Been thinking about the beginning of our next school year. We’ll be able to say a bit 
more … now, it’s not only you can go to college and get financial aid but also, get a work 
permit (meeting the criteria). Isn’t that great?! 

 
 
Epistemology and Participant’s Identities 

 
I would hope that a wise Latina woman with the richness of her experiences would more 
often than not reach a better conclusion than a white male who hasn’t lived that life.  

(Supreme Court Justice Sonia Sotomayor, “Raising the Bar: Latino and Latina 
Presence in the Judiciary and the Struggle for Representation” Symposium, 2001) 

 
During her 2009 Supreme Court nomination by President Obama, Sonia Sotomayor was 

met with controversy surrounding her infamous “wise Latina” quote from a speech she gave 

eight years earlier at a conference for judges, lawyers, scholars and law students addressing the 

state of Latinos in the judiciary.  The “racist uproar” by right-wing conservatives over that 

statement was taken out of context to portray Sotomayor as a radical leftist.  Despite the 

controversy, she was confirmed to the Supreme Court August 7, 2009.  Her argument spoke to 
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the crisis of the courts that are not seeing increasing number of Latino lawyers and judges to 

serve the nation’s increasingly diverse demographics.  She referenced a specific prototype “wise 

Latina” that would possess a wide range of experiential and academic knowledge to fill judiciary 

roles to better serve diverse communities.   

Similarly, feminists and cultural studies scholars have applied this same epistemological 

argument for the last forty years and I sustain it in this study.  The over 100 years of collective 

teaching experience of the participants in this study along with the “richness of their experiential 

knowledge” deems them as leading figures in the education of Latino students.   

 In this section I answered research question #1 by exploring the many factors implicated 

in the socialization of the participants’ identity formation and how their identities impacted their 

relationships with others in their different roles.  I conclude by breaking down some of the 

particular life experiences and experiential knowledge I addressed in this section with a glimpse 

at Coach’s life story offered directly as her Chicana feminist epistemology.  Herstory succinctly 

captures the multiple social, political, cultural factors that arguably accord epistemic validity to 

her account.   

 
Cultural values and pride 

 
My father kept telling us we have to learn English and Spanish and that’s what made him 
successful in baseball that he was able to learn the languages… I think, I’ve realized how 
hard my father worked, and how proud he was. And it was very, very hard. My daddy 
died when I was a freshman in high school. And I knew I was an athlete. I didn’t know 
how much of an athlete. And I believe I could have made it more in life… I would say if 
I would have been born a man...  

 
Strength and perseverance   
 

My cousins would always say, “Nombre prima tu tienes más huevos que nosotros.” And I 
would always say, “Why do you say that?” “Because you have so much guts!” But now, 
and my point in life right now after working and working, in two jobs, a workaholic, my 
kids, and being a single parent. Being a single parent is hard. It is the house without the 
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roof. Who cares if you have a roof, its gonna’ need a lot more work. I continued, and 
worked and worked.  

 
Serving communities as an activist and teacher of special needs students  
 

I always wanted to be a teacher. I always wanted to be a coach. But then I started 
realizing the area where I was from there were always sick people, always seizures, 
always deformities. So all of the sudden my love turned to work for the special 
population. I guess being from a Super Fund area, and having a sister who seizured, and 
having a niece that was also born with seizures, and having so many of my friends with 
seizures, and so many people losing their children young. I guess my passion was there.  

 
Community care and nurturing 
 

It was strange sitting in class and somebody’s pulling your hair. And you go, “What the 
hell?” Someone’s having a seizure behind you. Or a friend sitting behind you and saying 
that “I know [participant’s name] that you and so and so will take care of me.” Even my 
sister, she was my setter in the volleyball team, and she’d have heavy mouth seizures, I 
knew when she’d go into a seizure. I had to just grab her and like walk with her and make 
her snap out of it. 

 
 

5.4 Research Question 2: Testimonios in Professional Development 

What value added knowledge do we gain from testimonios in how to maximize the 
professional development of border teachers?  

 
 Although all participants received the initial preparation for the testimonio project during 

the focus group and individual interviews, which included the explanation and reading of a 

sample of their writings, only five out of the eight participants [Zenaida, Coach, Sonia, Monica, 

and Magda] actually engaged in the brainstorming, writing, and editing process [see Appendix 

C: Testimonio Slides].  The three participants who could not participate beyond our interviews, 

comadrazos, and informal encounters had to attend to family matters during the first key 

moments we met before initiating the project.  After they had missed two scheduled sessions and 

an attempt to provide them the session via Skype, I stopped insisting they join us mainly because 

I wanted the writing to be organic and for their commitments to be experienced by them as true, 
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without feeling pressured or obligated.  Those who did engage found that the work was 

purposeful and fulfilling as it served as an opportunity to critically reclaim a part of history in 

which they could situate their lives.   

I managed to secure a column in The Monitor, the largest local newspaper with a 

distribution of over 41,000 copies daily.  At the time I wrote this dissertation, only three of our 

columns had been published.  This work continues and will possibly be extended to attract the 

remaining participants and others outside of the group in this study.  A good friend and Ph.D. 

candidate from UT Austin as well as the award-winning published author from the Border, 

Professor Rene Saldana also contributed to The Monitor testimonio project.  Because of the 

confidential aspect of this study, none of the testimonios will be shared in their entirety except 

mine, which launched the newspaper column series November 24th of 2011 [Appendix D]. 

This challenge of writing testimonios as part of a professional development activity is 

that it takes a relatively long time to produce and the process of building a critical narrative is not 

always guaranteed.  In Monica’s testimonio, for example, which she chose to write on a local 

female activist and leader, lacked critical and historic perspective because her testimonialist felt 

uncomfortable providing real names and details.  Taking a story “as is” does not always satisfy 

all the testimonio criteria, as it should always incorporate elements of history (Yudice, 1991), 

and is intended to break silences and raise consciousness (Saporta Sernback, 1991).  I realized 

then that there were other elements in seeking content for testimonios such as developing the 

ability to probe for facts and details critical to the story line and carefully detailing the purpose 

for, and objectives of, the testimonio to the testimonialist before proceeding with the interview.   

Monica had been trained on the interviewing process for testimonial writing and we had 

discussed the importance of building that XSS or comadrazo but surprisingly somehow the 
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extent of critical perspective in the development of her story was limited.  She and I had 

successfully developed great rapport and managed to construct critical knowledge in reference to 

her very own story and we had never before met one another prior to that encounter.  This is why 

I was perplexed that she would struggle to access the same “juicy” details that she had shared 

with me beforehand about her testimonialist, who she happened to know very well.   

We discussed how if her testimonialist felt uneasy about the details behind her story as a 

local political figure, she could still capitalize on the other stories she shared that did reveal 

significant details about witnessing life along the U.S.-Mexico ferry point of entry, the only one 

left of its kind today.  When sharing about how her husband runs the business near the ferry that 

has been a tourist attraction for many years she detailed: 

The business sells all kind of Mexican goods like flower pots and curios...he sells beer, 
water and soft drinks… people will sit in the sitting area, drink the drink of their liking 
after a hot sunny walk to the ferry and visit with my husband and or employees and than 
they go on their way...we have visitors as far as France, Russia, Canada and lots of 
different states. 
 

They further discuss that there has been a decrease in the number of people crossing the Border 

due to the violence along the Mexican side, which has not directly impacted them in any way 

other than losing some business.  She tells about witnessing the constant illegal crossing of 

Mexican nationals over to the U.S.  However, other than speed chases and Border security 

helicopters flying over the zone, there have never been any incidences of violence in what 

remains today a relatively minimally-patrolled check point.   

 This statement provided me with a  perfect opportunity to probe for additional details, 

facts and sub-stories.  However, Monica held back.  The only conclusion that I could draw from 

this was that her testimonialist was an older woman and Monica’s sense of “respeto” for elders 
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as inculcated by her upbringing would limit her extent of probing for/constructing additional 

more critical knowledge.  

 Working with Zenaida also seemed a lot more challenging due to her discomfort in 

detailing the intricacies of her story, one that told the oppressive nature of classroom teaching 

under a culture of standardized testing.  She would expose the repression and harassment she 

endured when, despite being told to “teach to the test,” she rebelliously maintained the teaching 

of the content areas and integrated strategies to challenge students to work at higher intellectual 

capacities beyond their independent level—that is, at their instructional level beyond their ZPD 

(zone of proximal development, Lev Vygotsky).  We met a total of four times to discuss her 

testimonio and exchanged numerous emails and phone calls where she expressed her continued 

interest in proceeding with the work.  However, she has struggled with this and has yet to 

complete the final draft.  Our conversations continue in hopes that we can submit her work for 

publication.   

I realized after working with Zenaida and Monica that the act of revealing stories 

oftentimes is painful, difficult, and very complicated.  There must be conversations about it, a 

critical analysis of that “retelling” process and the heightened awareness of setting, circumstance, 

audience, and consequence.  Oftentimes, the testimonialist will struggle to provide that richness 

to her very own story in which case the role of the “co-testimonialist”/researcher is significant in 

terms of helping in the construction of the narrative.  

Sonia’s testimonio was put on hold due to Joaquin’s passing.  We realized that any 

attention brought to her school without a mention of this great loss, would reflect insensitivity 

and we decided to put its publication on hold.  She told the incredible story of her ninety-year-

old grandmother by reflecting on her own identity, her mother’s life, peeling down layers that 



 

200 

reached to the core of her identity as a member of her family. Shamed after her boyfriend’s 

“traición,” her grandmother’s mother left town after giving birth to her, leaving her behind with 

her mother.  Sonia’s testimonio begins with an introduction that demystifies love as she reflects 

on the lives of her young students.  

As I walk the hallways of the [high school] in the fall of 2011, I find myself confronting 
the many contradictions and mixed messages our communities continue to perpetuate in 
our kids that I, too, received as a young woman and have not until now at 37 years been 
able to deconstruct. As their guidance counselor, I prefer to dedicate my time to their 
academic goal setting and college preparation. Instead, more often, I listen to their stories 
of broken families, hardships due to poverty and violence that is so prevalent in their 
‘love’ relationships. Young girls romanticizing about true love yet never receiving the 
lessons of the core values that sustain healthy relationships directly from home; and their 
male counterparts, expected to be the strong providers and protectors, yet unschooled on 
the extent of control and domination that oftentimes turns violent. Is it really that hard to 
love?  
 

After deciding to put her work on hold, we instead had Sonia document her experiences during 

Luna’s passing.   

Our students felt Joaquin’s loss greatly… such great students that they organized a walk 
and also raised funds and awarded a scholarship in his name: The Joaquin Luna “Dream 
Big” Scholarship. 
 

No doubt Sonia has been transformed this past year.  After giving her the tools to critically 

document stories, I hope that her work continues as she makes an ideal, wise “testigo” (witness) 

at the forefront of history in the making.   

Coach’s testimonio honored the life of her father, a man who stood out among many for 

his love of life and family, and his passion for culture and baseball.  She begins her story with 

the retelling of her move back to the RGV after her divorce.   

I took the dreaded trail of shame that all women fear that day in 1982. After years of 
marriage and three young children, I had just gone through the Big D.  “Divorce!” So, 
here I was heading back to Mission, Texas!  

 
My father [father’s name] had passed away October 25, 1969 from stomach cancer as a 
result of exposure to toxic chemicals from the border factory he worked in for most of the 
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70’s. My mother [name] was home alone and was ready to receive her daughter and three 
beautiful grandchildren with open arms.   
 
A few years after her move back home, her mother walks her over to a collection of her 

father’s memorabilia hidden in a chest that was buried far deep in a closet.  He had told his wife 

he wanted his daughter to own the collection and to one day tell the stories of those dusty and 

dry Valley baseball fields that were eventually turned to cropland.  Her testimonio transitions to 

the story of this great man when she discovers “The Hidden Chest: Uncovering a Texas Border 

History Treasure.”  

The smells and stories in this chest became addictive.  I continued to read and explored in 
an attempt to create a timeline of my father’s life history in baseball.  I attempted to work 
with hundreds of documents, including baseball posters announcing games and lineups.  
How Bernardo Peña played with the colored leagues in Los Angeles, California after the 
white players played their game that included Babe Ruth’s name in the lineup.  In that 
chest I saw my father as a man in love with the game of baseball.  In a time when men, 
not just boys played professional baseball in the Rio Grande Valley and how he was one 
of the lucky ones who had the opportunity to travel, play and experience a life that had 
established barriers for those of colored skin just like his.  He was a stranger to me; 
however, I felt a deeper love and admiration for him. 
 
I was proud to work with Magda on her testimonio.  She agreed to write a piece on her 

very own story to document the many steps she has taken to make a mark in the field of 

professional mariachi in this country.  She began her story detailing the exciting scenario during 

her most memorable performance and to her, the most significant accomplishment of her career.  

I could not assimilate that moment when I stood on the revolving stage at the Hollywood 
Bowl-Mariachi U.S.A. event. This stage has been the home to high-caliber musicians 
such as The Beatles, Frank Sinatra, Steve Wonder, Plácido Domingo, Carlos Santana, 
and many others. To perform at this venue has been a lifelong goal, honor and 
achievement. 
 
We were given the star treatment with our very own decked out, dressing room stocked 
with snacks and beverages. It was time to perform and we headed towards the famous 
stage.  As we entered the stage to take our places, we were given “ánimos” from our 
peers from other famous mariachi groups like Sol de Mexico and Mariachi Mujer 2000 
who showered us with their “Good luck, échenle ganas!” cheers and high fives. The 
master of ceremonies presented us while the stage turned left 180 degree to face the 
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audience whose applause were heard in time to our instrumental piece son Jalisience 
[typical song from Jalisco] El Capulinero.  
 
There is no doubt that the exploration, critical analysis and writing process of a 

testimonio offers individuals many opportunities for personal and professional development.  For 

all the participants in this study, written and oral testimonios allowed them to reclaim, rewrite, 

re-conceptualize and, in some instances, relive history.  As opposed to romanticizing about the 

past, conversations in XSS and comadrazos critically looked at history, which oftentimes meant 

experiencing discomfort and revealing vulnerabilities.  Only then were we able to offer historical 

writing that served the added responsibility to raise political and social consciousness.  Indeed, 

learning about and writing a testimonio contributes significantly to raising the level of critical 

consciousness of those who engage, which offers many possibilities to develop critical pedagogy 

especially when the topics selected are relevant to education, history, and identity.  Whether or 

not a testimonio was completed or published, the process of engaging participants was 

meaningful because it helped us critically construct and build on knowledge about our own 

history and identities.   

 

5.5 Research Question 3: Professional Development for Critical Pedagogy 

How can we best approach professional development for critical pedagogy? 

 The intimate spaces my research method created fostered intellectual rigor and higher 

levels of critical consciousness.  I screened participants using the SI framework to ensure the 

recruitment of highly critical pedagogues.  Nonetheless, sustaining close and intimate 

connections with participants did not guarantee buy in for additional professional development 

pursuits.  That is, three of the participants were simply not interested in committing to an 

additional structured work project and professional development activity to work through the 
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writing process of a testimonio.  I realized that in order to develop XSSs of trust, critical 

consciousness, and intellectual rigor in such relatively short time during a 6-month period, I 

needed to ensure that all participants shared a significant number of identity categories that 

placed us all on a level playing field in terms of our experiential knowledge, critical perspectives, 

and passion for making a difference in the education of Latino students.  That objective was met 

as we shared intimacies, open criticism about the field we were committed to, politics, 

standardized testing, cultural and religious traditions and instructional methods for English 

language and multicultural learners.  Realizing the total extent of the professional development 

module with the training of teachers in the literary genre of testimonios and the actual writing of 

one was not fulfilled.  With my long experience nurturing similar spaces and producing and 

publishing quality writing, as I currently still run and serve as lead editor of a nationally 

recognized award-winning column written by teachers in Austinxxxvi, I can say that the biggest 

barrier to meeting all of my objectives of the study was a lack of sufficient time.  However, I can 

confidently say that many of my objectives were met.  I accessed significant knowledge from the 

many exchanges and experiences with the participants.  The Border testimonio project, however, 

will continue beyond this research study as will my connection with the participants.  The next 

direction for the written work is to align an instructional curriculum to the stories that will target 

a variety of multidiscipline skills that the newspaper editor has gladly agreed to post on their 

website and extend its availability to the entire RGV and beyond.   

 This study reveals that critical consciousness may be promoted by attempting XSS and/or 

comadrazos but most importantly, by allowing the facilitator to clearly state the constructive 

nature of the space, set ground rules of respect, and state the objectives of the encounters clearly.  

In many instances, the exchanges could have headed towards venting sessions about the 
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educational system and social and cultural critiques rather than purposeful analysis.  In a few 

other encounters—mainly the first ones during which a level of XSS/comadrazo had not been 

established—participants held back on their critiques or offered objective and often romanticized 

accounts of their professions and history.  I learned through this experience that XSSs and 

comadrazos are spaces to deconstruct, analyze, reconstruct and build knowledge.   

Next, I use Sonia’s testimonio and our conversations to explain this process.  Originally, 

her desire to write a story about her grandmother was mainly out of her interest in honoring her 

suffering and hard work, a family value that has been passed down to her.  The story of a woman 

burdened by family and societal marginalization became a testimonio as we pealed off the many 

layers of her suffering.  We deconstructed Sonia’s, her mother’s and grandmother’s lives to 

analyze this suffering and how it produced strength beyond the individual women and into the 

next generations.  We reconstructed their lives via a critical understanding of the many milieus 

occupied by these women and identified the manifestations of their strength.  The more we 

engaged in conversations and editing sessions on her testimonio, the more content she was with 

her grandmother’s herstory.  

When the facilitator of this kind of professional development can comfortably probe for 

critical thinking, and help the space advance from deconstructing, analyzing, reconstructing and 

building knowledge, s/he maximizes the time to better meet objectives.   

 

5.6 Study Objective 1: Teachers as Agents of Knowledge 

I have demonstrated how these teachers’ experiential knowledge makes them ideal 

authorities in the teaching of Latino learners, mainly because they critically understand the many 

barriers in their lives and how best to resist them.  Participants recognized that with the joint 
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efforts of parents, school, teachers, and community, students could transcend social, cultural, and 

linguistic barriers.   

What was significant in recruiting participants that possessed those particular life 

experiences and therefore knowledge was in applying my SI framework and the sustenance of 

continuous connections with all participants.  School administrators and policy makers should 

recognize the significance in the voices of experienced critical educators who possess the 

knowledge, desire and compromiso to help students meet their basic and academic needs.   

I began this work interested in applying innovative, culturally appropriate methods with 

women who I hoped had a particular knowledge that would inform social and educational 

reform.  Unexpectedly, we unveiled the many struggles in their lives and multiple forms of 

oppression and how tackling, understanding, and overcoming those struggles influenced their 

identity formation and teaching practices.  By no means am I implying that everyone who has 

experienced similar oppressions should serve as educational reformers or teachers.  The 

important characteristic shared by this study’s “agents of knowledge” was in meeting the profiles 

criteria as critical educators.  When individuals are able to critically understand the 

intersectionalities of race, class, gender, linguistic diversity, etc. and the multiple forms of 

oppression that exist within an individuals’ social location, they understand how to teach 

children living under those same conditions.  Only then can critical bicultural educators “build 

on theory of cultural democracy” (Darder, 1991, p. 97).   

 The data revealed that participants themselves had overcome a lot of the same barriers 

that their students confront daily.  Thus, we should feel secure relying on their experiential 

knowledge to guide policy, shape classroom instruction and inspire our children.   
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5.7 Study Objective 2: Educational Reform Agenda 

Without a doubt, my extended network made it possible to bring highly critical and 

committed educators to this study.  As I analyzed all of my data, I realized that no matter what 

recruitment research method I applied, the voices of the particular individuals that I am 

highlighting have proven to make a significant impact on the lives of children, reveal new and 

unexplored knowledge about teaching Latino children, especially those living in severe poverty 

and the recent immigrant population.  Their knowledge and views challenge and build on the 

work by experts in social research, economists, educational researchers, politicians, and son on 

that overlooks all aspects and possibilities in the education of this student population.  

While some research reveals a strong correlation between poverty and academic 

achievement; other looks at teacher professional development and school restructuring as a way 

to closing the achievement gap; and, some on subtractive schooling, critical care, culturally 

relevant teaching, and critical pedagogy.  The participants in this study collectively covered all of 

this ground and revealed their methods in solving any barrier to education with a well-rooted 

educational formula.  As reflected in their lives and experience as educators, the academic 

success of Latino students requires the direct involvement of, and collaboration among, parents, 

schools, teachers, and community.   

When parents care and motivate children to value education and schools maintain support 

for teachers and parents in meeting the academic and personal needs of students through 

culturally and linguistically appropriate instruction based on ongoing teacher professional 

development and parental involvement initiatives, positive change results.  Teachers’ authentic, 

critical caring and understanding helps students to attain academic excellence and support 

parents in meeting children’s basic personal needs.  When all of this is coupled with community 
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support and involvement in ensuring that all children—regardless of their orientations toward 

schools—matter, they have the same opportunity for academic success through policy, local 

funding of educational programs, and social support programs.  Finally, in such a context, a 

supportive home will nurture healthy children ready to learn, produce learned individuals, and a 

dedicated community will develop contributing citizens. 

For participants in the study, barriers such as English proficiency and low socioeconomic 

status (SES) did not seem to be germane to student academic success when all of these 

aforementioned elements are in the schooling equation.  That is, as in Monica’s story, her 

immigrant, low socioeconomic and undocumented status did not block her opportunity to receive 

a college degree because her supportive parents, bilingual education, caring teachers, and local 

college scholarship opportunity built that academic path for her.   

All participants had supportive parents that inculcated a value in education and had high 

standards for their success.  In terms of transcending socioeconomic and social barriers towards 

higher education for Coach, it was her incredible talents as a volleyball player and track athlete.  

Zenaida’s way out of the RGV and into college was by joining the military.  Magda’s talents as a 

mariachi performer got her acceptance into the local university.  Monica was approached by a 

local college because of her high grades and academic record.  Myrna was inspired by the 

women she worked with as a young teacher’s assistant and her role as a head of household; 

Alice, Carmen and Sonia were directly inspired by their parents who expected them to earn a 

degree.   

Participants never identified low SES as a significant barrier to students’ educational 

attainment.  They shared stories of single undocumented mothers who worked as local “bar 

maids” and unschooled parents who had the most supportive home environments for their 
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children and how that motivation made a significant impact in their school success.  The same 

with recent immigrant students, when the school and community environment fosters bilingual 

and biculturalism as in the case of this community and educators, the English proficiency is 

eventually achieved and never seen as an academic hindrance to but rather an additive 

opportunity for bilingualism.  

 

5.8 Limitations of the Study 

There were two underlying limitations in my study, complete “buy in” by all participants 

to engage in the formal professional development module and sufficient time to further develop 

and publish testimonios.  An original concern that I would perhaps struggle in nurturing 

comadrazo and XSSs did not occur, but that same established intimacy might have hindered the 

opportunity to move beyond the close relationships and get the interest of participate in the 

testimonial project and beyond.  While 5 out of the 8 participants participated in the writing 

process of the testimonios, those five could have used a bit more time to develop their stories 

further.  

The teaching and writing of testimonios required more time than I had anticipated for my 

study.  Unless offered as an instructional genre during a weeklong writing workshop, teachers 

should not be expected to complete the entire writing process of a testimonio.  A suggestion for 

further relying on them as a professional development topic is to offer the lesson on the function 

and purpose of testimonios in multicultural classrooms and recommend their use in the form of 

extended writing activities or daily journal reflections on particular critical topics but not 

necessarily require that teachers themselves produce one.  
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Next, I share a personal reflexive piece on my journey through this work and to 

understanding my own socialization as a Border woman.  I offer this work to add context, 

perspective and history to the analysis of the participants’ identities as I share many things in 

common with them.  The next chapter includes additional findings, implications, and conclusions 

of the study.  

 

5.9 Conclusion: The Social Construction of a Border Teacher 

The most rewarding aspect of my research was interrogating the many forces that have 

influenced my own formation as a border teacher, an identity that has defined me for the past 

eighteen years. As a young student in the 1980s, my studies were a disconnection and disruption 

of (my)self.  I read American literature and history with neither significance nor personal 

connection; Spanish and Latin-American work that most of the times paid no tribute to women’s 

work and intellectual contributions reducing their roles to domesticated wives; and other work 

written by Nobel prize winning authors such as Gabriel García Márquez and Octavio Paz who 

inscribed inferior roles to women as unintelligible, sexual, eroticized, and romanticized objects, 

and — in the words of Paz — as “Chingadas,” “rajadas,” “screwed” because of their “sex— a 

wound that never scars” (Paz, 1993).   

Even our Mexican history and cultural traditions silenced the voices of women and 

established clear boundaries for our identities.  Historic figures such as the prehistoric indigenous 

Malinche and the revolutionary Adelitas were condemned as whores ultimately serving the 

benefit of men regardless of their impact on historic events such as the Conquest of America and 

Mexico’s Revolution, respectively.  And in the case of our popular traditional ranchera, corrido 

and norteño rhythms, we were reprimanded for speaking out and condemned for expressing our 
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sexualities as exemplified as in the classic corridos “Rosita Alvírezxxxvii” and Vicente 

Fernández’s ranchera “Por un vestido de novia.xxxviii”  

Contemporary media representation of women attempted to strip us of our ethnicity and 

establish a pale-skin Europeanized standard of beauty through Latin media venues especially in 

the imperial network Televisa’s telenovelas where the ideal was a green-eyed Veronica Castro in 

Los hijos también lloran and a blond-haired Christian Bach in El maleficio.  Alternate Mexican 

and Latin television networks such as TV Azteca had not, until this new millennium, challenged 

the traditional Cinderella story favored in telenovelas of the vulnerable and virginal girl being 

‘saved’ by the rich galán. Among their production risks have been unprecedented selections of a 

marginalized anti-heroin protagonist type such as in Mirada de mujer’s Angélica Aragón who 

played the role of a middle age, heavier framed mother whose quest for a new identity as a 

divorcee leads her to a transformation from traditional housewife to independent self-empowered 

icon who seduces the much younger male protagonist as well as the audience with her newly 

found inner worth.   

This cultural conservatism inculcated by our traditional Mexican practices bled into our 

comportment, our language, and influenced an identity formation that repressed any possibility 

of straying away from patriarchal instilled expectations of bien portadas, decentes, pulcras and 

buenas para el matrimonio (well-behaved, decent, pure, and ideal wife material).  To many of us 

living within these restrictions was unacceptable. Exploring outside of the confines of the 

“protection” of familia was deplorable.  Much like the “Mrs. degree” in North American culture 

of an earlier time, school on either side of the border was similarly seen as an opportunity to 

study for an “MMC” (Mientras Me Caso/While I Marry) degree instead of providing her with 

professional, career-related growth.  Fathers were known to reject the idea of paying for their 
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daughters’ “pointless” advanced degrees as they would ultimately end up “conciendo frijoles 

para el esposo” (cooking beans for her husband).  Any possibility of going astray was 

unacceptable and seen as a rejection of family.  Anything outside of the norm was the complete 

opposite, a contradiction.  It was wrong, unholy, and detrimental.  For those of us raised on the 

U.S. side of the border, the contradictions and temptations were infinite: an education, liberal 

ideologies, the exploration of the prohibited that would send us straight to hell—drinking, 

cursing, sexuality, independence, and leaving our parents’ home unwed.   

Most of these curiosities we could easily satisfy as teenagers crossing over to el otro lado 

(to Mexico) for fun, alcohol, boyfriends, and libertinajes (sexual explorations) that rendered us 

as “gringas” (North American or White girls) therefore putas (whores) in the eyes of Mexican 

locals and men from both sides of the border. When news hit of women raped and murdered on 

our borderxxxix, initial concerns centered on whether or not the victim had asked for it; what she 

was wearing; or, what time of the day she might have chosen to leave the safety of her parent’s 

home and be exposed to the danger.  To many of us, facing the perils of el otro lado was worth 

the risk when in exchange we could escape to shed the many repressions placed upon us by 

family, religion, and society. We could always cross back to our homes and leave all behind on 

the Mexican side where − for a few dollars, a U.S. identification card to cross back, and a loaned 

car − we could buy our freedom at least for one night.  

And while the girls were devalued with every night they escaped to Mexico, the boys on 

the other hand, flaunted about their visits to the common border Zona stocked with many 

opportunities to help them reach “manhood” by sleeping with prostitutes and be entertained by 

the infamous donkey shows.  While partying in Mexico, girls would buy freedom for a night 

while boys on the other hand invested their dollars in their development as “gran chingones,xl“ 
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(Paz, 1993) that is, becoming “men” by victimizing and exploiting women.  This crossing over to 

el otro lado for teenagers of today has been complicated due to the post-911extreme homeland 

security border inspections and its militarization due to Mexican narco-violence. With the 

increasing globalization and organized crime along the border, drug cartels have now turned to 

human smuggling and the trafficking of young women as sexual slaves from Mexico has seen a 

significant increase along the border and into the interior of the United Statesxli.  

Women from the border felt guilty for wanting to secure what they believed was a 

comfortable space in which they could negotiate aspects of their cultural traditions and practices 

that would allow them to comfortably navigate their repressive working class, religious culture 

and compete in a new environment and culture under new politics, and new struggles of 

imperialistic domination driven by White Middle class American ideologies.  These female 

struggles have now ensued in the work of borderlands theory that looks at hybridity as an 

alternative third space from where these conflicts of class, gender, language, and sexuality can be 

negotiated and “settled” even temporarily.  

  Later in my advanced studies, the historic and literary contributions of Chicano Civil 

Rights activist José Ángel Gutiérrez, “Corky” González, César Chávez, and Dolores Huerta left 

me wondering where that Mexican-American civil rights Movimiento had gone in a matter of 

fifteen to twenty years; what legacy they had left my generation of Latinos; and how and most 

importantly why Chicano nationalist politics silenced Chicanas.  My Master’s gave me the 

opportunity to look at the literary, theoretical and cultural contribution of Mexican and Chicana 

scholars, Sor Juana Inés de la Cruz, Norma Alarcón, Cherríe Móraga, Pat Mora, Carmen Tafolla, 

Sandra Cisneros, and Gloria Anzaldúa.  Their voices allowed me to critically assess tradición. 
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My rebellion made sense.  It was a product of cultural repression and sexist oppression or in 

Anzaldúa’s words, “not me sold out my people but they me” (1999, p. 44).   

I found strength in concepts of mestiza consciousness, la facultad, Nepantla, Coatlicue 

State, and linguistic terrorism, that Anzaldúa so succinctly applied to validate my- and the 

experiences of many other voices.  I had found a spiritual home, intellectual nourishment, and 

political encouragement in El Mundo Zurdo, “my own universe... where I with my own affinities 

and my people with theirs (could) love together and transform the planet” (Anzaldúa, 1983, p. 

209).   

As I joined the Movimiento—first as a Mechista, then professional advocate—I was 

driven by my commitment to tackle Chicano/Latino issues especially in the field of teaching that 

I had chosen as a profession.  Texas public education was at that moment facing a transitional 

phase as a result of George W. Bush’s enactment of the Texas bill No Child Left Behind (NCLB) 

as the reauthorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA).  Texas joined the 

national obsession with high stakes testing stipulated as a priority in NCLB and eventually its 

successor under Obama, Race to the Top.  As was to be expected, Title 1xlii schools and linguistic 

and culturally diverse communities took the hardest hit as a result of the new Texas 

accountability system with increasing dropout rates and an education designed around test-taking 

skills and scripted curricula disguised as ‘best practices’ and Scientific-Based Reading Research 

(SBRR). As a public elementary school bilingual teacher in these particular communities, my 

work was far from over.   

I had been immersed in a political climate under new guidelines, where as the 

professional, at the same time that the ‘system’ attempted to deskill me by reducing my teaching 

to reading scripted curricula, I was given unfortunate license to mute any of my linguistically and 
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culturally diverse learners’ backgrounds that would presumably render them incapable of passing 

standardized exams.  All content areas, except for those tested would be dropped. Early English 

transitions forced upon Spanish-dominant children as early as they could pass a standardized 

exam. Special Education referrals immediately considered when a student failed to demonstrate 

instant significant progress on benchmarks.  

I found hope in Paulo Freire’s work on critical pedagogy, reading the word and the world 

to reach conscientización as I continued under a repressive system where meeting state standards 

and accessing student’s funds of knowledge and cultural capital were two mutually exclusive 

objectives.  The latter, less valued.  After six years of committed and passionate work with 

bilingual students, great long-term relationships with students, parents and co-workers, I resigned 

mid year due to restraints under our state accountability system.  I was unable to politically and 

ethically support such educational system forced upon my low performing campus where 

creativity and student’s backgrounds were meaningless under such “banking model” (Freire, 

2000) abetted by federal policy. I had walked out on the Texas public school system but never on 

teaching.  

                                                
xxxiv More on Belle Ortiz: http://www.hope-sa.org/bio_juan_belle.htm  
 
xxxv  http://usnews.nbcnews.com/_news/2012/05/04/11526485-mariachi-has-changed-my-life-
mexican-music-grabs-us-students?lite 
 
xxxvi For more on my column in Austin: http://www.ahorasi.com/ahora-si-recibe-cinco-premios-
nacionales-de-periodismo/  
 
xxxvii Rosita Alvírez (popular corrido) 
 
Año del 1900 muy presente tengo yo  
en un barrio de saltillo  
Rosita Alvírez murió, Rosita Alvírez murió  
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Su mama se lo decía  
Rosa esta noche no sales  
Mama no tengo la culpa  
que a mí me gusten los bailes  
que a mí me gusten los bailes  
 
Hipólito llego al baile  
y a Rosa se dirigió  
como era la más bonita  
Rosita lo desairó  
Rosita lo desairó  
 
Rosita no me desaires  
la gente lo va a notar  
pos' que digan lo quieran  
contigo no he de bailar  
contigo no he de bailar  
 
Hecho mano a cintura  
y una pistola saco  
y a la pobre de Rosita  
no mas tres tiros le dio  
no mas tres tiros le dio  
 
Rosita ya está en el cielo  
dandole cuenta al creador  
Hipólito está en la cárcel  
dando su declaración  
dando su declaración. 
xxxviii Por un vestido de novia 
Quítate el traje de novia 
Ante el altar de la iglesia 
Que el traje blanco es sagrado 
Y significa pureza 
Será que tú no lo entiendes 
O es que no tienes vergüenza 
 
La sortija que te pongas 
Te va a quemar hasta el alma 
Y cuando salgas del templo 
Y me mires cara a cara 
Te voy a acordar de pronto 
Que tu ya no vales nada 
 
Yo te tuve entre mis brazos 
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Y me diste tu cariño 
Ahora te burlas del hombre 
Que fue mi mejor amigo 
Me vas a pagar muy caro 
Tu tracción a este cariño 
 
Cuando se entere mi amigo 
De que tú fuiste mía 
Me va a buscar pa´matarme 
Y nos costara la vida 
Los dos vamos a morirnos 
Por un vestido de blanco 
Que tú no te merecías 
 
xxxix Violence against women is a common occurrence on both sides of the border.  In the last 
twenty years, violent murders of women or feminicides/femicides, have seen a significant 
increase but have unfortunately taken a backseat on the national spotlight to narco-violence. For 
more on border violence against women: 
http://www.conversationsforabetterworld.com/2009/12/mexico-unsolved-femicide-along-the-
border/ 
http://www.libertadlatina.org/Crisis_Lat_Mexico_Juarez_Femicide.htm 
http://www.foxrio2.com/2005-murder-suspect-arrested-in-reynosa/ 
http://www.themonitor.com/articles/lugo-27173-pedro-josephina.html 
http://www.themonitor.com/search/?q=woman+murder&fistype=site&x=35&y=13 
http://www.themonitor.com/search/?q=women+rape+sexual+assault&fistype=site 
http://www.soychicano.com/forums/showthread.php?t=8184 
http://www.valleycentral.com/news/story.aspx?list=195030&id=623332 
http://brownsvilleherald-tribune.blogspot.com/2011/03/beaten-to-death-another-rio-
grande.htmlhttp://www.brownsvilleherald.com/articles/kills-116208-women-city.html  

xl  From the excerpt in The Mexico Reader.  In Mexico the word [chingar] has innumerable 
meanings. It is a magical word: a change of tone, a change of inflection, is enough to change its 
meaning. It has as many shadings as it has intonations, as many meanings as it has emotions. 
One may be a chingón, a gran chingón (in business, in politics, in crime or with women)…The 
idea of breaking, of ripping open, appears in a great many of these expressions. The word has 
sexual connotations but it is not a synonym for the sexual act: one may chingar a woman without 
actually possessing her. And when it does allude to the sexual act, violation or deception gives it 
a particular shading. The man who commits it never does so with the consent of the chingada. 
Chingar, then, is to do violence to another. The verb is masculine, active, cruel: it stings, 
wounds, gashes, stains. And it provokes a bitter, resentful satisfaction. The person who suffers 
this action is passive, inert and open, in contrast to the active, aggressive and closed person who 
inflicts it. The chingón is the macho, the male; he rips open the chingada, the female, who is pure 
passivity, defenseless against the exterior world. The relationship between them is violent, and it 
is determined by the cynical power of the first and the impotence of the second. The idea of 
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violence rules darkly over all the meanings of the word, and the dialectic of the “closed” and the 
“open” thus fulfills itself with an almost ferocious precision. 

xli A RGV case: http://www.valleymorningstar.com/articles/jury-93264-mcallen-case.html  
A binational concern:  
http://www.washingtonpost.com/world/americas/mexican-cartels-move-into-human-
trafficking/2011/07/22/gIQArmPVcI_story.html and  
http://articles.cnn.com/2010-01-13/world/mexico.human.traffic.drug_1_maria-ciudad-juarez-
trafficking?_s=PM:WORLD  
Mexico- Facts on prostitution: http://www.uri.edu/artsci/wms/hughes/mexico.htm  
 
xlii Title 1, Part A of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act provides funding to states for 
schools that serve significant number of low-income students to assist in helping them meet their 
academic needs.  For more visit the Department of Education at: 
http://www2.ed.gov/programs/titleiparta/index.html  



 

218 

CHAPTER 6: FINDINGS, CONCLUSIONS, AND IMPLICATIONS 
 

6.1 Introduction 

It is March 29, 2012, a beautiful humid spring day in Austin, Texas, m’hija Eva and I 

stand in a crowd of marveled witnesses to the unveiling of the Tejano Monument at the Texas 

State Capitol.  For the first time represented on Capitol grounds, our Spanish-Mexican 

contributions to the history and making of the state recognized with this multi-statue monument.  

I had learned about this monument project about a year ago during a visit to the Border 

when I stopped by the Mission office of our State Representative Sergio Muñoz, Jr. to seek 

support on a personal matter.  It was then that I had an extended, intimate exchange with the 

Representative’s mother and my parents’ comadre, the lovely Mrs. Connie who I had not seen in 

over ten years.  She caught me up on her son’s many office projects, amongst the most exciting, 

the Tejano Monument.  Acknowledging my interest to hear more about it, she walked me over to 

their Chief of Staff, Richard Sánchez’s office who I learned was a lead project organizer and 

nephew of one of the visionaries, Dr. Cayetano Barrera.  He proudly detailed every step in the 

realization of the goal to see our Tejano legacy represented on Capitol grounds from the 

inception of the original vision among Border intellectuals to the legislation written in its 

support.  During our conversation, Sanchez shared some of his own family’s history and 

paralleled it to the history of our state and this ten-year, $2 million effort.  In less than an hour, I 

was disciplined on the most effective ways to legitimize “history,” from “who gets to tell it,” to 

“how much it costs.”  What made their work legitimate and more notable was the collaboration 

between Tejanos in power, the intellectuals, educators, creative artists, politicians and 

entrepreneurs.   

As I stood in front of the monument at last achieved, I reflected upon the work I engaged 



 

219 

in the last two years, the people I had the pleasure of meeting, those I reconnected with and a 

very important one who I lost, the experiences that forever transformed me, and the knowledge I 

gained.  I had embarked upon a project rooted in history, culture, and heritage intended to make a 

contribution to the advancement of the education of Latino children.  Everything had come full 

circle for me at that precise moment as I observed my dissertation committee members and 

mentors stand before the crowds as cultural ambassadors, speaking on behalf of education, 

culture, about the curriculum they were funded for to develop as part of the Tejano Monument 

projectxliii, granting interviews to media outlets on the significance of the moment that marked the 

promising future for Latinos in Texas and the U.S. as the majority of the population in just a few 

years, surrounded by top political leaders and local public school students and their teachers, all 

reinvigorated, empowered, and full of pride.  

My mentor and recognized historian, Emilio Zamora, put it best in one of his local 

publications on the historic day when he said that “What we read and how we reconstruct the 

past defines our future.”xliv  I offer this work as a personal reconstruction of our Spanish-

Mexican-Tejano-Latino-American past to define the future for our Latino student population.   

This final chapter will include the findings, implications, and conclusions of that 

reconstruction, of my study.  I end with the rewriting of I am Joaquin,xlv a much needed political 

rebirth inspired by the history of Latinos in the U.S. dating back before the Anglo settlements, 

the 1960s civil rights era, the re-envisioning of the Chicano and feminists Movements, ignited by 

recent anti-Latino and immigrant sentiment, and laws wrapped around the mantle of Joaquin 

Luna’s shattered dream.  
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6.2 Summary of the Study 

This study is a synthesis of historical sociology and cultural anthropology that applied 

research methods of interviews with border educators; ethnographic and historic data; oral 

history; and testimonios in quest of knowledge to inform educational reform initiatives that will 

foster academic success opportunities for Latinos.  The changing demographics place Latinos as 

the nation’s largest majority at 16.3% of the population, 37.6% of the state of Texas, and 90.4% 

in the Texas Rio Grande Valley (RGV)xlvi(Census, 2010).  Our nation’s focus on and correlation 

between poverty and educational attainment places this population at a significant disadvantage.  

In 2009, Latinos graduated 76.8% of its high school students in the country compared to 93.8% 

and 87.1% of Whites and Blacks respectively (U.S. DOE, 2011).  In 2009, the NCES found that 

high school dropout rate of students living in low-income families was about five times greater 

than the rate of their peers from high-income families (7.4 percent vs. 1.4 percent).  The concern 

for many within our threatened, Anglo state is that by 2040, Latinos will represent the majority 

of the population as the “poorer, less educated, and productive” (Jillson, , 2012, p. xiii).  My 

work challenged this assumption and correlation between poverty and school failure by focusing 

on the southern-most region of our nation where the student body is predominantly Latino and 

considerably economically disadvantaged, experiencing a 32.6% poverty rate compared to 

11.3%, nationally (Census, 2010).  The evidence was in the voices of women who represent over 

100 years of teaching experience working in and with a low-income, Border Latino population.  

This study revealed how a careful consideration of public education along the U.S.-Mexico 

border and its sociocultural structure, as a whole, may have implications for the way that Latinos 

throughout the country should be educated.  I provide evidence directly drawn from Border 

educators on educational practices and the benefits of both scholarly and professional 
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development as a way to tackle repressive social factors with the acquired skills and knowledge 

essential to advocate for students of color.  

The following guiding research questions were designed to meet the objectives of the study:  

1. What impact do experiences have on participants’ social and personal identities?           

a. How do issues of sexism, patriarchy and class relations shape south Texas veteran 
Border teachers’ attitudes and behaviors in their homes, community, and schools 
on the south Texas border? 

2. What value added knowledge do we gain from testimonios in how to maximize the 

professional development of teachers from the south Texas border?  

3. How can we best approach professional development for critical pedagogy? 

Student academic achievement is a collective effort of family, community, and school 

experience (Sloat, Makkonen, & Koehler, 2007).  However, the biggest burden is placed on 

teachers who are assumed and expected to possess the skills, knowledge, caring, and 

commitment to students oftentimes without the appropriate support, resources and professional 

development.  With a focus on teacher development, this work favored critical pedagogy and 

critical bicultural education (instructional method), constructivism (epistemology) and additive 

schooling that maintains issues of race, class, gender, culture, and language central to teacher 

preparation (Darder, 1991; Valenzuela, 1999, 2002; Rivera & Nieto, 1993).  By understanding 

the Border critical educator formation, I traced the steps she takes as she pursues a critical 

understanding of herself and her world, to reach reliable, objective knowledge (Moya, 2002, p. 

60) and gain skills to better diagnose students’ academic needs, talents and personal concerns 

capable of designing more customized and caring experiences for them, especially those who 

have been previously ignored in the system (Kincheloe, 2005, p. 69).  I demonstrated how the 

participants in the study that are critical border teachers possess the skills to scaffold their 
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students’ abilities to access, capitalize, and build on their funds of knowledge (Gonzalez, Moll, & 

Amanti, 2005), both in and outside the classroom. 

Central to this work are the possibilities that the Border offers individuals who are willing 

and able to capitalize on its social, cultural, linguistic, geopolitical worth, for example, 

opportunities for bilingualism and transnationalism.  With that intent, I assumed a critical 

paradigm and a constructivist epistemology to ethnographic methodology and build on the 

postpositivist, realist theoretical framework of identity (Moya, 2002) to connect historical and 

cultural phenomena and critical bicultural education sustained along the Border.  

Eight Latina female educators over the age of 30 and with more than five years of 

teaching experience served as participants in the study.  There was a certain significance and 

intention in selecting participants based on key and interrelated social categories such as 

“female,” “teacher,” “Border native.”  By relying on the postpositivist, realist identity theory and 

my Spotlight Identity framework, I demonstrated evidence in support of the reliance on a 

critically constructed identity as a valid and reliable source of knowledge.  

 

6.3 Findings and Implications 

While findings in this study confirmed some initial assumptions and challenged others 

regarding the teaching of Latino children, they also revealed new knowledge about identity, 

teaching practice and philosophies, teacher professional development and research methodology.  

As was expected given the constructivist nature of the methods—primarily during group 

encounters and conversations about identity—the analysis of the data provided abundant, reliable 

insights to identifying the following:  teacher dispositions that impact instructional practice; 

techniques to apply testimonio writing in professional development modules; and, how to 
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approach professional development for critical pedagogy.  

Four key assumptions were validated.  First, the study revealed how teaching skills that 

heavily impact—and are essential in the education of Latinos—are nurtured outside of the 

professional setting.  These are acquired as a result of critical analyses of lessons by parents and 

educators, lived experiences, and cultural practices.  When applied in the classroom, those skills 

embody compromiso, that is, the effort by critical pedagogues to synthesize student experience 

with academic knowledge to nurture classroom knowledge and maintain the cultural value of 

both formal schooling and community knowledge attained through educación (Delgado Bernal, 

2001; Elenes et. al., 2001; Elenes et. al., 2001; Valenzuela, 1999).  Some examples of that 

compromiso were reflected in the data on Coach who was characterized as an activist and critical 

pedagogue. Her service was on behalf of special education communities, women’s movements, 

and fighting on behalf of her community against the Hayes-Sammons Chemical Company and 

other firms associated with the processing of harmful chemicals in her hometown.  The other 

participants characterized as critical pedagogues, manifested their “caring,” “passionate,” 

“loving,” and “nurturing,” compromiso in their everyday critical bicultural educational practices.  

They “supported dialectical perspectives, particularly as they related to culture and the bicultural 

experience” and helped students “develop their abilities to understand critically their lives and 

how to engage actively in the world” (Darder, 1991, p.96).  

Second, the study fuels the debate on aligning students with teachers of similar 

backgrounds to positively impact students’ academic achievement.  Their experiential 

knowledge and cultural and linguistic similarities and, therefore, better access to families, 

positions teachers to fully understand students’ academic and individual plights.  Because the 

participants had successfully overcome similar social, cultural, and linguistic barriers confronted 
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by their students, that “richness of their experiential knowledge” deemed them as leading figures 

in the education of Latino students and therefore ideal to “build on theory of cultural democracy” 

(Darder, 1991) as required by the principals of critical bicultural education.  This finding was 

derived from the extensive, critically constructed conversations about participants’ identities thus 

confirming my third assumption that a critical analysis of identity may serve as a reliable source 

of knowledge to pursue progressive mobilization.  This ideal “wise” individual with both a 

critical perspective and experiential knowledge possesses the wide range of experience to 

understand and therefore better educate our children.  This characterization of the “wise,” 

critically conscious, and caring educator was established through a critical paradigm.   

The fourth assumption confirmed the effectiveness and efficiency of applying critical 

methods to explore identity and using them to guide social and educational reform and critical 

pedagogy.   Such scientific discipline proved effective to advance postmodern thinking from 

“cultures of dissent” towards democratic “pedagogies of dissent” (Moya, 2000; Mohanty, 2003) 

and rely on experiential knowledge to guide instructional practices and social and cultural 

mobilization.  I build on the most recent critical frameworks on identity, the postpositivist, 

realists, by introducing my Spotlight Identity framework.  While the postpositivist realist rejects 

postmodern subjectivist identity theories that deem experiential knowledge as unreliable and 

dismiss any of its epistemological and ontological claims that may deter critical and political 

consciousness, the SI framework did not entirely dismiss all its underpinnings mainly because of 

the legacies that advanced the Chicana Feminists and Borderlands Schools of Thought and their 

rejection of essentialism.  The data sheds light on the many opportunities for mobilization and 

political consciousness that exist in critical research methodology and epistemology 

(constructivism).  Those opportunities in this work resulted in the following: 1) the creation of a 
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network of critical Border educators who 2) discussed, wrote and published historic narratives, 

and 3) constructed important knowledge about identity, history, culture, teaching, and the 

education of Latino students.   

The risk we run when conducting qualitative research is that it is precariously susceptible 

to multiple and diverse findings.  However, what makes it fun and exciting is when we are able 

to produce new knowledge especially when we apply a constructivist epistemology.  This work 

could have taken any direction and could have yielded diverse finding with the manipulation of 

any given condition, such as in selection of different participants, being conducted at a different 

time or place, etc.  This is why I strategically aligned all efforts methodologically but fully 

committed to yielding unexplored, critical knowledge.  I relied on the rich history and my critical 

understanding of the community and the foundational literature in the multiple, relevant 

disciplines (Border/borderlands theories, educational policy, politics, social reform, history of the 

U.S.-Mexico border, identity theories, Chicano/cultural studies, etc.).  I applied a critical 

paradigm and a constructivist epistemology to ethnographic methodology of observations, field 

notes, and individual and group interviews.  By building on the postpositivist, realist theoretical 

framework of identity (Moya, 2002), I develop the Spotlight Identity (SI) framework to 

demonstrate the epistemic value of relying on critically developed identities to inform research 

and pedagogy.   

I was not anticipating such divergent results with my proposed theory that the 

participants in the study would identify—if not critically embrace—“Border” as a social identity 

category that allows for a critical understanding of their social and cultural identities.  Although 

Zenaida, Coach, Myrna, and Sonia claimed “being” from the Border, none of the participants 

applied it to their social location as an identity category that described “who” they were.  Data 
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fail to support my assumption that the individuals’ strong cultural and linguistic pride was 

largely influenced by this “Border” essence.  Instead, participants embraced other, more common 

even uncritical social, political labels such as Hispanic, Latino, Mexican, and Mexican-

American.  In contrast, participants struggled to define “a Border identity.”  Despite our rich 

construction of what it means socially, culturally, and politically to be from the Border region, 

we were unsuccessful in reaching a particular collective significance of what that would imply 

for our identities.  Although more research on this question of identity needs to be conducted 

among other Border groups and teachers, I nevertheless adhere to my initial claim that “Border” 

is a research framework or school of thought as opposed to an identity category.   

I also failed to find support for my second assumption on comadrazos as an effective 

method for professional development of Border teachers.  I failed to get buy in from all 

participants to engage in the complete writing process of the testimonios.  All participants 

contributed to the creation of our XSSs and comadrazos in which we were able to produce 

critical knowledge, however Myrna, Alice, and Carmen chose to not participate in the extension 

of those encounters.  This meant working through structured professional development meetings 

to brainstorm, draft, and write testimonios.  Despite the fact that individuals who are clearly 

dedicated and committed to a close network of “friends” or acquaintances does not necessarily 

mean that they will agree to “give it their all” when it comes to that network.  It might have been 

a naïve assumption or failed research technique but an implication of this fault is that 

professional development activities and social/research encounters, such as my proposed 

comadrazos, should remain as separate activities so that they can each function effectively.  

Assuming that “comadres” could engage in critical, even activist, work was a rather ambitious 

pursuit.  Still, five out of the eight women did participate and I can proudly say that this might 
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have been due to my many years of experience nurturing those types of communities of learners 

but the efforts were rigorous and significant and I would venture to say, even unreplicable.   

Nevertheless my intention with this work was to contribute to the advancement of 

educational research and that goal could only be met with the creation of new and unexplored 

knowledge.  One of the most significant findings was in the educational equation.  Data analysis 

revealed that academic success—construed by participants as significant student academic yearly 

progress, meeting grade level requirements, and high school completion—can be achieved, 

regardless of social and economic factors, when communities, schools, educators, and families 

work together through child-centered efforts and mediated through “critical bicultural education” 

(Darder, 1991).  Parents care and motivate children to value education; schools maintain support 

for teachers and parents in meeting the academic and personal needs of students through 

culturally and linguistically appropriate instruction, ongoing teacher professional development 

and parental involvement initiatives; teachers care and understand students and this helps them 

attain academic excellence and support parents in meeting children’s basic personal needs; and 

the community is involved in ensuring that all children, no matter their dispositions have the 

same opportunity for academic success through policy, investments on and funding for schools 

and intervention as well as enrichment educational programs, and social support programs.  In 

short, a supportive home will nurture healthy children ready to learn, good schooling and caring 

teachers will produce leaned individuals, and a dedicated community will develop contributing 

citizens. 

For participants in the study, barriers such as low SES were not seen as germane to 

student academic success when the all elements in their schooling equation were in place.  

Similarly, English proficiency is eventually achieved and never seen as an academic hindrance 
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but rather as an additive opportunity for bilingualism when the school and community 

environment fosters bilingual and biculturalism.  Implications for this in educational reform 

suggest that school administrator should focus on securing the infrastructure to sustain this 

educational equation.  This would require the hiring or development of critical bicultural 

educators, invest in systems of support for parents to actively engage in the school and school 

system, promote ongoing professional development for their teachers, and maintain close 

connections with social agencies and higher education institutions that will help their community 

meet the basic and academic needs of all children.   

My second contribution was in exploring and identifying additional teacher 

characteristics essential in critical pedagogy.  These emerged throughout the many official and 

unofficial encounters with participants and other individuals who joined in, but did not agree to 

serve, as official participants.  All participants were characterized as critical pedagogues whose 

compromiso urges them to work beyond their job duties to meet the personal and academic needs 

of students.  What separated Coach, who was additionally characterized as an activist, from the 

other participants was that her compromiso extended beyond the school community to directly 

impact policy, systems, and social change.  All other participants impacted the education of their 

students by engaging in efforts within the school community, whether those efforts meant 

conducting home visits and/or subscribing to critical bicultural education principles.   

This finding is a particularly important contribution to the fields of critical pedagogy and 

bilingual education as it recognizes that teachers may contribute to the empowerment and 

political awareness of communities at a classroom, campus, and school community level without 

having to actively engage in political “activism,” per se.  Implications for educational reform 

would suggest that professional development for critical pedagogy might strengthen the 
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classroom as an ideal and legitimate space utilized by critical bicultural educators “for dialogue 

that can create the conditions for students of color to find their voice through opportunities to 

reflect, critique, and act on their world to transform it” (Darder, 1991, p. 97).  

Through this work I managed to apply my SI framework that builds on the Xicana Sacred 

Space (Soto, et. al., 2009) projects initiated by professor Dr. Lourdes Díaz Soto and several 

fellow doctorate students and me during three of our graduate seminars.  Despite the extensive 

work in academic conferences and in our local community, my two-year, search for an identity 

framework remained unfulfilled.  I offered my SI framework as a contribution to research 

methodology for my work with identities.  It fulfills that original pursuit of describing how 

individuals critically establish identities and advance a critically conscious orientation related to 

social action projects—particularly those with underserved communities.   

First, I applied SI as a research method to screen participants by identifying the key 

identity categories that would make them ideal participants for my work namely “women,” 

“teacher,” “mother,” “Mexican/Latino/Chicano.”  I then applied it to conversations and verbal 

critical explorations about the participants’ social location.  We constructed an understanding of 

the many categories within their social location regarding how they would overlap in relation to 

each other to identify the intersectionalities that exist among them, and ultimately, strategically 

place their spotlight.   

The spotlight is the mechanism controlled by the individual that recognizes their 

identifiable and preferred position in a given location and time.  This highlighted position 

designates the margins within their total experiential knowledge and identity make-up.  The SI 

framework helped me as the research facilitator to co-construct critical perspectives on their 

identities, which ultimately allowed us to explore the intersectionalities between social categories 
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to understand the multiple forms of oppression they might have experienced.  Indeed, the SI 

framework facilitated my selection of ideal participants, nurturing of XSSs and comadrazos, and 

pealing off the many layers of oppression.  The analysis of the data sheds light on its utility with 

its many empirical functions.   

When used to analyze identity formation, however, it offers many additional applications 

such as to guide individuals towards a critical understanding of their own identities and 

therefore, their respective patterns of life trajectories.  Implications for its application at the 

classroom level may result in youth understanding the many social, political, cultural, and 

linguistic forces implicated in their identity formation.  This way, educators may develop critical 

consciousness in young learners and fulfill that “commitment to self-empower and liberate” 

(Darder, 1991, p.97) them of oppression.   

 The recent revived interest in testimonios in academia has generated a discipline of its 

own.  This form of “narrative history” in the social sciences has somehow provoked interests in 

critical stories and identities to inform research.  I have had the opportunity to sit in on 

conference sessions where recognized scholars stand and share their very own testimonios or 

those written by their students.  My personal belief is that somewhere along the search for a 

culturally relevant method that would validate the voices of those silenced, marginalized 

individuals, that search for and need to reclaim “historia” (history) strays towards “cuento” 

(stories).  Having worked in newspapers for the last six years, I see that same proverbial story of 

the “immigrant with the all-American dream” all too often that lacks a progressive message.  Our 

stories often keep us lost in the “pobrecito syndrome” rather than advancing our voices and 

movimentos towards self- and cultural-determination.   

My contribution of testimonio writing as a research method in multiple social science 
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disciplines and as a teaching method is in reclaiming the essence of this form of critically 

informed, historic writing.  Participants in this study told their “stories” through a critical lens to 

which they aligned their work regarding a significant moment in Border history, focusing on 

immigration, identity, or industrialization.  Most significantly, they offered an important message 

of change and progress for our Latino community.  Thus, my approach in teaching testimonios is 

intended to develop critical consciousness, reclaim and rewrite/re-right history, all while honing 

essential writing skills.  My work suggests that testimonios serve as ideal instructional and 

research tool to use in any classroom settings and social science research applications, 

respectively.  

Indeed the most gratifying aspect of my study was in having the opportunity to interact 

with intelligent and committed educators.  The two goals for the application of comadrazos were 

attempted but only one was met.  We did manage to solidify the space as our own by centering 

ourselves as key agents, and creators of, knowledge in a study of educational practice and Border 

culture and history.  However, this personal and intimate space did not advance towards a 

professional environment to produce structured work.   

My initial hypothesis that the more social categories that participants shared, the greater 

the possibility that the space would result in comadre relationships was indeed confirmed.  What 

is compelling about a comadrazo as a research method is that participants serve as co-researchers 

and are therefore encouraged to be involved in on-going reflexivity—that is, in “the process of 

critical self-reflections on one’s biases, theoretical predispositions, preferences, and so forth” 

(Schwandt, 2007, p260).  I contribute comadrazos as XSSs with women that may serve empirical 

purposes outside of academic spaces.  Unlike focus group interviews, comadrazos are groups 
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made up of women who share common identity categories that participate in a critical co-

construction of pertinent knowledge.   

Though perhaps obvious, it is still important to say that I cannot make assumptions about 

comadrazos with men (compadrazos) as they were not the focus of this study.  Unlike traditional 

research interviews, the extent of probing on questions in comadrazos strives to challenge 

participants beyond deep thinking and analysis towards accessing higher levels of critical 

consciousness and collectively constructing new knowledge.  I learned through this experience 

that XSSs and comadrazos are spaces to deconstruct, analyze, reconstruct and build knowledge.   

Implications for their function as a qualitative research method suggests that they help 

transcend objectivist and essentialist perspectives and critically construct knowledge so that it 

advances knowledge towards multiple and often differing interpretations.  Positioning research 

as “comadrazos” may also help recruit participants who would otherwise feel hesitant to engage 

in either traditional formal gatherings or conventional research settings that might convey a more 

sterile environment for data collection.   

 

6.4 Conclusions 

My work was heavily aligned with the postpositivist, realist identity framework.  After 

all, I did intend to pursue work with participants whose identities would inform educational and 

social reform.  I was met with personal and ideological conflicts of relying exclusively on that 

identity framework mainly as it dismissed the work by may Chicana scholars that had influenced 

me throughout my educational and professional careers.  How would I negotiate my preference 

for a framework that applied the principals of the critical paradigm with the work of 

postmodernist scholars who I admired so much?  I did not want my work to contribute to any 
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form of academic and scholarly divisiveness by favoring one theory over another.  But I also 

wanted my work to meet high standards in social science research.  I realized during the writing 

phase of my dissertation that regardless of my preferences in paradigm and research methods, 

this study ultimately met its underlying purpose to rely on Border women educators to critically 

construct knowledge that would inform educational and social reform.  As much as I sustain that 

my techniques facilitated my access, connection, and work with my participants a lot more 

efficiently than conventional treatments, I strongly believe that any other framework within the 

postmodern paradigm would have yielded similar results.   

Some subjectivities and/or ways of knowing sustained by cultural and feminist, 

postmodern scholars consist of the following constellations of:  spirituality and gender 

(Anzaldua’s Coatlicue State, Nepantla, la facultad, application of symbolic borderlands, 

hybridity); bodies (Moraga’s Theory of the Flesh); feminism and claims to individual and 

communal agency (Anzaldua’s mestiza consciousness; Sandoval’s oppositional consciousness; 

Perez’s deconlonial imaginary; Delgado Bernal, Elenes, Godinez, and Villenas’s mujerista); 

deconstructivist attempts (Hurtado’s endarkened epistemologies); and locating a “third space” 

where they become agents of knowledge (Anzaldua’s Mundo Zurdo, Perez’s decolonizing 

mirror, Castillos’s Xicanisma, Delgado-Bernal’s cultural intuition).   

When the postpositivists are not pointing out the shortcomings of their “epistemological 

confusions,” they mistakenly apply their “positivistic” ontological (“realist”) and epistemological 

(objectivity) terms as a way to make their contributions fit into a supposed critical paradigm.  

The postpositivist, realist claim to objectivity is merely in their denial of subjectivity which they 

link to ambiguity, confusion –that is, a deconstruction of a reality that is not useful for tackling 

oppression confronted by people of marginalized status.  What they fail to recognize is the 
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possibility of a constructivist epistemology as a denial or rejection of postmodern subjectivity 

without having to resort to the same imperialistic, oppressive, exclusionary, positivistic terms 

that have historically silenced the women they are precisely questioning and wanting to 

“enlighten” with a paradigmatic shift.  My work by no means intends to dismiss the premise of 

postpositivist, realist theorists as they have attempted to do with that of the Chicana feminist 

scholars.  In this regard, I offer my own SI framework as a way to build on previous scholarship. 

Because the work by postpositivists realist theorists hold significant value with respect to 

epistemologies, method, and methodologies centered in the experiences of the most 

marginalized, I offer my own contribution to build on that work and that of other cultural and 

feminist scholars as a way to make their work, lives, and epistemologies applicable to my work.   

I manage to merge efforts with my SI framework that I applied to exceptional female 

Border teachers.  The over 100 years of collective teaching experience along with the “richness 

of their experiential knowledge” deems them as leading figures in the education of Latino 

students.  I profiled them beyond their own self-identified social location and spotlights as 

activist and/or critical pedagogues to further validate their teaching philosophies that were 

heavily aligned with critical bicultural education principles.   

Although participants could not agree on most issues related to their established 

identities, their interpretations of their shared experiences varied, never reaching “a truth” or 

what we might term, “objectivism.” They nevertheless revealed a strong essence of cultural and 

linguistic pride that was reflected in their respect of, and admiration for, their families and some 

cultural traditions, including compromiso to their students and love of their professions.  

The participants in this study revealed that any circumstance confronted by students 

could be mitigated when schools apply the “educational equation”—that is, the collaborative 
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efforts between the school, family, teachers, and community to help students meet their academic 

and personal needs. 

 

6.5 Future Research 

Further research must broaden the identification of elements in the educational equation.  

While the participants in the study revealed information relevant to their own experiential 

knowledge, it is important to further investigate how each factor satisfies the equation.  For 

example, in what other ways is compromiso manifested in the classroom and school and how are 

those behaviors important components of the educational equation?  For example, if teachers 

manifest compromiso by helping their high school students fill out college applications, should 

this not get officially considered as part of their job duties?  The same can be said about home 

visits.   

Some charter and alternative schools integrate structured home visits as part of their 

commitment to their students.  Should we consider this bridging of home and school as a 

possible element of the equation to evaluate the type and extent of parental “involvement” or 

“engagement” as characterized by Olivos, Jimenez-Castellanos, and Ochoa, 2011?  The next step 

to this work should focus on the extent of parental and community involvement and engagement 

in their children’s schools to further the design of the educational equation.  Interviews with 

parents of current students confronting certain social disadvantaged might also help develop the 

idea of the educational equation.  

Also, observing the work of veteran critical educators characterized in the classroom 

setting out into their school communities will give us a wider perspective on the specific 

activities, attitudes, and commitments of these caring educators.  Understanding and promoting 

these nonconventional “teaching” strategies is as important as those classroom practices that we 
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see documented in the teaching methodology literature (Valenzuela, 1999; Darder, 1991; Freire, 

2000; Gonzalez, 2006; Kincheloe, 2005).  Future research should therefore focus on addressing 

some of the following questions: How do these critical educators encourage the parental 

involvement of families that typically do not step onto the school campus?  What strategies do 

they use to connect with recent immigrants and children with severe emotional and learning 

needs?  How do they capitalize on their students’ funds of knowledge and social and cultural 

capital in their everyday instructional routines?  

Finally, because this work introduces my SI framework, I would suggest its further 

application in a variety of research and academic settings.  I would especially like to see the SI 

framework implemented with high school students.  This would yield significant data on how 

soon individuals may or may not have a sense of social location and the intersectionalities in 

their social categories.   

 

6.6 Summary 

The original vision for this study began when I served as an instructional coach and 

leader for K-3rd grade teachers in a public school campus in Central Texas.  I participated in daily 

diagnostic observations and instructional co-teaching in classrooms with children in a 

community burdened with high levels of crime, poverty and a growing, recent Spanish-speaking 

immigrant population that had outnumbered a historically African-American community.  While 

I had the pleasure of observing caring, critical educators, I was also met with the challenge to 

develop others who struggled to connect with their students, their families, and the curriculum.  

The technical training and developing of their classroom practice was easy compared to 

accessing those other special strategies, such as care and compromiso not outlined in their job 

description but that have such significance in their effectiveness with English language and 
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multicultural learners.  

I wanted to learn more about the effective means that caring teachers relied on to meet 

their students’ needs.  Having been raised, schooled and professionally trained as a teacher along 

the Border, I had witnessed many of those methods but failed to make sense of them all after 

stepping out of the classroom as a teacher and especially when I was expected to transmit them 

to others as an instructional leader and educational trainer.  All the academic knowledge and my 

own experiences could not give me what the participants in the study taught me.  By strategically 

selecting and listening to critical educators with long careers serving school communities made 

up primarily of low-income, recent immigrant communities, I was able to design an educational 

framework that offered a promise of hope to any child, despite their circumstances.  When 

working with such vulnerable communities, this study has shown that the framework is an 

effective means by which social, economic and linguistic barriers can be overcome and a 

community unified and empowered with contributing citizens.  

My return home to the Texas border to conduct my study gave me a perspective on what 

the nation will be confronting in terms of its classroom make up in just a few years with Latino 

children making up the majority of the student population.  In this investigation, the aim was to 

access important teacher knowledge in a setting confronting the highest poverty rate in the nation 

and with the added challenges associated with international social and political complexities. The 

screening (SI framework), social interaction (individual and focus group interviews, comadrazos, 

social media extended connection), and structured professional development (focused on 

testimonio writing) approaches to access that knowledge adds substantially to the growing 

interest in reforming education to serve the needs of the increasingly diverse student population.   

The present study contributes additional evidence which suggests that rather than 
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isolating anti-poverty efforts in such social reform efforts in education as teacher development, 

student standardized scores, parental involvement, and democratic teaching practices like 

bilingual, bicultural, critical pedagogy– educational leaders and policy makers must recognize 

that everyone plays a part when it comes to educating children in this country. 

 

6.7 I am Joaquin, Rewritten 

Lastly, this work is ultimately intended to instill hope.  I now present my historic, 

intertextual, I am Joaquin Rewritten to mobilize the Latino communities away from dreams and 

towards progressive political action.  I am Joaquin, Rewritten will serve as that political and 

social framework to advance public discourse by reviving and reinvigorating our civil rights 

movement to pursue equal rights for all via national efforts to educate every child in the country, 

combat poverty, and tolerate difference by reconceptualizing and recontexualizing the all- 

American Dream.  In the words of José Angel Gutiérrez, “No more dreams, just rights” 

(February, 2 2012).    

 

I am Joaquin, Rewritten 

I am Joaquin.  
I died on my feet rather than succumb to a life on my knees! 

And this is how my conscious was born… 
 

My history, an incessant struggle for justice, respect, acceptance. 
 

I was born from 
A Spanish Conquest on Indigenous Empires,  

Manifest Destiny and settlements by foreigners,   
Wars, 

Battles, 
Uprisings, 

Revolutions, 
Political and racial borders, 
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A Civil rights Movimiento, 
A Feminist Third World Renacimiento, 

The Latino Boom, 
A Supreme Court for Justice, 

Not quite empowered, yet gradually strengthened by numbers. 
 

I am the interracial child of the Anglo merchant and the old landed Spanish-Mexican elite. 
I am the ignominious immigrant to El norte descendent of original frontier settlers dispossessed 

by political borderlines returning to reclaim my place.  
The Tejano, Californiano. 

The Rinche killing ranchero defending my honor against tyranny. 
 

I am the migrating field laborer, nomad to necessity. 
The asbestos and chemical polluted factory worker dodging the cancer bullet. 

The World War II bracero, walking past the revolving door of Good Neighbor policies and 
North America Free Trade Agreements. 

The patriotic Texas-Mexico, United States-Mexico, Vietnam, and Middle East frontline war 
hero, rejected! 

I am the Raza Unida activist calling for a political awakening. 
The United Farm Worker labor and civil rights leader. 

José Angel Gutiérrez 
Cesar Chávez,  

Dolores Huerta. 
The L.A. student walking out of class demanding equal educational opportunities. 

The millions marching against harsh U.S. Immigration Policy and deportation. 
 

I swam across the Rio Grande,  
Jumped the ten-foot iron fence,  

Walked the Sonoran desert,  
Extended my stay, 

Surviving wildlife dangers,  
Homeland Security,  

Federal Agents,  
Minute Men. 

The mojado, balsero, train roof “tourist” 
But never the anarchist tyrant or sellout communist dictator, 

Nor the prideful Harvard educated technocrat President, PRIsta, PANista, PRDista that 
succumbed to corruption by national historic bureaucratic infrastructures and narco-threats. 

I rather die crossing over to the Land of Opportunities than to surrender to poverty,  
Humiliation,  
Dishonesty,  

Crime. 
Not disloyal, unpatriotic, nor illegal…just hungry. 

¡Con hambre, más no hambriento! 
With hunger, but not starving! 
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My mothers protect me.  
The trusting indigenous Nobel Malinche, 

La Llorona infinitely in search of her lost children, 
The Aztec Tonantzin and Virgen de Guadalupe deity of hopeful warriors. 

 
Xenophobia sends me South, 

Political, social and narco turmoil push me North. 
Displaced, 

Dispossessed into a Third Space. 
The comunal Mundo Zurdo, 

An intellectual Xicano Sacred Space, 
My haven. 

Unstratified, 
Possessing ubiquitous margins. 

Ni de aqui, ni de alla. 
Not from here nor there. 

Not Hispanic.  
Why hyphenate me? 

Perhaps Mexican,  
Central or South American,  

Caribbean… 
Don’t confuse it!    

I am unambiguously Latino. 
 

Silenced,  
Submerged into a labyrinth of solitude. 

Racialized, endarkend via expiatory impoverishment from 
Mechanization, Modernization, Industrialization, Marketization,  

By capitalistic labor and racial hierarchies.  
Neoconservatist vendidos misrepresent us. 

Our ethnicity concealed,  
Sexuality…closeted, 

Our numbers, miscounted, 
Language…compromised, 

Our foods, hybridized. 
Our victories have been dismissed. 

Bilingual Education replaced with English immersion sink or swim models. 
Our intellectual and literary legacies…censored. 

Our teachers, scripted. 
Our schools, privatized. 

Our education, subtractive.  
Failed by a one-size-fits-all framework aiming for that high-standardized score. 

I’m not a score, 
I’m not a statistic. 

How can you test me if you fail to educate me? 
How can you count me when you can’t find me? 
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How can you label me when you don’t know me? 
Know me. 

Don’t leave me behind. 
Whose race is it to the top anyway? 

 
I am Joaquin, the Dreamer. 

I didn’t cross the border, the border crossed me. 
I didn’t fail the test, the test failed me. 

I didn’t drop out, the system pushed me out. 
Know me. 
Trust me. 

Meet me half way. 
Critically educate me. 
Respect my language. 
Accept my difference. 

I’m not here for dependence, 
My history will tell you… 
I earn my independence. 

 
Los tigres will attest,  

America is a continent,  
And all those born here, are American. 
The color of our skin does not matter 
When we are all brothers and sisters. 

I AM American. 
I AM Joaquin. 

I HAVE earned my American Dream. 
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xliii More on the Tejano Monument Curriculum: 
http://www.edb.utexas.edu/education/news/2012/tejanos/ 
 
xliv http://www.statesman.com/opinion/zamora-beyond-the-tejano-monument-2267630.html 
 
xlv “I am Joaquin” is a poem written by Rodolfo “Corky” Gonzales that was used as the 1960s 
Chicano Movement anthem. It speaks to the history and struggles of Chicanos as they continue 
to struggle for a place in American society where they, as a mestizo society, deserve equal rights 
and opportunities.  
 
xlvi I use the teams Border and Rio Grande Valley (RGV) interchangeably. RGV however is used 
to specifically reference the four-County (Willacy, Cameron, Hidalgo, and Starr) region, which 
served as the study’s setting.  
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[Appendix A] Individual Interview Protocol  
 
A critical constructivist adaptation of the postpositivist, realist identity  
formation claims 
 
This interview protocol will look at how participants construct their identities. Looking for 
identities that hold epistemic value and are critically constructed. 
 

1. Claiming “all” social categories that make up ones identity will result in a more 
“objective” knowledge. 
Tell me a little bit about yourself. Where did you grow up and how did you decide to 
become a teacher. (List all social categories (race, gender, ethnicity, class, parent, 
profession, etc.) that make up your identity.) 
 

2. Experiences will influence but not determine your cultural identity. 
How have your experiences shaped your identity? As a woman? A teacher? Wife? Mother? 
(How have experiences as [social category] influenced your cultural identity?) 
 

3. There is an epistemic component to identity that allows for error on making sense in them.  
Is there any aspect of who you are that you reject or have denied? (What social category 
do you reject? Has anyone ever imposed a social category that you reject? Why do you 
think others see you as [social category]?)  
 
How do you think others from outside your community see you? (How would you best 
refer to yourself culturally? 
 

4. Some identities might not adequately account for certain social categoresis so they have 
less epistemic value. 
What label do you use to refer to yourself? (Latino, Hispanic, Chicano, Mexican-
American). Why?) 
 

a. Must critically understood social, political, economic and epistemic consequences 
of her social location. 
How is being a  [social category] seen in your community? Country? World? 
 

5. Calling for oppositional struggle.  
Have you ever had to struggle against any form of oppression (discrimination, sexism, 
racism)? If yes, how did you deal with the situation? What impact did it have in your life?  
 

a. Have you ever witnessed discrimination against others? How did it make you 
feel?  

 
Critical Constructivist Educator Screening 
 

6. How would you define your teaching style? 
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7. What is your perspective on standardized testing? Is it a good/bad standard to use to 
measure students academic achievement?  

8. (Do you think students’ own knowledge can contribute to classroom knowledge? Is it 
possible that students could contribute to the construction of curriculum used in their 
classroom (suggesting the activities, offering cultural knowledge/practices/perspectives, 
etc.)?  

a. If yes, how? 
 

b. If no, why? 
9. Are students’ personal experiences and culture (practices, perspectives, nationality, 

ethnicity, etc.) useful in classroom knowledge?  
a. How so? 

 
b. Why not? 
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[Appendix B] Group Interview Protocol 

 
Border: Conceptualization 

1. What is the Border?  
2. What does it mean to live on the Border? As a women?  

 
Social, Economic, Political structures on the Border 

3. What are some of the difficulties Border people confront (academic, professional, 
social)? As a woman?  

4. What are some advantages of living on the Border?  Difficulties?  
5. How would you describe culture along the Border?  On both the U.S. and Mexican sides? 
6. What contributions have women made on the Border?  
7. What are some risks that women face on the Border?  

 
Classroom Setting 

8. What classroom practices are most effective with your students?  
9. How do you know they are effective?  
10. How do you bring in issues of race, gender, class, culture, bilingualism in your 

classroom?  
11. What defines a successful student in your classroom?  
12. What defines a struggling learner in your classroom?  
13. How do you help struggling learners? How can struggling learners be helped in different 

ways by our educational system?  
14. What role, if any, does family/familia play in the teaching of children?  
15. What is the expectation of parents?  
16. Are boys and girls taught differently?  
17. How are gender roles defined in your classroom? In the school?  

 
Borderland Identity 

18. What is a Border identity? What makes up the identity of a Border individual? A 
borderlands woman?  

19. How are women Mexican from the U.S. different from Mexican women living in 
Mexico?   

20. How are borderlands women different from women from anywhere else? 
 
Social Change and Contributions 

21. What would you want to see change in the Border that would allow for better and more 
opportunities for women and children? What would be your participation in making that 
change happen?  
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[Appendix C] Testimonial Slides 

 

 
 
 

 
 

Testimonios: 
 Transborder literature that 

Translates history,  
Transmits knowledge and  

Transforms SELF 

Elizabeth Villarreal 
 

A University of Texas at Austin and  
[Insert School District] 

 

Maria�s testimonio 

Movie clip: 
Senorita Extraviada 
 



 

247 

 
 

 
 

Activity 1: Describe 
 
 Freewrite a personal narrative 
Write about a personal experience you 
have lived, witnessed, or heard about that 
relates to Maria�s testimonio.  

Aligning critical thinking 
and higher order thinking 
skills to the process of 
writing testimonios  
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Activity 2:  Examine 
 

Common Themes 
Write three salient themes that emerged 
from your free write. Chose themes that 
you feel comfortable sharing with others. 

 

Activity 3:  Share, discuss, defend, 
compare and contrast 

 
Group Sharing 
Take 5 minutes to share and discuss each 
theme. Make sure that everyone shares 
their ideas before opening up a 
discussion. 
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Activity 4:  Examine, combine, and 
organize 

 
Categorizing by themes  
Group the themes into categories that link 
the various themes that emerged. 

 

Social Action T-Chart- Organize 
 
 Gender Roles       (Re)solution 
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Group Discussion- Present 
 

Testimonios 

! What is a testimonio? (What other genres 
compare to the testimonio?) 

! What purpose does it serve? 
! Who can be a testimonialist? 
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Testimonios 

A testimonio is a written narrative of rich Latin 
American roots with multidiscipline appeal in 
literature and the social sciences. 

 
It is transfrontera (transborder) literature that 

applies elements of history to meet its libratory 
objective and cross its own literary borders 
(Yúdice, 1991). 

 
A form of literature that breaks silences, raises 

consciousness, envisions a new future and seeks 
collective political action (Saporta Sternback, 
1991). 

!  testimonialist 
! Alternate writers 
! Organic intellectuals 
! Witnesses 
! Survivors 
! Real protagonist 
 

Who tells testimonios? 
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Testimonios as counternarratives 

!  Literature of resistance 
! Counters/ confronts dominant discourse 
! Narrates history from a alternative 

perspective 
!  ______________ 
!  ______________ 
!  ______________ 
!  ______________ 

Testimonios 
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Testimonios: A powerful tool towards 
critical consciousness 

Writing a testimonio can be a powerful experience. 
A testimonio is an autobiography that critically 
tells a personal story.   

 
When you approach your lived experiences and 

memory �critically,� you analyze them carefully 
and relate them to socio-structural factors and 
conditions. These may include issues of class, 
race/ethnicity, religion, nationality, and gender.  

 
Furthermore, when testimonios focus on historic 

contexts they become valuable resources beyond 
the testimonialist and her/his story.    

Write a testimonio about: 
 

Border: 
!  Industrialization 
!  Identity 
!  Immigration 
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Reflections 
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[Appendix D] Testimonio Protocol 
 
Gran Turkey Tamalada 
 
It is hard to imagine, but a cancer that has rotted their lungs now affects nearly one hundred of 
the original workers that opened the doors of that North American fábrica almost 30 years ago. 
There were a few lucky ones though who managed to escape the asbestos polluted air thus 
causing the cancer, and one of those few was my mother, Dora Salinas Villarreal. In fact she 
resigned after eighteen years of loyal service only to receive a petty pension and to avoid the 
disastrous tragedy that had now affected her former co-workers.   
 
Day after day my mother would arrive home exhausted and covered in pieces of tangled thread 
like a kitten recently crawled up on yarn. It was ten hours of intensive labor consisting of cutting, 
sewing, and ironing all while on their feet only to be rewarded with a daily lunch break of twenty 
minutes and a yearly frozen turkey the Wednesday before the Thanksgiving holiday. 
   
None of this diminished my mother’s wonderful attitude and loving smile everyday when she 
walked in from work. Actually it was that particular Wednesday afternoon when turkeys got 
disbursed that drove her body, spirit and mind to work on a daily basis so that she could enjoy 
the grand tamalada that had become a custom in the Villarreal home for Thanksgiving. Those 
Wednesday afternoon for years would be dedicated to the planning of the grand celebration 
including stopping by the local tortilla factory to buy the five pounds of masa needed for the 
tamales. Then it was off to Mr. Rivas Supermarket where all the ingredients would then make 
their way into her basket. These ingredients were the secret to such succulent odors that filled 
our entire kitchen all afternoon. For almost ten years my mother maintained the tradition of the 
turkey tamalada that included all my tias and neighbors joining us for the feast until the last 
tamal was eaten! 
   
 It was only after those ten years that my sister Nancy and I insisted that mom prepare the turkey 
in the oven. After all, this is what we had read and learned so much about in school when it came 
to Thanksgiving. We wanted it prepared just as it was shown on all the illustrations of the 
historic feast that took place almost three centuries ago between the pilgrims and their supposed 
guests, the Native Americans. Whole and roasted on a dish over green lettuce garnish, stuffing, 
and juicy gravy is exactly the way we had envisioned it. 
   
Such request though was a little nerve racking to mom. She had never known of such a thing and 
would have to figure this one out on her own. Thus the new tradition began. Not without a few 
bumps and bruises I might add. All this, only because it was the type of celebration her daughters 
wanted as they expanded to their new pleasures of this oven roasted bird that seemed to diminish  
 their previous appreciation to Mexican tastes with every new thing they learned about the 
celebration.  
 
A queen in her kitchen and with multiple recipes, she managed to prepare a delicious meal daily 
for her entire family. The limited resources and with the same basic repertoire of arroz, frijoles, 
tortillas and sometimes even ground beef, she’d manage to make every grain last to everyone’s 
satisfaction.   
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She would make no exception for the Thanksgiving feast. She made it possible thanks to the 
variety of authentic spices she’d collect from the trips to the mercado in the Mexican Border 
town of Reynosa where she’d supply herself with fragrant seasonings that aromatized her pantry 
all year long. For her precise seasoning, she carefully selected from her assortment of deep-
colored powders, and dried-up seeds, twigs and leaves, which gave the dream turkey an 
exceptional taste and a perfectly golden appearance.  
 
That improvised ritual started the tastiest tradition of the year in the Villarreal-Salinas household, 
which we continue to celebrate today. The family celebration honors the sacrifices my mother 
made as she survived the hazardous work conditions at the fábrica. Despite our evolving lives, 
our meshed cultures, those rich family values take my sister Nancy and I back home to our Texas 
Border town of Mission now with our respective families to enjoy our mother’s succulent roasted 
turkey. For our young children however, the most satisfying part of the feast are their güelita’s 
turkey tamales that have since made it back to our holiday celebration.  
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[Appendix E] Visual Protocol  
 
 

Border Working Woman (Edinburg, 1985) The irony of this picture is that my mother, Raquel 
Villarreal is wearing a ribbon that reads “Quality” as she poses in the asbestos-polluted fabrica 
she worked in for almost 20 years, that sickened almost 100 of her co-workers with terminal lung 
cancer.  
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[Appendix F]  
Oral History Interview Protocol 

Name of Researcher/Interviewer:__________________________________________ 
Date:_________________________________________________________________ 
Project Theme:_________________________________________________________ 
Informant’s Name:______________________________________________________ 
 
(After signing of consent form)  
 
My name is [Researcher/Interviewer]. On behalf of the University of Texas at Austin and 
[Additional affiliating institution, organization, school district], I want to thank you for 
allowing me to interview you.   
 
I am interviewing you because I believe your life is significant to Texas Border history 
and can teach many about ways in which individuals in this region have lived and 
prospered. This interview will last between 1-2 hours but if at any point you would like to 
stop, or take a break feel free to do so.  I would like to audio record this interview, please 
let me know if you would not like me to record your voice. The audio recordings and my 
notes will be used to collect historical data and might be used in publications that will be 
printed and available online.  
 
Do you have any questions before we begin?    
 
I am going to first ask you question about your life and what it was life for you to live in 
this area.  
 
Background 

1. What is your full name? 

2. Where and when were you born? 
 

3. Where were you raised? 
 

4. Tell me about yourself. 
. 

a. What was your family like? (how many family members; where was 
everyone born; parents occupation; was religion a significant part of your 
life, etc.) 

5. What was it like to grow up in this area? 

6. Tell me about your childhood. Describe a typical day in your childhood. 

7. Did you go to school in this area?  

a. What schools did you go to?  

b. What was school like for you? 
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c. Do you remember any of your teachers? Tell me about any good/bad 
teachers you remember? 

8. Did you speak mostly [Eng/Span] growing up? 

9. Were there a differences between what was expected from you at home and with 
others? 

 
Labor Histories 

10. What was your first job?  

a. When did you first get your first job?  

b. What type of job was it?  

c. Did you like it?  

11. What jobs did your parents have?  

a. What were those jobs like for them?  

Immigration histories 
12. Did you grow up in Mexico/US?  

a. What was it like to live in the US/Mexico border?  

i. What have been some changes that you’ve noticed in your 
community?  

Identity 
13. How would you describe your community?  

a. What community do you identify with?  

14. What do you feel connects you to your community?  

15. Have you always remained connected to your community?  

16. Have you moved away from your community?  

17. What activities do you do to remain connected to your community?  

18. Are there other people in your community that you don’t see as belonging to your 
community?  

a. Why/Why not?  

19. Is there anything else you would like to share about your life? 
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