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Individuals of Mexican descent have resided in the United States for more than a 

century and a half and during that time have experienced varying degrees of acceptance. 

As American society has generally adopted the view that “foreigners” should assimilate 

to mainstream American culture, many individuals of Mexican descent have faced 

demands to distance themselves from their culture in order to adopt the behaviors and 

values consistent with White American culture. While many ethnic groups may have 

faced similar circumstances, the experiences of individuals of Mexican descent may 

differ from those of others due to the close proximity of Mexico to the United States and 

the constant flow of Mexican immigrants, which together may contribute to their 

retention of their native culture. As individuals of Mexican descent experience greater 

contact with their native and White American culture, particularly while in pursuit in 

success, it becomes necessary to understand what pressures individuals experience when 

among their White American and same-ethnicity peers. Furthermore, it is necessary to 
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examine how they negotiate their bicultural contexts in response to the pressures they 

face.   

Using a sample of university student who were of Mexican descent, this study 

employed qualitative methods and select measures to explore their perceptions of 

pressures faced and adaptive strategies utilized when among their White American and 

same-ethnicity peers. The results from the present study indicated that the participants 

believed their culture continues to be seen as inferior and is unaccepted by White 

Americans. As a result of their beliefs, which were reinforced by their minority status, 

stereotypes, and intergroup experiences, many reported experiencing distress when 

among their White peers. Among their same-ethnicity peers, many reported experiencing 

pressure to remain connected to their culture. Despite different definitions of what 

remaining connected meant, the most commonly referenced criterion included being 

fluent in Spanish and having to overcome struggles. In order to negotiate their bicultural 

settings, the majority of the participants utilized an adaptive approach to their bicultural 

contexts that allowed them the flexibility to draw from both cultures in a manner that was 

consistent with their values, beliefs, and cultural identity.  
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CHAPTER 1: Introduction 

Mexico and the United States share a border as well as a long history that has 

been characterized by periods of peaceful coexistence as well as conflict. Over the past 

191 years, since  e ico’s independence from Spain, both countries have experienced 

numerous transformations, including wars, the formation of new alliances, and changes in 

geographical boundaries, that have changed the nature of their relationship (Meyer, 

Sherman, & Deeds, 1999).  The outcomes of such transformations and their resulting 

impact on the interactions between both countries have shaped the way that individuals of 

Mexican descent are perceived and how they experience their lives in the United States 

today (Takaki, 2000). Although people of Mexican descent have resided within the 

United States for more than a century and a half, their acceptance by U.S. society has 

fluctuated in tandem with the transformations that have occurred within both nations, and 

can currently be characterized as ambivalent (Jiménez, 2010).  

Before the outbreak of the Mexican   American War (1846-1848), many 

Americans had immigrated to Mexico in the hopes of acquiring land being offered by the 

Mexican government in an effort to boost its economy (Meyer et al., 1999). As the 

population of Americans increased, so did the division between the Mexicans and the 

Americans.  fter  e as’ declaration of independence from Mexico, the battles fought 

between its settlers and Mexico resulted in the intervention of the United States and the 

eventual annexation of Texas. The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, signed in 1848 after the 

Mexican defeat, led to the concession of Mexican territories ranging from Texas to 

California to the victorious United States (Acuña, 2007). Although the many Mexicans 
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living in these territories were told that they would be awarded U.S. citizenship, many 

were afforded unequal status due to their perceived inferiority and the belief that they 

were not part of the “ hite” race. As a result of their secondary citizenship, many 

Mexicans experienced the seizure of their lands under the premise that their land rights 

were invalid, and now faced the prospect of living in a nation in which they faced social, 

political, and economic discrimination (Valencia, 2008).  

As the U.S. economy has fluctuated over the years, so did the demand for cheap 

labor. Mexican immigrants and Mexican Americans were often highly sought after in 

times of need to fill vacancies in less desirable areas (Acuña, 2007). Despite experiencing 

discrepancies in pay compared to White Americans, segregation, and discriminatory 

practices, many individuals Mexican Americans and Mexican immigrants continued to 

fill many voids in hopes of obtaining a better life for themselves and their families. 

Although the government and companies prospered from Mexican laborers, they were 

often identified as a problem during economic downturns, when nativist sentiment tended 

to increase and led many minorities, particularly individuals of Mexican descent, to be 

blamed for economic problems (Acuña). During the Great Depression of 1929-1939, for 

example, one million people of Mexican descent were deported, including scores of those 

who were U.S. citizens, to appease the growing resentment among White Americans and 

to quell any fears that the social fabric of the nation was deteriorating (Hoffman, 1974). 

Underlying these actions was the message that people of Mexican descent were 

undesirable and only to be accepted when needed, albeit in a limited fashion. Those 
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allowed to remain in the United States were expected to assimilate to the dominant 

group’s societal values and culture (Berry, Poortinga, Segall, & Dasen, 2002).  

During World War II (WW-II), many Mexican Americans answered the call to 

serve their country, and did so bravely. Despite fighting alongside White Americans to 

combat tyranny and hate, some returned home to find their circumstances unchanged. 

Still experiencing discrimination, segregation, hate, and second-class citizenship, many 

began to organize to achieve equal rights (Kells, 2006). The fight for equality, before and 

after WW-II, led to the creation of many activist organizations, some of which sought to 

establish pride in Mexican heritage and the establishment of a Mexican American ethnic 

identity that was resistant to American culture (Muñoz, 2007). Others sought to advance 

Mexican Americans through active participation in the American political system 

meanwhile still holding onto their cultural heritage (Kaplowitz, 2005). One example was 

Dr. Hector P. García   WW-II veteran and physician-who established the American GI 

Forum in 1948 (Ramos, 1998). However, some individuals stood by the belief that 

Mexican Americans needed to assimilate to American culture and distance themselves 

from their native culture (Gutierrez, 1995). Under pressure to portray itself in a positive 

light to promote democracy in other parts of the world, the U.S. government slowly 

began to dismantle openly segregationist and discriminatory practices (Dudziak, 1995). 

While many barriers and discriminatory practices continued to exist, people of Mexican 

descent gained greater access to higher education and professional settings, in which they 

would have to adapt and learn the necessary behaviors required to experience success 

(see Gandria, 1995, for more on educational experiences of Mexican Americans). 
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Although the practice of overt segregation and open discrimination has 

substantially decreased, many of the past struggles faced by individuals of Mexican 

descent have simply taken new forms, while others remain the same. In reaction to 

concerns regarding “illegal” immigration from  e ico, which has recently dominated 

media headlines and congressional activities, nativist groups have once again increased 

due to the fear of a change in the social fabric of the nation (Sheehy, 2006). The growth 

of such movements has led to the creation of many propositions meant to deny rights to 

residents who do not have legal citizenship (Alvarez & Butterfield, 2000). Although 

intended to address illegal immigrants from Mexico, the new laws and their attendant 

propaganda directly affect many Mexican Americans and pose the risk of leading to a 

resurgence in discriminatory practices.  

In addition to the overt propaganda directed against Mexican immigrants, 

Sullivan (2006) argues that more covert forms of discrimination exist, namely 

colorblindness, that negatively impact ethnic minorities despite claims of providing equal 

opportunity. Colorblindness   the belief that racism no longer exists and that all are now 

treated as equals   has shifted the focus away from race in an attempt to present all people 

as equals and promote the belief that all of history’s mistakes have been corrected 

(Sullivan). The reality is that many minorities still experience inequality that is largely 

repudiated by mainstream society, contributing to beliefs that struggles to thrive are the 

result of individual and/or cultural deficits that are uninfluenced by contributing factors 

or historical circumstances (this is known as “deficit thinking;” see Valencia, 2010).  

Indeed, individuals of Mexican descent have faced many barriers for much of their 
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history in the United States, and have only been granted greater access to partake in 

higher education and many professions in the last 40 years (Muñoz, 2007). With greater 

participation in diverse settings and greater exposure to mainstream culture, specifically 

White American culture, it is likely that many individuals of Mexican descent adopt 

strategies (either consciously or subconsciously) of how they will navigate bicultural 

environments in order to increase their chances of being successful and decreasing 

distress (see Kosic, 2006, for more on individual and personality factors in acculturation). 

Due to the assimilationist view that dominates mainstream culture, many 

individuals of Mexican descent may experience greater difficulty during the process of 

acculturation    the changes that occur at the individual and group level as the result of 

contact between two cultures (Sam, 2006    due to the expectation that they assimilate to a 

culture with which they have experienced conflict to experience success. Early theories 

of acculturation proposed that the process occurred in a standardized, linear fashion 

whereby becoming assimilated resulted in the loss of the native culture. According to 

Liebkind (2006), modern theories of acculturation account for the varying strategies 

utilized and the different identities that result. Consideration is also given to the fact that 

acculturation does not solely involve individual processes, but also includes aspects of 

the dominant culture, when combined result in different strategies and outcomes. One 

outcome of the difficulties experienced during the acculturation process may be 

acculturation stress, the level of which is affected by the amount of acceptance shown by 

the dominant culture toward the immigrant group, the degree of dissimilarity between the 

cultures, and the status ascribed to the immigrant group (Berry et al., 2002).  
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Overall, the acculturation process has shown to be very difficult and far-reaching 

for some individuals in terms of negative effects, potentially affecting academic 

achievement (Hurtado-Ortiz & Gauvain, 2007; Lopez & García-Vazquez, 2002; Zsembik 

& Llanes, 1996), political trust (Michelson, 2003), delinquency (Le & Stockdale, 2008), 

health behaviors (Cachelin, Phinney, Schug, & Striegel-Moore, 2006; Cherpitel et al., 

2007; Corral & Landrine, 2008), and mental health (Crockett et al., 2007; Gonzalez, 

Haan, & Hinton, 2001; Sue & Chu, 2003). Despite the many barriers faced and the 

common misperceptions, Vallejo (2012) claims individuals of Mexican descent are 

steadily increasing their presence in the middle class. Vallejo further states that many are 

achieving social mobility at faster than expected rates and gaining power in the political 

arena. Vallejo goes on to say that the experiences of many people of Mexican descent are 

in direct contrast to traditional acculturation models, highlighting the lack of 

understanding in the acculturation experiences of different ethnic groups.      

Although there has been much research into acculturation, it has tended to focus 

on the experiences of European immigrants and has not fully captured those of people of 

Mexican descent and the circumstances that continue to affect the acculturation process, 

particularly how the constant flow of immigration and how intragroup pressures 

influence acculturation and how one approaches their environments. However, with the 

findings from research that arose in reaction to Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986  seminal 

study on African American youth’s opposition to “acting  hite,” researchers are gaining 

a better understanding of how intragroup factors might influence how ethnic minorities 

approach their environments and their resultant outcomes. Although researchers have 
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identified that minorities utilize different strategies to negotiate their environments, much 

remains unknown regarding how it applies to people of Mexican descent and what factors 

contribute to their development. Specifically, little is known about the pressures that exist 

in intragroup and intergroup contexts and how each contributes to the approaches people 

of Mexican descent use in their environments. This study will attempt to fill this research 

gap by e ploring  e ican  merican university students’ perceptions of pressure they 

face among same-ethnicity and White American peers and exploring how they approach 

and believe other same-ethnicity peers should approach their bicultural environments. 

 hroughout the te t, the phrase “mainstream culture” will be used periodically to 

represent White culture, which continues to be the dominant culture in the United States.  
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CHAPTER 2: Review of Literature 

The History of Individuals of Mexican Descent and the United States 

 To gain better understanding of the modern experience of individuals of Mexican 

descent in America, it is necessary to examine the manner in which the historical 

interactions and relationships between Mexican American and White American cultures 

have affected their outcomes. The following sections discuss several aspects of Mexican 

history and immigration that have affected outcomes among people of Mexican descent 

and their relationship with White culture.  

The Mexican   American War 

After having been a part of the Spanish Empire for hundreds of years, Mexico 

achieved its independence from Spain in 1821. At that time, Mexico could best be 

characterized as politically unstable and undergoing frequent changes. Shortly after 

winning independence, the Mexican government attracted a considerable number of 

White Americans into the country by luring them with the offer of cheap land (Meyer et 

al., 1999). As the population of Americans increased, so did the divide between 

American ideals and those of Mexico. After much tension, the White Americans in Texas 

declared independence from Mexico. At the Battle of San Jacinto, the defeated general 

and president, Antonio Lopez de Santa Anna, signed the Treaty of Velasco, which 

acknowledged  e as’ independence ( eed, 2002). At that time, the United States was a 

growing country whose government and citizens held an expansionist view popularly 

termed manifest destiny, which purported that it was  merica’s destiny to acquire land as 
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a means of expanding its sovereignty and spreading democracy. This term was 

commonly associated with God’s will and seen as a necessary action to spread Protestant 

Christianity to regions whose residents were believed to be practitioners of inferior 

religions (Menchaca & Valencia, 1990). After Texas became a republic, the U.S. began 

considering its annexation.  Despite  e ico’s protest, the United States anne ed  e as in 

1845 yet still sought to acquire more lands (Meyer et al., 1999). After attempts to 

purchase land from Mexico failed, President Polk ordered American troops into Mexican 

lands that resulted in the death of American troops and provided the justification he 

needed for the U.S. to declare war (Perea, 2003). The Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo that 

ended the war resulted in the U.S. acquisition of Mexican territories ranging from 

present-day Texas to California.  

As has been practiced during most wars, promotion of the differences between 

both cultures was used as a means of fueling propaganda and gaining support. The 

negativity directed toward each culture during the war had lingering historical effects. 

Some Americans attributed the Mexican defeat to the fact that Mexicans were an 

“inferior” race (Acuña, 2007), and used their victory to affirm their belief that it was their 

destiny and God’s will to acquire the Mexican territories, whose inhabitants would 

benefit from the adoption of American democracy and religion (Menchaca &Valencia, 

1990).  

 According to Menchaca (2001), an issue that arose while negotiating the terms of 

the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo was the status of the Mexican residents living in the 

newly acquired lands. Menchaca further states that although Mexicans living in the newly 
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acquired territories were granted immediate U.S. citizenship, the federal government 

allowed individual states to determine the standards of classification, which posed many 

obstacles to the attainment of citizenship and equal rights. Acuna (2007) notes one 

obstacle was the difficulty that many Mexicans experienced in asserting and retaining 

their land rights after the resulting influx of Americans into the former Mexican 

territories had led to many land disputes. Some Americans took advantage of the 

Mexicans’ unfamiliarity with English and the U.S. legal system to strip them of their land 

rights. Meanwhile, the U.S. government claimed that as the original land deeds had been 

written in Spanish and under the authority of the Mexican government, they would not be 

recognized by the U.S. government (Schroeder, 2007). As a result, many of the Mexicans 

who became Americans were forced to live in less desirable areas among fellow people 

of Mexican descent.  

Although the loss of land undoubtedly affected the future of many people of 

Mexican descent, an even more devastating consequence of the war was the classification 

of race that ensued, namely those of Mexican descent being treated as second-class 

citizens. After pledging to grant citizenship to Mexicans living in its newly acquired 

territories in the Treaty of Guadalupe Hidalgo, the U.S. government was quick to amend 

its pledge, limiting citizenship to those whom it classified as “White” Mexicans and 

providing only limited citizenship to mestizos (those of mixed Spanish and Indian), who 

comprised the majority of the Mexican population (Menchaca, 2001). The U.S. 

government also decided that those who immigrated to the United States after the treaty 

would have to “prove” that they were White in order to enjoy the rights of citizens 
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(Godfrey, 2008). With no clear basis for classification, the determination of who was 

“ hite” among newly arriving  e icans became a matter of both perception and 

subjectivity, placing a burden on Mexicans to portray themselves as more “ hite” (i.e., 

European) than mestizo. 

The Aftermath of the Mexican   American War  

 After its acquisition of Mexican land and inhabitants, the U.S. government made 

quick use of its gains to bolster the economy. According to Takaki (2000): 

Mexicans had their land annexed and then were incorporated into a ‘labor-

repressive system.’ What emerged after the Mexican-American War was the 

integration of the Southwest into the American economy and the development of 

a caste/class structure of social relations (p. 162). 

Although much of the United States relied on immigrant labor, exclusion acts had placed 

restraints on the immigration of certain groups, thus increasing the need for Mexican 

immigrants and Mexican Americans to fill the void. Perceived as inferior and regarded as 

a “cheap” source of labor,  e ican immigrants and Mexican Americans were exploited 

by White Americans and often offered only the least desirable jobs (Jiménez, 2010). A 

great disparity in pay was evident among even those positions that allowed individuals of 

Mexican origin to work alongside White Americans. According to Takaki (2000), 

“ e ican miners received between $12 and $30 a month plus a weekly ration of flour, 

while American miners were paid between $30 and $70 a month and given their board as 

well” (p. 163). Due to their need for cheap labor, politicians and business leaders 

encouraged immigration from Mexico. Among many of the reasons Mexican immigrants 
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were sought were the politicians and business leaders fondness for a labor force with a 

strong work ethic willing to take jobs that White Americans were unwilling to take, 

and—or so they believed—that they would eventually return to Mexico after their work 

had been finished, thus putting less of a social strain on American society (Jiménez).  

The Early 20
th

 Century 

 According to Jiménez (2010), the United States experienced a shortage of laborers 

after entering World War I when many Americans were sent to the front lines. To fill this 

void, Jiménez states that Mexican immigrants were once again sought in spite of various 

efforts by the government to limit immigration. Despite their vital contributions during 

this time of great need, people of Mexican descent continued to be designated as inferior 

and rarely enjoyed a status equal to that of White Americans, as was evidenced by the 

continued discrepancy in wages and housing available to people of Mexican descent, who 

were often limited to purchasing homes in neighborhoods that consisted of only ethnic 

minorities (Jiménez).  

 Despite being actively recruited to fill vacancies and playing a significant role in 

maintaining the economy, the incorporation of people of Mexican descent into American 

society was severely restricted by White Americans, particularly their incorporation into 

the political process. To assuage the common fear that the growing Mexican American 

population would negatively affect or disrupt the political process if allowed to partake in 

it, many Mexican Americans were prohibited from participating in the political process, 

either through direct means, such as intimidation (Menchaca, 1995), or indirect means, 
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such as making access to voting difficult by requiring that they pass a literacy test or pay 

a poll tax (Schroeder, 2007).  

Driving this fear of participation was the belief that people of Mexican origin 

were of lesser quality compared to White Americans (Menchaca & Valencia, 1990). 

Many of these stereotypes developed due to the perceived inferiority associated with their 

mestizo origins and justified by the outcome of the Mexican   American War. Lacking 

access to the political process and with no representatives to defend and protect their 

rights, the fate of many Mexican Americans was left in the hands of those who saw them 

as undeserving of equality, limiting them to living in the margins of society with little 

access to many domains within American society.  

 One particularly devastating consequence of the belief that people of Mexican 

descent were inferior was the practice of segregation and discrimination, particularly in 

school settings (Valencia, 2008, chapter 1). Many who are aware of the educational 

experiences of African Americans remain unaware that many people of Mexican descent 

have faced similar circumstances. In fact, many schools with conditions inferior to those 

created for African Americans were created solely for the purpose of segregating people 

of Mexican descent (Payne, 1984). This practice was supported by the U.S. Supreme 

Court’s ruling in Plessy v. Ferguson (1896), which affirmed that individual states have 

the right to decide whether segregation could be practiced and the criteria for doing so. 

Ensuing from this ruling was the utilization of several tools that kept people of Mexican 

descent out of White schools, such as the use of English proficiency and intelligence tests 

as a means of exclusion (Menchaca, 2001; Valencia & Suzuki, 2001; Valencia, 2008, 



 

14 

 

chapter 1). Racial segregation “under the color of law” would continue in both school and 

public settings until the late 1960s (Wilson, 2009), affirming their status as second-class 

citizens. 

The Great Depression to the Civil Rights Era 

As unemployment set in after the stock market crash of 1929 and the ensuing 

Great Depression of the 1930s, many Americans sought to identify the “cause” of their 

problems, resulting in the reemergence of nativist sentiment (Schroeder, 2007). To 

alleviate fear that Mexican Americans and other immigrant groups were taking American 

jobs, the U.S. government began deporting people of Mexican descent, regardless of their 

legal status (Jiménez, 2010). According to Schroeder, approximately 400,000 Mexicans 

and Mexican Americans were deported regardless of the citizenship status.  

After the United States entered WW-II in 1941, according to Jiménez (2010) 

individuals of Mexican descent became less of a target as Americans began to shift their 

focus toward a greater threat. With the departure of many workers to join the war effort, 

the demand for labor increased significantly, and once again Mexican immigrants were 

recruited as a labor source to fill the many vacancies. To assist companies’ recruitment 

efforts, the U.S. government created the Bracero Program, which allowed companies to 

actively recruit workers from Mexico to satisfy their labor demands. The resulting sharp 

increase in immigration from Mexico led many White Americans to fear that the ethnic 

changes in American society would lead to a disruption of American values (Jiménez; 

Schroeder, 2007). According to García (1980 , “Not only were ‘illegals’ accused of  

lowering wages scales, disrupting unionization efforts, and increasing welfare costs, 
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disease, and crime rates, but they were also viewed as responsible for low educational 

achievement in certain areas of the country” (p.125). 

Despite this fear of “illegals,” little effort was made to distinguish Mexican 

immigrants from Mexican American citizens, who were grouped together and targeted. 

Clear evidence of the divide seen between Mexican Americans and White Americans was 

demonstrated by the Zoot Suit Riots of 1943 where White American serviceman targeted 

Mexican Americans and assaulted them due to their differences in culture and the belief 

that they were not supporting the war effort (Acuña, 2007). Responding to the increased 

displeasure and opposition that White Americans displayed toward people of Mexican 

descent, the government began superficially enforcing immigration laws and openly 

deporting suspected immigrants as part of what became known as “Operation  etback” 

(see Hernandez, 2010). As had occurred during deportations at the conclusion of the 

Great Depression, little effort was made to ensure that suspected immigrants were indeed 

not U.S. citizens. While attempting to appear as restricting immigration and enforcing 

immigration laws, the government continued to allow many guest workers into the 

United States due to their importance in sustaining the American economy.  

The Civil Rights Era 

 After years of mistreatment, conditions began to gradually improve for Mexican 

Americans during the Civil Rights Era of the 1960s, a period in which many racial and 

ethnic groups fought for their rights. According to Acuña, (2007), frustrated with their 

treatment, many Mexican Americans who felt they had demonstrated their loyalty to their 

country, particularly World War II veterans, began to organize to fight for equality. At 
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the same time, the United States needed to portray the benefits of democracy that it was 

promoting among other nations and overcome negative perceptions of its social policies. 

One of the most significant movements was the National Farm Workers Association led 

by César Chávez. Although different organizations were formed to fight against different 

unfair practices, they all pursued the goal of equal treatment and all promoted a growing 

sense of ethnic pride. The promotion of pride in Mexican American heritage was 

particularly fostered by the growing Chicano movement which sought to establish civil 

rights and an identity (Acuña). Within the Chicano movement was a strong sense of 

ethnic pride that was vehemently resistant to the adoption of American beliefs, instead 

highlighting their minority status. The Chicano movement forced national attention to be 

placed on highly controversial topics and increased the pressure on the government to 

ensure equal rights and treatment for Mexican Americans.  

One major result of this movement was the establishment of an identity among 

Mexican Americans that distinguished them from Mexicans, one that highlighted their 

unique experiences and cultural differences (e.g., the Chicano Student Movement; see 

Muñoz, 2007). It is likely that this collective movement solidified a sense of bicultural 

identity that had arisen among many Mexican Americans prior to the Civil Rights Era. 

With this distinction now entrenched, many would have to choose strategies which they 

felt would lead to their advancement. Unlike the Chicano movement which was 

sometimes considered militant in their approach, organizations such as the League of 

United Latin American Citizens (LULAC) attempted to effect change through 

participation in the American political system meanwhile maintaining pride in their 
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cultural heritage and acknowledging the barriers they faced (Kaplowitz, 2005). Another 

group that emerged, the Mexican American Movement (MAM), attempted to advance 

Mexican Americans through full assimilation into American society. While 

acknowledging their ancestral roots, MAM believed that many of the social struggles 

faced by Mexican Americans were the result of the maintenance of Mexican culture and 

their inability to properly assimilate into productive American citizens (Gutierrez, 1995). 

While sharing many differences in their ideology, all sought to improve their 

opportunities for success in American society.   

The gains made during the Civil Rights Era would become crucial in the 

development of a Mexican American identity and  e ican  mericans’ progression 

within  merican society.  his era also marked the beginning of  e ican  mericans’ 

entrance into higher education setting and professional workplaces, in which they would 

have to adapt to mainstream culture and learn the necessary behaviors required to 

experience success. 

Current Challenges 

 Many of the systemic influences that negatively affected people of Mexican 

descent in the past continue to do so today, albeit in different forms. Much attention 

remains focused on the issue of immigration and the need to combat the growing “illegal” 

population, resulting in the development of many nativist groups, such as the Minute 

Men, and the resurgence of nativist sentiment among the general population (see Sheehy, 

2006, for more on the patriot movement). Increased focus on immigration has contributed 

to the attempted passage of many laws that would directly affect many individuals of 
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Mexican descent. An example of a past attempt can be found in California where 

Proposition 187 attempted to deny education and health care to undocumented 

immigrants and cease the practices of affirmative action and bilingual education 

(Navarro, 2009).  

The recent passage of Support Our Law Enforcement and Safe Neighborhoods 

Act (2010) in Arizona and subsequent affirmation by the Supreme Court (Arizona et al. 

v. United States), allowing law enforcement to verify the legal status of those suspected 

to be living in the United States illegally (meant to target immigrants from Mexico and 

South/Central America), has placed a heightened awareness towards those who appear or 

engage in behaviors deemed to be associated with immigrants.  Although directed at 

illegal immigrants, many native-born Mexican Americans would undeniably be affected, 

as distinguishing between Mexican American citizens and illegal Mexican immigrants is 

often difficult. Due to their common origins and similarities in traditions, values, and 

behaviors, stereotypes are likely to be strengthened and society’s view towards individual 

with Mexican ancestry is likely to be negatively impacted (Short & Magaña, 2002). A 

possible consequence to Mexican Americans due to the increased efforts to limit people 

of Mexican ancestry may believe that they are regarded as or believe themselves to 

belong to an undesirable culture. Similar to issues of immigration faced by Mexican 

Americans during the civil rights era, it is probable that many are faced with the same 

dilemma of how they will maintain their cultural heritage meanwhile finding the most 

adaptive way to excel in society. 
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  In addition to the many overt attempts that have been made to curb the influence 

of Mexican Americans and other minority groups, more implicit means of discrimination 

exist which continue to maintain the cultural hegemony. Much of recent research has 

focused on the concept of colorblindness, the belief that racism no longer exists and that 

all are now treated as equals (Sullivan, 2006). Arguing that race can no longer be blamed 

for the problems faced by minorities, it attributes their problems to the actions of 

individuals, who it alleges all enjoy equal opportunity (Hurd, 2008). Therefore, these 

individuals cannot claim that their minority status and its attendant history in the United 

States are significant factors in the social problems that they face. According to Castagno 

(2008), many of the views of the dominant group influence society, therefore implicitly, 

barriers and hierarchies are maintained. One specific area affected by colorblindness is 

the educational system. Due to the large makeup of White American faculty in schools, 

many minorities are both explicitly and implicitly socialized into the dominant culture 

(Castagno). Although Mexican Americans are no longer punished for speaking Spanish 

in classroom settings, their doing so in the presence of others is regarded as impolite or 

socially incorrect. Many minorities are still taught that they must assimilate to the White 

American middle-class values that dominate the education system and professional 

workforce (Hurd; Sullivan). 

Despite the prohibition on overt segregation in school settings, segregation 

continues to exist in more subtle forms. According to Valencia (2000, 2008, 2011), many 

Mexican American and African American students continue to attend highly segregated 

schools in which they are taught less challenging topics by a disproportionate number of 
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poorly qualified teachers compared to their White counterparts, leading them to 

experience poorer academic achievement, greater grade retention and dropout rates, and 

lower rates of college matriculation. In addition to experiencing educational segregation, 

many people of Mexican descent continue to experience housing segregation and 

discrimination (Schroeder, 2007) and underrepresentation in many professions (Macias, 

2003) and higher education (Synder, Dillow, & Hoffman, 2009), indicating continuing 

barriers to their achievement. 

Conclusion 

 The discrimination that many people of Mexican descent continue to experience 

can be traced back to the outcomes of the Mexican   American  ar.  e ico’s defeat 

provided many White Americans with an opportunity to affirm their belief that Mexicans 

were an inferior race due to their defeat (Acuna, 2007), which justified their ability to 

seize their lands and exploit them as a labor force (Menchaca & Valencia, 1990). 

Recruited as a cheap source of labor during economic upturns, Mexicans and Mexican 

Americans were deported or excluded during economic downturns to assuage fear of 

their negative effects on the economy (Jiménez, 2010). As many Mexican Americans 

remained in constant contact with their native culture, many White Americans tended to 

group all people of Mexican origin together, regardless of their citizenship or 

generational status. To quell many White Americans’ fear that Mexicans and Mexican 

Americans were tearing the fabric of society (Jiménez; Schroeder, 2007), segregation was 

practiced until Mexican Americans organized to achieve equality during the Civil Rights 



 

21 

 

Era. Despite making many gains, Mexican Americans continue to face covert barriers 

that hinder their full participation in American society. 

 Having been marginalized for their ancestral roots and perceived as inferior, some 

Mexican Americans may have been taught and have come to believe that they must adopt 

White American traditions and behaviors to succeed within American society (Kosic, 

2006). The following section describes the manner in which they have changed, resisted, 

or have developed a bicultural identity.  

Mexican American Culture 

 Many variables have affected the construction of a Mexican American identity. 

Due to the complexity of living within a nation that is predominately White American, 

some Mexican Americans have formed a bicultural identity or sometimes assimilate into 

mainstream culture (Phinney, Ferguson, & Tate, 1997). Although adopting mainstream 

values may decrease the discrimination that they face from the mainstream culture, it may 

lead to increased marginalization from their own ethnic group. For example, some 

Mexican Americans criticize other Mexican Americans who have adopted slang words 

that combine both English and Spanish for their failure to learn and appreciate their 

native language (Flores-Niemann, Romero, Arredondo, & Rodriguez, 1999; Moore & 

Pachon, 1976). Indeed, some Mexican American communities have developed criteria by 

which to determine how “ e ican” one is to ensure that Mexican Americans remain 

connected to their “roots” and do not adopt the values of the majority culture. The 

determination of whether one is a “real  e ican” may depend on one’s proficiency in 

Spanish, strength of connection to Mexico, and degree of conformity to ethnic standards 
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or traditions (Flores-Niemann et al., 1999; Shenk, 2007). While likely not affecting all 

Mexican Americans, it is probable that some face a degree of pressure to conform to their 

cultural standards of behavior.  In one study, Flores-Niemann et al. found that some 

participants argued that the failure of many Chicanos to abide by the tradition of lifelong 

marriage commitments damaged their culture and that some expressed the belief that 

Mexican Americans unable to speak Spanish were ashamed of their ethnicity.  

Given the many interacting variables, including traditional values and beliefs and 

those learned from living in the United States, in the construction of Mexican American 

ethnic identity, no single definition of what constitutes Mexican American culture can be 

conceptualized. Despite this challenge, researchers have identified the four themes of 

language, family, clanness, and religion as the most salient themes within Mexican 

American culture (Aoki, 2000; Duncan-Andrade, 2005; Flores-Niemann et al., 1999; 

Moore & Pachon, 1976). Some Mexican Americans consider fluency in Spanish as a 

symbol of pride in one’s culture and the lack of fluency as a denial of one’s roots 

(Holleran, 2003; Shenk, 2007). As Mexican Americans born in the United States are 

generally educated in English and have fewer opportunities than their parents to learn and 

practice their native language, Mexican American families and communities must teach 

and provide opportunities for them to practice Spanish. Determination of the ability to 

speak Spanish is compounded by the fact that many Mexican Americans over the 

generations are assimilated into American culture and are losing their ability to 

communicate in Spanish (Rumnaut, Massey, & Bean, 2006). 
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Another particularly salient aspect of Mexican American culture is its family 

traditions and stress on the importance of family above all other matters. Mexican 

American families are usually characterized as being very family oriented, which often 

distinguishes them from other ethnic groups. In Mexican American culture, the concept 

of family usually encompasses the nuclear family, extended family, and incorporated 

family members, all of whose closeness and interdependence are stressed (Aoki, 2000; 

Falicov, 2005; Flores-Niemann et al., 1999; Holleran & Waller, 2003). Mexican 

American parents are often viewed as more permissive than are parents of other ethnic 

groups, and often maintain parent-sibling bonds that are stronger than marital bonds 

(Falicov; Flores-Niemann et al.; Zapata & Jaramillo, 1981). According to Falicov, 

“Strong sibling ties are stressed from a young age and throughout life. Kinship ties up to 

third and fourth uncles and to cousins often are close. Close friends of one’s parents often 

are called uncle or aunt” (p. 175). In contrast to White American culture, Mexican 

American culture generally values collectivism over individualism and incorporates and 

extends membership to those with familial as well as nonfamilial ties, leading some to 

describe it as “clan-like.”   key e ample is the designation of padrinos to close friends or 

relatives who serve as godparents to the newly born youth. According to Moore and 

Pachon (1976), these types of formalized friendships indicate the significance that 

Mexican American culture places on family relationships. 

Another striking feature of Mexican American culture is its religiosity, 

specifically its Roman Catholicism, the religion practiced by 90% of Mexican Americans 

(Falicov, 2005). Because Catholicism is the most common religion among Mexican 
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Americans, some have come to associate Catholicism with being Mexican. In one study, 

Macias (2006) found that several participants believed that those not actively practicing 

Catholicism were not “real” Mexicans. Religion offers a form of support and strength for 

many Mexican Americans and continues to be a focal point in many families (Aoki, 

2000). More specifically, “as institutions, churches can serve to socialize values in 

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

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

system” (Moore & Pachon, 1976, p. 87). 

Having identified several salient characteristics of Mexican American culture, the 

following section discusses the acculturation process, describes a widely accepted 

acculturation model, and identifies the factors that may facilitate or hinder the 

acculturation process.  

Examination of Intergroup Processes 

Acculturation  

During acculturation   the changes that occur at the individual and group level as 

the result of contact between two cultures (Sam, 2006)   individuals change the strategies 

that they use to live within  another culture and experience psychological changes that 

have  long-term effects (Berry et al., 2002). Early theories proposed that the acculturation 

process proceeded along a continuum such that assimilation necessarily led to the loss of 

the native culture (Gordon, 1964). It is now generally understood that the acculturation 

process does not directly result in the loss of the native culture and can take many forms, 
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with differences even occurring within acculturation strategies (Berry et al.). Berry et al. 

developed a widely accepted multidimensional framework that proposes that immigrants 

use one of four differing strategies during the acculturation process, namely how they 

deal with their contact with another (dominant) culture. When using assimilation, 

immigrants do not seek to maintain their cultural identity and instead seek daily 

interaction with other cultures. When using integration, they seek to maintain their 

culture while also seeking interaction with other cultures. When using separation, they 

seek to maintain their culture and avoid interaction with other cultures. When using 

marginalization, they seek to interact with neither their own culture nor other cultural 

groups.  

Despite playing a key role, the strategy employed by an individual does not 

account for the total acculturation process, nor is the process solely dependent on the 

individual. It also depends on the dominant culture’s stance toward the immigrant culture 

and the acculturation process itself, both of which affect the strategies used by 

immigrants during the acculturation process and whether they resist or seek out the 

dominant culture (Berry, 2006). As such, the process of acculturation occurs at both the 

group and individual level, and many factors interact to determine whether the process 

will be smooth or marked by conflict.   

Ethnic Identity and Acculturation 

According to Liebkind (2006), continued exposure to the dominant culture makes 

every behavior susceptible to modification, which may interfere with how individuals 

view themselves in terms of their ethnic identity, which refers to “one’s identity or sense 
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of self as a member of an ethnic group” (Phinney, 2003, p. 63 . Comprising not only their 

subjective beliefs regarding their ethnic group but also how they view themselves in 

relation to that group (Liebkind), ethnic identity reflects how individuals classify 

themselves in terms of ethnicity, how strongly they feel that they are members of an 

ethnic group, and how much they have examined their ethnicity/ethnic group (Phinney). 

Liebkind further contends that the relationship between ethnic identity and acculturation 

continues to be uncertain, yet ethnic identity is known to be an important part of the 

acculturation process. She asserts that how strongly an individual identifies with their 

ethnicity influences how they approach acculturation.  Among Mexican Americans, some 

evidence suggests that those with a lower sense of ethnic identity are more likely 

assimilate to Anglo culture (Cuéllar, Nyberg, Maldonado, & Roberts, 1997).  

Liebkind (2006) states that ethnic identity, much like acculturation, is complex 

and is believed to evolve over time in tandem with changes in individuals’ understanding 

of what their ethnicity means to them and how it exists in relation to the dominant culture 

and the current circumstances in which they live. She further states that, in general, 

individuals can maintain a strong ethnic identity, distance themselves from their 

ethnicity, lack any strong opinions about their ethnicity, or maintain a bicultural identity, 

which indicate that there are many ways in which individuals deal with living within 

another culture. Although the outcomes related to how an individual identifies with their 

ethnicity remain relatively unknown, in general, a strong ethnic identity is generally 

associated with psychological well-being (Chae & Foley, 2010; Smith & Silva, 2011; 

Kiang, Gonzalez-Backen, Witknow, & Fuligini, 2006), with some research also 
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suggesting that those who maintain a bicultural identity have the most positive outcomes, 

such as psychological well-being (Feliciano, 2001). According to Liebkind, however, 

context is also an influential factor that further complicates our understanding, such that 

an individual who maintains or resists their identity may have positive outcomes if they 

are comfortable with their identity and are well received in their environment. Therefore, 

it is possible for an individual with a strong ethnic identity to assimilate into mainstream 

culture successfully or for an individual with a weak ethnic identity to experience 

positive outcomes. Research suggests that individuals’ views regarding their group 

membership are related to their generational status, proficiency in their native language, 

the amount and strength of their ethnic-peer interactions, and age, with ethnic identity 

having been observed to become more stable with age (Phinney, 2003).  

Acculturation Stress 

Berry et al. (2002) defined acculturation stress as “a response by individuals to 

life events that are rooted in intercultural contact when they exceed the capacity of 

individuals to deal with them” (p. 362). Of the many factors involved in the formation of 

acculturation stress, one particularly salient factor is the degree of acceptance shown by 

the dominant culture toward the immigrant culture, with acculturation stress more likely 

to be pronounced among immigrant groups that the mainstream culture perceives as 

having a lower status (Berry et al.; Romero, Martinez, & Carvajal, 2007). In contrast, the 

acceptance of an immigrant group’s culture may facilitate the transition of that group 

because fewer demands are placed on that group. Regarding individuals of Mexican 

descent, as the previous section regarding their history with the United States suggests, 
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their degree of acceptance has at times been minimal with evidence suggesting that some 

individuals who have many traits common to Mexican culture are more likely to 

experience increased discrimination and marginalization. One study demonstrated that 

fluency in Spanish has been shown to be related to increased discrimination (Floyd & 

Gramann, 1995).  

An additional factor in the acculturation process appears to be the degree of 

dissimilarity between the cultures in contact, with a great degree of dissimilarity tending 

to produce greater amounts of stress and discrimination (Berry, 2006), both of which 

increase the likelihood that immigrants will develop an ethnic identity resistant to 

American culture. The interaction of how ethnic minorities approach the acculturation 

process, the degree of acceptance enjoyed by their ethnic group, and the degree of 

dissimilarity between the cultures all likely contribute to variable outcomes. As every 

culture is unique and enjoys differing levels of acceptance, particularly in the United 

States, it becomes necessary to explore the specific factors members of a specific culture 

might face when in contact with the “dominant” culture.  hile it has been shown that 

individuals experience stress when they believe they are unable to cope with the demands 

they encounter when in contact with another culture, what still remains unclear are the 

specific demands or pressures they face. In fact, a criticism of acculturation research 

proposed by Lazarus (1997  is the failure to account for the “relational” aspects, such as 

the individual differences in beliefs and coping methods in combination with a thorough 

understanding of the specific contexts or demands they face, which likely limits the 

ability to fully understand and effect change.  
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Overall, the acculturation process has been observed to be very difficult and liable 

to result in negative outcomes for some individuals in terms of academic achievement 

(Hurtado-Ortiz & Gauvain, 2007; Lopez & García-Vazquez, 2002; Zsembik & Llanes, 

1996), political trust (Michelson, 2003), delinquency (Le & Stockdale, 2008), health 

behaviors (Cherpitel, et al., 2007; Corral & Landrine, 2008), and mental health (Crockett 

et al., 2007; Gonzalez et al., 2001; Sue & Chu, 2003). In the area of mental health, stress 

from acculturation is largely due to the combination of lack of English language 

proficiency, exposure to discrimination and stereotypes, and differences in cultural values 

between ethnic groups, all of which are stressors that have been linked to the formation of 

depressive and anxiety disorders (Berry et al., 2002).  

Despite most research being focused on the manner in which first-generation 

immigrants traverse the acculturation process, the acculturation process is not believed to 

end with first-generation immigrants, and is indeed a far-reaching process. According to 

Berry et al. (2002), constant interaction between cultures often leads to the creation of 

new ethnocultural groups among second- and later-generation children of immigrants, 

whose culture and identity is derived from both the dominant culture and the culture of 

origin. A complicating factor is the impact that might derive from continuing 

immigration from the minorities’ culture of origin, thereby reinforcing the value of 

retaining a more traditional stance. However, as opposed to their first-generation 

immigrant counterparts who are likely to have a more firmly established ethnic identity, 

later-generation Mexican Americans may experience profound struggles with their ethnic 

identity and have unique experiences that differ from those of their first-generation ethnic 
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peers. Some evidence suggests that there may be disproportionate levels of acculturation 

stress experienced between U.S.-born and Mexican-born Mexican Americans, with U.S.-

born Mexican Americans more likely to have depressive and anxiety disorders and 

engage in substance abuse (Sue & Chu, 2003).  

Although much research has focused on the acculturation process (contact 

between cultures) and acculturation stress, research is minimal regarding the stress that 

results from living within bicultural environments, namely the additional contribution of 

one’s ethnic group on levels of stress (Romero & Roberts, 2003). For example, although 

the U.S. educational system requires that Mexican American youth learn and use English, 

their peer groups and families may use Spanish, requiring that they become fluent in both 

languages (Romero & Roberts). Their failure to learn Spanish may result in 

marginalization from their same-ethnicity peers and being called such names as “pocho,” 

a derogatory term applied to individuals of Mexican heritage who are regarded as 

“ mericanized” and not fluent in Spanish (Peckman, 2007 . On the other hand, White 

American culture may attribute their difficulty in learning English to an unwillingness to 

learn or assimilate (Ryan, Casas, & Thompson, 2010). Given the potential conflicting 

demands, it is likely that many Mexican Americans experience pressures among both 

cultures that influence how they approach their environments and the outcomes that 

result, particularly while in the pursuit of success.   

It appears from literature regarding the “acting  hite” thesis that many minorities 

are expected to conform to the perceived ethnic standards regarding dress, music, and 

peer groups which may influence how they approach their environments (Bergin & 
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Cooks, 2002; Carter, 2006; Hovart & Lewis, 2003). Evidence of such stress is evident in 

the statement of a  e ican  merican woman in Bergin and Cooks’ study: 

I know Spanish and English. I just know both of them fluently. I could go from 

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

the kids, they say I speak English funny because I don’t talk the way they do. It 

kind of makes me mad sometimes because they really shouldn’t say anything 

because they don’t speak their own native language, and they don’t know about 

things like I do. (p. 127) 

In order to better understand the dynamics and potential effects of intragroup 

expectations, it is necessary to explore the literature regarding “acting  hite” to 

understand the potential pressures Mexican Americans face and the methods by which 

they may negotiate their environments.  

Examination of Intragroup Processes 

The Cultural Ecological Model 

To account for the differences in achievement between White and minority 

students, educational anthropologist John Ogbu developed the cultural ecological model 

(CEM; see Ogbu, 2008 for a presentation of the model), which he described as: “not a 

theory or a hypothesis to be tested with a single factor like oppositional culture. Rather, it 

is a framework for studying and understanding various factors that influence minority 

students’ school orientation and performance” (Ogbu & Simmons, 1998, p. 14). 

Incorporating intragroup factors in the conceptualization of how the strategy adopted may 
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lead to different outcomes, the CEM (see Ogbu, 2008) addresses the historical and 

current experiences of minorities, along with their belief systems, to provide 

understanding of how these combined factors may have affected minorities’ pursuit of 

education. Since Ogbu’s initial conceptualization of the CEM in 1974, Ogbu and other 

researchers have made revisions and additions to it to account for some of the original 

model’s shortcomings. In their thesis, often referred to “the burden of acting  hite,” 

Fordham and Ogbu (1986) proposed that discrimination by society, discrimination in the  

education system, and Black American responses to the mistreatment by society and 

school all result in low school performance. In addition, an oppositional collective 

identity and an oppositional culture frame of reference also contribute to low school 

performance because minority students avoid White attitudes and behaviors conducive to 

academic success (Ogbu, 2008). Despite the revisions and additions to it over the years, 

the CEM remains controversial due to the belief that it placed blame on minority groups 

(Foley, 2005) and the belief that it failed to capture the variable experiences among 

minorities (Foster, 2008). Nevertheless, some of its assertions have been found to be 

accurate. Specifically, research into both acculturation and intragroup marginalization has 

demonstrated that many minorities utilize different strategies to negotiate their 

environments, as well as that some reject social behaviors, including academic behaviors, 

that they associate with White culture. Just as the dominant culture may place 

expectations on behavior, such as the expectation that minorities adopt White values and 

culture, ethnic minorities likely place similar expectations on members of their own 

ethnic group, leading them to experience stress while attempting to adapt to two cultures. 
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Much of the research that has been conducted into the CEM has focused on “the burden 

of acting  hite” and the e istence of an oppositional collective identity as it relates to 

academic performance.  

In their thesis, Fordham and Ogbu (1986) proposed that minorities’ school 

performance could not be e plained solely by society’s discrimination toward specific 

minorities (e.g. African Americans and Mexican Americans), as claimed in the original 

CEM model, as it is also affected by other factors. According to Ogbu (2008), the current 

problems in minority education can be attributed to systems and the community. Systems 

are comprised of three factors, all of which are related to the history of discriminatory 

experiences experienced by minorities: the educational policies that lead to inequality, 

such as segregation and differences in school funding and quality; the classroom 

experiences shared by minority students, and the rewards granted to minorities who 

pursue an education. The community is comprised of four factors. The first, the frame of 

reference, is a set of beliefs that minorities have about their current situation and their 

opportunities for success, and that differs among minorities according to their basis of 

comparison (Ogbu, 2008). Ogbu and Simmons (1998) explained that voluntary 

immigrants, those who willingly immigrate, tend to compare their current situation to 

their life in their country of origin and find themselves better off, whereas involuntary 

minorities, those who were involuntary incorporated into society, tend to compare their 

current situation to that of the White culture and find themselves worse off. The second 

factor, instrumental beliefs, is beliefs that minorities hold about the usefulness of 

obtaining an education. According to Ogbu (2008), instrumental beliefs can be derived 
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from the experiences of others who serve as examples of what the educational system can 

provide to them. The third factor, relational domain, reflects the amount of trust or 

distrust that minorities hold regarding the educational system and school personnel. This 

factor is also affected by experiences of the group, such as the history of segregated 

schooling, and direct personal experiences of trust/mistrust with school personnel. The 

fourth factor, the expressive factor, reflects the establishment of a collective identity (a 

group’s sense of its identity) and the formation of a cultural frame of reference regarding 

behavior and values deemed appropriate. It should be noted that this fourth factor is the 

basis of the thesis proposed by Fordham and Ogbu, mainly the intragroup contributors to 

the achievement gap. The factors that comprise systems and the community interact and 

lead to the development of the different strategies used by minorities to achieve social 

adjustment and their attitudes toward academic achievement.  

 Overall, the CEM has many components which have been the subject of much 

debate. Since Fordham and Ogbu (1986) published their article on the burden of acting 

White, many researchers have explored this subject (Ainsworth-Darnell & Downey, 

1998; Arroyo & Zigler, 1995; Bergin & Cooks, 2002; Carter, 2006; Farkas, Lleras, & 

Maczuga, 2002; Flores-Gonzalez, 2005; Ford, Whiting, & Whiting, 2008; Freyer & 

Torelli, 2005; Gibson 1997; Horvat & Lewis, 2003; Mehan, Hubbard, & Villanueva, 

1994; Spencer, Noll, Stoltzfus, & Harpalani, 2001; Tyson, Darity, & Castellino, 2005) 

with only some evidence supporting the validity of the model. Specifically, the CEM has 

faced criticism due to the belief that it was a framework that could not be applied to all. 

In fact, one of the criticisms offered by Foley (2005) and Carter (2005) was that the CEM 
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was overly simplistic in the way it characterized the experiences of voluntary and 

involuntary minorities. Adding to that argument was the belief that minorities, 

specifically those who have experienced inequality, held a collective identity which was 

in opposition to mainstream culture. Such a framework failed to account for the variety of 

experiences that are held within a minority group and the different manners in which 

minorities deal with them (Foster, 2008). 

 Another criticism of the CEM was the lack of attention given to factors that 

existed outside of the community factors (Foley, 2005). While incorporated in the model, 

most research of the CEM has focused solely on the intragroup processes without 

sufficient attention being given to both systemic and intergroup processes. This focus on 

intragroup processes has led many to believe that minority groups themselves bear the 

responsibility for their academic struggles (Foley).  While there are many debatable 

aspects of the CEM, particularly the belief in an oppositional collective identity, many 

aspects of this model are helpful in the identification of possible contributing factors in 

the complex process of acculturation and the factors that influence how Mexicans 

Americans approach their environments. One key aspect and the primary reason for its 

inclusion in this study is the focus it places on the relationship among intragroup, 

societal, and school factors and how these factors may combine to affect the educational 

outcomes and strategies utilized by minority groups living in the Unites States.  One area 

of importance to this study is the acknowledgement it gives to the use of different 

strategies utilized by minorities to cope with the pressures they face among same-

ethnicity peers in their environments. Still lacking is a thorough investigation and 
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explanation to how other factors, specifically intergroup and systemic factors, interact 

with the intragroup factors in the development of strategies utilized in a bicultural 

environment and how these factors affect outcomes in minorities (Foster, 2008). Instead, 

most research has focused on identifying a link between intragroup marginalization and 

academic achievement, and only recently has begun to focus on identifying the specific 

pressures they face and the multiple strategies used to overcome them. Lastly, the 

inclusion of this model into this study provides an opportunity to redress some of the 

shortcomings of the model that have been identified by previous research. 

“Acting White” Literature 

A key study upon which this present dissertation investigation will draw was 

conducted by Carter (2006) in Yonkers, New York. In her study, Carter utilized a mixed-

methods approach to study how low-income African Americans (n=42) and Latinos 

(n=26), primarily of Puerto Rican and Dominican descent, negotiate their school 

environments and peer groups in their pursuit of success. The 68 participants in her study 

ranged in age from 13 to 21 years and resided in low-income areas. Carter (2006) utilized 

semi-structured, open-ended interviews, self-reported grade-point averages (GPA), and a 

measure of abstract and concrete educational attitudes in order to investigate the 

following research questions: (a) How do low-income African American and Latino 

youth negotiate the boundaries between school and peer-group contexts? (b) Do variable 

forms of negotiation exist? (c) If so, what are they, and how do they manifest?   

 What will follow is an examination of the findings relevant to this study done by 

Carter (2005, 2006) as well as other researchers investigating the CEM and the acting 
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 hite thesis. In regards to Carter’s study (2006), attention will be given to her findings 

regarding marginalization experienced and strategies employed by minorities in their 

environments. Evidence supporting her findings will be presented as well as evidence 

that has been presented in support for and against certain aspects of the CEM relevant to 

this study, particularly the existence of strategy groups, experiences of pressures and/or 

marginalization among same-ethnicity peers, and the influences of systemic factors in the 

maintenance of marginalization.  

Strategies Adopted by Minorities 

In her study, Carter (2006) utilized responses to a specific set of questions that 

resulted in the identification of three groups that adapted to their environments in distinct 

ways. She named those groups in a manner consistent with the acculturation, 

assimilation, and opposition research. The three groups she identified were called 

cultural mainstreamers (n=5), noncompliant believers (n=25), and cultural straddlers 

(n=38). Common among all groups is how participants in her study are keen to how 

mainstream society dictates who, or rather what characteristics are valued in our society 

and how the inability or unwillingness to conform to these behaviors can lead to 

marginalization. Carter also reported that the ideologies that her participants formed 

regarding how members of their ethnicity should act were consistent with the manner in 

which they engaged the schooling process.  

According to Carter (2006), cultural mainstreamers are those who most 

assimilate into the dominant culture and “accept the ideology that members of a 

nondominant group should be culturally, socially, economically, and politically 
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assimilated, yet they can be racially and ethnically aware” (p. 308).  Whereas some 

minorities in her investigation interact in a different manner with their same-ethnicity 

peers than with their White peers, cultural mainstreamers maintain an identity in contrast 

to the norms of their ethnic peers. In an interview with Carter, one cultural mainstreamer 

e plained, “Like they say . . . cause I speak intelligently, they want to say that I talk 

White. I speak intelligently.  It’s not Spanish, it’s not Black, it’s not  hite.  No one has 

claim on who can talk intelligently” (p. 316). 

 Carter (2006) termed the second group, whom she characterized as placing the 

most importance on the cultural norms of their own ethnic group, as noncompliant 

believers. Carter explained in more detail, 

 They favor their own cultural prescriptions (for example, “black” or “Puerto 

Rican”) and exert little effort to adapt to the cultural prescriptions of the school 

and white society. . . .  Noncompliant believers are critical of the systemic 

inequalities that they perceive the school to uphold.  (p. 308) 

Although members of this group tend to underperform academically, not all devalue or 

fail to pursue education (Carter). Most express distaste for those who do not conform to 

the social norms of their culture or associate with peers outside their ethnic group. When 

Carter asked one noncompliant believer whether some Black students try to act White, 

the participant replied, “ here are some ‘ hite boys.’  hey don’t want to be with no 

Black kids. They rather hang with some Indians or White boys or Puerto Ricans, kids like 

that” (p. 319). 
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The key feature of cultural straddlers, the final group that Carter (2006) 

identified, is the ability to adapt as they maneuver between their own ethnic culture and 

the mainstream culture. Carter described them as “obviously strategic navigators, ranging 

from students who ‘play the game’ and embrace the cultural codes of both school and 

home community to those who vocally criticize the schools’ ideology while still 

achieving well in academically” (p. 308). What Carter (2006) concludes from her study is 

that the strategy group who navigated both social and school contexts the best were the 

cultural straddlers. She argues that, due to their ability to adapt to both cultures, they are 

least likely to have difficulty navigating a bicultural environment. Other literature related 

to intragroup marginalization and the acting White hypothesis has found diverse groups 

that navigate their bicultural environments differently. Of all the groups, those that 

resemble the cultural straddlers appear to have been the group most studied. In one study, 

Horvat and Lewis (2003) found that African American students were able to maintain 

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

While succeeding in both academic and social aspects, many employed the use of 

different strategies, such as hiding their academic success and going out of their way to 

fit in. In a study of African American and Mexican American youth, Phinney et al. (1997) 

found that many held a bicultural view that placed value on both their American and 

ethnic identity. In another study, Mehan et al. (1994) found that low-achieving Latino and 

African American students placed in a gifted program were able to succeed in their 

program without assimilating into the dominant culture. Most students in this sample 
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embraced their culture yet recognized that they needed to conform to some of the 

behaviors necessary to succeed in school.  

In a study of Mexican Americans, Matute-Bianchi (2008) identified five groups of 

Mexican American students—recent Mexican immigrants, Mexican-oriented students, 

Mexican Americans, Chicanos, and cholos—whose placement in a category was based on 

their ethnic identity, their degree of conformity and contact with Mexican culture, their 

academic outcomes, and the perception that school personnel held towards them. Matute-

Bianchi described the Mexican-oriented students as maintaining the strongest ethnic 

identity among all the groups; achieving the best academic outcomes; and being 

bilingual, primarily of second-generation status, and highly regarded among school 

personnel. Mexican-oriented students tended to view Chicano students negatively and the 

terms “Chicano” and “Chicana” as derogatory labels. Matute-Bianchi described the 

Mexican Americans as being code-switchers, those who were able to adapt between 

function among both Mexican origin and White American peers. They were composed of 

mainly English-speakers; and, although tending to be noncommittal regarding ethnic 

labels, maintained a negative perception of Chicanos and Chicano culture. Matute-

Bianchi described Chicanos as oppositional students resisting the school culture and 

students who participated in it. They were those who generally experience the least 

academic success and whose lack of success was explained in a stereotypical fashion 

(e.g., lack of family values, little emphasis in school). Matute-Bianchi described the 

cholos as generally more delinquent, both in terms of presentation and behavior, and who 

typically come from families with a history of academic and life failures. 
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Academic Pressures 

 One of Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986  main arguments is that minorities sometimes 

avoid the pursuit of education because it requires the adoption of certain values and 

behaviors associated with White culture. They hypothesized that by engaging in so-called 

“ hite” behaviors, minorities may feel that they are betraying their own ethnicity and 

risk being marginalized. They described this dilemma as a factor affecting the 

achievement gap observed among some African Americans, theorizing that many were 

resisting pro-academic behaviors. Several research studies in this area have produced 

mixed results regarding Fordham and Ogbu’s thesis, with some supporting and some 

contradicting it. In Carter’s (2006) study, she found that both African American and 

Latino participants held a positive view on academic achievement and educational 

attitudes and those accused of acting White varied in terms of their academic 

achievement, suggesting that academic behavior is not the sole factor in determining 

whether someone is acting White. In one qualitative study of 38 high-achieving African 

American and Mexican American students, Bergin and Cooks (2002) found little 

evidence that students avoided the pursuit of an education due to fear of being accused of 

“acting White.” However, although most of the participants stated that they did not have 

to sacrifice their ethnic identity to pursue an education, they also stated that they were 

familiar with the accusation of “acting  hite” and had been accused of doing so at some 

point in their lives. They further explained that most of the behaviors that elicited 

negative responses from their same-ethnicity peers were often directed toward their 

academic and social behaviors (e.g., their speech, music preferences, and dress style).  
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Using data from the National Education Longitudinal Study to quantitatively test 

the CEM, Ainsworth-Darnell and Downy (1998) found that compared to Asian 

Americans and White Americans, African Americans were more likely to believe that 

education was important in obtaining a job later in life and were viewed as highly popular 

even while earning high grades. Although they did not find evidence that African 

Americans generally form a homogeneous oppositional stance toward school 

performance, they did find evidence of an oppositional culture among a group of 

dropouts. Even though their findings suggest that the CEM is invalid, their study had 

many potential flaws that could have made the findings unreliable. Specifically, Farkas et 

al. (2002) alleged that Ainsworth-Darnell and Downy asked the participants questions 

that appear more applicable to a model of rule-breaking than the CEM, failed to capture 

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

when comparing self-reported popularity to academic performance, and used a measure 

of popularity that does not account for the ethnicity of those with whom the student is 

popular. Farkas et al. also explained that whereas African American students placed a 

greater value on education and more importance on trying hard in school than did White 

or Asian Americans, their teachers reported that most African Americans performed less 

schoolwork than did Anglo or Asian Americans. Farkas et al. contended that this finding 

may have resulted from the tendency of African Americans to report more optimistic 

views.  

To conduct a more reliable investigation of the CEM, Farkas et al. (2002) retested 

the same sample used by Ainsworth-Darnell and Downy  (1998) along with another 
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sample and modified the analysis to redress the perceived shortcomings. To improve on 

the previous study, Farkas et al. replaced the dependent variable of “popularity” with 

“putdown by others” and narrowed the sample to include African Americans whose 

school is comprised of mainly other African Americans. The results indicated that 

African Americans were more oppositional toward academic effort than were Whites, 

and found evidence of the formation of an oppositional culture in a sample of 4
th
-grade 

African American students. However, when Harris and Robinson (2007) used 

longitudinal data from the National Center for Education Statistics to determine whether 

prior skill sets rather than pro-academic behaviors could explain the differences observed 

among African Americans and other ethnic groups, they found that prior skill sets 

accounted for more of the differences in academic performance than did pro-academic 

behaviors.  

In a study of high-achieving African Americans, Ford et al. (2008) found that the 

majority of the participants were familiar with what it meant to “act  hite,” which they 

described as being intelligent, doing well in school, speaking standard English, and 

enjoying school.  When asked why students capable of doing well might not perform as 

well they should, one student responded, “Because they don’t want to be associated with 

the stigma attached with achieving and doing well, plus they try to keep up with friends 

and don’t want to be singled out or ‘played’” (p. 233). Although many of the participants 

reported having been teased for doing well academically at some point in their life, they 

did not link the teasing to accusations of acting White. In an ethnographic study, Horvat 

and Lewis (2003) found that high-achieving African American female participants 
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described variations in how different peer groups responded to their academic success, 

with some supporting and others ostracizing them. Although some reported being 

accused of acting White in terms of their academic behavior and some made efforts to 

hide their academic success from their same-ethnicity peers, the majority of the 

participants maintained a strong ethnic identity while pursuing their educational goals. 

 In sum, the relation between intragroup pressure to conform and academic 

achievement appears mixed, with some study findings supporting a link and others failing 

to do so. Pressure to conform appears not to affect minority groups as whole but rather 

individual members who are more susceptible to being marginalized or who take care not 

to portray themselves as “sellouts.” As it is likely that such pressure to conform exists 

across many domains and involves behaviors outside of the academic context, the 

following section examines the research into nonacademic behaviors.    

Social Pressures 

Although research into the relation between “acting  hite” and academic 

achievement has produced mostly negative findings, most research into intragroup 

marginalization and social behavior has produced robust findings. As had Fordham and 

Ogbu (1986), Bergin and Cooks (2002) found that accusations of “acting White” are 

related to behaviors regarding speech, music preference, dress, and peer groups. Carter 

(2006) found that although some academic behaviors may increase the likelihood of 

being accused of “acting White,” most behaviors that resulted in this accusation were 

related to speech and cultural styles (e.g., dress and music preference). Of the four 

characteristics that Carter (2006) identified as most likely to lead to accusations of acting 
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White, the most likely characteristic pertained to language and speech styles. One 

participant in Horvat and Lewis’ (2003) study described how her speech patterns led to 

accusations of “acting  hite”: 

The black people who, say, aren’t as smart as me or Renee or whoever else they 

say, “Oh, you act White” because we’re in high classes or whatever, and that 

really upsets me.  hey say we talk  hite. I don’t even have like proper English or 

whatever, but they say we talk White because we use all these big words and 

everything.  o me, that’s total ignorance.  hat’s stupid to me.  hey need to grow 

up and actually know what’s going on.  I just don’t think it is fair. (p. 270) 

Carter’s (2006) identification of dress style and musical preference as the second- 

and third- most referenced behaviors regarding acting White was supported by Bergin 

and Cooks (2002), who found that “dressing  hite” and “listening to  hite music” were 

behaviors very likely to lead to accusations of acting White. Carter, as well as Bergin and 

Cooks and Ford et al. (2008), also found that some minorities were accused of acting 

White when they associated with peers who were White. Finally, Carter identified the 

fourth most referenced behavior as that of “putting on airs” or trying to make oneself 

appear smarter than one’s peers. Ford et al. and  Fordham and Ogbu (1986) obtained 

similar findings regarding these behaviors. 

As these findings demonstrate, limiting research to the examination of solely 

academic behaviors when investigating the burden of “acting  hite” does not fully 

capture this phenomenon. It is likely that the pressures and experiences of 

marginalization that minorities face among their same-ethnicity peers involve various 
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behaviors/values, affect many domains, and influence the manner they approach their 

environments.   

Systemic Factors 

Researchers have argued that a primary contributing factor to the phenomenon of 

“acting White” is the structural (racial) composition of schools (Bergin & Cooks, 2002; 

Flores-Gonzalez, 2005; Spencer, Noll, Stolzfus, & Harpalani, 2001), a factor that 

Fordham and Ogbu (1986) failed to take into account when examining the 

marginalization of minorities. In her study, Carter (2006) argues that some high-

achieving minorities may face increased accusations of acting White due to their 

increased likelihood of being e posed to “ hite” styles of behavior.  ccording to 

Valenzuela (1999), successful students are those who possess and are able to demonstrate 

the skills of the dominant culture, whereas those who do not display the desired skills are 

unsuccessful. Duncan-Andrade (2005) and Spencer et al. have also argued that the 

adoption of dominant culture skills is needed to succeed in school, as well as other 

domains, because the cultural skills of minorities are largely devalued and ignored. Thus, 

the structural composition of schools, which may result from practices promoting 

segregation, may increase or decrease the amount of accusations or harassment that 

minorities experience (Spencer et al.)  

According to Valencia (2000, 2008, chapter 1, 2011), segregation continues to be 

a major challenge, with minorities largely grouped in underfunded, underachieving 

schools, which exacerbates the differences between predominately minority and White 

schools and students. Evidence to this claim exists in the fact that “as minority student 
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percentage increases in schools, there is a tendency for academic performance to 

decrease” (Valencia, 2000, p. 448). In addition to practices that separate minority from 

White students, other forms of segregation isolate minorities who achieve from their 

underachieving peers. One particularly salient practice is tracking, the placement of those 

who demonstrate few of the skills valued by the dominant culture into a “vocational 

track” while placing those who are able to demonstrate these skills into the “advanced 

track” (Flores-Gonzalez, 2005). This practice creates separate environments that isolate 

minority peer groups from their higher-achieving peers and may create situations in 

which they are forced to “choose sides.” The possibility exists that many skills or values 

specific to a culture are undervalued or ignored due to the perceived lack of value in the 

school setting. The lack of a strong Mexican American presence in both universities and 

the professional workforce limits the ability to counter such beliefs, likely further 

isolating many successful minority youth into their adulthood.  

Gaps in the Intragroup Literature 

 Most of the intragroup research has focused on African Americans, with few 

studies dedicated to gaining understanding of the experiences of Mexican Americans. 

Despite facing many of the same challenges faced by African Americans, the experiences 

of Mexican Americans are undeniably unique and require further exploration. Moreover, 

as most of the intragroup research has taken Fordham and Ogbu’s (1986  thesis as a 

starting point and endeavored to either support or reject it, it has focused solely on 

academic outcomes and their relationship to oppositional groups within involuntary 

minority groups. Such a focus has displaced much-needed attention from the exploration, 
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modification, and/or re-conceptualization of the model and expansion of the knowledge 

regarding what pressures minorities face, the strategies they employ to negotiate their 

environments, and the potential outcomes associated with the utilization of different 

strategies. This focus is particularly problematic because, as explained by Foster (2008), 

Ogbu’s original model fails to account for the complexity within different cultures, 

whereas the more recent research that has evolved from the original model only account 

for intragroup processes, neglecting both systemic and intergroup processes and how they 

affect minorities. In regards to the intergroup processes, many have failed to include the 

interaction of the pressures and experiences of marginalization that minorities face 

among their White American peers, thereby attributing their approaches and outcomes to 

the pressures they face among their same-ethnicity peers. By ignoring these processes, it 

is likely that the pressures that many minorities face and the methods they approach their 

bicultural environments in response to such pressures are not fully accounted for. 

 Drawing upon literature in both acculturation and intragroup marginalization, it 

can be concluded that Mexican Americans likely face pressures and experience 

marginalization among both their same-ethnicity and White American peers that 

influence how they negotiate their environments and the outcomes that result.  

Statement of Purpose 

 The experience of minority groups in the United States, particularly those of 

Mexican Americans, still remains understudied. As research into intragroup and 

intergroup processes has largely been conducted independently, it has failed to integrate 

both processes into the investigation of the experiences of minorities in the United States 
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(Foster, 2008). Research into both phenomena has demonstrated that some minorities 

experience different pressures when among members of their own ethnic group and that 

of the dominant group which influences how they approach their environments and their 

experiences of marginalization (Berry et al., 2002; Carter, 2006), although the true extent 

of such experiences remains unclear. Although researchers have demonstrated that many 

minorities employ different strategies to negotiate their environments (Berry et al., 2002; 

Carter, 2006) and that acculturation is a multidimensional, complex process, 

acculturation research has largely focused on intergroup factors with less consideration 

being given to the interaction of intragroup processes. In studies of intragroup 

marginalization, the research has attributed most of the approaches and subsequent 

outcomes to intragroup factors without a thorough examination of the interaction between 

intragroup, intergroup, and systemic factors (Foster, 2008).  

The purpose of this study is to fill these research gaps to gain a better 

understanding of Mexican American university students’ perceptions of the pressures 

they experience among their peers of Mexican descent and White Americans. Attempts 

will also be made to explore additional factors (systemic and community) that contribute 

to their beliefs and how they approach bicultural environments. As it endeavors to fulfill 

this goal, this study will also explore the different strategies employed by Mexican 

American university students to negotiate their bicultural environments (peer groups, 

communities, and school) and compare them to the findings of Carter (2006). The 

findings of this study may assist in the construction of a model that accounts for 

intragroup, intergroup, and systemic factors that contribute to the pressures Mexican 
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Americans face in their bicultural settings and the different strategies they utilize. It is 

hoped that the findings derived from this study will capture the experiences of Mexican 

Americans and will help inform future research and policy development.
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CHAPTER 3: Methods  

Research Design 

 Qualitative methods were employed as the principal means of investigation of the 

research topics. Specifically, the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967; 

Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Maykuit & Morehouse, 1994) was used to help guide data 

collection and analysis. Qualitative methods were chosen as the chief means of data 

collection due to being the most appropriate method to gather data on this topic , namely 

the experiences of Mexican Americans living in a bicultural environment (among Whites 

and Mexican Americans) and the manners in which they approach such environments. 

Furthermore, qualitative methods best suited this study due to the complexity of the 

problem, namely the contributions of intragroup, intergroup and systemic factors on the 

experiences of Mexican Americans in bicultural environments. In qualitative research, 

the researcher is used as the primary means of data collection and analysis (Maykuit & 

Morehouse). According to Lincoln and Guba (as cited in Maykruit & Morehouse, p. 26), 

“a person, that is, a human-as-instrument, is the only instrument which is flexible enough 

to capture the complexity, subtlety, and constantly changing situation which is the human 

e perience.” Utilizing a focus of inquiry, qualitative research provides the means to better 

understand the experiences of the individuals being studied in relation to some social 

phenomenon.  

In addition to the use of qualitative methods, additional measures were 

administered to provide additional descriptive data regarding the participants in the study, 

their acculturation styles, ideology, and to measure their perceptions of intragroup 
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marginalization. Data obtained were used to support findings in the qualitative analysis 

and assist in the examination of strategy approaches used by the participants. Quantitative 

analyses of the results were conducted in order to support findings derived from the 

interview process.  

Research Questions 

In qualitative research, broad research questions are constructed with the intent to 

help guide the research and the methods employed to investigate the topic of interest. As 

the study progresses, research questions may be modified in accordance with the ongoing 

analysis throughout the study. Thus, any themes discovered serve to redefine the research 

questions as the researcher becomes more familiar with the target population. The 

overarching goal is the ability to understand the experiences of those being studied 

(Maykut and Morhouse, 1994). This study will be guided by the following four research 

questions:  

 Research Question 1: What are Mexican American university students’ 

perceptions of the pressures they face among their same-ethnicity peers? What factors 

contribute to these pressures? 

 Research Question 2:  hat are  e ican  merican university students’ 

perceptions of the pressures they face among their White American peers? What factors 

contribute to these pressures?  

 Research Question 3: How do Mexican American university students negotiate 

bicultural (Mexican American and Anglo American) environments in their pursuit of 
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success? Are their approaches similar to the cultural straddlers, cultural mainstreamers, 

and noncompliant believers discovered by Carter (2006)?  

Pilot Study 

 According to Maxwell (2008), pilot studies are similar to past research that has 

been conducted due its ability to inform future research; however, pilot studies differ in 

their ability to answer questions specific to a researcher’s topic of interest. By piloting a 

study, researchers are able to test ideas, explore possible implications, and assess the 

design of a study. Furthermore, researchers are able to explore the meaning that is 

derived by a population to a phenomenon of interest. In anticipation of this study, the 

researcher conducted a pilot study during a graduate course in qualitative research 

methods. The intention of piloting the study was to assist the researcher in refining the 

semi-structured interview questions and research design and to explore salient themes in 

relation to the research questions.  

 The pilot study involved four Mexican American volunteer participants whose 

ages ranged from 23-39 years. Three of the participants were male and one was female. 

Three participants were graduate students in doctoral programs while the fourth 

participant graduated with a bachelor’s degree and was employed full-time. All 

participants were second-generation Mexican Americans. A semi-structured interview 

was conducted with each participant individually that lasted up to one hour. During the 

interview, participants were asked to reflect on their past and present bicultural 

experiences. Questions were designed around five broad topics that included: (a  “real” 

Mexican American behaviors; (b) pressures to conform; (c) perceived stress; (d) 
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strategies; and (e  “acting  hite.”   journal was utilized to record the researcher’s 

reactions and thoughts following each interview. Each interview was transcribed 

immediately after the interview for later coding and analysis. To analyze the data, the 

researcher utilized the constant comparative method (Glaser & Strauss, 1967).  

 The results from the pilot study indicated that while all the participants in the 

study felt a strong identification with their ethnicity, all acknowledged the belief that in 

order to be successful or to be viewed favorably by mainstream society, it was necessary 

to adapt their approaches and act in manners they believed were consistent with White 

culture. One participant expressed ambivalence due to her belief that she needed to be 

more  mericanized to succeed as reflected in her statement, “what sucks, yeah to 

succeed you do have to adopt more of  merican culture…” Despite most of their 

ambivalence, some rationalized that by not adapting to “ hite” or “ nglo” culture they 

would not have been afforded the same opportunities. Underlying the pressure to be 

Americanized was the belief society held Anglo culture in higher regard as was 

demonstrated by the stance of a participant’s parents on assimilation, “but when it comes 

to assimilating into White culture, they are all for that. [Int: Why is that?] Because it is 

the marker of success.”  nother participant, while maintaining that adopting mainstream 

values or behaviors was not a necessary condition for success, described society’s 

demand on assimilation:  

Well Americanized today for sure is very much about the language and it is every 

much about draping yourself in a flag, which would mean denying. . . um you 

know, the obvious symbol of your Mexican heritage and identity beyond the 
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language. . .you know it is not displaying the Mexican flag, it is not having a t-

shirt that says  e ico, it is not choosing to speak Spanish, it’s you know. . 

.proving your loyalty to the United Sates by giving up any trace of your heritage.  

In addition to the belief that society required them to assimilate, many shared experiences 

in which they or other Mexican Americans were marginalized due to their ethnicity. 

Taken together, many of the participants acknowledged that there were pressures to fit in, 

namely assimilate.  

In regards to pressures experienced from Mexican Americans, many cited the 

importance that was attributed to knowing Spanish. For example, one participant stated 

“knowing Spanish to me is a symbol of pride and I don’t understand why someone would 

not want to know their own language.”  hile one participant indicated that he was fluent 

in Spanish, the remaining participants stated that they struggled to speak Spanish fluently, 

sometimes resulting in self-consciousness and distress. Another theme that emerged was 

that most participants in this study (three out of four) during some point in their lives 

experienced some form of criticism from their same-ethnicity peers due to their 

intellectual ability and academic achievement. This was clearly evident by the experience 

of one participant: 

Acting white. You know it’s a funny thing I actually got called that yesterday 

morning [Interviewer: yesterday morning?]. Two days ago. . . my sister’s 

boyfriend. . . So, he is taking like community college classes. Well we got into 

this big huge thing of like education levels of where he goes, oh, he called me a 

flake ass, white girl, because he goes, oh you think you’re all bad because you got 
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your nose in the book all the time, blah, blah, blah because of the education level 

you know. So, I was like, he said it as me acting white, means me coming over 

here to get a higher education. So, I mean that’s how I took it, well that e actly 

what he means, you know.  

Despite references to both Spanish and achievement/intelligence, most had difficulty 

identifying specific behaviors that they believed were uniformly expected due to being 

Mexican American. Based on these findings it appeared that most Mexican Americans 

likely did not face uniform expectations but were still judged on how they conducted 

themselves in relation to their ethnicity.  

 To cope with the differing pressures that existed in bicultural environments, many 

found themselves code-switching in order to adapt to the ethnicity of the individuals they 

were dealing with. Among three of the participants was the feeling that they had to 

portray themselves in more “ethnic-appropriate” ways when dealing with people of 

Mexican descent and become more Americanized when dealing with Anglo culture. 

Depending on their background, it was apparent that some of the participants felt more 

comfortable when dealing with people within their own ethnicity. For example, two 

participants indicated that they felt at ease when they were with people of their own 

ethnicity due to the belief that they would not be looked down upon. Despite their 

comfort, three participants noted their unconscious efforts to portray themselves in a 

more ethnically-appropriate manner. For one participant, his experience was in contrast 

as he related better to White peers and sometimes struggled to relate to other Mexican 

Americans stating, “Honestly, I feel I relate better to White culture than I do to Mexican 
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culture. It feels like it is a performance, you know. I guess it is all a performance, but 

especially a performance of  e icaness.” 

 Overall these findings allowed the researcher to revise the questions on the semi-

structured interview, mainly refining and broadening the scope of certain questions to 

better allow for the discovery of salient topics. Some questions were eliminated due to 

their inability to elicit relevant information to the topic of inquiry. By piloting the study 

the researcher also gained insight into salient themes that might emerge, such as the 

belief that Mexican Americans were expected to assimilate among their White peers and 

the possible emphasis of knowing Spanish among their same-ethnicity peers. Another 

benefit that occurred as a result of piloting the study was the ability of the researcher to 

gain experience utilizing the structured interview format and analyzing the data. 

Procedures 

 Approval by Human Subjects Committee 

 Before conducting the study, approval for the study was obtained from the 

Department Review Committee in the Department of Educational Psychology and the 

Institutional Review Board of the University of Texas. This study was conducted in 

compliance with the ethical standards of research published by the American 

Psychological Association as well as the ethical standards set forth by the University. 

Recruitment of Participants 

Recruitment of participants was done in coordination with the Center for Mexican 

American Studies (CMAS) at The University of Texas with the assistance of Dr. Richard 
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Valencia (Professor of Educational Psychology and Faculty Associate of the CMAS). 

Recruitment involved six upper-division classes for CMAS. A brief introduction to the 

study was presented to students enrolled in MAS classes. The criteria for participation 

were shared with potential recruits which included: (a) being of Mexican descent and (b) 

being second generation or above. Students were informed that second generation 

referred to having at least one parent born in Mexico. Students were informed of what 

participation entailed (completion of demographic form, questionnaires, and interview) 

and that full participation would result in financial compensation of $20. Potential risks 

of participation were shared along with the steps that would be taken to ensure the 

confidentiality of each participant. Students were allowed to ask questions related to 

participation in the study. Once questions were answered, students were asked if they 

wished to be considered for participation in the study. Those who expressed the desire to 

participate were provided with a consent form that included information about the study 

as well as potential risks (See Appendix A). Students were then asked to complete a brief 

demographics questionnaire (See Appendix B) in their class that requested their name, 

age, preferred ethnic label, place of birth, generational status, parent’s country of origin, 

socioeconomic status during childhood, information whether any family members had 

attended college, and grade point average (GPA). Once the above-mentioned materials 

were completed and collected, students were informed that they would be contacted at a 

later date to arrange an interview time/date.  
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Selection of Participants 

Immediately following the collection of consent forms and the demographics 

questionnaire, the researcher attempted to contact each volunteer via electronic mail in 

order to schedule an interview date. Of the 39 volunteers, 23 replied, affirming their 

desire to participate and schedule an interview date. One participant, who did not meet 

the initial criteria for generational status (being of 2
nd

 generation or greater) was allowed 

to participate despite being born in Mexico due to her reports that her parents were 

residing in the United States during their pregnancy but traveled to give birth to her in 

Mexico due to the belief that she would receive better care. This participant, identified as 

“Lisa”, only remained in Mexico for 2 days and spent the remainder of her life in the 

United States. One volunteer requested to be removed from the list after further 

consideration of her interest in participating while the remaining did not respond to 

attempts to schedule an interview date. Interviews were scheduled in a private meeting 

area on The University of Texas at Austin campus at a convenient time for the 

participants. 

Participants 

 Participants (N = 23) in this study consisted of both males and females who 

reported being of Mexican descent. Participates ranged from ages 18 to 26 years (M = 

21.48; SD = 1.997 . Participants’ self-reported generational status ranged from 1
st
 

generation to 4
th
 generation. As mentioned previously, one participant was born in 

Mexico due to the parent’s belief that she would receive better medical care there and 
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only resided in Mexico for 2 days during her hospital stay.  Of the 23 participants, most 

participants were seniors, followed by juniors, sophomores, and freshman. GP ’s were 

reported by 21 participants which ranged from 2.0 to 3.93 (M = 2.96, SD = .55). A 

summary of the characteristics of participants included in this study is shown below on 

Table 1. Participant’s individual demographic information and their results on two of the 

measures administered can be found on Table 2 on the following page. 

Table 1: Overview of Participants 

 

 

Characteristics     n   % 

 Gender       

   Female                         14            60.9 

   Male       9            39.1 

Generational Status 

   1
st
 Generation     1              4.3 

   2
nd

 Generation     8            34.8 

   3
rd

 Generation     8            34.8 

   4
th
 Generation     6            26.1 

Status at University 

   Freshman      1   4.3 

   Sophomore      5            21.7 

   Junior      5            21.7 

   Senior                         12            52.2 

First to College? 

   Yes       9            39.1 

   No                          14            60.9 

Socioeconomic Status 

   Upper      1              4.3 

   Middle                          16            69.6 

   Low       6            26.1 
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Table 2: Participants’ Individual Characteristics  

Participant Age Sex Ethnic 
label 

Place of 
birth 

Gen.  
status 

Univ. 
status 

GPA First to 
college? 

SES ARSMA-II 
type 

IMI 

Ashley 20 F Mexican 

American 

West 

Texas 

3rd gen Jr. 3.0 No M Unable to 

classify 

64 

Marcos 19 M Mexican 
American 

South 
Texas 

4th gen So. 2.5 No M Integrated 
bicultural 

25 

Stacy 24 F Hispanic South 
Texas 

2nd gen Sr. ** No U Integrated 
bicultural 

59 

Lisa 18 F Mexican 
American 

Mexico 1st gen So. 2.4 Yes M Unable to 
classify 

37 

Lilly 22 F Hispanic South 
Texas 

4th gen Sr. 3.78 No M Integrated 
bicultural 

28 

Lupe 20 F Mexican 
American 

South 
Texas 

3rd gen So. 3.08 No L Traditional 
Mexican 

29 

José 26 M Mexican 
American 

South 
Texas 

3rd gen Jr. 2.5 Yes L Integrated 
bicultural 

35 

Amber* 22 F “ i ed”  Central 
Texas 

2nd gen Jr. 3.8 No M Integrated 
bicultural 

35 

Selena 20 F Mexican 
American 

East 
Texas 

2nd gen So. 3.57 Yes M Integrated 
bicultural 

31 

Victor 23 M Mexican 
American 

East 
Texas 

4th gen Sr. 3.01 No M Unable to 
classify 

33 

Ozarka 22 F Mexican 
American 

East 
Texas 

3rd gen Sr. 2.08 Yes L Integrated 
bicultural 

33 

Susana 19 F Mexican 
American 

Central 
Texas 

2nd gen Jr. 3.4 No M Integrated 
bicultural 

37 

Vicky 23 F Chicana North 
Texas 

3rd gen Sr. 3.2 Yes L Unable to 
classify 

48 

Jimmy 22 M Hispanic South 
Texas 

2nd gen Sr. 2.8 No L Integrated 
bicultural 

50 

Lee 25 M Mexican 
American 

Calif. 2nd gen Sr. ** No M Integrated 
bicultural 

35 

Cleto 21 M Mexican 
American 

North 
Texas 

2nd gen So. 2.0 Yes L Integrated 
bicultural 

44 

Tom 23 M Hispanic West 
Texas 

4th gen Sr. 2.5 No M Unable to 
classify 

49 

Wes 22 M Mexican 
American 

South 
Texas 

3rd gen Sr. 3.1 No M Unable to 
classify 

42 

María 21 F Mexican 
American 

North 
Texas 

2nd gen Jr. 2.6 Yes M Integrated 
bicultural 

38 

Daisy* 21 F American  Florida 4th gen Sr. 3.4 Yes M Unable to 
classify 

46 

MaryAnn* 20 F Jewish 
Chicana  

East 
Texas 

3rd gen Sr. 3.93 No M Unable to 
classify 

47 

Cameron 19 F Hispanic West 
Texas 

3rd gen Fr. 2.6 No M Unable to 
classify 

44 

James 22 M Mexican Central 
Texas 

4th gen Sr. 3.0 Yes M Integrated 
bicultural 

33 

Note. Gen. Status = Generational Status; SES = Socioeconomic Status. Responses for SES include L = lower, M = 
middle, and U = upper; ARSMA-II Type = typologies derived from Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican 
Americans-II; IMI = Individual scores derived from Intragroup Marginalization Inventory.  
* = Biracial. 
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Collection of Data 

Semi-structured interviews were conducted and were the principal source of data 

collected.  Interviews ranged from approximately 45 minutes to an hour in addition to the 

time needed to fill out the measures provided. During the interviews, participants were 

asked to reflect on both their past and current experiences in bicultural environments 

when considering their responses to the questions being posed. A semi-structured 

interview (See Appendix C) was utilized to explore topics surrounding the focus of 

inquiry, meanwhile allowing the researcher flexibility to pursue salient issues and 

emerging themes. Specific questions used by Carter (2006) were incorporated in order to 

assist in determining adaptive strategy groups. Following each interview, the list of 

questions utilized was reviewed and modifications were made when questions were 

deemed unhelpful in uncovering information relevant to the focus of inquiry. All 

interviews were audio-recorded and all information relevant to the study was transcribed 

for further analysis. Pseudonyms were provided for each participant for use in 

transcribing in order to protect each participant’s identity. Furthermore, attempts were 

made during the interview to limit the amount of identifying information in order to 

further ensure the identities of the participants were protected. 

Measures 

Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II 

 The Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II (ARSMA-II; see 

Cuellar, Arnold, and Maldonado, 1995) is a self-report measure that is designed to assess 
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acculturation using either the linear model of acculturation or the multidimensional 

model of acculturation as proposed by Berry (1980).  The ARSMA-II is composed of two 

scales written in Likert-style format. Items on the ARSMA-II are available in both 

English and Spanish. Responses on the ARSMA-II range from 1 (not at all) to 5 (almost 

always). The ARSMA-II was normed on 379 Mexican, Mexican American, and Anglo 

university students. Coefficient alpha was reported by Cuellar et al. to be .83 for AOS, 

.88 for MOS, and .87 for the Marginality Scale.  

Scale 1 is comprised of 30 items and is divided into the Anglo Orientation 

Subscale (AOS) and the Mexican Orientation Subscale (MOS).  The typologies derived 

are in line with the acculturation styles identified by Berry (1980), namely: Assimilation, 

Separation, Integration, and Marginalization. According to Berry, assimilation refers to 

when an individual no longer wishes to maintain their cultural heritage and instead, seeks 

to identify with the dominant culture. In contrast, separation includes an individual’s 

desire to preserve their culture and not assimilate to another culture.  Integration involves 

the retention of one’s culture but also the incorporation of another culture. 

Marginalization refers involves the lack of identification with either one’s culture or 

origin or of the dominant culture due to the belief that they are not accepted.  

 Scale 2, the Marginality Scale, is designed to assess the difficulty accepting beliefs, 

customs, and values related to Anglo culture (ANGMAR), Mexican culture (MEXMAR), 

and Mexican Americans culture (MAMARG). Each subscale includes 6 questions for 

each cultural group. Higher scores for any subscale reflect increased difficulty accepting 

the specific culture identified. In contrast, lower subscale scores suggest less difficulty 
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accepting the specific culture identified. The ARSMA-II was administered at the time of 

the interview. 

 Overall, in comparison to the mean scores obtained by the norming sample, the 

current participants’ mean score in  OS was lower and their mean score on AOS was 

higher. In addition, the current samples’ mean score on  NG  R was also higher while 

their mean scores on MEXMAR and MAMAR were slightly lower than the norming 

sample. Despite the differences, the current samples’ mean scores were within the 

standard deviation of the mean scores obtained by the norming sample. A summary of the 

means and standard deviations obtained by the participants in this study in comparison to 

the norming sample of the ARSMA-II can be found in Table 3.  
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Table 3: Comparison of ARSMA-II Results 

 

 

ARSMA-II       Mean   Standard Deviation 

 

                                                    ARSMA-II (N = 379) 

 

Mexican Orientation Scale           3.82                .57 

 

American Orientation Scale     3.28                .84  

 

Anglo Marginalization                      14.70              5.28 

 

Mexican Marginalization                         13.98                                       5.68 

 

Mexican American Marginalization             12.61              4.73 

 

 

                                                    Current Study (N = 23) 

 

Mexican Orientation Scale                   3.51                                         .72 

 

American Orientation Scale                 3.91                                         .31 

 

Anglo Marginalization            16.09             4.30 

 

Mexican Marginalization            13.04             3.17 

 

Mexican American Marginalization            11.04                                       4.21 

 Note. ARSMA-II = Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II. 

 

Intragroup Marginalization Inventory 

 The Intragroup Marginalization Inventory (IMI ; see Castillo, Conoley, Brossart 

& Quiros, 2007) is a 17-item, likert-style, self-report measure designed to capture the 

level of marginalization e perienced from the rater’s ethnic group.  he IMI scale is 
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available in three different forms to assess levels of marginalization from family, friends, 

or their ethnicity as a whole. The IMI was normed on 386 male and female ethnic 

minority college students. Coefficient alpha was reported by Castillo et al. (2007) to be 

.82 for IMI-Family, .80 for IMI-Friends, and .82 for IMI-Ethnic Group. All IMI scales 

demonstrated adequate convergent validity when compared to other measures of 

acculturation and acculturation stress. Responses on the IMI range from 1 (does not 

apply) to 7 (extremely often).  Higher scores reflect increased amounts of marginalization 

experienced. For the purposes of this study, only the IMI-Ethnic Group scale was 

utilized. The IMI was administered at the time of the interview. Overall, the participants 

scored slightly higher than the norming sample, although the mean was within the 

standard deviation. A summary of the means and standard deviations obtained by the 

participants in this study in comparison to those obtained on the IMI norming sample can 

be found below in Table 4. 

 

Table 4: Comparison of IMI Results 

 

 

Source   N   Mean   Standard Deviation 

 

IMI                             386   32.26    12.20 

 

Current Study               23   40.09      9.81 

Note. IMI = Intragroup Marginalization Inventory 
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Mexican American Ideology Scale 

The Mexican American Ideology Scale (See Appendix D) is a 5-item, Likert style 

scale designed by the author to assist in the assessment of each participant’s ideology and 

approach to the acculturation process. Responses range from 1 (strongly agree) to 5 

(strongly disagree). This scale was developed with the intention to supplement data 

gathered during the interview process and assist in the examination of adaptive strategies. 

Therefore, this scale does not provide any scores and did not undergo any norming or 

quantitative analysis.  Responses were examined individually in conjunction with data 

obtained during the interview process.    summary of participants’ responses can be seen 

below in Table 5. 

 

Table 5: Mexican American Ideology Scale results 

 

Question         M SD  

 

(1 = Strongly Agree, 5 = Strongly Disagree) 

 

1. Mexican Americans need to assimilate in order to be successful.  3.13 1.18 

 

2. I consider myself to be more Mexican than American.   2.87 1.01 

 

3. I am equally comfortable around Anglo Americans as Mexican   2.26 1.39 

Americans. 

 

4. I believe Mexican Americans throughout history have been treated  1.74 1.18 

unfairly by the United States. 

 

5. I act differently when among White peers than I do when around  2.96 1.33 

Mexican American peers.    
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Data Analysis  

Coding and Analysis 

 All interviews were audio recorded for later review and analysis. Notes were 

taken following each interview in order to capture emerging themes and salient 

information. All portions of the interview relevant to the study were transcribed for 

analysis.  To analyze the data collected, the researcher used the constant comparison 

method first developed by Glaser and Strauss (1967) and later expanded by Lincoln and 

Guba (1985) and Maykut and Morehouse (1994). In line with the constant comparison 

method, the researcher alternated data collection and analysis in order to allow the 

emerging themes to help guide the research questions and the collection of data.  To help 

maintain the focus of the study, the researcher continually reviewed the purpose of the 

study and the original questions posed in order help guide the analysis and help track the 

direction of the study as it evolved.  

In general, the constant comparative method can be broken down into four steps: 

(a) inductive category coding; (b) refinement of categories; (c) exploration of 

relationships and patterns across categories; and (d) integration of data. In the first step of 

data analysis, the researcher searched through the initial data to identify units of meaning, 

a process called unitizing (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Units of meaning represent individual 

concepts used to describe or illustrate phenomenon (Strauss & Corbin, 1998) and should 

be easily understood in light of the focus of inquiry. As different units of meaning were 

established, those which shared similarities were grouped together in order to create 

categories. Once an initial category was created, each new unit of meaning was compared 
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with previously categorized units of meaning to investigate whether it fit with the 

category or whether a new category was required (Lincoln & Guba). During this process 

the researcher paid attention to any similarities and differences that helped refine 

categorization and later analysis. This process continued throughout the initial stages of 

coding with each identified unit of meaning. When the researcher encountered a unit of 

meaning that did not fit into other categories and did not seem salient enough to establish 

a new category, the researcher created a miscellaneous pile as suggested by Maykut and 

Morehouse (1994). Having a miscellaneous pile ensured that the units of meaning were 

available if the need arose to create an additional category later when new data was 

collected and analyzed. Throughout the initial stages of analysis, categories were 

continuously created, modified, and sometimes discarded in order to better capture or 

organize similarly-related units of meaning. Throughout the process, the researcher used 

a journal and discovery sheet to pose questions that arose as he conducted the study and 

analyzed the data. The discovery sheet allows a researcher to capture emerging themes, 

concepts, and patterns (Maykut & Morehouse). As the research process proceeds, the 

researcher is able to pose additional questions and slowly develop answers to these 

questions that are derived from the data collected.  

 The next step in the analysis was the refinement of categories created.  Rules of 

inclusion were established once categories had sufficient units of meaning 

(approximately 6-8) as recommended by Maykut and Morehouse (1994). The basis for 

establishing the rules derived from an examination of the units of meaning within each 

category. Lincoln and Guba (1985; as cited in Maykut & Morehouse) suggested writing 



 

70 

 

the rules of inclusion as propositional statements in order to help facilitate learning about 

the phenomenon you are studying.  aykut and  orehouse state, “Rule writing is more 

than a restating of the category name. You are not simply stating what kinds of data cards 

are in the category, but what statement of fact you tentatively propose, based on your data 

(p.140 .”  s with the previous step, similar characteristics were identified among the 

units of meaning. Once categories were established, the researcher compared existing 

categories to examine any overlaps or commonalities. If any commonalities existed, the 

researcher modified or combined categories.  

 In the third step of the constant comparison method the researcher explored 

relationships and patterns across categories. At this point the researcher created 

propositional statements that formed the inclusion criteria for different categories. The 

researcher used these propositional statements to better understand their contribution to 

the focus of inquiry and to determine whether relationships existed. According to Maykut 

and Morehouse (1994), some propositional statements, when examined to other 

propositional statements, have established relationships while others are able to stand 

alone. As the study proceeded, the researcher continuously used the emerging data to 

help guide future data collection. Research continued until the relationships and 

explanations of the phenomenon being studied became clear. 

 The final step involved the integration of all the data in order to formulate a 

cohesive narrative representative of the data collected in relation to the focus of inquiry. 

This process involved the organization of the data collected and the identification of 

specific examples to highlight the findings.  
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 In examination of potential strategy groups in comparison to ones obtained by 

Carter (2006), the researcher created individual participant profile sheets that 

incorporated each participant’s responses to the I I, typology identified on the  RS  -

II, and scores on scale 2 (marginalization scale) of the ARMSA-II. Responses provided 

during the interview process to questions regarding their views on acculturation and 

strategies utilized in bicultural environments were also included. The researcher then 

analyzed each participant profile in comparison to each other and in comparison to those 

derived by Carter (2006).  

Quantitative Analysis 

 Quantitative analyses were used as a secondary means of analysis. Descriptive 

statistics were calculated for participants’ scores obtained on the  RS  -II and IMI in 

order to compare to the scores obtained by the norming samples of each measure 

respectively.  dditionally, Pearson correlations were conducted between the participants’ 

scores on the IMI and the ARSMA-II, specifically examining the relationship between 

scores obtained on the American Orientations Scale and Mexican Orientation Scale to the 

degree of marginalization experienced among intragroup members. The results obtained 

were used in order to support and supplement the qualitative findings. 

Provision of Trustworthiness 

Triangulation  

 The issue of trustworthiness is essential to qualitative research and one thoroughly  
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covered by Lincoln and Guba (1985). In their attempt to improve the trustworthiness of a 

qualitative study Lincoln and Guba identify multiple means in which to strengthen the 

credibility of one’s study.  One such method is a concept called triangulation. 

Triangulation utilizes multiple methods of data collection in order to ensure the 

credibility of the findings reported. In the present study, multiple methods of data 

collection (interview, questionnaires, and journal notes) were employed to support the 

overall findings and to strengthen the credibility of this study. 

Debriefing 

 According to Lincoln and Guba (1985), another means of adding to the credibility 

of a qualitative study is through a process called debriefing. The debriefing process 

entails meeting with a peer(s) to discuss the meanings established from the data, explore 

potential biases in the interpretations of the findings, address methodological concerns, 

and to help clear the thought processes of the researcher who is many times overwhelmed 

by the data. In regards to the present study, the primary researcher utilized debriefing at 

several points during the research process with his dissertation supervisor and committee 

members. These members are both experts in Mexican American culture and qualitative 

research. Once data was collected and analyzed, the researcher again met with his 

supervisor, committee members, and additional experts in Mexican American culture to 

discuss the findings and ensure validity of the findings. 
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Transferability 

 External validity in qualitative research is often viewed differently to that of 

traditional research. Transferability, in qualitative research involves the use of hypotheses 

and the development of “thick descriptions” about the time and conte t of findings to 

allows for others interested in making generalizations about a study to the one being 

compared (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). In order to fulfill this criterion, Lincoln and Guba 

suggest incorporating a wide array of information for those interested in making 

judgments of transferability. The present study includes both qualitative and quantitative 

data that provides detailed information regarding the participants in this study. Participant 

profiles were also created that contained all data specific to that person for analysis on a 

case-by-case basis. 

Audit Trail 

 Lincoln and Guba (1985) suggest creating an audit trail in order to allow 

interested parties to test the conformability of research findings. In fulfillment of these 

criteria, the researcher preserved the original audio recording, interview transcripts, 

coded transcripts, journal notes, and information relevant to the creation of coding 

categories and working hypotheses. Participant profile sheets were created with both 

quantitative and qualitative data relevant to each participant. Original questionnaires 

utilized during data collection were also maintained.  
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Researcher 

 In qualitative research, the researcher serves as the primary instrument in data 

collection. With such an extensive role, it is important to disclose the information 

regarding the personal values, assumptions, and biases prior to conducting the study 

(Creswell, 2003). The principal researcher is a 33-year-old Mexican American, bilingual 

male who was raised in a predominately Mexican American neighborhood in San 

Antonio, Texas. Having attended schools with majority Mexican American populations, 

he witnessed many instances of marginalization that occurred due to pressures to conform 

both from Mexican Americans and White Americans. Several instances were also 

observed in which individuals were accused of acting White for displaying behaviors that 

were perceived as being uncommon to Mexican American culture. Furthermore, the 

researcher has himself experienced difficulty in adapting to and navigating areas where 

mainstream cultural values are dominant, such as in educational and work settings. 

Similar to what has been described in the literature, the researcher at many times found 

himself contemplating how best to approach bicultural contexts and experienced firsthand 

the perceptions that resulted from his method of approaching bicultural contexts. 

The researcher has long shown interest in this particular area of research that even 

predated his exposure to existing research on the topic. The researcher has sought many 

experiences to learn about topics related to minority cultures and disadvantaged 

populations, whether through direct practice or in education.  The researcher also has 

favored interpersonal and systemic approaches in his psychology training. Taken 

together, the possibility exists for potential bias in the analysis and interpretation of the 
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data, although numerous measures, previously identified, were taken to ensure that any 

such occurrence would be greatly reduced.  
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CHAPTER 4: Results 

This study was conducted with the goal of trying to better understand Mexican 

 merican university students’ perceptions of the pressures they face among their same-

ethnicity and White American peers. To further comprehend the pressures they faced, the 

researcher attempted to explore possible contributing factors (such as systemic and 

community) that may have exacerbated their experiences. This study also explored the 

methods by which they attempted to negotiate their bicultural environments while in the 

pursuit of success in comparison to the methods discovered by Carter (2006), namely the 

cultural straddlers, cultural mainstreamers, and noncompliant believers. Given the aim of 

this study the researcher utilized the following research questions: (1) What are Mexican 

American university students’ perceptions of the pressures they face among their same-

ethnicity peers? What factors contribute to these pressures? (2) What are Mexican 

American university students’ perceptions of the pressures they face among their  hite 

American peers? What factors contribute to these pressures? (3) How do Mexican 

American university students negotiate bicultural (White American and same-ethnicity) 

environments in their pursuit of success? Are their approaches similar to the cultural 

straddlers, cultural mainstreamers, and noncompliant believers discovered by Carter 

(2006)?  

 During the course of the study it became apparent that many participants faced 

pressures among both cultures that did not occur solely during the course of interpersonal 

interactions. Instead, many were aware (whether consciously or subconsciously) of the 

demands that they could face among both cultures in their environments that might 
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contribute to being marginalized and used this information proactively to help guide their 

approach in multiple settings, sometimes in the absence of their same-ethnicity or White 

peers. As such, it was sometimes seen that participants were motivated to circumvent 

both pressures in their environments, with most attempting to balance these pressures 

while preserving their identity. Despite the recognition of the pressures they faced among 

both cultures, many experienced these pressures to varying degrees and were uniquely 

influenced by each based on their background experiences and belief systems. Given the 

complexity of the pressures they faced and the uniqueness of their backgrounds and 

perspectives, it was sometimes difficult to isolate what pressures they faced among either 

ethnicity without equal consideration of the opposing demands faced from the other. 

With this in mind, the reader should be mindful that for many of the participant’s 

experiences, the pressures they faced from both cultures were influential in how they 

approached their environments and with the subsequent distress they experienced. 

This chapter was organized in such a way as to allow the researcher to address 

each research question.  he first section provides some conte t of the participants’ 

backgrounds, the university they were attending at the time of the interviews, and the role 

that both their background and university setting played in their experiences. The second 

section addresses the first research question regarding the pressures they experienced 

when among their White American peers. The third section addresses the next research 

question regarding the pressures the participants faced among their same-ethnicity peers. 

The fourth section addresses the third research question regarding the methods by which 

the participants negotiated their environments when among their same-ethnicity and 
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White peers in response to the demands they faced. The fifth section presents the findings 

that were discovered in relation to the opposing demands that many participants faced. 

The final section presents a model designed to capture the findings discovered described 

by the participants.  

Background 

Communities and Schools. 

 In order to better understand participants’ accounts of their experiences, one must 

understand where they came from and the setting of the interviews themselves. While 

everyone’s e perience is influenced by their individual conte ts, the similarities and 

differences of the participants’ histories played a role in the ease of their transition to an 

institute of higher learning. More important, these individual histories influenced how 

they negotiated bicultural contexts. What follows is a broad description of the 

participants’ backgrounds and the university in which they were enrolled at the time of 

the interview.   

 Of the 23 participants interviewed, 20 were born and raised in the state of Texas 

(one was born in Texas but lived part of her life in Mexico), and two lived the majority of 

their lives in other states. Texas had a population of more than 25 million in 2011 (Texas 

Department of State Health Services, 2011); over 10 million were Hispanic and over 11 

million were classified as Anglo. While the statistics suggest a somewhat balanced 

makeup of the population, many participants had limited contact with White American 

culture or peers. In fact, of the 23 participants, 13 reported being raised in neighborhoods 
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comprised mostly of individuals of Mexican descent and attending schools in which 

minorities, particularly those of Mexican descent, were the predominant ethnicity. Many 

of their communities were in close proximity to the U.S.–Mexican border, which is 

largely populated by people of Mexican descent. One of the participants, Lisa, summed 

up her experience, which was consistent with many others: 

All of the schools I went to were like 99% Hispanic . . . it was your typical 

Mexican community, you know you never really see a lot of White people. I 

never really interacted with anyone other than my race . . . except when my dad 

was in [large metropolitan city in the Midwest] and we would go up there and 

visit him, like our neighbors were like Black and . . . not White but like Puerto 

Rican or something. 

 While the ethnic makeup of the participants’ communities and schools varied, 

their level of interaction with White American peers, specifically friendships, also 

conveyed the limited intergroup experiences. Specifically, on the ARSMA-II, 15 

participants indicated minimal friendships (rated as not at all or very little) with peers of 

Anglo origin (terminology used on ARSMA-II) when growing up. In contrast, only three 

participants reported minimal friendships with Mexican American peers growing up.  

Overall, a majority of participants reported having limited contact or friendships 

with White Americans, instead having contact mostly with individuals of their own 

ethnicity. Given the majority of their backgrounds, namely the limited intergroup contact, 

their experiences appeared influential with the pressures and subsequent distress they 

would experience among Whites.  
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The University Setting. 

 The University of Texas at Austin is located in central Texas and in 2011 was 

home to approximately 51,000 undergraduate and graduate students. Of the total student 

body, 51% were White-only students, while Hispanics (any combination) represented 

approximately 17%. Approximately 80% of the student body was comprised of in-state 

residents, while approximately 11% was classified as out-of-state (University of Texas at 

Austin, 2012). Transitioning to a university with an ethnic makeup different from their 

hometowns gave minority students opportunities to be exposed to different cultures, 

particularly with Whites. As a result, in contrast to their reported friendships with 

individuals of Anglo origin growing up, only seven participants rated their friendships as 

minimal (again representing those who rated their friendships as none at all or very little), 

indicating that many of the participants had since increased the number of friendships 

with Whites, and thus gained more exposure to White American culture. For many 

participants, their transition to the university was their first experience in an environment 

in which their White American peers significantly outnumbered them, an environment to 

which they would have to adapt. 

Transition to University 

 While the transition to a university setting is undeniably difficult, for those who 

described themselves as having minimal previous intergroup experiences, their level of 

“shock” upon entering the university setting was pronounced. Several participants (n = 

11) reported experiencing some level of culture shock or difficulty upon entering the 
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university, in large part because of it being their first experience of immersion in a 

diverse setting; for some, it was their first experience of being a minority in a setting 

largely populated by Whites. José describes his experience of being immersed in a 

predominantly White culture: 

 Interviewer: Do you ever feel uncomfortable? 

José: I didn’t grow up around a lot of  hite people . . . I mean I can be 

comfortable but there are certain times when I feel out of place you know. Most 

of the time they can sense that and they will try and make me feel more 

comfortable, especially if they know the way I grew up. . . . I get very self-

conscious about the things I say or do or I’ll just get weirded out by the stuff that 

they do . . . it is just like alien to me so just another barrier there. 

Jośe described the inherent difficulty of trying to learn the norms of a different culture, 

especially without the experience to draw from.  

Similar to José, Lupe described her previous environment in stark contrast to her 

new setting: “over there [hometown] you would see one and it would be oh wow there is 

a  hite guy, I wonder where he is from?” Lupe said that the change to a majority  hite 

population made her feel that she stuck out among others, adding to her distress. Selena 

similarly described walking into a majority- hite class, stating, “I am like wow there is a 

lot of Caucasians in here and I am the minority in here.” Several participants found 

themselves longing for the interactions with fellow Mexican Americans. Marcos reported 

that he missed being with others who shared similar thoughts, even something as simple 

as wanting to get a “raspa” (snow cone . Lisa, when she described her battle to separate 
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herself from previous behaviors, reported, “I was raised with a bunch of  e icans so I 

just want to say something in Spanish and they are not gonna understand it and I’ll be 

like oops.” Ashley voiced similar concerns when she discussed her difficulty fitting in 

and adjusting to the university setting in comparison to her experience in high school: 

Interviewer: Did you fit in at school? 

Ashley: Oh yeah . . . yeah, yeah. 

Interviewer: What was the ethnic composition of your school? 

Ashley: Mexican American . . . the majority. 

Interviewer: Do you think that has anything to do with it? 

Ashley: Yeah, probably, because I do have a lot of Mexican American friends, 

and over here there is not that many of us here. . . . Even though I do not speak 

Spanish, it is still like I am around it, I am used to it, I’m used to the music.  

These students who had difficulty adjusting to the change in demographics and 

their minority status experienced increased levels of discomfort. This was offset by the 

increased comfort levels that several participants noted when they were in their Mexican 

American Studies classes, because of being among more same-ethnicity peers. For 

example, Victor, in noting the differences when he entered a class populated by Mexican 

Americans as opposed to Whites, reported that his mindset changed and his pride 

increased. Lisa reported an increase in her willingness to socialize and less preoccupation 

about interacting with others. Most who experienced difficult transitions agreed that they 

observed changes in their level of comfort, which affected how they engaged socially.  
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Further indicating how previous experience affects participants’ ability to 

transition to the university setting, those who had prior experiences of diversity, 

particularly with Whites, reported lower levels of discomfort. Those few who had 

experienced diversity directly attributed those experiences to having less difficulty 

transitioning into a university that was predominantly White. One such individual, James, 

used his previous experiences in advanced placement classes in his transition: 

Interviewer: How did you adapt to the university being the minority here? 

James: I think it was easy because I . . . was in the advanced classes and kind of 

assimilated with certain people and kind of already being the minority in those 

classes, so academically and even socially because of that . . . because I made 

friends who weren’t specifically only  e ican. 

James drew upon his experiences in high school to help him transition to the university 

and subsequently did not experience as much distress as others.  

Lilly also benefitted from experiences of diversity as a result of her school’s 

integration policy to create a more diverse environment for their students. Before her 

school’s attempt to integrate, Lilly was accustomed to being surrounded by same-

ethnicity peers who were “e actly like me,” describing their similarities as being 

predominantly Spanish speakers and growing up in similar economic/social conditions. 

Once the “ nglo rich kids” and the “poor  e ican ones” were mi ed, Lilly said,  

At first it was hard . . . for everyone and this was just recently but the interaction 

really helped me. Especially if that hadn’t happened, I probably would not be at 

UT [University of Texas] because . . . their values were very different from ours 
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so I never expected to get out of the [region] but they put that expectation in me 

and, well, I’m here.  nd we did stuff for them too. 

Victor also benefitted from his school’s attempt to create a diverse setting with 

multiple ethnicities. Although he said he still had trouble being comfortable around his 

White peers, he believed his previous interaction with people from diverse cultures 

helped him “get used to being around different types of people.” Vicky found her 

transition to the university was easier because she previously attended community college 

and had made friendships with White students who shared many of her interests. Wes 

found his transition to the university less distressful because he had lived in a 

predominantly White city in the western part of the United States.  

Overall, several (n = 11) participants reported that their transition to the university 

was at times difficult because the demographic makeup of the university highlighted their 

minority status and sometimes differed from the communities they were raised in. Each 

participant’s background e perience, namely the amount of exposure to same-ethnicity 

and White peers, appeared influential in their transition to the university.  Most who grew 

up in predominantly Mexican American neighborhoods experienced shock when they 

entered a predominantly White university, highlighting their new minority status. In 

contrast, the few who had previous exposure to White culture reported less distress with 

their transition since they were able to draw from their experience.  
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Overcoming Negative Perceptions among White American Peers 

An Inferior and Marginalized Ethnicity 

  Many participants reported increased levels of discomfort when among their 

White peers in comparison to peers of Mexican descent, which could not be explained 

solely on the basis of their backgrounds. Specifically, most of the participants reported 

experiences in which they were preoccupied with how they were viewed by their White 

peers, even among those who enjoyed friendships with White peers and had previous 

exposure to White American culture. Their distress sometimes influenced the manner in 

which they participated or interacted when among their White peers, and many reported 

feeling pressured. For example, Ashley said she felt uncomfortable around White peers 

and made efforts to hide information about her background. Lupe, when asked about her 

difficulties associating with her White peers reported, “I wouldn’t feel comfortable,” 

noting that “I watch more about what I say or the way I speak.” Selena said “I don’t feel I 

can express myself,” and so was less willing to speak out when in a majority-White 

classroom, describing herself as “very cautious.” Similar to others, Stacy reported, “I am 

not as comfortable talking to them. I hold back”; and Victor acknowledged being “self-

conscious” among his  hite peers, adding proof that many of the participants 

experienced distress when among their White peers.  

 Adding further support to the phenomenon were the reports by two participants 

who, because of their white complexions, found that many times fellow Mexican 

Americans acted differently when around them until they discovered their cultural 

heritage. One of those participants, Wes, e plained: “I have seen many differences in the 
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way that people interact with me when they first see me and they don’t know that my last 

name is ‘Veracruz.’” He reported that  e ican  mericans would sometimes make 

assumptions about him because “people say that I look very  nglo.” His appearance 

often appeared to influence how Mexican Americans approached him, which would 

immediately change once they learned of his ethnicity, signifying their tendency to be 

guarded when they believed he was White. José also noted that Mexican Americans 

approached him differently because of the belief he was White. He described his 

experience as follows: 

José: It’s weird but I would say that once people realize that I’m  e ican 

American, they kind of start treating me a little differently . . . depending on the 

ethnicity of who they are, they seem like oh ok I can let my guard down.  

Interviewer: Who tends to let their guard down?  

José: Mostly Hispanic friends of mine. They are like ok cool we can like chill out 

now . . . we don’t have to be all uptight. 

So what could be the cause of such preoccupations and the resultant manner in 

which participants approached intergroup situations? As previously established, those 

who did not have extensive experiences with White peers or culture often had some 

difficulty adjusting to the new culture. However, participants did not come from a 

uniform background with limited intergroup experiences. Yet several who did have 

experiences of diversity also acknowledged a degree of distress or self-consciousness, 

although in general it appeared less intense. Despite the wide range of individual 

characteristics and strengths, most participants shared a degree of distress and 
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preoccupation when among their White peers that was related to being of Mexican 

descent. 

 Participants’ belief that their ethnicity was regarded as inferior and marginalized 

in America emerged as one significant finding of the study. This belief appeared to 

underlie many of the pressures participants described experiencing. The majority of 

participants (n = 21) reported that Mexican Americans are often relegated to a lower 

status and lack power in comparison to other cultures. María summed up her sense of 

cultural hierarchy in America as “ hite people at the top and everybody else below.” 

Cleto shared a similar perspective, stating, “The American way is the way to be. I think 

Mexican Americans fall around the middle. Obviously  hite people are at the top.” José 

added, “I would definitely put  nglo culture at the top of course and even  frican 

American above Hispanic culture . . . as a whole I think Hispanics are probably in the 

bottom.” Despite the grim outlook shared by some, other participants said they were 

optimistic about the potential for Mexican Americans and noted their improvement in 

social mobility. Both Cameron and Susana indicated that they believed Mexican 

 mericans’ power had increased over the years, mainly because of their population 

growth. Others felt that, while the potential for power e isted,  e ican  mericans’ 

power was often unrealized. For example, Lee stated, “As far as Mexican people as a 

whole I think we have a lot of power but they just don’t realize they have this power.” 

Selena summarized many of these views: 

I think that we are definitely lacking in power but I know the potential is there. 

But I guess maybe it is hard for us to take a risk because of how . . . I guess we 



 

88 

 

sometimes internalize certain feelings that we are inferior or because we are 

labeled as minorities. 

Regardless of their different beliefs of how Mexican Americans were regarded and the 

amount of power they had in society, common to all reports was the belief that, in 

comparison to White culture, Mexican Americans were relegated to a lower social 

standing.  

In addition to the perception of lower social standing and marginalization, 

participants overwhelmingly said that Mexican Americans were treated unfairly. In 

response to one of the questions provided on the MAIS (see Table 3.4), 15 out of 23 

participants indicated that they strongly agreed with the statement regarding unfair 

treatment.  Given these findings there appeared to be a strong relationship between the 

discomfort many were reporting among their White peers and the belief that their 

ethnicity was regarded as inferior and unaccepted.  

The Power of Stereotypes 

 nother influential factor that appeared strongly related to participants’ perceived 

lower standing in comparison to Whites was the belief that they were stereotyped because 

of their ethnicity. In fact, 18 of the 23 participants reported that they believed Mexican 

Americans had to overcome the negative stereotypes attributed to their ethnicity when 

among their White peers. Among those, 14 participants reported experiencing varying 

levels of preoccupation among their White peers due to concerns of how they might be 

viewed. For many, their distress often occurred in the university setting, particularly in 

class and when they were engaged in various social activities. As described earlier, the 
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demographics of the university and most individual classrooms, which included few 

same-ethnicity peers, made several participants preoccupied with their minority status. 

Victor, who had previous experience of diversity, reported having benefitted from diverse 

experiences, found the adjustment to the university less difficult than most. Yet he, too, 

acknowledged the pressures of being a Mexican American at the university and found 

himself at times concerned with how he might be regarded by his White peers. He stated: 

[I] feel like I fit in because I know the university is so diverse, so it is not 

something like new to anyone like wow it’s a  e ican. I’d lie if I said it doesn’t 

cross my mind. If I walk into a majority White class and I noticed that, like I do 

kind of get self-conscious as far as like I wonder what these people think when 

they see me. Do they wonder if I am up to par like someone that is smarter, you 

know or just as intelligent. 

Despite expressing a higher degree of comfort than other participants, Victor still 

acknowledged the concerns he experienced when among his White peers, specifically 

that others might question his cognitive abilities because of this ethnicity. 

Lisa, who reported limited previous exposure to Whites, experienced more 

distress in her predominantly White classrooms. She sometimes felt very anxious and 

purposely limited her interactions with others as a means of coping with her 

preoccupations. When questioned about her reasons for doing so, she reported: 

Lisa: Cause I don’t want to sound dumb.  hey’ll refer to me as the dumb 

 e ican I feel. I mean there is one in every class, I know and I don’t want to be 

that person.  
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Interviewer: Do you think they would think that if you voiced your opinions? 

Lisa: Probably. 

Interviewer: Why is that? 

Lisa: Because I do not know if I am right or wrong (unintelligible) because I 

don’t know. I’ll just keep it to myself. 

Interviewer: Why do you think they would think that about you? 

Lisa: I don’t know, because I’m  e ican. 

Interviewer: So you think there is a stereotype? 

 Lisa: Yeah, definitely. 

Interviewer: Have you ever experienced that before? 

Lisa: I have. 

Like Victor and Lisa, many participants were concerned about how they were viewed 

intellectually mostly because of their ethnicity.  

Many participants believed that their apprehension about approaching or engaging 

White peers resulted from the fear they might be judged negatively in terms of the many 

existing stereotypes. Of the stereotypes discussed, many participants believed (n = 11) 

they characterized them as having inferior abilities, specifically intellectually, compared 

with their White peers. For Lupe, her apprehension around White peers was a fear of the 

unknown. Like others, she found herself being mindful of what she said and limiting her 

contact as a coping strategy to decrease the chance that she might be judged. In her view, 

by avoiding interactions with others, she was able to protect herself from the inevitable 

association with her ethnicity that would have resulted because of her accent. In her 
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mind, if her White peers picked up the accent, they might have then identified her as 

being from Mexico, which may have spiraled to other associations with that label. 

Specifically, she believed if they labeled her Mexican, they then might have concluded 

she was from “lower resources” and they might have learned of her family’s working 

class status. In all, she believed it may have resulted in their belief that, as she put it, “she 

might not think smart or she does not have the capability.” Based on limited intergroup 

experiences, she faced a less than ideal situation in which her beliefs guided her 

interactions. Her avoidant strategy, in the end, was based on the fear of being rejected, 

which was captured by the following statement: “just the fact that they would judge me 

before knowing me, to me that kind of scares me.”  

Jimmy also described himself examining, and more importantly, adjusting the 

manner in which he spoke when among his White peers to reduce the chance that he 

might be viewed as inferior.  

Interviewer: Do you ever try to incorporate more behaviors that resemble Anglo 

culture?  

Jimmy: Sometimes I mean . . . just dress well when I go out and speak proper. 

Interviewer:  nd you don’t find that pressure speaking with  e ican 

Americans? 

Jimmy: Not really. 

Interviewer: Why is that? 

Jimmy: I don’t know, I guess ‘cause . . . I don’t want them to think I am stupid or 

something. I’m not like a  e ican, from like who doesn’t have a education. 
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Interviewer: Do you think that you have to carry that stereotype? 

Jimmy: Yeah. I’m not going to give these people another reason to make fun of 

Mexicans. 

Interviewer: A lot of people have thought the same way; why do you think that 

pressure is on you and other Mexican Americans that come to school to not be 

viewed as the stereotype?  

Jimmy:  hey don’t wanna be made fun of pretty much.  e all go to school here. 

We all did the same SAT scores and like everything else needed to come to this 

school and we should feel equal. 

Like Lupe, Jimmy felt the pressure to distance himself from negative stereotypes of his 

ethnicity. Contrary to Lupe, he chose to cope with the pressure by adjusting the manner 

in which he engaged his White peers. 

Selena also found herself adjusting her way of speaking when among her White 

peers. Like many others, when among fellow Mexican Americans, she had no concern 

about how she would be regarded, but her concerns quickly reemerged when among 

White peers because of a fear that she might “make a mistake.”  hen asked what might 

happen if she did make a mistake when speaking to a White peer, she said, “I don’t know 

how their reaction would be, but I guess I would be a little, not scared but just conscious 

of maybe that they might think something of me.” Even though she had not had such an 

experience, she stated part of what contributed to her worries was that many of her White 

peers used a more extensive vocabulary in their conversations, thus potentially 

highlighting her inferior abilities. Stacy at times also feared that her ethnicity might be 
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associated with negative stereotypes. Yet she experienced these fears not with strangers, 

but with friends she had made at the university. Like others, she too held back when 

conversing with them to limit any chance that she might be judged. When asked about 

this tendency, she explained, “Especially when we talk about politics or news and current 

events, I don’t want to sound like an idiot so I kind of just keep my opinions to myself.” 

However, she feared a reaction that went beyond her lack of knowledge, that again 

brought up the topic of ethnicity. In the end, she feared that her peers might judge her, 

particularly if her views were associated with her ethnicity.  

Cleto also questioned his abilities in the past and how he was viewed by his White 

peers, and described his experience of this. 

Interviewer: Do you ever feel uncomfortable with White people in some 

environments?  

Cleto: Sometimes whenever it comes down to like…we are in schools sometimes 

and I feel like they know…it’s probably the case you know where you have your 

little discussions and there are all these White people and you sometimes just by 

how you are brought up you think oh they know what they are saying, they’re 

smarter than you but that’s not really the case. Sometimes you have those little 

thoughts about what if something that I discussed isn’t as important or isn’t as 

intellectual as what they say. 

Cleto reported instances of self-doubt in terms of stereotypes that his White peers were 

smarter. Like others before him, regardless of whether they found their thoughts to be 
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illogical, many believed that negative stereotypes were linked to their ethnicity and 

barriers they had to overcome.  

Regardless of the origins of their beliefs, what these participants’ e periences had 

in common was the sense that their ethnicity was negatively stereotyped or was regarded 

as inferior. In what seemed particularly tied to the context and specific time frame of the 

interviews, a small minority of participants said they believed White peers questioned 

their abilities due in part to a controversial university admission policy. Texas House Bill 

588 (1997), sometimes also referred to as the “top 10% rule,” was passed in 1997, 

guarantees admission to students in the state who performed in the top 10% of their 

respective high schools. Enacted to create a more diverse environment, the bill was and 

still is controversial because of the belief that students with higher qualifications are not 

admitted as a result of the limited admission spots available after “less qualified” (mostly 

minority) students are admitted under the policy (Graglia, 2012). The policy remained 

controversial at the time when the interviews took place and would later (after the 

interviews were conducted) be brought before the Supreme Court to decide on its 

constitutionality. 

While the majority of the participants did not specifically cite this policy when 

discussing their distress, a select few appeared directly affected by the controversy, 

feeling that it further contributed to questions about their abilities. Selena believed that 

the way she was viewed by her White peers was influenced by the criticisms of this 

policy, namely the belief that most minorities were admitted as a direct result of their 

ethnicity and not their abilities. She said: 
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Sometimes I feel like Caucasian people look at me and . . . I feel like I am not 

good enough or that the only reason I am here is because I was in the top 10% and 

not because I am smart or capable of doing things that they are.  

She included the role of media in the pressures she experienced, that her abilities were 

questioned as linked to the 10% rule. Regardless of the origin, she faced the pressure of 

being a minority, who because of her ethnic status was believed to be inferior. 

For some who previously expressed concerns that their abilities were questioned 

because of their ethnicity, they faced an additional burden of having to prove their worth 

because of the controversy surrounding this policy. Among his White peers, Cleto 

reported that he had to continually overcome negative perceptions of him by disproving 

others who doubted his abilities or as he put it, “prove myself.”  hen questioned further 

about what led to his need to prove himself to others, Cleto stated, “For example I 

graduated in the top 10% of my class and I got into UT but some of the people I know 

say, you got into UT because you are  e ican.” James, too, believed others doubted his 

abilities, specifically his White friends at the university:  

James: I do feel that I have to prove that I am  . . . intelligent and I made it this 

far because I work hard and not because you know . . . I didn’t just get into 

college because I was Mexican. 

Interviewer: Have you ever been accused of that before? 

James: I mean . . . with friends . . . like unfamiliar friends that jokingly will say 

whatever . . . affirmative action or minorities getting into college easier.  
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Interviewer: Do you feel that even though they are joking, you feel that it is 

common for White people to think that way? 

James: I feel sometimes there is an underlying tone of seriousness in that and it is 

kind of put off as a joke just to make light of it. 

The questions surrounding James’s abilities were influenced by the negative sentiment 

some of his White peers held toward the 10% rule, further adding to the burden that many 

of the participants faced. Participants repeatedly reported the belief that their White peers 

questioned their abilities as a result of their ethnicity, which was sometimes affected by 

the assumption that minorities at the university were admitted only because of their 

ethnicity and not their abilities. 

In addition to their self-doubts, and further reinforcing their belief that they were 

stereotyped as inferior, several participants felt that others had low expectations of them 

due in part to their ethnicity. Lisa felt burdened by her previous teachers’ low 

expectations of her, despite one particular teacher’s attempt to offer encouragement. Lisa 

described various reactions from her high school teachers when they learned she was 

going to The University of Texas: 

At first my teachers told me, why are you going to UT? One teacher did tell me, 

you know you are going to do great. . . . She was like I am very proud of you, you 

know you are going to do great, don’t let anyone tell you that you can’t. I had 

other teachers who would be like why, [local university] is right here. You know 

you don’t have to pay as much as it is right here close to home. I’m like, UT is 

like the best school in Texas, you know.  hey are like you’ll be back in a year. 
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You’re young, you just graduated from high school, you’ll be back in a year.  hat 

was really hard because when I did have a lot of difficulties my first year I was 

like, they are right. But I was like no, I am not going to even let it get to me and I 

end up making up for that first year and I mean it is just trying to prove them 

wrong that kept me going.  

Despite her desire to excel, others’ beliefs that she would be unable to achieve success 

reinforced her self-doubts during the times she struggled. However, she used others’ 

doubts to help motivate her, something that would also help others. Victor also reported 

difficulties because of his ethnicity: “I feel like I have overcome like the statistics like as 

far as being slated to have trouble graduating high school or especially making it into 

college so I think this is something I have to overcome.”  hese e amples highlight the 

pressures that several participants experienced in their environments and among their 

White peers, derived from stereotypes linked to their ethnicity. 

Cleto also found that his dreams of a quality education were questioned not only 

by his teachers and same-ethnicity peers, but also by family members who were skeptical 

of his goals, which he believed was because of his ethnicity. Cleto explained: 

Cleto: I think everyone has limitless opportunities in here in America. You know 

you can do whatever you want but there is that mentality that we have among our 

own people, we try to keep ourselves down. . . . For example, my own cousins 

would tell me, my own brother, my own brother he is a year younger than me . . . 

he is like you think you are going to UT, you can’t make it, you’re  e ican, you 

can’t go to UT, and things like that happen within our own family. 
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Interviewer: Did someone else ever question you besides your brother? 

Cleto: Oh yeah. I find this extremely common, being questioned about my 

decisions or thinking . . . people thinking I am not good enough to do certain 

things.  

Interviewer: From other Mexican Americans? 

Cleto: From everybody. 

Interviewer: Why do you think that they do that? 

Cleto: Well Americans do that because they generally view us as lazy and stuff 

like that. 

Interviewer: You get that from both sides? 

Cleto: Um-hmm 

Interviewer: Do you have an example from a White person? 

Cleto: Oh yeah, like I said right now I told people what you want to do when you 

grow up . . . first off I want to become a lawyer . . . but yeah later I said I want to 

go to UT and study at UT and everybody would just laugh, not just like one 

person. Everybody, even teachers would say let’s think about going to community 

college first and working our way up. No I am going to UT and graduate. 

Cleto, despite being among the top of his class, faced doubts from others about his goals 

due in part to his ethnicity. While most participants reported that they experienced 

distress among their  hite peers because of being stereotyped, Cleto’s e perience 

demonstrates obstacles that sometimes arose from their same-ethnicity peers. Many 

times, it appeared to the participants that they were not viewed solely by their individual 
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traits or capacities, but judged by the stereotypes or associations that existed with their 

ethnicity.  he stereotypes would not only lead to the participants’ belief that their 

abilities were questioned, but would also cause some to believe their social status was 

questioned as well.  

 Many of the preceding examples highlighted concerns or stereotypes regarding 

cognitive abilities. Additionally, many participants (n = 15) believed they faced other 

negative stereotypes of lower social standing. One negative stereotype involved the belief 

that people of Mexican descent were of lower socioeconomic status. Related to this was 

the characterization of individuals of Mexican descent as lazy and, for one participant, as 

thieves. Jimmy described this stereotypical view: “You’re poor, you’re lazy.” Daisy 

added a different descriptor that Mexican Americans are thought of as “ghetto.” Lilly did 

not find herself personally associated with being inferior but was aware that these 

negative perceptions existed. José was puzzled by what he saw as conflicting 

representations of people of Mexican ancestry:  

It’s funny, there is the stereotype of them being lazy but on the other hand they’re 

stereotyped as being the ones that want to do the jobs that no one else wants to do 

so it is a double standard I think. 

This exemplified the common view of people of Mexican descent as lazy and of working 

class status, despite the underlying positive attribute of occupying needed jobs. José went 

on to explain the conflicting message that many Mexican Americans receive, that they 

are e pected to “be a certain way,” in order to advance, but are relegated to positions that 

others are unwilling to accept, which limits their potential for growth. He added: 
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A lot of people view them as freeloaders, like mooching off the system, stuff like 

that . . . and I’ve seen some of that . . . but for the most part it is just people trying 

to get by and I think a lot of people feel like marginalized by the government and 

society . . .  

When asked whether he is preoccupied with being seen as inferior when among Whites, 

he said, “I think so. Sometimes I do. I think I feel like I have to live up to some of the 

e pectations they may have even though they may not have any at all.” 

All aspects of these stereotypes of Mexican American culture contributed to the 

preoccupations and pressures that many participants experienced when among their 

White peers. Vicky even found herself concerned that she might be discriminated against 

in applying for a job because of the stereotypes that might arise because of her “very 

 e ican” name, which might limit future opportunities. Ozarka believed that she had to 

overcome the ethnic stereotype of being lazy. Ozarka’s preoccupations occurred in her 

classes.  

Ozarka: When I walk into a White classroom I definitely feel like I have to stay 

on point and I cannot drop the ball and seem like I’m just lazy because of the 

stereotypes I think. 

Interviewer: You think that you are stereotyped that way? 

Ozarka: I feel like . . . not myself. I honestly feel like, it’s just I feel like I am 

always in the middle. I think the Mexican Americans, certain people view them as 

the typical stereotype . . . lazy, drunks, you know, not really going anywhere.  
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While Ozarka described the pressures many Mexican Americans faced, she also said that 

disproving the stereotypes motivated her. 

The majority of participants (n = 21) believed that their culture was perceived as 

inferior and linked with many negative stereotypes. Many of the participants (n = 18) 

believed they faced the burden of having to overcome these characterizations, particularly 

among their White peers, causing many (n = 14) varying degrees of distress for fear of 

being judged. Sometimes focused on their cognitive abilities, other times involving their 

socioeconomic backgrounds, all stereotypes reported were uniform in their negative 

characterization of Mexican Americans and their perceived lower social standing.  

Negative Experiences and the Reinforcement of Their Beliefs 

Many participants reported that they had to overcome the negative stereotypes 

and the negative view of their culture that often times contributed to the discomfort they 

experienced among their White peers. Their apprehension was exacerbated by 

experiences that they or others endured that they believed communicated a sense of lower 

standing, lack of acceptance, and judgment because of their ethnicity. While not true for 

all participants, a strong majority (n = 19) reported that they themselves or family 

members had an experience that involved discrimination, prejudice, or stereotypes, 

contributing to their belief that they were marginalized because of their ethnicity. The 

participants’ current university environment highlighted their minority status; aside from 

just being different from their majority-White peers, the most distressful aspect of being a 

minority appeared to be the belief that they were stereotyped as inferior, many times 

adding to the sense that they were not accepted. Simply being different may be distressful 
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to some, but when coupled with the belief that they were not accepted because of such 

difference, the pressures reported by the participants became all the more clear. Given 

that combination, many experienced distress when they felt their ethnicity was at the 

center of their interactions, believing it influenced how they were viewed and even 

judged.  

For some, their distress arose when their peers made comments linking them to 

stereotypes associated with their ethnicity. In these cases, the comments appeared to 

reinforce participants’ belief that they were viewed in terms of their ethnicity, and that 

the ethnicity was viewed negatively. For example, Ashley was sometimes concerned with 

how others might view her because of the fear that she might be made fun of because of 

her ethnicity. In exploring her concerns, she noted times in which some of her White 

peers had made racial jokes such as suggesting that they go eat at Taco Bell, distressing 

her because of her lack of certainty about what they were trying to convey. While said by 

a friend in a playful manner, she found herself at times preoccupied with whether she 

would be stereotyped again. Stacy also described a situation involving a racial joke that 

resulted in her questioning the intent of the person:  

Stacy: I had a couple of friends moving here and they were like so let’s go to 

Taco Bell and get some burritos (starts laughing) . . . no, they mostly said it joking 

but sometimes you wonder.  

 Interviewer: Did it bother you a bit? 

 Stacy: Just a tad. 

Interviewer: What was going on in your mind?  
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Stacy: Like I said, I was just wondering are they really serious or are they just 

poking fun. 

Interviewer: Do you think that happens a lot with Anglos? 

Stacy: Yeah it does. 

Despite their friendships, Ashley and Stacy felt discomfort because of concerns about 

their peers’ underlying beliefs and their possible negative associations because of 

ethnicity. Both Jimmy and Lee also reported that their ethnicity sometimes elicited racial 

jokes from their  hite peers, such as “you’re dirty” or you “eat beans,” although these 

exchanges were sometimes intended lightheartedly. While it is doubtful that the above-

described e periences were the main cause of participants’ distress, these instances did 

apparently reinforce the belief among many that they were viewed differently because of 

their ethnicity, even among friends.  

  Other participants reported experiences, not with friends, but strangers, which 

they believed conveyed their status as a marginalized ethnicity, for which they were 

being judged. For example, while not involving a specific stereotype, Lilly was bothered 

by the manner in which some chose to interact with her based on her ethnicity. When 

asked if she had previously experienced any instances of discrimination she stated: 

Not explicitly, but I think I felt some implicit discrimination. . . . Even when 

people try to say like hey señorita, you know.  hey don’t do it in a mean way and 

they really don’t want to offend, I understand that but I think it is just inherent 

racism in the United States.  
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Lilly believed that her ethnicity elicited instances of discrimination and racism when 

interacting with her White peers that communicated that she was viewed in terms of her 

ethnicity and seen as different.   

In a different example, Ozarka believed that her White peers avoided sitting next 

to her in her classes because of her ethnicity. She stated, “usually the Mexican American 

students will sit with me and the White kids won’t and if they do it is because there is no 

more seats.”  his reinforced her belief that her ethnicity was not accepted. Ozarka also 

recalled when she and her Mexican American friend were questioned by a bookstore 

owner on campus, because, they believed, the owner suspected they were purchasing 

books with the sole intent to resell them for profit. While no specific reference to her 

ethnicity was made during their exchange, Ozarka thought it was a contributing factor 

that led to the owner confronting them. These experiences caused her to believe her 

ethnicity negatively influenced how she was seen and was not accepted.  

 In the examples just provided, the motives of others were not known but left the 

participants reflecting on and interpreting what they experienced. In the following 

examples, others made clear their beliefs that the participants’ ethnicity or characteristics 

associated with it were not viewed positively or accepted. Jimmy reported sometimes 

overhearing offensive racial jokes while on campus, with little indication that they were 

said in a playful manner. He said it was “mostly like the frat guys and stuff like that. Over 

here, like them joking, they joke around and stuff about  e ican and Black people.” 

Jimmy believed that these negative ethnic views contributed to barriers that Mexican 

Americans faced in the university setting, since many felt unaccepted. 
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Vicky believed that she was the object of many Mexican American stereotypes. 

She explained how her experiences have contributed to her belief that Mexican 

Americans are viewed negatively and not accepted:  

Vicky: It’s just like that, it’s the attitude surrounding me about  e ican 

Americans sort of thing that makes you want to dissociate myself with it. I think it 

is probably like the whole kind of ignorant, kind of lazy, why don’t they learn 

English. . . . I definitely had people around me that voiced those opinions and 

mainly it was at work, in my experiences being on the other side of town. . . . Like 

I heard the word spic for the first time and . . . the whole wetback jokes, just kind 

of . . . not directed towards me but . . .  

Interviewer: How did you cope with that, knowing your origins? 

Vicky: I never said anything, you know. I just . . . I definitely didn’t agree but I 

just never voiced anything and like I said I didn’t associate myself with any of 

them [Mexican Americans] and now it’s completely different. 

 nother of Vicky’s bosses used to “call me her  hite  e ican because I didn’t act 

Mexican.” In both instances, the underlying message she received was that her ethnicity 

was sometimes viewed negatively and not fully accepted by her White peers. At that 

time, she experienced pressure to distance herself from her ethnicity. However, she 

ultimately regretted this: “It’s like what’s wrong with being  e ican  merican? Has that 

become stigmatized? It’s like I’m proud of who I am.” 

 Others similarly believed that they were not accepted because of the intolerance 

among White peers because of their differences. Being of Mexican American descent, 
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many participants were fluent in Spanish. Even for those who were limited in their 

fluency, Spanish was something they said was central to their ethnicity. However, some 

found that using their native language was not always viewed positively by their White 

peers and sometimes directly questioned. These experiences appeared to again reinforce 

the belief that they were viewed negatively and not accepted. Despite not being a direct 

recipient of a negative interaction, Jimmy found himself particularly disturbed by the 

intolerance displayed toward other minorities. He recalled being on a bus with two White 

men, when a group of like Middle-Eastern Americans boarded, speaking their native  

language. “I heard them say, um well this is America, speak English here.” Even though 

their comments weren’t directed at him, Jimmy said he “felt threatened.” While not 

directly involving Jimmy, the comments directed toward other minorities reinforced the 

belief that ethnic minorities were not accepted and appeared to offer proof that he too 

might be judged because of his ethnicity.  

For another participant, Cleto, there was no need for him to interpret someone 

else’s experience.  One individual directly conveyed negative regard for individuals of 

Mexican descent when Cleto spoke Spanish.  

I used to work at [fast food restaurant] when I was in high school and I would talk 

Spanish because all of the cooks back there talked Spanish and I had a guy come 

up to me and say hey man, some stupid  e ico stuff, he’s  e ican you know, 

this is America you know, use English, stop using that Spanish wetback and stuff. 

And I went back to him and said excuse me sir, I understand English perfectly 

well but I just choose to communicate in Spanish with my peers right now, thank 
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you very much. He just had this look on his face like this guy is eloquent you 

know and he just kind of left me alone. Until people get to know who you are you 

are just going to be judged by your color.  

While obviously not something participants experienced on a daily basis, negative 

experiences such as these appeared to provide the necessary evidence to many 

participants that they needed to be mindful of the stereotypes and experiences they might 

encounter as a consequence of their ethnicity. 

 María and her Mexican American peers were also confronted because of their use 

of Spanish, this time by a group of White females. As with Cleto, María and her friends 

were speaking in Spanish and also were told, “ e’re in  merica, we don’t speak 

Spanish.”  aría told the interviewer, “She kept on telling us and we were just sitting 

there like we are not going to step down to her level and tell her off.”  any participants 

communicated the belief that Mexican culture continued to be marginalized and that their 

differences were not tolerated. 

 Interviewees reported that these negative views toward their ethnicity were the 

most salient pressure they had to overcome in their university setting. While many were 

affected by their own experiences, others appeared to be affected by the experiences of 

others close to them, again reinforcing their belief that their ethnicity was viewed 

negatively and not accepted. For e ample, with Lisa’s family, despite her parents living 

in the United States at the time of her mother’s pregnancy, they decided to travel to 

Mexico in order to give birth to her. Expecting to hear about family members in Mexico 

or a temporary relocation, their primary motivation was the fear of being discriminated 
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against. All her siblings had been born in the United States, and Lisa reported that, while 

giving birth to her older sister, her mother received poor care and was “discriminated 

against” because of her ethnicity. Because her parents were “scared that they would treat 

her bad again in the U.S,” they elected to travel to  e ico for Lisa’s birth to Lisa and 

returned two days afterward.  

 For three other participants, their families’ experiences at work influenced their 

beliefs and the manner in which they approached intergroup situations. María found 

herself bothered by her father’s experiences. She said that while working as a parking 

attendant, he was frequently discriminated against, or simply ignored by others because, 

she believed, he was viewed as insignificant. She spoke about her father’s sadness 

because of this treatment and her feelings that Mexican Americans are frequently 

misunderstood. Cleto, whose parents emigrated to the United States from Mexico, also 

believed that his parents were frequently discriminated against during their time working 

in the fields. He described an incident in which his father was promptly fired after a 

mistake he made at work but was later rehired after his job skills were missed. In the end, 

he believed that many individuals of  e ican descent “get fired from their jobs for no 

reason.” Victor shared a story about his father being passed over for a promotion. Victor 

reported that his father’s supervisor told him, “Honestly the reason you didn’t get it was 

because of your skin. I am not in the power to do anything because the higher ups are the 

ones that make the hire.” Victor said to the interviewer, “It just makes me a little bit more 

cautious I guess.” Several interviewees believed that family members were treated 
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negatively as a direct result of their ethnicity, and this in turn caused some of the 

participants’ apprehension.  

 Several participants also appeared to be influenced by society’s stance toward 

their culture via the media. Several believed they were negatively affected by the 

negative sentiment aroused during the time of the interviews of illegal immigrants from 

Mexico. For some, they believed that many times Mexican Americans were believed to 

be from Mexico, despite being born and raised in the United States. For example, when 

asked how he and his peers are viewed, Cleto said he thought there was much negativity 

toward Mexican Americans currently “because they’re trying to get rid of immigration 

and we are sitting here caught in the middle.” Vicky believed that the negative attention 

directed toward illegal immigration was something that “represents us as a whole and 

was being demonized.” Wes also expressed the belief that negative views of illegal 

immigrants were affecting how Mexican Americans were being viewed. Mary-Ann, 

when asked how Mexican Americans were viewed, stated: “Like as the e ception. Like 

they don’t really fit into the standard quote  merican culture and I think also since the 

(inaudible  illegal immigration issue makes it a lot worse.” These participants were well 

aware of negative views of illegal immigrants, which they felt affected them because they 

believed some saw them as such.  

Many participants reported (n = 19) that they or close others had negative 

intergroup experiences that contributed to their belief that they were viewed negatively, 

judged on the basis of their ethnicity, and not accepted. In addition, several reported that 

the negative stigma surrounding illegal immigration affected the way they were viewed 
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since many Americans grouped Mexican Americans together with Mexican nationals. 

These experiences and beliefs further added to the burden that many felt in respect to 

their ethnicity and the distress that many reported when among their White peers.  

Strategies Among White American Peers 

In response to experience of negative stereotypes and unaccepted ethnicity, many 

of these students incorporated specific strategies when navigating among their White 

peers. While the general approach that most participants used will be discussed later, 

many participants used specific strategies when among their White peers to overcome the 

pressures they faced. Because the most salient pressures they experienced among their 

White peers involved their ethnicity, most adopted strategies that addressed how to carry 

themselves in intergroup settings. While there were few examples in which participants 

were specifically told by their White peers to act (or not act) in a certain way, several 

interviewees (n = 10) were faced with situations in which they felt pressure to distance 

themselves from their culture because of their minority status and the belief that their 

ethnicity was viewed negatively and not accepted. Strategies included avoidance, 

disproving the stereotypes, or acting in different ways when among their White peers so 

as to minimize associations with their ethnicity. While not intended to be an exhaustive 

list, the examples that follow provide further insight into some of the participants’ 

methods. Sometimes participants reported multiple methods, which appeared to highlight 

the students’ adaptive nature and fle ible approach.  

One interesting way in which some participants attempted to cope with the 

pressures they faced from their White peers was to assert and affirm their cultural 
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heritage in the face of others who they believed might view their culture negatively. Wes 

reported many friendships with White peers at the university. Despite his good 

relationships, he would sometimes be a part of conversations that included negative 

characterizations of his culture. To express his disapproval of their discussions, he would 

sometimes find ways in which to remind others of his ethnicity. He explained:   

I think that when I am around Anglos. . . every once and a while I try to assert my 

Latino heritage. I don’t try to blend in as much as I’ll try to . . . if we are at a 

Mexican restaurant I will try to order in Spanish . . . just because I feel like I have 

to assert my heritage I guess.  

Wes recalled a joke his friends made about illegal immigrants:  

I felt a little, almost betrayed and I wanted to make sure that it wasn’t because oh 

they forgot that I am Mexican American, they were just including me or they 

were taking a personal thing or they thought that I tolerated that kind of action 

around me. 

He said it could feel like a “personal attack,” and he would remind them of his  e ican 

heritage. 

 In another example, James also found himself asserting his culture, this time 

because of the belief that his culture was not fully accepted among his White peers, 

whom he believed expected him to assimilate. He explained: 

A lot of my friends are Anglo and even some Mexican friends I have here at 

university are more acculturated because they are not from the same place that I 

am where . . . where the majority is Mexican, so I feel that there are some 
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e pectations where sometimes I don’t feel comfortable about talking about my 

culture or saying things that I like to do. 

But because of his strong sense of heritage, he said, 

I kind of try to incorporate things that I do like . . . .like subconsciously . . . not 

explicitly just kind of like play Spanish music in my car or cook certain foods or 

go to certain places where I think that the Mexican culture is very much alive and 

kind of use that as a trial and error to see you know what is really appreciated as 

far as my culture. 

Going beyond  es’s e perience of pressure to assimilate, James not only experienced 

difficulty  among his White peers but also among his same-ethnicity peers whom he 

described as being more assimilated than he. To gauge his peers’ opinions about his 

culture, he would include examples of his culture in his everyday life, looking for signs 

that might help him better understand what aspects were valued. Jimmy also asserted his 

heritage mainly by wearing articles of clothing with symbols of his cultural heritage, such 

as Mexican soccer jerseys or a bracelet with the Mexican flag, which he wore at the time 

of the interview. Appearing more defiant in his stance than some other interviewees, he 

believed that his clothing, particularly his bracelet, said to others “yeah, I’m  e ican,” 

with the purpose of communicating, “we’re not going anywhere.” 

Other participants attempted to cope with their distress among Whites by using a 

strategy of avoidance, limiting their interactions or isolating themselves. This tactic, 

while it might appear to be less adaptive, seemed to offer those who used it a means of 

controlling their environment, thereby limiting the possibility that they might be viewed 
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negatively. Since several of these students reported friendships with White peers, this 

strategy was typically used when among others they did not know, particularly in the 

classroom. Ashley, when discussing what she would do if she were in a class that was 

mainly White, reported, “I would probably just go sit in a corner.”  cknowledging that 

her approach may hinder her progress she said, “yeah, probably, because I do not reach 

out like I would if I was in a comfortable situation.” Similar to  shley, Lisa reported 

limiting her engagements when in classes that mostly comprised Whites, stating, “I’m a 

lot more conservative . . . like I won’t be like hey what’s up or anything, I’ll just keep to 

myself.” Ozarka said of being in class, “I was just an observer, I am just very quiet.” 

Jimmy also reported that he would isolate himself at times: “I wouldn’t really talk to 

people I guess. I just kind of kept to myself.” The common thread in these examples is 

the attempt to reduce discomfort by limiting their interactions, which likely limited their 

ability to establish relationships with peers who may have helped overcome their 

discomfort. 

Lee and Cleto, who sometimes experienced distress with White peers despite 

enjoying multiple friendships with them, also sometimes limited their interactions as a 

means of dealing with their difficulties adjusting. While isolating themselves from others, 

they emphasized their studies instead. Cleto discussed his approach when he transitioned 

to the university, stating, “mostly I just kept to myself and throughout all those times just 

because I just didn’t see myself relating to everybody you know, so I just focused on my 

studies and did what I had to.” Lee, strongly feeling his minority status as a Mexican 

American male, described his experience like this: 



 

114 

 

I don’t want to say doing what everybody else is doing, but just occupying myself 

with school and not really focusing on too much on what does this White frat boy 

think of me or whatever. I usually just do what I’m told and get whatever I need 

to get done to accomplish a task and then move on. I try not to dwell too much on 

what people think or what should I do to fit in or is what I am doing socially 

acceptable. I usually like to go against the grain and do my own thing. 

Both Lee and Cleto acknowledged the discomfort they faced in their settings, but they 

chose to shift their focus and concentrate on their studies, paying less attention to the 

possible viewpoints of their White peers. 

 Some participants who limited their contact with White peers sought out other 

Mexican Americans out of a desire to be around others with whom they identified and 

felt comfortable. For example, when asked how she adapted at the university, Lupe 

stated, “I tend to stick to my own kind I guess (laughs .  ell me and my roommate just 

tend to stick together and one of my roommates, she is also from the area around where I 

am from.” Victor said, “I feel like people tend to find people like them anyway,” meaning 

those with a similar upbringing, and he himself spent most of his time with other Latinos. 

While not reporting that he was specifically seeking out other Mexican Americans, he 

later acknowledged his tendency to associate with others that mostly included his ethnic 

background stating, “I found myself hanging out with a lot of Latinos.”  

Others, however, adapted to their situations by shifting back and forth between 

behaviors that they believed to be consistent with White or Mexican American culture, 

mostly focusing on the language. Marcos spoke of his ability to adapt to bicultural 
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interactions and cited his childhood experiences of having to adjust when visiting 

different parts of town. Emphasizing his ability to negotiate different contexts he stated, 

“it is just about transitioning,” adding that he is now able to immediately switch back and 

forth between languages with little difficulty. In contrast to Marcos, who used his fluency 

in both languages, some participants focused on particular aspects of their speech in order 

to adapt to being among their White peers. For some, that involved hiding their accent or 

trying to emulate the speech patterns of their peers. For example, when Ashley interacted 

with her White peers, she said, “I think the way I talk changes with who I am around.” 

Like Ashley, Lilly believed her accent changed and prided herself on her adaptability, 

specifically citing her ability to hide the accent that was common in her home community 

and speak in a manner she believed consistent with White culture. She said, “when I’m in 

my [hometown], the accent will kick in full force. I’ll speak Spanglish. But when I am 

here, my English will somehow be proper and I will be like ‘totally.’” Lee recognized 

there were differences in how he engaged his White peers, particularly in a classroom 

setting, noting that “with the  hite class I would probably be a little more formal.”  

While some changed the manner in which they interacted with their White peers, 

some did so in a manner that appeared directly related to their concerns about being 

stereotyped as inferior. For example, Stacy reported that when conversing with her White 

peers she would “try to use bigger words” for the purpose of “trying to sound smarter.” 

Lupe also, in addition to trying to disguise her accent, reported that she would “try to 

sneak in bigger words.” Selena acknowledged this same way of adapting when 

conversing with her White peers.  
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 Some participants attempted to overcome many of the negative stereotypes 

associated with their culture by attempting to “sound smarter.” Others would do so in a 

manner they termed speaking “proper” or “formal.” Jimmy reported that he typically 

used two methods to adapt to his  hite peers, stating he would “dress well when I go out 

and speak proper.”  aría similarly attempted to speak properly, leaving behind her 

“ghetto style” that she typically used when among her Mexican American peers.  

 Overall, these specific strategies conveyed the different ways in which these 

students attempted to adapt when among their White peers. While all these strategies 

addressed situations in which they experienced distress, some examples specifically 

targeted the distress they experienced when among their friends. While not thoroughly 

explored, it did not appear that most participants were rigid in their strategies, as some 

reported the use of multiple strategies that were situationally driven and adaptive in 

nature. 

Summary 

 One important finding of the study was that the majority of the participants (n = 

21) believed their ethnicity was regarded as inferior and was unaccepted. Many (n = 18) 

believed that they were viewed through stereotypes that conveyed their inferior abilities 

and/or status. Adding to their belief that they were viewed negatively was the controversy 

surrounding the university’s admission policy, because of which several participants were 

accused of being accepted because of their ethnicity, not their abilities. Their 

apprehension was further exacerbated by the experiences that many participants (n = 19) 

reported in which they or others endured that they believed communicated their lower 
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standing, lack of acceptance, and being judged by their ethnicity. Further, several felt that 

many Mexican Americans were viewed negatively because of the negative sentiment 

held toward illegal immigrants and the tendency of others to group illegal immigrants and 

Mexican Americans together. As a result of their beliefs and experiences, many 

participants (n = 14) reported experiencing varying degrees of distress among their White 

peers because of fears that they might be judged or viewed negatively because of their 

ethnicity. Given these fears and their minority status at the university, several (n = 10) 

sometimes felt a pressure to conform or distance themselves from their culture. 

Participants used a variety of methods to cope with their distress and negotiate their 

environments.  

Staying True to Your Roots among Individuals of Mexican Descent 

Don’t Lose Touch 

 In light of their difficulties among White peers, it was not surprising to find that 

many participants and fellow peers of Mexican descent held similar views regarding 

acculturation. While a variety of beliefs were expressed, one belief shared among a 

majority of the participants (n = 19) was that people of Mexican descent should not deny 

or lose touch with their culture. Despite the demands to assimilate and distance 

themselves from many of the stereotypes that existed with their culture, many criticized 

those of Mexican descent who seemed to have lost touch with their ethnic backgrounds. 

For example, Jimmy expressed a strong desire to leave his hometown to distance himself 

from what he claimed was a negative cycle in which many members of his community 



 

118 

 

were stuck. Despite the many characteristics he disliked about his community and 

culture, he disagreed with those whom he thought were neglecting their culture, “I mean 

you should never forget where you come from.” Susana felt similarly about those 

distancing themselves from their culture: 

If they want to go and be Americanized then they can, but at the same time I feel 

like you shouldn’t try to deny or resist your own culture. Still be proud of your 

ancestors or where you are from. 

One important aspect of their criticism was the belief that those who did so made 

a conscious effort to distance themselves from their culture of origin. María argued, 

“Sometimes it is hard to understand how they are just going to give their back to their 

people just because . . . it’s just hard to understand how you wouldn’t try to help your 

own people.” Sometimes the interviewees acknowledged that others’ efforts to distance 

themselves from their culture were influenced by the negative cultural stereotypes. Lisa, 

for example, believed that many who were Americanized purposefully abandoned their 

culture because of the negative stereotypes of Mexican Americans. Of those who did so, 

however, she said, “I think it is just kind of disrespecting your culture. If there is 

something that I am opposed to it is that.” Lupe agreed: “You can’t be embarrassed 

where you come from.” She acknowledged that it can be hard to live with the stereotypes, 

but, “it is still where I came from and I can’t reject it because it is part of who I am.” 

Given the value that all participants placed on their culture, the discussion of 

people of Mexican descent who were Americanized or seen as denying their culture 

elicited negative reactions and in some cases contempt from the participants. Stacy 
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described her reaction to people who distance themselves from their culture as, “It’s sad 

and I don’t understand why they do that.”  ary-Ann was much more direct:  

You know honestly it really like the only way I can put it is that it pisses me off 

but I don’t say anything because I didn’t go through that e periences the person 

went through and that makes their life. . . . I mean I’m not going to be that person 

that passes judgment. 

Some participants used pejorative names meant to highlight the belief that someone was 

betraying their culture. When discussing Mexican Americans who were Americanized, 

Marcos reported “being annoyed by them.” In fact, he stated that in his family, they 

typically described individuals who were thought to be denying their culture as being 

“coconuts” because of “being brown on the outside and  hite on the inside.” Describing 

his view of such Mexican Americans, José incorporated a term commonly used in the 

African American community: “See that is the equivalent of the Uncle Tom I think. You 

know  io  om I guess (laughs .” Sharing a similar belief, Victor said, “I don’t want to 

judge somebody, but in my mind I might be thinking that [person is a] sellout.” 

 The results of the questionnaires confirmed the expectations participants felt from 

their same-ethnicity peers. To examine the relationship between intragroup 

marginalization and acculturation, correlations were conducted using the scores on the 

Intragroup Marginalization Inventory (IMI), the American Orientation Scale (AOS), and 

the Mexican Orientation Scale (MOS) of the Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican 

Americans-II (ARSMA-II). In support of the expectation that individuals of Mexican 

descent would remain connected to their culture, a statistically significant inverse 
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correlation was found between the participants’ orientation to  e ican culture and the 

amount of marginalization experienced with their same-ethnicity peers (see Table 6 

below). Specifically, those who scored lower on their Mexican Orientation, in 

comparison to those with higher scores, perceived that they experienced more 

marginalization among their same-ethnicity peers. The statically insignificant relationship 

between the IMI score and AOS score offered evidence counter to the expectation that 

Mexican Americans might be motivated to marginalize their same-ethnicity peers 

because of their opposition to White culture. Given this relationship, it can be stated that 

the participants’ connection to Mexican culture was more influential in determining the 

degree of marginalization they experienced among their same-ethnicity peers than their 

orientation toward Anglo culture.  

 

Table 6: Correlations between measures  

  

 

Measure  1   2   3 

 

1. IMI   n/a             .127            -.439*  

 

2. AOS            .127               n/a              n/a 

 

3. MOS           -.439*              n/a              n/a  

Note. IMI = Intragroup Marginalization Inventory; AOS = American Orientation Scale of Acculturation 
Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II; MOS = Mexican Orientation Scale of American Orientation Scale 

of Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II. 

* = p < .05. 
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 So many participants held the view that Mexican Americans needed to be 

connected to and not lose touch with their cultural heritage, it can be concluded that this 

was a foundation for many of the pressures they experienced. Although the opinions of 

what the expectation meant were not uniform, several participants felt pressured when 

they were thought to have been transformed by their immersion in American culture. For 

example, on a campus visit, Marcos’s father challenged the way he was carrying himself, 

thinking that Marcos changed since leaving to college. As Marcos stated:  

One time my family came up to city to visit and they wanted me to show my 

brothers around the school because they started looking at colleges now and my 

dad kind of got upset with me because he said I was walking in front of my 

parents and I was just pointing out this and that, he thought I was losing touch of 

where I was from and he did not want me to become kind of like one of those 

people who walks with their noses in the air because they have a State University 

education. It doesn’t matter what they do before that so umm…I think after that it 

was kind of like a bucket of cold water to the face and it kind of trying to be 

humble in an environment that does not necessarily allow you to, but it is easy to 

forget what you were doing a few years ago…if that makes sense. 

Embedded in his narrative was the belief that their pursuit of higher education should not 

compromise who they were raised to be, or lead to the belief that they are better than 

others.  

Stacy found herself thinking about how she acted in light of the education she was 

receiving because of her sister’s transformation when she attended college, and more 
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importantly, the battles that ensued within her family to ensure their children remained 

grounded. Describing her sister’s transformation Stacy stated:  

Stacy: She had this air about her that I’m better than you all, I’m educated, I have 

a career. Uh, what can y’all tell me? Y’all have nothing on me type thing and . . . I 

think whenever I say or do something. . . act in a certain way that kind of goes 

towards that, . . . they try to pull me back and say no, you’re Hispanic, you’re 

doing this and…I know my language is really vague…. 

Interviewer: No, no, go ahead 

Stacy: I think they associate that with moving away and kind of losing yourself. 

Both Marcos and Stacy were expected to carry themselves in ways consistent with their 

upbringing, or more importantly their culture. Their families believed that thinking 

oneself better than others was not consistent with their culture.  

 These Mexican American students felt pressured not to lose touch. Some 

participants found that family members or peers made attempts to ensure they remained 

grounded and did not distance themselves from their culture. Stacy’s parents used their 

experiences with her elder sister to ensure that she did not lose touch with her culture. 

This was also the case for Victor, whose father tried to keep his children connected by 

keeping them knowledgeable about issues pertaining to his culture, particularly politics. 

As Victor put it:  

As far as my dad goes I guess he is very politically driven. He is not a politician 

or anything but he is always into what is going on politically, culturally, and 
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things like that so growing up he definitely made sure that I knew of my roots and 

that I was proud of where I was from and where our family originated. 

Victor’s father took a proactive approach to ensuring his son remained connected to his 

“roots,” which he had ingrained in Victor’s lifestyle. Unlike  arcos’s and Stacy’s 

families, Victor’s father accomplished this by keeping Victor aware of the political issues 

of the day that his culture faced. 

For Lupe, it was her brothers who often kept her from straying away from her 

culture while she pursued her education. Their comments about her losing touch often led 

to self-reflections about her behavior and whether it was consistent with her cultural 

heritage. Lupe described how her school life often conflicted with her home life: 

Interviewer: Have you ever wondered whether your behaviors are like you are 

rejecting your culture? 

Lupe: I think I do . . . maybe not at that certain time but I think, why am I not 

doing that or why don’t find as much passion to celebrate a certain day. . . .  

So like in high school. . . me and my friends when it came to school we all spoke 

English in school and [now] . . . even though me and my roommate we both knew 

Spanish, we still talk English. So now when I go back home like my brothers 

would tell me oh well you forgot to speak Spanish just because you went off to 

[city], and it’s not that I do it intentionally, it is just when I’m back home I forget 

and I don’t remember to say certain things or I am stuck trying to translate to my 

parents what I am going to tell them. 
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Lupe said her parents wanted to be sure she did not forget Spanish just because she went 

away, that she should not “forget who you are.” 

 Many participants often reflected on how they should conduct themselves in part 

because of their ethnicity and because of the expectations placed on them by their family. 

Underlying these expectations was the belief that Mexican Americans should not lose 

touch with their culture, particularly when they were in surroundings in which many 

believed their culture was absent. While in the preceding examples, family members 

assumed roles that ensured connection to the students’ culture, for others, their peers 

played these parts. 

Despite many participants self-monitoring their behaviors and reflecting on their 

connection to their culture, they also thought their peers would readily point out any 

suggestion that they were losing touch. As a result, participants were sometimes 

preoccupied when among their same-ethnicity peers because of the belief that they might 

be judged for straying. For example, Lee, who reported having more peer relationships 

with White students and experiencing more discomfort among Mexican Americans, 

explained how his discomfort among his same-ethnicity peers derived from this fear. He 

explained: 

Lee: I would probably feel more comfortable with the Anglos just because I am 

scared of what the Mexican Americans would think of me, just like is he Mexican 

enough or is he  nglo. You know it doesn’t cross my mind all the time but I 

would . . . I don’t really care too much what an  nglo would think of me but my 

own . . .  



 

125 

 

Interviewer: Why is that? 

Lee: Because an Anglo is gonna think what they are gonna think because of how 

they were raised or what their views are . . . uh being Anglo, but Mexican 

Americans on the other hand or Latinos um I guess not necessarily measure up to 

them but I am sure they are comparing me to them and I am comparing myself to 

them, they are kind of like, well you are White-washed man, you need to know 

your roots type stuff and I would be more scared of . . .  

Interviewer: being labeled that? 

Lee: Yeah. 

Lee not only reflected on his own behavior in relation to expectations, but also 

demonstrated the value of proving one’s authenticity.  

  hile Lee’s preoccupation did not appear the direct result of an interaction, that 

was not the case for Tom. Tom, like Lee, reported having predominantly White friends 

and readily pointed out that he carried himself differently than his Mexican American 

peers. Tom described being more comfortable among his White peers because of the need 

to demonstrate his authenticity among Mexican Americans. In the following example, 

Tom shared an experience in which he believed his status was questioned by his Mexican 

American peers in class:  

Tom: Umm…it was the first day of couple of weeks of class and I noticed that we 

talked about probably the first week about where we were from and stuff and I 

was . . . I had mentioned to everyone else I was from [small town] and I was 

seeing that like 85% of the class, that they weren’t from  e ico and I think 
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maybe their parents were from  e ico…it was very high percentage and they 

realized that my grandpa, my grandparents lived in the U.S. like it was their 

parents [that were from Mexico] so I feel like they…like the… 

Interviewer: What kind of things would they do that made you feel 

uncomfortable? 

Tom: Just staring. And like when I would talk just like [I would get] very 

awkward stares and I would see heads turned and whispering and they would turn 

back at me like whenever I would be talking and it was a very small class so it 

was noticeable. 

Interviewer: So what was going through your mind? 

Tom: I was getting pissed. I was really pissed. I talked to my mom about it a lot 

and she was like you can’t change their views are…you just hope… 

Interviewer: So what do you think they were thinking then? 

Tom: I don’t know I feel like they probably thought that in some way I thought I 

was better than them or something. 

As with some of the previous examples, Tom believed that the way in which he was 

carrying himself led to others’ questioning his behaviors as not consistent with Mexican 

American culture. His experience with his friends not only caused distress but led to his 

increased self-monitoring and the need to demonstrate his authenticity among his same-

ethnicity peers. 

The Mexican American community communicated to these students the need to 

remain connected to their cultural heritage, sometimes by references to the way they 
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carried themselves, regardless of their immersion in American culture. Many participants 

looked unfavorably on their same-ethnicity peers if they believed they were distancing 

themselves from Mexican American culture to avoid negative stereotypes. Sometimes 

they expressed their beliefs with strong language and even pejorative words such as 

“coconut,” “ io  om,” and “sellout.” While the behaviors and values typical of Mexican 

American culture varied, participants focused on their need to be seen in ways consistent 

with their culture. While many participants appeared to self-monitor their behaviors, 

many times family members and their same-ethnicity peers served as the monitors who 

called into question behavior they deemed unbecoming of a Mexican American.  

Expectation of Knowing Spanish 

Participants generally believed that individuals of Mexican descent should not 

lose touch with their culture, although there were different conceptualizations of what 

that meant and what specific behaviors were targeted. Yet there were some common 

features shared among the examples cited that were thought to be symbolic of a person’s 

connection to their Mexican American culture. These commonalities were found in the 

pressures and expectations that many participants faced or that they themselves placed on 

other Mexican Americans. The most salient of these expectations was the belief that their 

same-ethnicity peers should have a certain degree of proficiency in Spanish.  

In fact, 21 of the 23 participants reported that knowing Spanish was the most 

common expectation they had of others of Mexican descent, or an expectation they faced 

among their same-ethnicity peers. For many, knowing Spanish symbolized a person’s 

connection to their Mexican heritage, and those who were less fluent were sometimes 
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considered less authentic. As the following examples will demonstrate, regardless of each 

participant’s level of proficiency in Spanish, most believed it was a central component of 

their Mexican heritage and something for which they would be judged and would judge 

others by.  

 Among the participants who reported being fluent in Spanish, many expected 

their same-ethnicity peers to know Spanish also, and sometimes they had a negative view 

of those who did not. While most interviewees, despite their initial negativity, showed an 

understanding of the difficulty some people have with learning Spanish, others found it 

difficult to accept someone who did not know the language of their native culture. As 

James said,  

I think that language has so much to do with the culture or it lasting. . . . It is kind 

of upsetting whenever I see a Mexican person and they don’t know any Spanish 

or they kind of give off this feeling that they don’t care about it . . . it is more 

about whenever they don’t care to learn at all. 

For James, not knowing Spanish could be indicative of someone not caring to connect 

with their culture at all.  

Amber also believed those who did not know Spanish were failing to connect 

with their culture. Being of biracial heritage, Amber felt more connected to her Mexican 

heritage because of the strength of her relationship with her mother. Because her mother 

was from Mexico, Amber considered herself more traditional and thus different from 

most of her Mexican American peers. When discussing what she thought was different 

about Mexican Americans in general, she stated, “I have always felt you know that when 
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I hang out with Mexican Americans, I feel like . . . it is kind of a pity that they don’t 

connect with their  e ican heritage.”   central component of her belief was that “they 

don’t speak Spanish . . . you know the parents do not put that on their children to learn,” 

again indicative of the importance placed on knowing Spanish.  

 For Lisa, her expectation was due in part to not ever knowing anyone in her 

culture who was not proficient in Spanish. Only once she arrived at the university did she 

first encounter a “Hispanic” who did not speak Spanish. Lisa believed that some of her 

peers purposefully avoided Spanish because of possible negative associations, recalling 

that “some people will be like, oh I don’t know Spanish, eewww, or whatever.” She 

thought they acted that way “so they won’t develop the accent,” which she linked to the 

belief that they thought having an accent was “unprofessional.” Lee, also e pressing the 

value of knowing Spanish stated, “honestly it’s not right to feel this way but I feel very 

negatively towards them. . . . ”  lthough acknowledging he might be unfairly passing 

judgment, he said, “I know it is probably not their fault,” and suggested that perhaps the 

negative experiences of their family members may have influenced their decisions. Lee 

mostly cited the cognitive benefits of being bilingual as a reason for Mexican Americans 

to know Spanish, despite his indirect suggestions that some purposefully distanced 

themselves from their culture. During Lilly’s time in high school, she said she labeled 

individuals who did not know Spanish as “ hite  e icans,” those who she believed had 

a “different” culture and “values.” She described  hite  e icans as “you don’t know 

Spanish or you look like a White person.”  ll these participants’ statements indicated that 
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Spanish was central to their Mexican heritage and something, when absent, that led to 

lower social standing among individuals of Mexican descent. 

Despite some negative sentiments toward same-ethnicity peers who were not 

fluent, several participants understood their circumstances despite it being difficult for the 

participants to do so. Yet many believed that Spanish highlighted a person’s connection 

to their culture. Cleto described his initial negative viewpoint: “I have friends who can’t 

speak Spanish well, and for a while I was like, you know, you are  e ican and you can’t 

speak Spanish, you know, what’s up with that?” Later changing his stance, he said, “but 

you know everyone is different and you grow up in different environments. Not all 

environments are conducive to learning languages.”  aría thinking on the issue also 

evolved: “At first I . . . my thoughts were like, well your parents speak Spanish, how 

come you don’t speak Spanish. I don’t understand why your mom didn’t teach you 

Spanish.” But later she became more understanding, thinking that previous family 

members likely made a conscious decision to not teach their children, that maybe “their 

grandparents didn’t want their kids to know Spanish.” Like  aría, Selena was able to 

understand the circumstances for some that made becoming fluent in Spanish difficult, 

but she also expressed concern about those who intentionally avoided learning Spanish: 

Well, everyone comes from different backgrounds and some of them were not 

exposed to Spanish when they were growing up and some did not get to develop 

their Spanish. So I understand that but it just . . . I just kind of feel sad when I see 

someone who is Mexican American and they are not able to communicate in 

Spanish, or some feel like, oh like Spanish is inferior to like English. 
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The importance of Spanish was further conveyed when participants found 

themselves pressured to speak Spanish, sometimes even by family members. For Jimmy, 

he grew up near the U.S.–Mexico border and described his community as “everything is 

like 100%  e ican so you are e pected to speak Spanish.” Even though his parents were 

fluent in Spanish, Jimmy never learned, reporting “I understand it, but I can’t speak it.” 

His parents sometimes teased him because he couldn’t speak Spanish— “my mom and 

dad kind of joke about it,” and in response, “I mean I laugh about it.” Yet Jimmy also 

said he believed his parents were questioning his authenticity, as well as others who 

would make similar comments.  

 As for Mary-Ann, her mother lacked Jimmy’s parents’ playfulness; she 

sometimes used a more derogatory tone. She said she was frequently belittled by her 

peers of Mexican descent because of her lack of fluency, and noted that her mother made 

negative comments such as “you don’t even speak Spanish.” Vicky also believed that her 

status was sometimes questioned, mentioning the times when she went to visit her 

grandparents, that they would say, “oh look, she doesn’t speak Spanish.”  shley noted 

that, while both her parents speak Spanish, “at the house they never really did at all.”  nd 

yet her father “thinks because I am Mexican that I automatically know how to speak it. 

He’s like you know how to speak it you just don’t. I’m like I would if I could, I swear.” 

Yet she also knew, “they just want me to graduate college and do something with my 

life.” Given the demands on the participants to know Spanish, particularly with those 

who struggled with fluency, many appeared to struggle with the belief that they fell short 

of the expectations and as a result lacked status among their same-ethnicity peers. 



 

132 

 

For some who reported being fluent in Spanish, the expectation from their 

community was that they would maintain that fluency and not lose touch with their 

culture, particularly because they were in environments where their culture was largely 

absent. For Stacy, whose sister was accused of losing touch after leaving for college, she 

believed her mother was extra cautious to ensure that she did not follow the same route. 

For example, when describing how she would use English at home she said, “especially 

at the dinner table, if I speak English my mom will say ‘what did you say’ or ‘que 

djistes’, ‘no te entiendo’—‘I don’t understand you,’” reminding her of her need to 

maintain her Spanish. Marcos found both his father and grandfather making efforts to 

keep him connected to his culture by maintaining his Spanish. His father not only 

stressed his ability to speak Spanish, but also conveyed the importance of speaking it in a 

manner consistent with Mexican culture. Living at the university, Marcos stated, “I don’t 

have any Mexican friends here,” but he was able to maintain his Spanish “because the 

people that I do hang out with regularly are from Central America, like Nicaragua, Costa 

Rica, Honduras,” yet their accents were different. Exposed to Spanish dialects other than 

his own, he began to pick up different habits. Upon returning home, his father detected 

the changes immediately and said, “Don’t talk like that, you’re a  e ican  merican, 

speak Spanish the way we taught you how to speak Spanish.” Thus reminded of his 

culture, “I started putting accents on the words the way I learned it.” Marcos said he also 

often talks on the phone with his grandfather, “and he will correct my Spanish . . . I think 

he does it on purpose. . . . He doesn’t want me to forget or lose touch.” 
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Not only did participants find that they were expected to speak Spanish among 

their family members, but many also reported that they sometimes experienced pressure 

from their Mexican, Mexican American, and White peers. For many, the comments 

directed at them conveyed how their status would be questioned because of their lack of 

fluency and emphasized their need to remain connected. With Ashley, in addition to 

experiencing pressure from her father, she reported that many of her peers of Mexican 

descent peers would jokingly make comments about her lack of fluency, such as “you’re 

not even Mexican,” “you don’t even know Spanish, or stuff like that.” Vicky also 

experienced pressure among her peers and found there were consequences for not 

knowing Spanish: “I think it hindered your relationship with the community.” Cleto 

believed that some of his peers directly challenged his authenticity because of the fact 

that he used “bigger words in English” and because he would “erase my accent.” 

Believing that he was trying to act White, many assumed that he did not speak Spanish. 

Summarizing his e perience he stated, “ hey tried to accuse me but they were like well 

you can’t speak Spanish and then I ended up speaking more Spanish than they do.” These 

students found fluency in Spanish directly tied to their status and something for which 

they would be judged. 

Further complicating these pressures about fluency, many participants remained 

in contact with native Mexicans who appeared to view Mexican Americans’ lack of 

fluency negatively. Because many participants strongly identified with their cultural 

heritage, they found the criticisms as a direct assault on their connection to their culture. 

James believed that his Spanish speaking abilities were sometimes purposefully tested by 
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“outside  e icans” because of the belief that the Spanish spoken by Mexican Americans 

was more “la ed and it is very casual.” Lupe also found that individuals from Mexico 

often tested her Spanish and would view individuals of Mexican descent who were not 

fluent negatively. Similarly, Selena stated “I’ve heard of some students who are  e ican 

born, are born in  e ico and they’re like from higher class and I felt like they look down 

on  e ican  mericans who don’t know how to speak Spanish well.” Because many 

participants’ hometowns were close to the U.S.–Mexico border, they came into frequent 

contact with Mexicans and thus experienced this same criticism. Mary-Ann described her 

early schooling: 

 he questions about speaking Spanish really stuck out to me because I’ve always 

been made fun of since I grew up in a Spanish household and like I went to a 

private school in the [region] where there were a lot of Mexican nationals. The 

Mexican nationals would make fun of the Mexican Americans speakers and to top 

it all off I was like I didn’t speak Spanish as well as the  e ican  mericans so I 

was always made fun of.  

These interviewees were judged in comparison to native Mexicans despite having lived 

the majority of their lives in the United States. Because they had family members who 

were born in Mexico and they remained in contact with native Mexicans, some 

undoubtedly felt that their status was questioned. 

 The majority of participants mainly expressed being pressured from only Mexican 

American or Mexican peers. But for Wes and Jimmy, who were both limited in their 

Spanish and who both had White friends at the University, they found that in addition to 
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the pressure they experienced among their same-ethnicity peers, many of their White 

peers also expected them to be fluent in Spanish, which contributed to the belief that they 

were not fully connected to their culture. While Jimmy wanted to improve, he found that 

his Mexican American peers at the university were also not fluent, which limited his 

ability to practice. Having already experienced pressure from his family and same-

ethnicity peers, he had the added pressure of comments sometimes made by his White 

peers: “they joke around like, well you’re  e ican and you don’t even speak Spanish. 

I’m like, yeah I know.” Facing similar difficulties,  es said his White friends often 

expect that he knows Spanish, and he sometimes felt unfairly judged by others. He 

commented, “personally I think it is a little unfair that your name should determine what 

you should be . . . how you should act in a certain light. I think there’s a difference 

between honoring your past and heritage and at the same time making your own life and 

future right now.” Both Jimmy and Wes faced the added expectation from their White 

peers that they be proficient in Spanish, reinforcing their belief that knowing Spanish was 

essential to achieving status as an individual of Mexican descent. 

Many who experienced pressure to speak Spanish reported that often the 

comments directed at them were said in fun or did not directly question their status. 

Others believed they were sometimes viewed negatively and in many ways seen as less 

authentic. The examples given demonstrate a certain degree of responsibility placed on 

each participant, since they were sometimes thought of as purposefully neglecting their 

culture or falling short of expectations. Because all participants were raised in the United 

States, several experienced accusations of abandoning their culture and becoming 
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Americanized. In fact, some reported the frequent use of the term “pocho,” meant to 

describe an individual of Mexican descent who is Americanized and not in touch with 

their cultural heritage.  

Jimmy sometimes worried about being labeled a pocho, stating, “I know 

Mexicans, especially from the [region], they’re kind of e pected to like know Spanish 

and to not . . . like I don’t really want to be labeled as a pocho or anything.”  arcos, who 

also lived near the border, reported that he was in frequent contact with Mexican 

nationals. Discussing the differences in culture, he noted that Mexicans speak differently 

than Mexican Americans in his community. He said the Mexican nationals “call us 

pochos because of the way that we speak because they say that we butcher the language 

because we mix it in with English.” Despite being fluent in Spanish and strongly 

identifying with his  e ican heritage, Cleto also found himself criticized “by Mexicans 

from . . . Mexico. Whenever I go to Mexico.  y accent in Spanish, they call me pocho.” 

Accusations of being a pocho(a) were not always from Mexicans; Mary-Ann’s Mexican 

American peers frequently made fun of her for understanding Spanish but not being able 

to speak it. She reported, “I am called pocha a lot.”  he term was used as an accusation 

of being distant from one’s culture and ultimately taking on another culture. 

Overall, most participants (n = 21) reported fluency in Spanish being one of the 

most salient expectations that they themselves faced or expected of others because of 

being Mexican American. Family members maintained this expectation, but so did peers, 

which included Mexican Americans, Mexicans, and Whites. Because of its importance, 

those who were not fluent in Spanish were sometimes viewed negatively, since Spanish 
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symbolized a  e ican  merican’s connection to their culture.  he belief that  e ican 

Americans who were not fluent were distancing themselves from their culture was 

captured by the use of words such as “pocho” and “ hite  e ican,” which indicated 

their lower status. As a result of the expectations and the participants’ strong feelings 

about their culture, it was inevitable that many would experience a certain degree of 

distress about their Spanish-speaking abilities. 

Spanish Fluency and Status 

Overall, the comments that directly or indirectly questioned their status appeared 

to distress many participants about how they would be viewed by their peers. Irrespective 

of their degree of fluency, most participants believed that Spanish was inextricably linked 

with their culture and something they desired to have. The majority of participants (n = 

15) reported some degree of discomfort  about their Spanish-speaking abilities among 

individuals of Mexican descent, due in part to doubts of whether they would be 

considered authentic and accepted. For some, they would feel their distress among people 

with superior Spanish-speaking abilities. Daisy, who reported being biracial, experienced 

distress around Mexican Americans who were fluent in Spanish because of the fact that 

she was not fluent and only knew “ e - e .” Victor was not fluent in Spanish, so his 

distress sometimes arose while at his workplace, where he typically came into contact 

with predominantly Spanish speakers. He and his coworkers, who were also not fluent in 

Spanish, tried to “make do” with their abilities since many of the customers had limited 

proficiency in English. While he had never been confronted, he sometimes felt distressed 

because “I’ve heard other people . . . actually had people come up and tell them you 
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know you don’t know Spanish and things like that.” Thinking their status was questioned 

was fairly common, particularly because some were assumed to be fluent because of their 

ethnicity. For Ashley, those associations were fairly common and increased her distress at 

the thought that she would be expected to speak Spanish. During the interview, she 

explained the distress that often accompanied her when interacting with Spanish speakers 

stating:  

If I go around like older Mexicans, I feel like self-conscious because I know that 

they are going to talk to me in Spanish and I can’t really respond and I don’t 

know what they are saying. I know . . . I just feel self-conscious about that big 

time. And then when people see me, they automatically assume that I do [know 

Spanish]. 

For these students who reported having limited fluency, many participants were assumed 

and/or expected to be fluent in Spanish because of their ethnicity. 

 Regardless of their level of Spanish fluency, many still believed that their current 

abilities fell short of what they should be and wanted to improve. Tom reported, “I can 

speak Spanish but sometimes it takes a little bit of time. . . . I guess sometimes I do feel 

uncomfortable because I know I could do a lot better.”  es also, as a result of the 

pressure he experienced, made efforts to learn and became proficient in Spanish over 

time. He captures the difference in the degree of discomfort that has resulted because of 

his increased proficiency: “I think when I didn’t speak Spanish I would feel 

uncomfortable with people speaking Spanish around me. I was worried if they were 

talking about me or not.”  s he became more proficient his discomfort decreased; he 
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said, “I know that I have definitely become more comfortable around my family since 

learning Spanish and letting them know that I do know Spanish.” Lee, who was proficient 

in Spanish, still reported some discomfort when speaking Spanish when in Mexico, 

“because my vocabulary is not as e tensive as my English.”  hile his distress was 

miniscule compared to others, he nonetheless believed that he was stuck at his current 

level of proficiency and sought to improve upon it. Marcos, who also reported being 

fluent in Spanish, said he too experienced discomfort when among individuals from 

Mexico. Because of having a girlfriend from Mexico, he often found himself doubting his 

abilities when among her family: 

I definitely feel like when I go to her house in the [region] that her family . . . they 

know that I speak Spanish and they know that I am trying . . . but there is a 

difference . . . I mean they don’t give me a hard time but there is definitely a 

feeling of this is not my house, this is someone else’s house and I am a guest. 

Because of the emphasis placed on the language, there were several instances in which 

participants sought to improve their Spanish, feeling that their Spanish was not good 

enough. 

 The discomfort many experienced was fairly obvious during the course of the 

interviews. Common to all the examples was the belief that Spanish somehow conveyed 

their authenticity and their degree of cultural connection. What many came to fear was 

that their authenticity might be questioned if they did not meet the expectations of their 

same-ethnicity peers and the expectations they placed on themselves. Jimmy, whose 

discomfort was well captured in previous excerpts, conceded that an underlying concern 
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was that his peers would think less of him because of not knowing Spanish. Ashley, who 

also struggled significantly with the belief that she was not accepted, acutely described 

the underlying logic common to many of the participants’ thinking, and she added what 

she believed would be a solution to her problems: 

Interviewer: So if you are being called a coconut, would you say that you are 

being accused of not being a real Mexican? 

Ashley: Uh-huh. . . . I guess that I feel like the solution to the problem is like 

learning Spanish. Because then they couldn’t tell me that I’m not a real  e ican 

then.  

Interviewer: So if you learn Spanish, you’re a real  e ican? Is that the way you 

see it? 

Ashley: Yeah 

 The belief that Spanish was a central component to being Mexican American was 

something shared by many and unfortunately for some, an influential component of what 

they were judged by and what they judged themselves by . Again, this was captured by 

Cameron also reported being “a little embarrassed” by her lack of fluency and 

experiencing discomfort among her friends who spoke Spanish. When questioned about 

the origins of her embarrassment, she stated “because I’m supposed to speak Spanish and 

I can’t.” Not citing any specific experiences in which her authenticity was directly 

challenged, she e plained she believed the e pectation originated from “I guess society 

and then living so close to the border and a lot of people that go over and do only speak 

Spanish and to not be able to talk to them. . . .” While citing her proximity to the border 
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as a contributing factor, the expectations were clearly related to her ethnicity. Offering a 

more direct link between her ethnicity and the discomfort she experienced, Ozarka 

explained:  

Ozarka: I know Spanish but because I can be pretty self-conscious like if 

whether I have an accent or not or if I am saying the word correctly. 

Interviewer: Has anyone ever made fun of you? 

Ozarka: I mean there is once or twice that they will correct me and laugh about 

it. 

Interviewer: What are you worried about then? 

Ozarka: I just don’t want to come off as if I don’t know Spanish.  

Interviewer: What would happen if you didn’t? 

Ozarka: I don’t know, if you are  e ican  merican I think it is a shame that you 

don’t really know the language itself. 

In this example, emphasis is placed on knowing Spanish because of being Mexican 

American. Regardless of specific circumstances that may have influenced someone not 

being fluent in Spanish, it was apparent that the demands still remained. 

 In another example, Mary-Ann expressed similar beliefs about the expectation to 

know Spanish and openly discussed the irrational beliefs that often arose. Even though 

she recognized her irrational thinking, she sometimes had strong feelings of anxiety, 

which in her mind caused a “mental block,” affecting her ability to speak Spanish when 

among Spanish speakers. 



 

142 

 

Mary-Ann: I think that [all Mexican Americans knowing how to speak Spanish] 

is really like unrealistic. I mean like I would love to speak Spanish. . . . I just think 

some people are very hypocritical about it and then at the same time they just 

don’t understand all these different social dynamics that are going on . . . like you 

know I can’t help that I was raised a certain way. 

Interviewer: So what worries come to mind when you are asked about if you 

speak Spanish? 

Mary-Ann: I feel like people will judge me, like critically judge me and 

especially for someone who is really enthusiastic about their heritage and engages 

in it, like I feel like I would be very harshly judged and people would think . . . 

and this is really superficial but it’s like something that . . . like people will think 

that I am [not] Mexican enough. . . . I guess like within the context of being 

 e ican  merican, it makes me feel less valuable or less quote, ‘authentic,’ 

which I know is irrational but I mean that is how it makes me feel and it makes 

me feel like I have less authority when I speak or identify as Chicana. 

Despite the circumstances that limited her ability to learn Spanish, the expectation Mary-

Ann felt led to distress because of the thought that she might be viewed as less authentic, 

a fear that was shared by many interviewees.  

In the end, Spanish accounted for the majority of examples cited by the 

participants of the pressures they experienced and placed on their same-ethnicity peers. 

Spanish, in the participants’ views and e amples, many times indicated a person’s 

connection to their culture and at times influenced the status they were given. Despite the 
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individual circumstances that may have limited their ability to be fluent, the expectation 

of fluency remained. Because of the relationship that Spanish had to their Mexican 

heritage, family members and peers often emphasized the need to know Spanish and 

sometimes were critical of those who fell short of that demand. Regardless of their level 

of fluency, most participants (n = 15) reported experiencing a certain degree of distress 

when among others with superior Spanish-speaking abilities because of their belief that 

their status was questioned. This distress was sometimes increased for those participants 

who remained in contact with native Mexicans who spoke more fluently, against whom 

they judged themselves.  

The Need to Struggle 

Although Spanish proved to be the most significant component included in the 

participants’ stories, 12 participants cited socioeconomic status and struggles as another 

aspect of their Mexican heritage they felt pressured to have, or viewed others negatively 

for not having. Perhaps related to the ethnic stereotypes many reported, for some, it 

seemed that being of higher socioeconomic status meant being distant from their culture, 

and also that they might think themselves better than others. An example of the 

relationship between socioeconomic status and authenticity was captured by Lupe, who 

stated, “I think I’ve noticed that people who don’t struggle or people that have a high life 

tend to be less, have less Mexican American culture. I feel like if you struggled, you are 

more aware of your Mexican American culture.” Further evidence of negative sentiments 

toward those from higher socioeconomic backgrounds was captured by the term fresa, a 

Mexican slang term meant to describe someone of upper-class status who is believed to 
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be conceited or believes they are better than others. Despite the term mainly being used to 

capture how someone carries themselves, it is sometimes used to indicate someone’s lack 

of connection to their culture. When asked if he ever thought anyone to be acting White, 

Jimmy stated, “ aybe fresas. I mean because they have, think they are all that and they 

got to have like the newest things and they have to stick out from the crowd.”  hile 

discussing the composition of her prior schools, Mary-Ann also noted negative feelings 

toward those who were thought to hold themselves as better than others:  

Mary-Ann: I really think that the majority of the school was people with like 

dual citizenship or like I said they were Mexican nationals and so there were a lot 

of fresitas . . . like who I really didn’t get along with. 

Interviewer: Why is that?  

Mary-Ann: Because you know, I guess that I have my own stereotypes about like 

upper-class Mexican nationals because my experience because they were very 

much materialistic, like into Gucci and things like that and you know they were 

very much into perfect Spanish and things like that and umm . . . just that they 

were so catty and you know you got that in every school but I mean I think like 

even more so. 

 The way the term fresa was used in the interviews indicated that those from 

higher socioeconomic backgrounds were sometimes viewed negatively because of how 

they carried themselves, sometimes because of the belief that it contrasted with their 

culture. As with other pressures, some participants experienced discomfort about their 

backgrounds among their same-ethnicity peers and sometimes made efforts not to 
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disclose their backgrounds. For fear of being looked down upon for having more 

opportunities than her peers, Ashley sometimes did not share personal information, 

stating, “I wouldn’t probably tell them everything because my stepfather, he has money 

but I wouldn’t say, oh he took us to do this or you know.” Stacy, who reported that her 

family was well off, agreed that being well off “kind of” affected her status. Similar to 

 shley, she too chose to not discuss information about her family’s financial status, 

stating “I wouldn’t share that information unless someone asked” because of the belief 

that “I guess they would see me as spoiled and like que le da todo de mano [everything is 

given by hand]” Lee also described himself as being in the middle socioeconomic class 

and also found himself preoccupied with how he would be viewed by other individuals of 

Mexican descent:  

If am somewhere where there is a lot of lower socioeconomic background 

Mexicans, I feel like maybe they look at me and they are like, “look at this guy 

thinking he is so tough, so badass with his whatever brand shoes or he is driving 

such and such car, he think he is better,” but not very common. 

Despite these beliefs that people of higher financial status may carry themselves 

differently, financial status and the struggles that resulted were sometimes tied to their 

connection to their culture.  

 Among the many associations with, or stereotypes of, Mexican culture, financial 

status and the resultant struggles were no different, since sometimes individuals of 

Mexican descent were believed to be more authentic because of their lower economic 

status and struggles they overcame. Stacy believed individuals of Mexican descent were 
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known for their good work ethic, which often accompanied their characterization as 

occupying difficult jobs. Describing the way status is sometimes assigned in Mexican 

culture, she recalled a conversation with a friend:  

It would come up as, well, we worked for what we had, and I want to say most 

Mexicans have a good work ethic . . . you know son los trabajadores [they are the 

hard workers]. The way my parents talk about it is Mexicans are the ones that 

work hard. Umm . . . if you have everything given to you then you don’t get that 

positive status as Mexican. 

Stacy qualified her own viewpoint in saying that some people “really can’t help it . . . that 

they were born into a family that you know already has the status, but they work hard at 

school.” However, she told the interviewer, “some  e ican families don’t really see 

school, don’t really understand that school takes effort. . . . Manual labor is really what 

they understand most.” Stacy noted that her same-ethnicity peers expected each other to 

display a good work ethic or achieve things through their hard work, but that it was 

sometimes not associated with school.  

While academic behaviors were not the target of most pressures participants 

experienced, interviewees sometimes experienced the expectation of having to overcome 

struggles or hardships commonly seen among lower socioeconomic classes because of 

their Mexican heritage. One such person was Marcos, who described his family as being 

“a little more fortunate than a lot of families.” Due to his family’s socioeconomic status, 

he was sometimes viewed by his peers negatively; as he put it, “People thought that 

maybe I considered myself above other people because my family had a lot of things.” 
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Due to his financial background, he was sometimes “distanced from a lot of people.” He 

explained:  

Part of the culture back home is people sharing stories of oh, people kind of have 

fights with each other about, “Well, we are so poor that we have to do this and we 

have to do that,” and I was never able to participate in those kind of conversations 

so I was kind of excluded from that social network. 

He sometimes found that his ethnic status was also questioned because of his financial 

status. For example, his family traveled often in order to provide Marcos with different 

experiences and to expose him to different cultures. Because few of his peers had such 

opportunities, he would sometimes find himself being ostracized and his status 

questioned. Sometimes he would talk about his travels, and “I guess they feel 

uncomfortable and they want to poke back, so they will accuse me of this, that, and the 

other. . . . ”  hen asked why being well off was an issue, he linked the expectations to 

the associations with Mexican American culture:  

A big part of the Mexican American identity is struggling and working through 

that struggle and overcoming it . . . and that is a life-long process for a lot of 

families, and for a Mexican American teenager to come off as though he does not 

struggle or he does not have to because his family has this, that, or the other, it 

makes that one person different from everyone else because he is not going 

through what we are. That is what they think, he is not going through what we are 

so he obviously doesn’t know. 
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This example specifically points out the belief that some held that Mexican American 

culture is directly linked with overcoming struggles, whereas those who are believed to 

struggle less may be less authentic. 

 Similar to Marcos, Tom also found himself being distanced and his status 

questioned by his same-ethnicity peers “because we were a lot higher incomes or higher 

than Mexican families in town.”  s a result of his family’s financial background, both he 

and his sisters were frequently ostracized. Relating his experience, Tom stated, 

“ e icans in our home town said that we would try and act  hite so much.” Over time, 

he found that his lack of acceptance in the Mexican American community ultimately led 

him to gravitate more toward White peers. Growing up, James also was marginalized by 

many of his peers of Mexican descent who sometimes accused him of being a “coconut” 

or “an  nglo person in a  e ican’s body.” Those who marginalized him “thought I 

really didn’t connect with them,” which he believed was influenced by the fact that “I did 

well in school and my family is more well off.”  s such, he often carried the burden of 

having to prove his authenticity and show others that despite his family’s financial status, 

he too had to overcome obstacles:  

 here’s been some different situations where I felt that I had to prove myself 

differently [in my family] one of our values is to be hard working and you know 

and my dad has become successful in a business. . . . I had to prove that I am not 

just given everything financially.  

Like others, he too sometimes withheld information about his parents’ achievements lest 

he be marginalized, as shown in the following example:  
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When I was born, my parents were establishing what they have established now 

and they came from you know poorer backgrounds so it is kind of the mentality of 

having to prove that I am still connected culturally and some attitudes of poorer 

people. 

This captures the belief that somehow socioeconomic status was tied to being of Mexican 

heritage and the need to show one had not lost touch.  

Mary-Ann, who came from a higher socioeconomic status than many of her 

Mexican American peers, also believed that financial status and the need to show that one 

struggled was something commonly expected among Mexican Americans. She believed 

that many of these expectations originated because “some Mexican Americans 

unfortunately hold themselves to certain stereotypes.” She believed she was often 

targeted because of her biracial heritage and financial status “I guess you could say, 

because I don’t fit those stereotypes.” Asked what specific stereotypes, she explained, 

“there’s the  nglocized Hispanic stereotype.  .  . or there is also, I came from a middle-

upper class upbringing. . . so there is sometimes there is tension between me and the 

lower class.” She believed that many of her peers at the university who came from more 

privileged backgrounds also attempted to affirm their cultural status by conveying the 

many obstacles they faced in what she termed “oppression Olympics”:  

Basically trying to get more street cred because you have suffered more and I 

know for a fact that some of these people are in the same position as me . . . they 

have no place to be like, I am so poor and things like that. . . . This is among 

Mexican Americans and my African American friends, especially the ones who 
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grew up in pretty privileged households but they try to engage in this type of 

Oppression Olympics and so I just don’t see the point and I just really think it is 

fake. 

While not pertaining to all participants, many (n = 12) faced pressures not to be 

associated with socioeconomic privilege because of the belief that this would lead to 

accusations that they were not connected with their culture. While the evidence was not 

overwhelming, it appeared that sometimes Mexican Americans were negatively judged if 

not of lower socioeconomic status. Again these demands were linked to the need to 

demonstrate connection to their culture, regardless of what that entailed. 

Other Pressures  

 While Spanish fluency and socioeconomic status were not the only pressures 

experienced by Mexican Americans, they were the examples most frequently cited by the 

participants. Other pressures discussed, as with the previous ones just discussed, were 

also related to the need to demonstrate that they remained connected to their culture. 

Three such areas reported by the participants included romantic and peer relationships (n 

= 8), academic achievement (n = 5), and remaining close to home (n = 3). Participants 

believed there was an expectation that Mexican Americans would have both romantic and 

peer relationships with other Mexican Americans. With academic achievement, it was 

reported sometimes a Mexican American lost status because of their high achievement. 

Finally there was the expectation of remaining close to home; otherwise they were 

thought to be distancing themselves from their culture.  
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 Another significant component of participants’ experience was related to gender 

expectations believed to be consistent with their culture. Specifically, many of the female 

participants reported pressure to assume roles consistent with stereotypical Mexican 

women, as in being homemakers and not pursuing careers. Despite the frequent pressures 

and repeated self-examinations, there was little evidence that participants’ same-ethnicity 

peers questioned their status, despite some suggestions that they were deviating from 

their Mexican culture. A few males also reported experiencing some pressures because of 

the belief that they did not follow gender roles, specifically in relation to their pursuit of 

an education and the belief that they were not tough. 

 Last, participants reported pressure they experienced because of their complexion. 

Nine participants reported that many times both Anglos and individuals of Mexican 

descent made assumptions about their ethnic background based on their complexion and 

sometimes questioned their authenticity. Many times, they felt that they were not 

accepted by their Mexican American peers because of their White complexion, despite 

not being viewed as White by their White peers. For those who were believed to have a 

White complexion, it appeared that this factor also contributed to their discomfort and the 

feeling that they did not measure up to their peers.  

Strategies Among Same-ethnicity Peers 

Just as participants reported strategies to overcome the pressures they faced 

among their White peers, the participants in this study also used strategies that conveyed 

to their same-ethnicity peers that they were in touch with their culture and also fulfilled 

the expectations that many placed on themselves. The following list of strategies, as the 
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previous one, is not exhaustive, nor does it indicate that participants were rigid in their 

approach. Participants appeared very adaptive and flexible in their approaches as they 

attempted to negotiate their environments in the face of the demands on them.  

Some participants sought out other Mexican Americans or Latinos, not as a result 

of their distress among their White peers but as a means to provide comfort and ensure 

their connection to their culture in an environment in which there were few Mexican 

Americans. For example, Marcos reported seeking other Spanish-speaking Latinos: “I 

will be walking through campus and I’m like drawn. It is like a beacon that I flock to,” 

referring to individuals he heard speaking Spanish. He reported that one way in which he 

adapted in the university setting was by associating with those with similar backgrounds:  

I tend to associate myself or surround with people who remind me of home. But 

not constantly, I do not want to make it seem like that is my social bubble and I 

cannot get out of it. . . . I am very comfortable with other people but if I want to 

get back to where I am from I will call my friend Felipe and we’ll make frijoles 

[beans]. 

Similar to Marcos seeking same-ethnicity peers to remain connected, Lilly wanted 

to ensure she maintained her Spanish, something which she believed was key to her 

status. Speaking specifically to avoiding the label of “ hite  e ican,” she stated: 

I never try to limit the type of people that I interact with . . . I hang out with 

mainly like English-speaking people so what I try to do is find a group that are 

also Spanish speaking. . . . I don’t want to lose my Spanish because I have pretty 
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good Spanish, it is pretty good. I pride myself in that because there are some 

people who just cannot speak it and their last name is like Torres and it is just sad. 

Because of the importance among Mexican Americans to know Spanish, others would 

similarly make efforts to either gain or maintain their level of fluency, sometimes through 

speaking with others fluent in Spanish or by listening to music in Spanish.  

Given that all participants lived in the United States, some incorporated other 

methods to adapt when among their same-ethnicity peers, namely the use of slang, or 

“Spanglish,” in what appeared efforts to increase their acceptance. Perhaps no one 

captured this better than Lilly who, because of demands she faced by both cultures, 

would alter her method of communicating depending on what ethnicity her peer was. She 

described her experience thus:  

Interviewer: So what about with Mexicans, do you feel like you have to step up? 

Lilly: Step down (laughs).  

Interviewer: Is that the way you feel?  

Lilly: Yeah, sometimes because you get too caught up in one society and coming 

back to another one, you have to kind of look . . . it is really all about acting 

honestly. You really have to step up your game [in White society] like because 

it’s the same. . . . ok. I’m gonna draw a parallel to like gay people…like 

transse ual people who try to…their goal…I recently saw a documentary and 

their goal was to assimilate as much as possible into this one society, that seems 

normal and the goal of it is for people not to be able to recognize you or 

differentiate you, you know.  hat’s the goal mi  in as much as possible so to 
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where you won’t see the difference between you and the color of your skin or 

your last name. 

Interviewer: So with Mexican Americans, in order for you to do that you would 

have to almost step down you think? 

Lilly: I think so. . . . Take off all your fancy stuff because… 

Interviewer: Fancy stuff as in what? 

Lilly: As in the way you talk, the way you act. . . as in, even mannerisms 

sometimes or little like fillers that you use . . . accents, you know. It’s very 

different I think. 

Highlighting her attempt to fit in with others, she discussed how she would change the 

manner in which she spoke with others. She said she would incorporate “Spanglish” 

when among her  e ican  merican peers and attempt to speak “proper” when among 

her White peers.  

Ashley also attempted to change the manner in which she spoke when among her 

same-ethnicity peers. For example, she stated that when she was among her Mexican 

American peers she would attempt to hide her “ e as accent” and refrained from using 

words she associated with White culture, specifically “totally” and “like.”  lso adjusting 

their accents, Tom and Cleto also incorporated their knowledge of Spanglish when 

among Mexican Americans. Similarly expressing his attempts to adapt when among 

Mexican Americans, José stated:  

Like I have always just kind of have like a neutral accent but whenever I am 

around like  e ican  merican families and friends I kind of feel like, I don’t 
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know if I adapt to them or if I get more comfortable and let the accent go. I feel . . 

. I think it goes back to the comfort thing. 

Some participants used their accents and knowledge of Spanglish to adapt in multiple 

settings.  

Other participants used other means to ensure that they remained connected to 

their culture. Jimmy ensured that he remained connected to his culture by making 

occasional trips to his hometown and immersing himself in his culture, “sometimes 

hanging around Mexican American friends back home, eating Mexican food, listening to 

 e ican music.” Lisa said she enjoyed immersing herself in her culture:  

I am myself when I go home, you know. I do have all the candles, all the Santos 

[saints] and stuff, you know that’s me, I’m used to it. I’m not going to be like, oh 

the  mericans don’t believe in saints, I’m not gonna believe in saints, no. Or I 

will have like a colorful sarape [Mexican blanket] over the couch, it’s like no I’m 

not gonna put something neutral. You know this is what I like, this is me. I think 

the  e ican cultures practice is very pretty so I wouldn’t want to change that at 

all. 

Participants engaged in behaviors to ensure that they would be accepted by their peers, 

and others in behaviors to remain connected to their culture. Stacy remained connected 

by “watching novellas [with my mom] and speaking Spanish and eating the food when 

we can find it. I’ll ask my mom how we celebrate this. . . . ”  

 Ozarka, described how she maintained many of the traditions associated with 

Mexican culture:  
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 I am not religious at all, but I love participating in Posadas [reenactment of Mary 

and Joseph looking for lodging] or just being the observer, behind the scenes . . . 

like family traditions, family get-togethers or rosca [Rosca de Reyes] during 

Christmas stuff like that, I’ll participate in it but I don’t have a religious belief.  

In a different strategy, Lee explained that he asserted his heritage among Whites 

to remain connected to his culture:  

Lee: I’ll just speak with them as regularly as I can but I also find that if I am 

around some Anglos, I tend to become more Mexican Americanish or more 

Mexican. . . . I throw it out there a little more just to make a point, just because 

the fact is, hey I’m the only  e ican  merican in the group. . . . maybe just by 

comparing certain things, maybe foods or customs that are Anglo and contrasting 

them with Mexican customs that I know or Mexican sayings. Just contrasting 

anything that they give me with Mexicans. . .  

Interviewer: What kind of response do you usually get from White people when 

you do that?  

Lee: Mostly just like a quiet acceptance. Maybe like a nod, like, ok cool. I have 

never really gotten, oh like that’s dumb or maybe like a prejudice-like response. 

Interviewer: So if you didn’t put your ethnicity out there, what would be 

different?  

Lee: Maybe not feeling Mexican enough or maybe having the absence of my 

roots I guess. 
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Lee wanted to assert his minority status as a way of remaining connected to his culture. 

Similarly, Lisa made sure that she always used her accent when pronouncing Spanish 

words, regardless of who she was speaking to, to show she had not lost touch with her 

culture.  

 For some participants, staying connected to their heritage did not solely involve 

interpersonal interactions. Some felt the need to give back to their communities, which 

appeared to drive many participants’ academic interests and future careers. For example, 

Mary-Ann stated that the “standard” she set for herself because of her ethnicity was 

“giving back to my community and being proud of my heritage and passing that on to my 

potential children.” Driving her need to give back was her desire to “get rid of all those 

social injustices that minorities . . . especially people in the [region] experience, so I am 

very much committed to social justice.” Like Mary-Ann, Lupe, who planned to become a 

lawyer, also wanted to help her ethnic group by overcoming stigmatizing stereotypes:  

I feel like we are not respected as individuals in America. Just because we say 

Mexican American, they try to look like the Mexican side rather than the 

American side . . . that will look at Mexican Americans and say, oh you are 

Mexican so you must do this or you must only speak Spanish. 

Victor planned to contribute to his community by becoming a teacher. He explained:  

The way that I feel that I can keep up with my culture, especially since my family 

has already been here for generations, is to continue helping those that have come 

after me . . . making sure that middle school kids or high school kids know that 
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college is there. . . . I feel like I know we have problems in the community as far 

as our education goes or as far as having the role models especially.  

In what appeared attempts to overcome the stereotypes and barriers Mexican Americans 

faced, these students sought to give back to their community by pursuing careers that 

would allow them to make a difference in the lives of other Mexican Americans. María 

wanted to change the “perceptions of  e ican  mericans” by entering journalism 

because of the belief that her people were negatively characterized. Like Victor, José 

reported his desire to enter the educational field as a means of helping Mexican American 

who continued to be “marginalized.” By returning to a school similar to the one he came 

from, he hoped to show others “that there is something besides going to labor and that 

you could get educated and become a leader in the community.” By helping other 

Mexican Americans overcome barriers, these participants believed they were in some 

ways fulfilling an obligation to their culture. Others also used education as a means of 

fulfilling their own expectations of themselves.  

 The majority of participants reported that they were expected to and expected 

others to remain connected to their culture and not lose touch (n = 19). Many participants 

held a negative view of same-ethnicity peers whom they believed were distancing 

themselves from Mexican American culture to avoid the negative stereotypes, and they 

also reported that they were often judged by the same criteria. Despite multiple ways in 

which their connection to their culture was measured, many participants identified some 

common areas. One such belief cited by the majority of participants (n = 21) was that 

Mexican Americans should be fluent in Spanish. Those who were deemed not fluent 
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experienced marginalization by their same-ethnicity peers who were fluent and by native 

Mexicans, against whom many participants judged their own fluency. Influenced by their 

desire to be seen as authentic and not be judged by the same-ethnicity peers, many 

participants (n = 15) reported experiencing some degree of discomfort about their level 

of fluency in Spanish among their same-ethnicity peers. Also common among many (n = 

12) of the participants’ reports, and of the stereotypes held by their  hite peers, was the 

belief that those who were of high socioeconomic status or those who were believed not 

to be “struggling” in life were less authentic.  s a result of these various criteria, many of 

the participants used strategies among their same-ethnicity peers to demonstrate their 

authenticity and to ensure that they fulfilled their cultural obligation of not losing touch.  

Bicultural Approaches 

The Need to Adapt 

 One objective of this study was to explore how the participants negotiated 

bicultural environments in their pursuit of success and whether the approaches used were 

similar to those discovered by Carter (2006), namely what she identified as cultural 

straddlers, noncompliant believers, and cultural mainstreamers. In this study sample, 

many of the participants’ views toward and methods of acculturation were highly 

adaptive. In contrast to the diverse groups examined by Carter, the participants in this 

study (n = 22) most closely resembled that of the cultural straddlers, those Carter defined 

as drawing from their bicultural perspectives. However, because of their previous 

backgrounds, it appeared that several were in a state of transition, with little evidence that 
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the manner they approached bicultural settings was firmly entrenched. In fact, there were 

several instances in which participants reported that their current behavior was in contrast 

to their views before entering the university (whether that was previously favoring 

assimilation or opposition) life and more importantly reflected their willingness to adapt 

to their environment.  

Despite their willingness to adapt, many believed that special efforts should be 

made to preserve their culture and that adaptation should not interfere with or replace 

their cultural identity. Because of their desire to preserve their culture, many participants 

expressed their ambivalence about the acculturation process and thought well of those 

who actively resisted assimilation. Yet participants did not reflect a desire for what 

previous research has described as an oppositional (toward American) culture. In fact, 

only one participant expressed rigid views consistent with what Carter termed 

noncompliant believers. Instead, the majority of the participants reported benefitting from 

learning about different cultures and views that differed from their own. Despite those 

who expressed their reluctance to assimilate, they did not oppose White American 

culture, so much as want to ensure that they were able to be a part of their culture of 

choice and ensure its continued existence.  

The majority of the participants (n = 21) believed that Mexican Americans 

needed to adapt to life in the United States, particularly by learning about White culture 

and what is needed to be successful. Furthermore, in response to Question 1 on the 

MAIS, only four participants reported that they strongly disagreed with the statement 

“ e ican  mericans need to assimilate in order to be successful” (See Table 3.4), with 
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all others acknowledging some need to assimilate. The flexibility that most participants 

showed, however, was better captured during the interviews. For instance, Ashley firmly 

believed in the need to, as she put it, “hang on to your culture and traditions,” but she also 

said that  e ican  mericans need to “speak English to be successful here.” Yet she also 

expressed the need to remain connected to your culture, stating “you shouldn’t disregard 

where you come from.” Victor also emphasized the importance of knowing English to 

succeed in both education and business. Cleto qualified this view somewhat: “You have 

to learn some English to get by, but I don’t know about the full acculturation and 

becoming assimilated into what they think.” Lee also asserted that Mexican Americans 

did not “have to” assimilate, “but it would definitely make things a lot easier.”  

Some participants believed the associations that came with their background 

could create barriers. For example, Susana believed it was necessary to assimilate, 

“because you have certain stigmas.” Yet she did not believe a person’s willingness to 

adapt to the mainstream culture should compromise their cultural identity. She shared 

how she approached bicultural demands: “Just by accepting both cultures. Like not 

shying away from how I grew up and like Mexicanism, but at the same time I know what 

is e pected of me sometimes.” Likewise, Jimmy believed that Mexican Americans 

needed to assimilate to some extent in order to overcome some of the struggles they 

would face because of their ethnicity. He said, “If you want to get a successful job, you 

have to at least try to adapt to  merican values.” Ultimately, 16 of the 21 participants 

reported it was necessary for Mexican Americans to adapt in order to overcome barriers 

related to their ethnicity and to experience success. As James put it:   
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There’s barriers and cultural barriers and some people don’t just understand, don’t 

want to understand so it is almost necessary to acculturate yourself to a certain 

extent so that way you can communicate and be perceived a certain way in certain 

situations. 

While many interviewees expressed the need to adapt, they also emphasized the 

need to retain their cultural connection. Vicky was clear about the “need to assimilate” to 

succeed and not be “hostile” to  merican culture, but “I don’t think it should be at the 

point of where you lose faith in who you are, whatever that means to you.” Cameron also 

placed a limit on acculturation if it meant giving up one’s identity, explaining, “you do 

just to follow the norm but not get rid of your culture.” Stacy agreed that Mexican 

 mericans “should be aware of the American way of life. . . Just to know this is what 

they do and this is why they do it. This is why they behave that way, but not necessarily 

have to take that on.”  om also believed acculturation was necessary in order “to be 

successful” but did not believe it meant giving up your culture. Explaining specifically 

what he believed was needed, he stated:  

I mean just the lifestyle. I feel like the US is very focused on money and power 

and you can’t just come in and not change. I feel like you have to change to kind 

of fit in, in order to move up. 

The majority of participants (n = 21) reported that it was necessary for Mexican 

Americans to adapt to life in the United States, highlighting their need to be familiar with 

American culture. But they also stated that adapting or acculturating should not mean 

losing touch with your culture. Acculturation for many involved being fluent in English 
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and learning the necessary behaviors in order to increase their chances of success, 

something which they believed was limited by their ethnicity. Many (n = 16) believed 

that those who failed to adapt limited their opportunities for success and perhaps created 

more barriers. 

The Need to Preserve Their Culture 

 While the majority of the participants reported that it was necessary for them and 

Mexican Americans to adapt to American culture in order to succeed, many reported 

feeling pressured among Whites because of their ethnicity. Because of this, in their 

university environment, several believed that they were expected to distance themselves 

from their culture. In addition, many believed that Mexican Americans who failed to 

adapt limited their opportunities for success and likely created more barriers. Influenced 

by their beliefs and the pressures they faced, many (n = 14) appeared to experience 

ambivalence about acculturation because of their desire to preserve their culture. For 

some, this was evidenced by their support of others who were opposed to acculturation, 

not because of their dislike of American culture, but because of the belief that Mexican 

Americans were sometimes asked to lose their culture. With José, for instance, despite 

reporting that  e ican  mericans should not be “close-minded,” he did not believe 

Mexican Americans needed to fully assimilate, and he noted that foreigners who come to 

the United States to study are not asked to do so. Like others who were not rigid in their 

views, he believed that people should be able to practice freely the culture of their 

choosing and incorporate aspects from other cultures as they wished: “If they do like stuff 

about American culture, Anglo culture they can take from it . . . not to be so rigid I 
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guess.”  s with others, the primary reason he cited for his opposition to assimilating was 

the preservation of his culture, as he said, “I would like for the culture to remain distinct 

almost. Like I don’t want it to totally disappear and become totally assimilated into 

 merican culture.” 

Many participants believed that they and fellow Mexican Americans were asked 

to lose a part of their culture or identity in order to overcome the many negative 

associations and to fit in. This belief appeared to be the root of their ambivalence about 

the acculturation process, since many wished to be accepted for who they were, 

regardless of what culture they belonged to. Cleto, for example, did not agree that 

Mexican Americans should have to assimilate in order to be successful in the United 

States. Although believing that Mexican Americans had to be flexible in their approach, 

he was not fully supportive of assimilation “just because I don’t think you have to lose a 

part of yourself to please other people I guess.”  ore defiant in her stance, Lisa was 

supportive of those who opposed acculturation, stating, “I completely respect them. . . . 

Sometimes I am completely against it myself.” Believing that she and her culture were 

sometimes not accepted by mainstream society, she said she sometimes resisted the 

pressure to assimilate, “I’ll be like no I am not going to do it that way, this is my way and 

I am not gonna change it so I’ll fit in.”  

Ozarka was also at times opposed to becoming assimilated because of others not 

accepting her culture. When asked to share her views on those who resist acculturation 

she stated: 



 

165 

 

I don’t blame them . . . Because I mean how are you supposed to lose your culture 

or make it different . . . I don’t e pect you to. Especially when you come over to 

the U.S. from another country you get this feeling that you have to fit in, you have 

to find a way to survive. . . . Because you lose a lot of yourself. Especially when 

you become Americanized.  

James, too, supported those who resisted acculturation, emphasizing the demands on 

Mexican Americans to be successful. James shared his views:  

Interviewer: How do you view Mexican Americans who are opposed to 

acculturating?  

James: To a certain extent it can be kind of admirable . . . umm because I think it 

is really hard to obey America . . . coming to [city] I didn’t e pect to see so many 

people that haven’t acculturated and . . . you know like in class but they are still 

getting by so it’s just I think you have to become acculturated to a certain e tent 

to get to certain levels. 

In the end, many (n = 14) experienced ambivalence about acculturation because 

of their desire to preserve their culture and were supportive of others who did so. Despite 

some reluctance to assimilate, the majority did not express direct opposition to American 

culture. For example, Amber was supportive of those who resisted acculturation, stating 

“I think that is fine. I think that is cool.” Believing that many Mexican Americans had 

lost touch with their native culture, she hoped that many would seek to reestablish their 

connection with their culture. And yet she emphasized that her view did not mean being 

oppositional to American culture. Capturing the adaptive approach that many shared, 
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Mary-Ann also was supportive of those who resisted assimilation in order to preserve 

their culture but emphasized the flexibility needed, stating, “I am not opposed to it at all. 

It’s just, I think people shouldn’t be comfortable . . . too comfortable. I think that you 

need to be re-evaluating things, especially within Mexican American culture and any 

culture.” In the end, what many appeared to seek was acceptance of their culture and the 

culture of others, without any consequences for what culture they identified with. As Wes 

said, “I think in a perfect world, people would be able to practice whatever culture they 

believe, speak whatever language.”  

 The majority of participants endorsed the belief that Mexican Americans needed 

to be adaptive and learn about American culture in order to be successful. Yet they 

believed that being adaptive should not compromise your cultural identity. Those who 

believed that they or fellow Mexican Americans were being asked to give up their culture 

expressed support for others who resisted assimilation because of their desire to preserve 

their culture. Highlighting their adaptive nature, many asserted that a Mexican American 

should be able to integrate aspects from other cultures to create an identity that fit them. 

 he overall sentiment of many was captured by the researcher’s e change with Lilly: 

Interviewer: Do Mexican Americans need to acculturate?  

Lilly: I think there is a halfway point where they do . . . in order to be able to 

work and survive in society, within any society . . . because there are certain rules 

and you choose to go into that society so you have to be able to assimilate to a 

certain point. But politically, I don’t think that you have to let go of everything. I 

mean you should still have your values, your beliefs, your culture. 
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But she also described opposition to mainstream American culture:  

I would say there is a certain thing about American culture that I would like to 

resist as well. I mean honestly I don’t think capitalism . . . it’s very detrimental. I 

think neo-liberalism really screws people over but those are the values here . . . 

you can resist that but you can’t resist societal rules. 

In the end, like many participants, she tried to express where she found herself: 

You have to balance it. You really have to give and take. . . . You’re never going 

to be completely satisfied with it but I mean, there are certain things like you need 

your high school diploma or you need something . . . .you have to obey those 

rules. Not to be mean but if you don’t want . . . to be within an organization where 

you don’t want to follow the rules, well simply leave. 

The majority of participants (n = 21) believed that it was necessary for Mexican 

Americans to adapt to life in the United States, highlighting their need to be familiar with 

American culture. In addition, many (n = 16) expressed the belief that adaptation was 

necessary for Mexican Americans in order to overcome the barriers they faced and to 

experience success. Despite the participants’ flexibility and their belief that Mexican 

Americans needed to adapt, several believed that they and other Mexican Americans 

were expected to distance themselves from their ethnicity. As a result of these beliefs, 

many participants (n = 14) expressed a degree of ambivalence about acculturation and 

support of others who resisted it because of their desire to preserve their culture. Their 

ambivalence often reflected their desire to practice the culture of their choosing or to 

integrate aspects from both and was not a result of their opposition toward American 
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culture. Their willingness to adapt and their desire to preserve their culture both appeared 

influential in the manners they approached their environments.   

The Integration of Two Cultural Identities 

 Given their strong desire to connect to their cultural heritage and the fact that all 

but one were born and raised in the United States, most participants appeared to have a 

bicultural identity, albeit to various degrees. The results on the ARSMA-II offered 

support of their biculturalism. As shown in Table 7 below, 13 of 23 participants (56.5%) 

were classified as having an integrated acculturation type, highlighting their identification 

and use of behaviors consistent with both Anglo and Mexican cultures. However, the 

findings also demonstrated that a minority (n = 9, 39.1%) were unable to be classified 

because of their strong orientation toward one culture that failed to meet criteria for being 

either assimilated or traditional Mexican. Given the criteria for classifying someone as 

high integrated (scoring greater than -.5 standard deviation above the mean on both AOS 

and MOS) or low integrated (scoring between -1.5 and -.5 standard deviations below the 

mean on both AOS and MOS) acculturation type, it is likely that this measure lacked 

sensitivity toward individuals who were in a state of transition with their acculturation, or 

those who straddled the boundaries of being bicultural, traditional, or assimilated. 

Irrespective of their orientation to both Anglo and Mexican culture, what was not 

captured by this measure was how their identities were influenced by their perceived 

status among each culture (White American and Mexican) and how they conceptualized 

the integration of each culture.  
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Table 7: Breakdown of ARSMA-II Acculturation Types 

 

Acculturation Types     n  % 

 

Integrated (high) bicultural   13            56.5 

 

Traditional Mexican      1   4.3 

 

Unable to classify      9            39.1 

 

Assimilated       0   0 

 

Note. ARSMA-II = Acculturation Rating Scale for Mexican Americans-II. 

 

  Because of a combination of background experiences and peer groups, many 

participants found themselves more accustomed to associating with members of their 

own culture and subsequently experienced some difficulty adjusting to the university 

setting. One contributing factor appeared to be the change in ethnic makeup from their 

communities, although this was not the case for all. Their difficulties were evident by the 

distress reported by many interviewees when they were among their White peers because 

of the fear that they might be judged because of their ethnicity according to stereotypes 

that portrayed them as inferior. These beliefs of negative judgment and lack of 

acceptance was sometimes influenced by the negative experiences they or close others 

had with Whites, which conveyed to them their perceived lower standing. To overcome 

the negative associations with their ethnicity, they adopted strategies to cope with their 

burden.  

 Among peers of Mexican descent, many felt pressured to remain connected to 

their culture and were viewed negatively if they were thought not to. While there were 

varying standards as to what “connected” meant, Spanish was often the most salient 
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factor when determining an individual of Mexican descent’s authenticity. Despite all 

participants having lived their lives in the United States, many were still expected to be 

fluent in Spanish and were pressured by members of their family and peers, which 

included Mexican Americans, Mexicans, and Whites. Because of this expectation and 

their reported strong cultural identification, many reported sometimes being distressed 

among their same-ethnicity peers because of the fear that they might be judged by their 

peers. Contributing to their distress was the fact that many were in frequent contact with 

native Mexicans against whom they judged themselves, thereby contributing to the belief 

that they were deficient.   person’s socioeconomic status was also sometimes included 

as a means of determining someone’s authenticity, with those of higher socioeconomic 

status viewed as less authentic. Other factors mentioned were the ethnic makeup of their 

peer or romantic relationships, academic achievement, and remaining close to home. To 

meet the expectations that many experienced and placed on themselves, many 

participants used specific strategies to cope and remain in good standing with their 

community. 

 In what appeared to be a result of the demands of their same-ethnicity and White 

peers, many (n = 17, 73.9%) believed that they were not given full status in one particular 

group (Mexican or White American), and many times both. Despite their strong 

identification with their native culture and continued ties to Mexico, many felt they often 

fell short, which appeared to be highly influenced by their tendency to compare 

themselves to native Mexicans and because they were not recognized as Mexicans among 

native Mexicans (both influenced by their frequent contact with native Mexicans and 
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close proximity to Mexico). Adding to their burdens was the belief that they were not 

fully accepted or given equal status among their White peers, who many times recognized 

them as Mexicans, despite all but one being born in the United States. As Marcos stated, 

“ hen you are a Latino in this country you’re not really 100%  merican, but you’re not 

really 100%  e ican either.” This statement captured the complexity involved in 

forming a bicultural identity and the essence of what others reported, that they believed 

themselves to be in between two cultures.  

 As Mexican Americans, participants often desired to be accepted by both cultures. 

Due in part to questions of their status among each culture, several (n = 7) reported past 

or current struggles with their identity, due in part to questions of where they stood 

among each culture. For example, Ashley, who experienced distress because of the belief 

she was unaccepted among White peers, reported similar sentiments regarding her peers 

of Mexican descent, stating “I don’t feel like them either.” According to her thinking, her 

inability to speak Spanish and her belief that she lacked the exposure to her culture early 

on that her other peers had resulted in her status being questioned. In addition to her 

lower status among her same-ethnicity peers, she believed she was also marginalized by 

her White peers because of her differences. Lupe, who compared her authenticity to her 

Mexican peers, believed that her lack of fluency in Spanish meant she was not considered 

authentic. She expressed her beliefs:  

I’m not completely proud of being a  e ican but then again I am not completely 

 merican because I also don’t find myself . . . so I feel like I am a mix I guess or I 

just find myself in the middle. I am not one or the other, I’m just both. 
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 Others would also express the belief that they were not fully accepted, due mostly 

to their inability to achieve full status as American or Mexican. Cleto commented on the 

controversies surrounding illegal immigration and reported that the media’s negativity 

contributed to his belief that he was not fully accepted as American, despite also not 

being accepted as Mexican. He said, “Just because it is an attack on Mexicans, but I feel 

so closely to them, even though some  e icans don’t consider me fully  e ican, but I’m 

not considered fully  merican.”  

José, discussing an excerpt from the movie Selena, offered one of the more 

succinct explanations of what many interviewees experienced: “Edward James Olmos has 

a good line. He’s like ‘you know we have to be more Mexican than the Mexicans and 

more White than the White people,’ and that is the way I actually think they feel 

sometimes.” This captured the burden of expectations that many of the students felt.  

María, when faced with the direct question, expressed her beliefs about her identity:  

Interviewer: Have you acculturated?  

María:  ell yes because I feel like we’re not… e ican  mericans they’re not 

really Mexican or American, they are just in the middle.  

Interviewer: Is that how you feel? 

María: Yeah 

Interviewer: Do you feel more Mexican or American?  

María: I guess a little bit more Mexican but in the middle because when I do talk 

to my  e ican friends it’s like I don’t feel as  e ican as I think that I am.  
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She, like others, did not believe she was fully accepted as either American or Mexican. 

She particularly felt this problem when communicating with native Mexicans in Spanish, 

stating, “I try to speak Spanish but it just doesn’t come out right.”  s a result of her 

differences, which included less fluent Spanish and her style of dress, she was sometimes 

referred to as a gabacha (a slang term used to describe someone who is or acts White). 

While not being fully accepted by her Mexican peers, she similarly believed she was 

unaccepted as American because of her dark complexion. 

Susana also struggled with how to conceptualize her identity. When asked if she 

considered herself to be more  merican or  e ican she stated, “I want to say Mexican 

just because that’s who I am and that is my background, but at the same time I’ve lived 

my whole life here and so I have kind of grown up as a American so it is like half and 

half.” One particular factor that she felt complicated her American identity was that many 

of her characteristics, what she described as “markers,” made others assume she was not 

American. She listed her “different skin tone,” “different language,” and “accent” as 

leading others to conclude “she’s a  e ican, she’s not an  merican.” Similarly, Lilly 

expressed the belief that Mexican Americans would always be rejected in America 

stating, “we all want to become like this perfect American person, like a White fifties 

couple but hey, you will never fit that because I’m sorry, your tan skin, your last name, 

we have to pronounce it in Spanish.” Wes believed he “acculturated to a culture that is 

within  merican culture,” highlighting how others would be able to see how he is from 

America, but not fully seen as American. 
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Cameron’s response, when asked to clarify why she used the label “Hispanic,” 

exemplified the complexity that might be involved in forming a bicultural identity. She 

summarized it as “I have always grown up with that term. You are not  e ican, you are 

not  merican, you’re Hispanic,  e ican  merican.” Unsure of what she meant, the 

investigator sought to explore what prevented her from being considered either. In 

response to the question about what prevented her from being  e ican, she stated “I 

don’t live in  e ico.” Seeking clarification on what prevented her from being  merican 

she stated, “umm . . . my  e ican background.” She would further add that in many 

interactions with her White peers, she was often assumed to be from Mexico, which 

resulted in many assuming that she did not speak English. Expressing similar sentiments 

regarding her peers of Mexican descent, Stacy believed that there were many factors that 

prevented her from obtaining full status among her same-ethnicity peers, resulting in the 

belief that she was continuously excluded. She stated: 

It bothers me that I am not accepted as Mexican by my people . . . I wanna call 

them my people . . . I want to be accepted so I try not to stray too far away from 

the Mexican traditions and the values, that way when they see me and they get 

over what I look like…umm when they meet me, they’ll say ok she really is.  

Vicky spoke for several of these students’ struggles when she discussed how her 

Mexican American literature class helped her come to terms with her identity, an 

experience she shared with her classmates:  

The first day the teacher asked everybody in the class why you are here and a lot 

of people were like, well am I  e ican or  merican? I don’t know where we 
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stand, and it was really cool because kind of a group of twenty people who felt the 

same way as me, like I don’t know who the hell I am and that class just really 

helped me be comfortable in my own identity. Just to see other people’s 

experiences.  

Previously, she said, she had rejected the Mexican part of herself. Since taking the 

 e ican  merican culture classes, “I feel like I’ve gotten the better part of the two 

[cultures] in order to like piece my own identity but I think I am definitely more aware of 

the disparities that the [Mexican] community feels.” Vicky had experienced confusion 

regarding her identity, which she had earlier attributed to her desire to distance herself 

from the negative stigmas. While not representative of all participants, others also 

thought that they were not fully accepted in American society, in large part because of the 

belief that they were viewed as inferior and marginalized by their White peers.  

Overall, many participants (n = 17) reported not feeling fully accepted by their 

White American or Mexican peers. This appeared related to the feeling that they could 

not achieve full status among either culture because of the inability to overcome the 

expectations of them. Among Whites, this appeared affected by the belief that they were 

viewed in terms of a cultural heritage that was linked with many negative stereotypes. 

Among their same-ethnicity peers, many were accused of not remaining connected to 

their culture; this often showed itself in their limited fluency in Spanish compared to 

native Mexicans.  

Despite the past or current difficulties several participants (n = 7) experienced 

with their identities, it would be misleading to say that all struggled or were overwhelmed 
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by the dual expectations they faced. Instead, as previously demonstrated, many saw value 

and benefitted from their ability to draw from each culture, regardless of the degree of 

acceptance they enjoyed. For them, they reported practicing aspects from each culture 

and benefitted from combining them to form an identity that best suited their values and 

beliefs. However, a significant portion of the participants appeared affected by the 

pressures they faced among their White and same-ethnicity peers, albeit to varying 

degrees. For some, they enjoyed more acceptance among their same-ethnicity peers than 

their White peers. For others, the opposite was the case. What was rare, in fact, was to 

find participants who believed they had equal status among both ethnicities. In the end, 

many participants experienced some degree of difficulty overcoming the demands placed 

on them by both ethnicities, and although they appeared to be actively coping and 

strengthening their bicultural identities, these findings reflect the complexity of 

integrating two cultural identities. 

Model 

The diagram below (See Figure 1) is an overall representation of the experiences 

and processes that were discovered in this study. Before proceeding to the model, it 

should be noted that this model does not, nor does it intend to, portray all the factors that 

may have also contributed to the areas listed. Instead, the model represents the findings of 

this study in relation to the areas of inquiry and is in line with the researcher’s aim of 

attempting to capture the intragroup, intergroup, and systemic forces which lead to the 

participants’ bicultural approaches and the resultant pressures they e perience.      



 

177 

 

The model begins with the Mexican American participant and diverges into two 

areas, the Orientation toward Mexican culture and Orientation toward White culture. 

Each represents the participant’s identification and practice of each culture.  lso included 

in this area is the amount of exposure each participant had with these cultures, including 

the overall exposure they had in their schools and communities and specific peer 

relationships with members of each culture. As was previously demonstrated, many 

participants were affected by their past experiences. Their experiences and knowledge of 

each culture appeared influential in their comfort levels among individuals from each 

culture.  

As was previously shown, the majority of participants experienced similar 

pressures from both cultures, albeit to varying degrees. Hence, the next part of the model, 

Pressures Among Individuals of Mexican Descent and Pressures Among Individuals of 

White Descent represents the pressures that were reported to exist among each culture 

and those which were placed on the participants. The findings suggest that the pressures 

placed on the participants when among their same-ethnicity peers were related to the 

need to show one’s connection to their culture, while those among  hites were related to 

the need to overcome many of the negative associations that were linked to their culture 

and the belief that their culture was unaccepted. As a result of the pressures they 

experienced, many participants experienced differing Levels of Distress that was also 

influenced by the individual context (e.g. being minority in an all-White class, being 

among Mexican Nationals). Their distress often resulted when they believed themselves 

to have difficulty overcoming the pressures they faced. Among same-ethnicity peers, 
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their distress typically arose when they believed their connection to their culture was 

being or might be questioned, with most examples highlighting their perceived 

deficiencies in Spanish. Among Whites, most participants experienced distress when they 

believed they were being viewed by or judged because of their ethnicity. Their level of 

distress appeared influential in how they negotiated their environments and their beliefs 

toward the acculturation process.  

The next part of the model, Bicultural Approach, represents the participant’s 

beliefs in regard to how they or same-ethnicity peers should approach the acculturation 

process. Their beliefs appeared to be influenced by their orientation to each culture, the 

opposing demands they faced among Whites and same-ethnicity peers, and the level of 

distress they experienced as a result of the demands. The majority of participants in this 

study believed Mexican Americans needed to adapt to White culture while still 

preserving their cultural identity and values. Their flexibility allowed many to draw from 

both cultures and individualize their approach that suited their beliefs and individual 

needs in order to be successful in their environments.  Their belief system appeared to 

influence the Individual Strategies they utilized when among either culture, which 

sometimes included isolation, emphasizing their ethnicity, and code-switching. 

As a result of their orientations and their ability to adapt among both cultures, 

each participant appeared to experience different levels of acceptance among each 

culture. The participants in this study were generally judged by their orientation toward 

Mexican culture and their ability to adapt when among members of their same-ethnicity 

peers. Among Whites, they too faced judgment based on their orientation to White 
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culture and the manner in which they chose to adapt. As such, their degree of acceptance 

is shown in this model to reflect both aspects, namely their orientation and the manner in 

which they approached their environments. In the end, the degree of acceptance they 

enjoyed among each culture appeared influential in how they conceptualized their 

cultural identity.  his was demonstrated by the many participants’ reports that they 

believed they were not fully accepted among their same-ethnicity or White peers. Among 

others, it appeared that some experienced a higher degree of acceptance among a 

particular culture and less with the other, which influenced how they viewed themselves 

and who they identified with.  

The process by which participants negotiated their environments and formed their 

belief systems did not appear fixed but seemed to evolve based on new experiences and 

viewpoints they arrived at, again highlighting their adaptive nature. Some participants 

utilized their past and current experiences to inform how they would approach 

acculturation, which sometimes appeared to impact their orientation to each culture. 

Examples of this included learning or improving their Spanish, associating with peers of 

a specific ethnicity, and learning behaviors they believed were common among White 

culture. In the end, their overall orientation to each culture and their ability to negotiate 

bicultural environments was influential in the degree of acceptance they had with each 

culture and their cultural identity.
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Figure 1: Model of Findings  
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CHAPTER 5: Discussion 

Summary of Study and Findings 

The purpose of this study was to gain a better understanding of Mexican 

American university students’ perceptions of the pressures they e perience among 

individuals of Mexican descent and White Americans. This study also explored the 

different strategies employed by Mexican American university students to negotiate their 

bicultural environments (i.e. peer groups, communities, and school) and compared them 

to those reported by Carter (2006).  

An important finding of the study was that the majority of the participants (n = 

21) believed their ethnicity was regarded as inferior and was unaccepted by their White 

peers. Many (n = 17) believed that they were viewed through stereotypes that conveyed 

their inferior abilities and status. Adding to their belief was the controversy surrounding 

the university’s top 10% rule, which resulted in the accusation that some were accepted 

to the university because of their ethnicity, not their abilities. Their apprehension was 

further exacerbated by the experiences that many participants reported (n = 19) in which 

they or others endured which they believed communicated their lower standing, lack of 

acceptance, and judgment because of their ethnicity. Further, several felt that individuals 

of Mexican descent were viewed negatively because of the negative sentiment held 

toward illegal immigrants and the tendency of others to group illegal immigrants and 

Mexican Americans together. As a result of their beliefs and experiences, many of these 

students (n = 14) experienced varying degrees of distress among their White peers 

because of fears that they might be judged or viewed negatively because of their 
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ethnicity. The degree of distress experienced appeared influenced by their background 

experiences, with those having more experiences of diversity (mostly exposure to White 

Americans) appearing to experience less distress. Given these fears and their minority 

status at the university, several (n = 10) experienced pressure to conform or distance 

themselves from their culture. Participants used a variety of methods to cope with their 

distress and negotiate their environments when among their White peers.  

Among individuals of Mexican descent, the majority of participants (n = 19) 

reported that they were expected to and expected others to remain connected to their 

culture and not lose touch. Many participants held a negative view of same-ethnicity 

peers whom they believed were distancing themselves from Mexican culture, sometimes 

due to the belief they were attempting to avoid the negative stereotypes, and also reported 

that they were often judged by the same criteria. The need to remain connected was 

supported by the positive correlation found between the participants’ orientation to 

Mexican culture and the degree of marginalization they perceived among same-ethnicity 

peers. Despite multiple ways in which their connection to their culture was measured, 

many participants identified some common areas. One such belief reported by a strong 

majority of participants (n = 21) was that people of Mexican descent should be fluent in 

Spanish. Those who were deemed not fluent reported several instances of marginalization 

by their same-ethnicity peers who were fluent and by native Mexicans, against whom 

many participants judged their own fluency. The majority of participants (n = 15) 

reported some degree of discomfort  about their Spanish-speaking abilities among 

individuals of Mexican descent, due in part to doubts of whether they would be judged or 
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considered inauthentic.  lso common among many of the participants’ reports (n = 12), 

and of the stereotypes held by their White peers, was the belief that those who were of 

high socioeconomic status or those who were believed not to be “struggling” in life were 

sometimes considered less authentic or not in line with their cultural heritage. As a result 

of these various criteria, many of the participants reported experiencing distress and used 

strategies when among their same-ethnicity peers to demonstrate their authenticity and to 

ensure that they fulfilled their cultural obligation of not losing touch.  

In order to negotiate their environments in the face of the expectations placed 

upon them by both culture, most participants used individual strategies that were 

influenced by their overall beliefs toward acculturation. All participants, but one, 

evidenced adaptive styles similar to the cultural straddlers reported by Carter (2006) and 

the majority thought (n = 21) that it was necessary for Mexican Americans to adapt to 

life in the United States, highlighting their need to learn about American culture. They 

also stated that adapting should not mean losing touch with your culture, with many (n = 

14) expressing ambivalence about the acculturation due their desire to preserve their 

culture. Acculturation for many involved being fluent in English and learning the 

necessary behaviors in order to increase their chances of success, something which they 

believed was limited by their ethnicity. Many believed (n = 16) that those who failed to 

adapt limited their opportunities for success and perhaps created more barriers. 

In what appeared to be the result of the opposing demands by their White and 

same-ethnicity peers and their ability to negotiate their environments, many participants 

(n = 17) reported not feeling fully accepted by members of either culture which 
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influenced the struggles that some (n = 7) faced with their cultural identity. Their lack of 

status among American and Mexican culture appeared to be influenced by the tendency 

of Americans to recognize them as Mexicans and Mexicans to see them as American or 

“ mericanized.” While not all participants felt unaccepted, a significant portion of the 

participants appeared affected by the demands placed on them by both cultures, albeit to 

varying degrees. For some, they enjoyed more acceptance among their same-ethnicity 

peers than their White peers. For others, the opposite was the case. What was rare, in fact, 

was to find participants who believed they had equal status among both ethnicities, which 

highlighted the complexity involved in forming a bicultural identity. Despite this, many 

cited the benefits of their biculturalism and actively drew aspects from each culture that 

best suited them. In the end, many participants experienced some degree of difficulty in 

overcoming the demands placed on them by both ethnicities, although many appeared to 

be actively coping and strengthening their bicultural identities.  

In order to further understand the results of the present study, it is necessary to 

examine the findings in relation to the current literature. In order to accomplish this, 

literature presented in the integrated analysis will examined in addition to new literature, 

specific to the findings, in order to integrate the findings with what has been previously 

discovered and to discuss the possible implications. 

Intergroup Experiences  

 As discussed previously, people of Mexican descent have a long history of being 

characterized as members of an inferior culture (Acuña, 2007; Jiménez, 2010) and 

marginalized in American society (Menchaca, 2001; Menchaca & Valencia, 1990; 
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Godfrey, 2008).   This study suggests that individuals of Mexican descent continue to feel 

regarded as inferior and stereotyped, marginalized, and discriminated against by their 

White American peers. Their beliefs and experiences contribute to the pressures and 

barriers they face among those peers.  

 In addition to the findings in acculturation literature, the present study suggests 

that participants experienced distress related to their intercultural contact, even though all 

but one participant was second generation or further removed from Mexican origin. One 

major contributor to their distress was their perceived lower status and lack of 

acceptance, both of which have been shown to hinder acculturation (Berry et al., 2002; 

Romero et al., 2007). The strength of their beliefs and accompanying distress appeared 

related to the amount of exposure to White culture they had prior to entering the 

university. Irrespective of their degree of distress, many believed their culture was looked 

down upon and largely unaccepted by their White American peers. For some, their belief 

was fueled by ambiguous cues that they felt suggested an implicit racism among their 

White peers. For others, their lack of acceptance and perceived social standing was 

confirmed since some found that behaviors associated with their culture, such as their use 

of Spanish, led to instances of discrimination and stereotypes by their White American 

peers, findings which have been supported by previous research (Floyd & Gramman, 

1995). As a result of these beliefs and experiences, several participants reported a 

pressure to distance themselves from their culture and to be more oriented to Anglo 

culture (i.e., assimilated). Similar to the findings when among their same-ethnicity peers, 

it appears that a relationship existed between the strength of their orientation toward 



 

186 

 

White American culture and the degree of marginalization they perceived among White 

peers. Specifically, it appeared the less oriented a participant was toward White American 

culture, the more marginalization the participant perceived, suggesting that individuals of 

Mexican descent face demands to be White-oriented. While the qualitative evidence from 

this study supported this claim, this relationship was not confirmed through correlational 

analysis as a measure of perceived marginalization among Whites was not included. 

However, research published after the completion of the present study supports the 

assertion. Specifically, Torres, Driscoll, and Voell (2012) discovered that among Latinos, 

their orientation to “ nglo” rather than Latino culture was significantly related to their 

perceptions of intergroup discrimination, likely adding pressure to Latinos to assimilate.  

 hile an individual’s orientation to White American culture appears to be related 

to the degree of marginalization they encounter among their White peers, other mediating 

factors need to be considered. Studying a Mexican American population, Ortiz and Telles 

(2012) found that those who were darker skinned reported experiencing more instances of 

discrimination than their lighter-skinned Mexican American peers, indicating that in 

addition to an individual’s orientation, their physical characteristics also play a role in 

being stereotyped and discriminated against.  

Additionally, Ortiz and Telles (2012) found a positive correlation between being 

educated and being stereotyped and/or experiencing discrimination.  The authors 

suggested that Whites may hold beliefs or stereotypes about the educational levels of 

Mexican Americans and that these beliefs may influence the manner in which they 

engage individuals of Mexican descent. Similarly, several participants in this study 
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reported that they had to overcome stereotypes among their White peers, who they 

believed frequently characterized them as inferior. Since this study did not examine 

White  mericans’ perceptions of individuals of  e ican descent, we can only assume 

that this may have played a role in the present results.  

Ortiz and Telles (2012) also discovered a relationship between greater contact 

with Whites and being stereotyped or discriminated against. In the present study, the 

university context undeniably contributed more opportunities for the majority of 

participants to be exposed to Whites, particularly for those who reported limited contact 

prior to university enrollment. In this context, there were likely more instances of being 

stereotyped or discriminated against than if participants had not been exposed to this 

setting. Regardless of what contributed to each instance of discrimination or stereotyping, 

what was more surprising was the power of potential discrimination or stereotyping in the 

distress many participants reported, even among those who said that they had yet to 

encounter anything significant while at the university. To better understand this 

phenomenon, we must now turn to what has been discovered in the area of stereotype 

threat. 

Stereotype threat refers to the risks an individual faces of confirming a negative 

stereotype (in their individual context) ascribed to their group (Steele & Aronson, 1995). 

Research has identified various implications of the threat of being stereotyped, including 

a negative impact on academic outcomes (Guyll, Madon, Prieto, & Scherr, 2010; Steele, 

1997), intergroup anxiety (Gordijn, Finchilescu, Brix, Wijants, & Koomen, 2008), and 

decreased executive functioning (see Inzlicht, Tullett, Gutsell, 2012 for a summary). In 
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the present study, most participants reported the belief their culture was seen as inferior 

and that they had to overcome negative stereotypes attributed to their culture, which led 

to many experiencing distress when among their White American peers. In fact, research 

has demonstrated that ethnic minorities are often preoccupied during intergroup 

interactions because of the belief that they might be judged by their ethnicity (Steele, 

Spencer, & Aronson, 2002). Other research has found that individuals differ in their 

sensitivity to being stereotyped or discriminated against, which is referred to as stigma-

consciousness, with those higher in stigma-consciousness more likely to see their 

environments as threatening (Pinel, 2002). The current study supports previous research 

by showing that the participants experienced distress about confirming stereotypes and 

that each differed in their degree of preoccupation about such an occurrence. Yet this 

study suggests another contributing factor—that the amount of contact participants 

previously had with Whites likely influenced the degree of distress in intergroup settings. 

 his study also offers some insight into the participants’ perceptions about the origin of 

their distress, which is often neglected in research. For many, their preoccupation was 

tied to their previous intergroup experiences and that of their family members, both of 

which affected their interactions. Their concerns were further fueled by the negative 

media attention to illegal immigration, their minority status at the university, and the 

negative feelings about the university’s admission policy.  

Despite findings in the literature and this study, research has yet to present a 

thorough understanding of the experiences of White Americans during their social 

exchanges with minority members and whether their perceptions are consistent with the 
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minority members’ beliefs. Furthermore, we lack an understanding of social interactions 

between a minority and a dominant member and how these interactions result in different 

outcomes between dominant and minority groups. Research has indicated that when the 

topic of race arises in interpersonal interactions, minorities are preoccupied with 

confirming stereotypes, and dominant members also show concern about being seen as 

prejudiced (Shelton, 2003), indicating that there is still much to be learned. Future 

research could explore the link between minorities’ previous e periences with  hite 

peers and their orientation to Anglo culture with the degree of distress reported when 

among White Americans.  

Intragroup Experiences 

 The findings from the present study demonstrated that participants experienced 

pressure among their same-ethnicity peers to remain connected to their culture. The 

emphasis placed on remaining in touch with their culture contrasts previous research that 

argued minorities were motivated to distance themselves from behaviors associated with 

White culture so as not to be accused of trying to “act  hite” (Farkus et al., 2002; 

Fordham & Ogbu, 1986).  While there were some instances in which participants were 

accused of such in the present study, it did not appear to be a frequent or particularly 

significant theme in this study. Most examples reported did not focus on behaviors 

related to their academic pursuits. Instead, the majority of participants were encouraged 

by their peers and reminded of their need to remain in touch with their culture. Because 

past research has been dedicated to investigating a relationship between oppositional 

culture and outcomes (particularly academic outcomes), this study offers a different 
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insight, that retention of and continuous connection with one’s culture is important to 

minorities irrespective of their attempts and ability to function among White Americans.  

Aside from the qualitative evidence of the expectations that participants remain in 

touch with their culture, this expectation was further supported by the significant 

relationship between an individual’s orientation to  e ican culture and his or her 

perceptions of marginalization. Furthermore, the link between a person acting White and 

being marginalized was refuted by the insignificant relationship between the participants’ 

orientation to Anglo culture and their perceptions of marginalization among same-

ethnicity peers. In light of the emphasis placed on the retention of their native culture, it 

is necessary to compare this study’s findings with previous research about the areas in 

which these participants felt judged and the expectations they held of their same-ethnicity 

peers.  

Despite different interpretations of “remaining in touch,” most participants were 

united in their belief that they were expected to be proficient in Spanish. The current 

findings, like those by Carter (2006), demonstrated that among the many social behaviors 

scrutinized, extra emphasis is placed on speech and language styles. The participants in 

this study valued fluency in Spanish, incorporating “Spanglish” or “ e - e ,” and 

emphasizing their accents when applicable. These findings are consistent with past 

literature that has shown that Mexican Americans see fluency in Spanish as a sign of 

cultural pride (Aoki, 2000; Duncan-Andrade, 2005) and view those who are not 

proficient in Spanish negatively (Flores-Niemann et al., 1999; Holleran, 2003; Moore & 

Pachon, 1976; Shenk, 2007). In fact, a study published after the completion of this 
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research further substantiates connection between orientation to native culture, in this 

case language, with perceptions of marginalization among same-ethnicity peers. 

Specifically, Sanchez, Chavez, Good, and Wilton (2012) found that among Latino 

college students, an individual’s proficiency in Spanish was associated with his or her 

perceptions of marginalization among same-ethnicity peers; those who reported lower 

levels of fluency perceived higher degrees of marginalization. Moreover, they found that 

the students’ proficiency in Spanish was also associated with their level of ethnic pride 

and the strength of their ethnic self-concept, further highlighting the importance of 

language among individuals of Mexican descent. Since research has shown that fluency 

in Spanish decreases with each generation among Hispanics (Johnson, Rios, Drewery, 

Ennis, & Kim, 2010), it is likely that more generations of Latinos will face similar 

pressures in the coming years. 

Another area in which many participants in the present study were evaluated 

regarding their connection to their culture was their need to demonstrate to their peers 

that they were experiencing or had previously overcome personal struggles in their lives. 

Some of the participants appeared to have internalized the stereotype that linked Mexican 

descent with lower social standing. Individuals of Mexican descent have continuously 

faced negative stereotypes in American society that characterize them as working class or 

of inferior status (Acuña, 2007; García, 1980; Jiménez, 2010; Menchaca & Valencia, 

1990). In consideration of the classic work by Allport (1954), it is possible, as he 

proposed, that many of the participants have internalized the stereotypes that persist in 

American society. In fact, past research has shown that with each increase in generational 
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status,  e ican  mericans’ belief in negative stereotypes of their culture more closely 

match those of their White peers (Buriel & Vasquez, 1982). Thus, individuals of Mexican 

descent may, at times, have their ethnic status questioned relative to the many negative 

stereotypes. It is also likely that many individuals of Mexican descent are evaluated in 

comparison to Mexicans immigrants, many of whom are working class.  

Future research could explore the different experiences among individuals of 

Mexican descent based on socioeconomic differences and geographic regions. Since 

several of the participants appeared to be affected by the stereotypes held within their 

culture by their same-ethnicity peers, it may be helpful to explore stigma-consciousness 

as it relates to intragroup experiences. Because many participants expressed concern 

about being seen by their peers as disconnected from their culture, it seems likely that 

they differed in the degree to which they believed they fit the “ mericanized” stereotype 

among peers of Mexican descent.  

Adaptive Strategies and Biculturalism 

 The present study demonstrated that the majority of participants used a flexible 

and adaptive approach to negotiating their bicultural environments, with all but one (who 

was classified as a noncompliant believer) closely resembling the cultural straddlers 

described by Carter (2006). Most participants emphasized ensuring the retention of their 

cultural heritage while learning the behaviors and values necessary to achieve success in 

the United States. Their bicultural perspectives and ability to actively draw from both 

cultures helped them successfully participate in bicultural environments, despite the 

difficulties they experienced in each group.  
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The results from the ARSMA-II classified the majority of the participants as 

bicultural, with the next largest group categorized as unable to classify, and only one 

participant classified as traditional Mexican. Regarding the significant number of 

participants categorized as unable to classify, one possible explanation is that this 

particular measure was not sensitive to individuals who were in a state of transition to 

being integrated or assimilated. A particularly striking discovery that supports this 

explanation was the dynamic nature of their bicultural approaches and identities, with 

changes to both that were sometimes in contrast to those they previously held and used. 

In support of this finding, research conducted by Shi and Lu (2007) with bicultural 

Chinese-Americans found that young adults in comparison with adolescents saw more 

value in being bicultural, attempted to strengthen their cultural connections, and were 

better able to integrate their dual cultural identities. A study conducted by Kanno (2003) 

also documented shifts in identities and adaptive strategies among Japanese students who 

previously lived abroad, again supporting the notion that cultural identities and adaptive 

strategies are dynamic. Another possible explanation is that other acculturation categories 

exist beyond the traditional categories. A study conducted by Coatsworth, Maldonado-

Molina, Pantin, and Szapoczink (2005) provided evidence of a distinct acculturation 

group among a sample of Hispanic youth who obtained moderate scores on indices of 

Hispanic and American culture that differ from traditional acculturation. Several of the 

participants in the present study also had moderate scores (whether with their Mexican or 

Anglo orientation), with many failing to meet the minimum criteria for being considered 

traditional Mexican, assimilated, or bicultural. Together, these findings suggest that 
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major differences may exist even among individuals who approach acculturation by 

integrating their identities. Recent research, however, has begun to examine differences 

within acculturation groups, particularly among those classified as bicultural.  

Research into bicultural identity integration (BII)—“the perceived compatibility 

or opposition between ethnic and mainstream cultures” (Benet-Martinez, Leu, Lee, & 

Morris, 2002, p. 509)—has demonstrated that major differences among biculturals may 

exist. In fact, individuals classified as bicultural appear to differ in their perceptions of 

the degree of distance and conflict between their cultures (Benet-Martinez & Haritatos, 

2005), which may lead to different responses to cultural cues (Benet-Martinez et al., 

2002), which may be further affected by the positive or negative quality of the cue 

(Cheng, Lee, Benet- artinez, 2006 .  hile biculturals’ degree of BII may influence their 

approaches, it is still largely unknown what specific factors may contribute to the 

perceived differences in BII among biculturals, something which the current results may 

help explain. It appears that many subjects face individual (lack of exposure to either 

culture), interpersonal (intragroup and intergroup pressures and marginalization), societal 

(stereotypes and negative media attention), and contextual (lack of diversity in schools 

and community) barriers that impede their ability to fully integrate and strengthen their 

bicultural identities. Moreover, it appears that the pressures they experience also 

influence the adaptive strategies they use.   

Since the majority of participants were identified as bicultural, it would be helpful 

for future studies to examine the pressures experienced by different strategy groups and 

how they approach their bicultural environments. As research has begun to explore 
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within-group differences among individuals identified as bicultural, it may be helpful to 

explore the differences that likely exist within other strategy groups. Most important, it is 

recommended that future research investigate how the pressures experienced, adaptive 

strategies utilized, and cultural identities change over time. As this study showed, some 

participants attempted to strengthen their connection with their cultural heritage through 

various methods, including improving their Spanish fluency, taking Mexican American 

Studies classes, and engaging in activities associated with their culture. Therefore, future 

research should e plore how minority members’ orientation to their cultural heritage 

might strengthen or weaken over time.  

Implications 

As the contact between cultures continues to increase, it is likely that many will 

continue to face situations in which they must negotiate bicultural or multicultural 

contexts, increasing the need to better understand the specific pressures different ethnic 

groups face, how they negotiate their environments, and the outcomes associated with 

each adaptive style. As research has suggested, those who use an integrative approach 

appear to fare best (LaFramboise, Coleman, & Gerton, 1993), with more recent research 

showing that those who  have a bicultural orientation and are competent in both cultures 

evidence greater psychological well-being (Baker, Soto, Perez, & Lee, 2012; David, 

Okazaki, & Saw, 2009). As participants in the current study sought to maintain or 

increase their connection to their culture and as other studies have documented similar 

findings (Kanno, 2003; Shi & Lu, 2007), it appears that minorities might benefit from 

opportunities to strengthen their ties to their cultural heritage. Because research has 
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largely disproved the uniform existence of an oppositional culture among minorities, and 

the current results show that the participants desired to be accepted (while being able to 

freely practice their culture) in American society, it would appear logical that minorities 

might function better if they were able to develop their bicultural identities. Perhaps it 

would be beneficial for minorities to have more opportunities, whether in the community 

or in school, to develop their native language and study their cultural heritage. While 

attempts have been made to celebrate multiple cultures, several participants in the present 

study expressed regret at the lack of opportunities in their earlier school settings to learn 

Spanish and about their cultural heritage. It is believed that with opportunities to 

strengthen their ties to both Mexican and American culture, Mexican Americans will gain 

the benefits that are being discovered with biculturals who exhibit competence in both 

cultures. 

Another conclusion that can be drawn from the present findings is that some 

minorities continue to be isolated in their communities, and that affects their transition to 

institutions of higher learning. While some participants lived in areas predominantly 

populated by individuals of Mexican descent (mostly due to living near the Mexican 

border), others living in urban areas were affected by districting that segregated ethnic 

minorities and Whites (Valencia 2000, 2008, 2011). In the university setting, the 

participants reported experiencing an easier transition, despite the barriers they faced, 

when they were among same-ethnicity peers, often drawing support from those 

relationships. However, several experienced difficulty in establishing multiple 

relationships with same-ethnicity peers because of the limited number of students of 
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Mexican descent at their university, which appeared to increase their feelings of isolation, 

highlight their minority status, and maintain stereotypes.  In response to the barriers, 

several participants sought out same-ethnicity peers and found alternative ways of 

connecting with their culture. One specific method was enrolling in Mexican American 

Studies, which underscores the value of such programs. Perhaps the strongest conclusion 

that can be drawn from the findings is the need to diversify university settings and 

educate students about the factors that hinder intergroup attitudes and interactions. 

Since the ban on affirmative action in Texas universities, the admission of 

Hispanics declined, even after the adoption of the top ten percent rule (Harris & Tienda, 

2012). Despite the subsequent reversal of the ban on affirmative action, there continues to 

be much controversy regarding its use and benefits. Indeed, there are many benefits to 

having diverse environments. Increased diversity helps combat continuing ethnic 

stereotypes that arise during intergroup exchanges. Research conducted by Asgari, 

Dasgupta, and Cote (2010) pointed out, however, that diversity alone is not sufficient to 

change stereotypic beliefs, particularly self-stereotypes of one’s own ethnic group. 

Instead they argued that stereotypic beliefs are likely to change only when an individual 

has frequent exposure to experiences that are contrary to stereotypes (e.g., being among 

highly educated individuals of Mexican descent) and when individuals reflect upon those 

experiences. Aside from the benefit of increased diversity for minorities, research 

indicates that all individuals, regardless of their ethnicity, would benefit from increased 

diversity in university settings. In fact, Crosby, Iyer, Clayton, and Downing (2003) 

conclude from their literature review that increased diversity (through affirmative action) 
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promotes greater learning environments, helps prepare students to function in a 

multicultural world, and increases long-term intergroup interactions and social stability in 

America.  

Yet increased contact alone is not sufficient to enhance intergroup relations. 

Instead, greater efforts should be made to educate students about issues of diversity and 

continued barriers that have affected and continue to affect certain ethnic groups and 

hinder intergroup interactions. Universities could require a course or courses on diversity 

or multicultural studies. Such requirements have been shown to enhance intergroup 

attitudes and beliefs about equality (see Crisp, 2010, for more on the benefits of diversity 

experiences).   

While many universities and communities have made attempts to promote 

diversity and intercultural interactions, this study demonstrates that much work is still 

needed. It is hoped that the current results regarding the pressures individuals of Mexican 

descent face, and how they negotiate these demands, will help inform future policy and 

spark continued research in these areas. Most important, it is hoped that these findings 

will demonstrate that the issues that continue to affect people of all ethnicities are 

solvable and pertinent to advancing individual and societal outcomes. 

Limitations to the Present Study  

The current study used a convenience sample of university students in which the 

majority of participants were identified as bicultural and had lived most of their lives in 

Texas with many also in close proximity to Mexico. All participants were recruited via 

Mexican American Studies classes and therefore were likely more knowledgeable about 



 

199 

 

topics related to their ethnicity, which may have skewed the results. The present study 

also failed to capture individuals representative of the currently identified acculturation 

groups, namely those categorized as assimilated or traditional Mexican. It is likely that 

individuals belonging to different acculturation groups experience pressures to different 

degrees than what was reported in this study and may experience pressures not identified 

in this study. Because of the aforementioned limitations, the results of this study, 

including the model presented, should only be applied to participants in this study until 

future research can determine how many of the findings apply to individuals of Mexican 

descent in general. 

Conclusion 

Overall, the findings demonstrated the complexity involved in forming a 

bicultural identity and negotiating bicultural contexts. The current study also showed the 

benefits of examining pressures that exist among members of a specific culture and 

emphasized the need to include individuals from different geographic regions and 

acculturation styles. In addition, the findings underscored the need to examine the 

relationship between the degree of cultural orientation(s) and the perceptions and 

experiences of marginalization among intragroup and intergroup members. As was 

demonstrated, it appeared that the participants’ degree of intergroup e periences and 

orientation to Anglo culture was related to their reported distress and their ability to 

successfully negotiate their contexts, making it necessary to also examine how to increase 

diversity in school settings and promote multiculturalism in order to reduce such barriers. 

 he relationship between the participants’ orientation to  e ican culture and their 
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perceptions of marginalization also suggest that it might be beneficial for minorities to 

have increased opportunities to strengthen their cultural identities.  

The findings also highlighted the need to better understand the dynamic nature of 

acculturation and negotiation. As was demonstrated in the current findings, it appeared 

that many participants were in a state of transition to fully integrating their bicultural 

identities with several attempting to strengthen their identities to their Mexican culture. 

As the contact between cultures continues to increase, it is likely that many will 

experience difficulty negotiating their multicultural contexts, making it necessary to 

continue research that will help increase understanding, inform future policies, and 

reduce the barriers that continue to exist in society.  
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Appendix A 

Title:  Changing Faces:  An Investigation of Perceived Marginalization and Adaptive 

Strategies Utilized among Mexican American Young Adults 

 

Conducted by: Roger J. Olivarri, Jr.  

Phone: (512) 358-4353 

Email: rolivarri@mail.utexas.edu 

 

Faculty Sponsor:  Richard R. Valencia, Ph.D. (Department of Educational 

Psychology) 

   Phone: (512) 471-0378 

   Email: richard.valencia@mail.utexas.edu 

   

Purpose: You are being asked to participate in a research study that explores your 

experiences as a Mexican American living in a multicultural society. This study will be 

conducted by Roger J. Olivarri, Jr., a doctoral student in School Psychology at the 

University of Texas. Your participation is entirely voluntary and you can refuse to 

participate at any time without penalty or loss of benefits to which you are otherwise 

entitled.  

 

Procedures: Participation in this study will include the following: 

 Read and sign consent form 

 Completion of a demographics questionnaire to assist in selection of interviewees. 

Expected time to complete this questionnaire is approximately 15 minutes. 

 If you are selected to participate in this study, you will be asked to complete 

questionnaires and participate in a semi-structured interview.  

 The purpose of the questionnaires is to obtain information regarding your 

acculturation style and perceived intragroup marginalization. Interviews will be 

conducted in order to better understand the strategies you utilize to negotiate 

bicultural contexts and your perceptions of pressures to conform. 

 All interviews will be audio-recorded for further analysis.  

 

Time:  Completion of questionnaire and interview may last up to one hour and a half 

hour.  

 

Risks/Benefits:  

 The most significant risk of this study is the loss of the confidentiality regarding 

your identity and the responses you provide. 

 Due to the nature of the study, which asks you to think about pressures to conform 

and perceived marginalization, there is possible risk that discussing these topics 

might bring up past incidents in which you felt psychological distress. If during 

the course of the interview you feel the need to receive counseling services to 
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reduce any psychological distress experienced during the interview, individual 

counseling at the UT Counseling and Mental Health Center is available (512) 

471-3515. The principal investigator will cover the expenses of the initial session.  

 There are no benefits for participation in this study. 

 

Compensation: Full participation will result in financial compensation of $20 (which 

includes completion of the demographics questionnaire, scales, and participation in the 

semi-structured interview). You will be responsible for any taxes assessed on the 

compensation. 

 

Confidentiality and Privacy Protections: The researcher will take the following steps 

in order to maintain and protect the confidentiality of research data and the participant’s 

privacy: 

 All interviews will be conducted in a private area located in the Sanchez Building 

at The University of Texas at Austin. 

 No information will be shared with others regarding the participation of each 

participant. 

 To ensure the privacy of each participant, all participants will be assigned a 

pseudonym to replace identifying information provided on the data collected.  

 All interviews will be audio recorded. The principal investigator will attempt to 

limit the use of identifying information such as names in order to help maintain 

confidentiality. 

 During the course of the questionnaire or interview you may choose at any time 

not to answer a question if that question/topic makes you feel uncomfortable. 

 In the event the researcher learns of the intent to harm yourself or others, 

confidentiality will be broken in order to report the information. 

 Only the principal investigator will know the names of each participant in the 

study. 

 Tapes will be heard only for research purposes by the investigator and his 

associates. 

 To make possible future analysis the investigator will retain the recordings. All 

taped recordings and the data collected will be stored in a locked filing cabinet at 

the researcher’s home. 

 Authorized persons from The University of Texas at Austin and members of the 

Institutional Review Board have the legal right to review your research records 

and will protect the confidentiality of those records to the extent permitted by law. 

 All publications will exclude any information that will make it possible to identify 

you as a subject.  

 Throughout the study, the principal investigator will notify you of new 

information that may become available and that might affect your decision to 

remain in the study. 

 Your decision to participate will have no impact on your current or future 

relationships with UT Austin.  
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If you have any questions about the study please ask now. If you have questions later, 

want additional information, or wish to withdraw your participation call the researchers 

conducting the study.  

 

Roger J. Olivarri, Jr.     Richard R. Valencia, Ph.D. 

Doctoral Student in School Psychology  Educational Psychology Professor 

The University of Texas at Austin   The University of Texas at Austin 

Phone: (512) 358-4353    Phone: (512) 471-0378 

Email: rolivarri@mail.utexas.edu           Email: Richard.valencia@mail.utexas.edu 

 

If you would like to obtain information about the research study, have questions, 

concerns, complaints or wish to discuss problems about a research study with someone 

unaffiliated with the study, please contact the IRB office at (512) 471-8871. Anonymity, 

if desired, will be protected to the extent possible. As an alternative method of contact, an 

email may be sent to crcs@uts.cc.utexas.edu or a letter sent to IRB Administrator, P.O. 

Box 7426, Mail Code A 3200, Austin, TX, 78713. 

 

 

 

 

 

Please sign and print your name below. Your signature indicates that you have read the 

information provided regarding the purpose of the study and have sufficient information 

to make a decision about participating in this study. I agree to participate in the study 

with full knowledge that I may withdraw consent at any time.  

 

 

 

 

 

______________________________   _________________ 

Signature of Participant     Date 

 

 

 

______________________________ 

Name of Participant 

(Please Print) 

 

 

 

______________________________   _________________ 

Signature of Principal Investigator    Date 

mailto:rolivarri@mail.utexas.edu
mailto:Richard.valencia@mail.utexas.edu
mailto:crcs@uts.cc.utexas.edu
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Appendix B 

Demographics Questionnaire 

Instructions: You are being asked to provide some personal information regarding 

your background and school experience. Your answers will assist the researcher in 

selecting individuals to participate in the study. No identifying information you 

provide will be shared with anyone outside the research group. Please fill out each 

question below. 

1. My full name is __________________________ 

 

2. Current age ______________________________ 

 

3. Contact information: (Phone)_________________ (Email)__________________ 

 

4. What is your preferred ethnic label? 

a. Mexican American 

b. Chicano 

c. Hispanic 

d. Mexican 

e. American 

f. Other:__________________ 

 

5. Where were you born? (City)___________________(State)________________ 

 

6.  hat is your family’s country of origin?  

 

Mother:________________________Father:_________________________ 

 

7. What is your generational status?  

a. 1
st
 generation (born in different country but moved to U.S.) 

b. 2
nd

 generation (born in the U.S.) 

c. 3
rd

 generation (Grandparents born in Mexico and moved to the U.S.) 

d. 4
th
 generation or beyond. Specify if known: ______________________ 

 

8. What is your current status at UT?   

a. Freshman 

b. Sophomore 

c. Junior 

d. Senior 

9. What is your major? _________________________ 

10. Estimated overall GPA? ___________ GPA for major?______________ 
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11. Are you the first in your family to attend college? ______  

a. If no, who in your family has attended college? 

_________________________________________ 

b. Did she/he complete college? _________________ 

12. How would you classify your family’s socioeconomic status when you were 

growing up (e.g. during elementary school)? 

a. Upper Class 

b. Middle Class 

c. Lower Class 
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Appendix C 

Semi-Structured Interview Questions 

Introductory Questions 

 Can you tell me a little bit about yourself? 

 What was your schooling experience like? Do you think you fit in at school? 

What was the ethnic composition of your school? 

 

 What barriers related to your ethnicity have you faced in life? 

 What are the differences between a Chicano, a Mexican national, and a Mexican 

American? Are there any other types of groups?  

 

Strategies 

 In your family, are there expectations related to your [racial/ethnic identity] 

background, to how you should act? 

 

 What about among your friends? 

 

 How do you feel about these rules?  

 

 What are your feelings about the way you are supposed to behave as a 

[racial/ethnic ID]? 

 

 How much say or power do you think [racial/ethnic ID] have in American life and 

politics? 

 

 Why do you say that? 

 

 For you personally, do you think, that your chances in life depend more on what 

happens to [racial/ethnic ID] people as a group, or does it depend more on what 

you yourself do? 
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 How do you adapt to places (such as work or school) when you are the minority? 

How does that differ from when you are around people from your own ethnicity? 

 

 Do you try to incorporate more behaviors that resemble Anglo culture when you 

interact with them? Would you act that way in front of other Mexican Americans? 

 

 Do you feel as though you have acculturated to American culture?  

 

 Do you feel Mexican Americans need to acculturate in order to experience 

success in the U.S.?  

 

 How do you view Mexican Americans who are opposed to acculturating? What 

about those who are more Americanized? 

 

 What factors have influenced the way you approach interacting with Anglo 

Americans?  

 

Pressures to conform from Mexican Americans 

 Do you ever think about the way you act and wonder if it goes against your 

ethnicity? 

 

 Have you ever been accused of not being a “real”  e ican?  

 

 Have you ever felt that you were looked down upon by other Mexican Americans 

for acting a certain way?  How has it affected you? 

 

 Do you know of anyone who was? 

 

 Do you ever feel uncomfortable around other Mexican Americans in some 

environments? 

 

 What are common behaviors that may be used more among Anglo Americans that 

may not be used when among other Mexican Americans? 

 

Pressures to conform from Anglo Americans 

 Do you believe you are expected to act a certain way or dress a certain way by 

Anglo Americans? How are you expected to act or dress? 

 

 Do you feel that your ethnic identity is accepted by others? 
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 Do you ever feel uncomfortable around Anglo Americans in some environments? 

 Have you ever been accused of not being a “real”  merican? Do you know of 

anyone who was? 

 

 Have you ever felt that you were looked down upon by Anglo Americans for 

acting a certain way?  How has it affected you? 

 

 Have you ever been accused of being “too Mexican”? 

 

 Do you ever feel like you have to hide some of your behaviors/thoughts around 

Anglo Americans? 

 

 Have you ever experienced discrimination due to your ethnicity? How do you 

think you are viewed by other Anglo Americans? 

 

 What are common behaviors that may be used more among Mexican Americans 

that may not be used when among Anglo Americans? 

 

Systemic 

 

 In general, do you feel certain cultures are held in higher regard than others? 

 

 Are schools and workplaces accepting of different cultures? If no, how has this 

affected your approach to schooling/work? 

 

 How do you think Mexican Americans are viewed these days? How would you 

describe their history her in the U.S.? 

 

 What barriers do Mexican Americans face today? What can they do to overcome 

this? 

 

 Do you feel Mexican Americans are able to be successful regardless of how 

strong they maintain their ethnic identity/culture? 
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Appendix D 

Mexican American Ideology Scale 

(Olivarri, R.) 

How much do you agree with these statements? 

1. Mexican Americans need to assimilate (adopt American 

values/beliefs/behaviors) in order to be successful in the U.S. 

 

Strongly agree  1     2     3     4     5  Strongly disagree   

 

2. I consider myself to be more Mexican than American. 

 

 Strongly agree  1        2     3     4     5  Strongly disagree 

 

3. I am equally comfortable around Anglo Americans as Mexican 

Americans. 

 

 Strongly agree  1     2     3     4     5  Strongly disagree 

 

4. I believe Mexican Americans throughout history have been treated 

unfairly by the United States. 

 

Strongly agree  1     2     3     4     5  Strongly disagree 

 

5. I act differently when around White peers than I do when around Mexican 

American peers? 

 

Strongly agree  1     2     3     4     5  Strongly disagree 
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