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ABSTRACT 
 

 Students of Hispanic language minority families (HLMF) are the fastest growing 

demographic segment in public schools, despite increase or relaxation of immigration 

restrictions. An academic performance gap persists between Hispanic language minority students 

and their white peers. Research shows that collaboration between parents and schools which can 

positively impact student achievement is demonstrably lacking. The study examines experiences 

and reactions of HLMF with public schools to illuminate reasons for social distancing despite 

convergent interests of schools and HLMF toward greater engagement.  

 Using qualitative research methods and a hybrid conceptual framework of social field 

theory (Bourdieu) and symbolic interactionism (Blumer), HLMF experiences and interpretations 

of interaction with schools are examined to identify misalignments [(dys)regard] in perceptions 

contributing to social distancing. Data revealed varied ways in which schools, using traditional 

and generalized discursive practices, fail to recognize or acknowledge needs and concerns of 

HLMF parents regarding academic achievement of their children. In addition, data revealed that 

HLMF have insufficient information, communication and understanding of school practices and 

policies to establish trusting and effective collaboration with schools. Engagement with each 

other is essential, but non-alignment of perceptions and roles, or (dys)regard, limits development 

of partnerships. Language difference is a mediating factor, but research findings indicate that 

perceptions of goals, motivation and practices extend beyond literal translation concerns. 

Observations of weaknesses in communicative interaction are noted and recommendations for 

promoting collaboration are discussed. Further research is recommended. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

INTRODUCTION AND STATEMENT OF PROBLEM 

Overview 

 This study undertakes critical examination of dynamic interaction between public school 

institutions, their agents and recent immigrant Hispanic language minority families (“HLMF”) 

leading to distancing rather than collaboration. This introduction seeks to provide a frame of the 

study for exploring the community, social actors and context of the phenomenon of distancing in 

school-HLMF relations. Substantial research indicates positive correlation between school-

family collaboration and enhanced student academic achievement (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011; 

Henderson, Mapp, & SEDL, 2002; Valdés, 1996). Research also evidences a persistent 

achievement gap1 between language minority students and their dominant group peers. Theory 

and logic point toward school-family collaboration as a constructive systemic response. Yet 

despite significant and persistent gaps in academic achievement, such collaboration between 

HLMF and schools is lacking. The aim of the study is, therefore, to examine this apparent 

contradiction.  

Recent Hispanic Immigrants and Public Schools  

 HLMF, and specifically relatively recent immigrants from Mexico and Central America, 

comprise the fastest growing segment of language minority families in the United States 

(Chavez, 2012). Demographic and census studies indicate that Hispanics represent 16 percent of 

the total U.S. population (NCES, 2011; NCLB, 2001). Despite current xenophobic public 

                                                 
1 There is justifiable criticism of the term “achievement gap” which may suggest a narrative that blames the victim. 
However, since the term is in such wide usage, it is used here for common reference despite being problematic. 
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rhetoric about limiting immigration, the proportion of Hispanics will continue to grow even if all 

immigration (documented and “undocumented”) were to cease. More significant to public 

education, data indicate Hispanics are on average younger, live longer and have relatively more 

children than non-Hispanic whites (Chavez, 2012).  

 

Figure 1. Public School Demographic Projections 

 A persistent achievement gap is a corollary, if not direct result, of rapid increase of Hispanic 

immigrant children into public schools and the failure of school systems to effectively address 

their academic needs (Madrid, 2011). 

 Evidence suggests that class, cultural and language differences are associated with 

distancing, misunderstanding, mistrust and failure to establish productive school related 

partnerships (Gaitan, 2012; Lareau, 2003; Solórzano & Delgado, 2001; Valdés, 1996). Racism 

and prejudice might be advanced as superficial explanations, particularly in the socio-cultural 

environment of the Southeast United States where bias against Hispanic immigrants can be open 
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and hostile as well as implicit.  However, the respective needs of the social actors still must be 

satisfied and require some form of interaction. Hispanic families seek quality education for their 

children, and schools face greater scrutiny and potential loss of funding when they fail to address 

academic achievement gaps. The challenge is to explain why distancing persists despite the 

respective self-interest of both potential partners. 

 Viewing the phenomenon as dynamic interactive process rather than social artifact, the 

study explores why outcomes often appear discordant with participant desires and objectives. 

Acknowledging that multiple complex factors contribute to observed outcomes, the purpose is to 

explore the dynamic process through a hybrid theoretical lens that recognizes contribution of 

both structural systemic forces and individual agency.  These factors and forces of the dynamic 

process shape and constrain behaviors and interaction of parents and school agents in the context 

of educating language minority children in public schools in the Southeast United States. 

(Dys)regard in HLMF – School Relations 

 The dynamics of social interactions are shaped and constituted by ways each participant 

views both self and other, and how each perceives the disposition of the other. Social identities 

are constructed, reconstructed and performed based upon experiences, values and interactions 

with other social actors. The concatenation of perceptions, understandings and symbolic 

interpretations manifested in behaviors comprise the notion, for purposes of this study, of 

“regard,” or how a participant regards other participants, institutions or relationships. The 

concept of “(dys)regard” reflects a substantial misalignment or misconception among social 

actors of perceptions and understandings as to beliefs, values and lifeworlds shaping opinion and 

behaviors, both concrete and symbolic. It reflects defective communicative interaction, a 

dysfunction in the typical interactive process.  This concept is to be distinguished from disregard, 
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which implies a failure to take note of the other, whether unconscious or intentional. The result 

of (dys) regard tends to be a kind of coexistence that recognizes the existence and need for 

interaction with the other, but impedes authentic and productive engagement, even when there is 

a convergence of interests.  

 A simple example might arise when one believes and anticipates being disrespected or 

valued by another social actor. Whether or not the belief is justified, the way one regards and 

perceives being regarded by another shapes communicative interaction. The effects of 

(dys)regard can be subtle or quite apparent. Response to how one interprets being perceived by 

another can be as obscured as a tone of voice or a limitation of disclosure or candor in 

interaction; and can be as overt as avoidance of direct interaction. However, if reducing social 

distance is in the interest of both social actors, then (dys)regard leads to non-productive 

interaction. Misunderstandings and misconceptions embedded in the ways each regards the other 

are not resolved, and may be perpetuated or amplified by the dysfunctional interaction.    

 A more complex illustration might be how Muslims are often regarded by the dominant 

culture in the United States. Isolated acts of Islamist terrorism are reported in the news media, 

and Muslims in this country have openly voiced rejection of such indiscriminate and senseless 

violence. Such actions are in no way representative of the millions of U.S. Muslims pursuing 

typical careers and life objectives in a peaceful way that respects others. Yet dominant culture 

tends toward social distancing from Muslims, despite shared interests. Being regarded with 

suspicion or negatively, Muslims in the United States must interpret the overt and symbolic 

actions of others as they construct their own social interactions.2 In the instant context, Hispanic 

                                                 
2 In a recent news story, Muslims question why their repeated vocal rejection of violence is ignored in deference to a 
biased perception of all Muslims as jihadists: http://www.msn.com/en-us/news/us/us-muslims-ask-why-their-
religions-condemnation-of-violence-often-goes-unheard/ar-BBjvsiT. It is noteworthy that a similar blanket 
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immigrants tend to be regarded by schools, which are instruments of dominant culture, based 

upon a variety of inaccurate assumptions and stereotypes that foster distancing. Hispanic families 

may also hold beliefs and expectations of public schools that are inaccurate or unrealistic.  When 

neither social actor comprehends the perception held by the other, communicative interaction 

between them shapes and sustains a mutual (dys)regard.  

 Consequently, when respective perceptions are misaligned and intentions and actions are 

misunderstood, the potential for (dys)regard arises, through which relations become disrupted or 

dysfunctional and collaborative intentions frustrated. Interactions are influenced but not 

necessarily determined by cultural and political incongruities that can generate (dys)regard. This 

is especially true when participants of differing cultures interact in the intercultural space created 

by the intersection and overlap of social fields of the school and of HLMF, respectively. The 

development of participant perspectives and regard for each other does not arise in a vacuum; it 

is constructed discursively through actions, communications and reputations that extend directly 

and indirectly beyond school and family, respectively. Economic, political and social forces 

(including compulsory education mandates) impel these social actors toward each other and 

necessitate intersection and collisions as the social fields overlap.  The salience of alignment of 

understandings, beliefs and motivations of the social actors, and the risk of (dys)regard increases, 

when school and family languages differ.  

 The primary focus of inquiry is how HLMF come to regard school institutions and agents 

in relation to establishing cooperative partnerships in support of Hispanic language minority 

student achievement. The beliefs and expectations HLMF may have about schooling and their 

status as parents respecting schools, and their interpretation of attempts at interaction (or lack 
                                                                                                                                                             
condemnation of white males is not similarly embraced, despite terrorist actions of Timothy McVeigh (Oklahoma 
City bombing) or James Holmes (Aurora Cinema massacre).  
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thereof) with school agents, influence their formation of intent and actions respecting such 

schools.  

 Normative assumptions, policies and practices embedded in public school culture and 

operations shape decisions of whether and how the needs and expectations of HLMF may be 

addressed by schools.3  Schools may or may not have any knowledge of lived experiences of 

HLMF. These potentially misaligned perceptions, or (dys)regard, can result in two participants 

participating in an event and each taking away from that interaction significantly divergent 

understandings. The divergence is compounded because such misunderstandings predispose and 

shape subsequent interactions. 

  The nature of both regard and (dys)regard cannot be properly understood as a static 

artifact or social state, as the process is continually evolving and coming into being through 

interaction in relation to other participants. Even distancing and avoidance of communication are 

factors contributing to (dys)regard. The process of (dys)regard thus involves a cycle of 

perception/interpretation/belief/behavior by each actor, with said behavior invoking perceptions 

by other social actors in their respective cycle. These interactive cycles can be stable and 

productive in a space of common beliefs, values and habitual practices. However, in an 

intercultural space where such commonalities are not a given, the cycles of communicative 

interaction lead to collisions and dysfunction, even where convergence and cooperation is most 

needed. Where Hispanic language minority students are enrolled in public schools, an 

increasingly common circumstance, these predicates lead us to the operative dilemma, the extent 

                                                 
3 In some cases, such concerns may be regarded as irrelevant. A graduate student colleague who serves as a public 
school administrator, when asked about policies regarding Hispanic students and families, responded that there were 
none because the numbers of Hispanic students did not justify attention. The regard was thus not antipathy, but 
rather that they did not matter to the school. 
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to which respective differences in perceptions and beliefs support or impede collaboration 

between HLMF and schools.  

Summary of the Problem 

Complementary Objectives-Contradictory Outcomes 

Most committed educators recognize the need to establish collaborative relationships 

with HLMF to reduce the achievement gap between Hispanic students and their white peers. 

Research indicates that parental involvement enhances children’s academic engagement and 

achievement of children in schools, a factor which cuts across socio-economic status and race 

(Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001). Research also indicates that, despite deficit thinking attitudes 

among many school administrators and teachers, Hispanic parents care very deeply about 

education of their children (Buenning & Tollefson, 1987; Parry, 2010; Valdés, 1996).  

HLMF are invested in their own cultural heritage and language, and they also want to see 

their children succeed academically in hopes of creating a meaningful and rewarding life. While 

some may embrace the notion of acculturation and assimilation, including children’s loss of 

heritage language to achieve such ends, research suggests this is not without substantial cost 

within the family and in relation to others, as discussed in more detail below. The crucial point is 

that HLMF have a disposition to negotiate or adapt to support children’s education.  Schools are 

invested, as institutions, in established ways of engagement, instruction and assessment 

embedded with dominant cultural values, language and ways of thinking. They typically contend 

that such practices support positive educational outcomes for all students. HLMF also have 

beliefs and expectations about the role of school in the lives of their children, beliefs that are also 

embedded with cultural values. From each quarter, there are differing ways of making sense of 

the world; and each engages in efforts, based upon their perceptions and world view, respecting 
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interaction with the other. The potential for productive collaboration in support of Hispanic 

language minority students may thus hinge upon the nature of regard or (dys)regard which 

manifests when HLMF and schools are faced with necessity to interact. 

Situating the Study 

 The concerns of engagement between HLMF and public schools are not new, as Hispanic 

children of migrant workers and immigrant families have intersected with public schooling in 

many different ways for decades. The nature and extent of that engagement, and resulting 

concerns, have morphed as an influx of large numbers of immigrant families have begun settling 

permanently in areas where receiving communities are unfamiliar and unprepared for cultural 

and linguistic changes precipitated by the new arrivals. This is perhaps nowhere more evident 

than in the Southeastern United States where numbers of Hispanic immigrants have grown 

rapidly and change comes only with great difficulty. The study was conducted in Alabama, 

which has a legacy of resistance to ethnic and cultural adaptation. 

 The Alabama demographic and sociocultural context. Alabama is a state with a 

population of approximately 4.8 million persons according to United States census figures (U.S. 

Census Bureau, 2015). The predominant population is white. The percentage of African 

Americans (26.6%) is about twice the national average. Alabama’s population growth rate 

(1.4%) has traditionally been slower than the national rate. The median household income and 

median home value both are lower than national averages. Its percentage of persons below the 

poverty level (18.6%) is higher than the national average.  In contrast to slow general population 

growth, the percentage of Hispanics in Alabama has grown from 1.7% in 2000 to approximately 

4.1% of state population by 2014 (Immigration Policy Center, 2015). In one small community, 

Albertville, the Hispanic population grew to 25% of local population (U.S. Census Bureau, 
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2015). These immigrant families are hard-working, have contributed substantially to growth in 

local economies across the state and many have opened small businesses. It is estimated that 

foreign born Hispanics in Alabama contributed more than $172 million in state and local taxes in 

2013 (Immigration Policy Center, 2015). 

 Despite the contributions of labor, economic activity and tax revenues, the sociocultural 

attitudes regarding Hispanic immigrants have been generally hostile. Substantial anti-immigrant 

attitudes and ethnic negative stereotype-based rhetoric, couched in linguistic code regarding 

“illegal” or unauthorized status or “taking away jobs,” is very common. Multiple studies suggest 

that socio-psychological factors more reliably explain the bias than political economy factors 

(Hainmueller, 2014). Moreover, the ethnicity of immigrants and where they came from is a 

stronger predictor of anti-immigrant bias (Reyna, Dobria & Wetherell, 2013, p. 342).  

When it comes to particular immigrant groups, we find that attitudes toward immigrants 
vary significantly depending on who the group is and where they come from. Some 
groups are more often associated with higher status and legal immigration (e.g., Asians), 
whereas other groups are associated with lower status and illegal or transient immigration 
(e.g., Latinos) (Lee & Fiske, 2006). Stereotypes of immigrants can also be very 
polarizing. Immigrants from Mexico and other Latin American countries are often 
perceived as untrustworthy, poor, prone to criminal behavior, and are seen as taking jobs 
away from Americans (Casas & Cabrera, 2011; Cowan, Martinez, & Mendiola, 1997; 
Hitlan et al., 2007). 
 
The level and intensity of regional political antipathy is illustrated by anti-immigrant 

legislation in Alabama, cited with pride by state politicians. The statute, HB56 (2011), was 

touted as the strongest if not most vicious anti-immigrant law in the nation when passed. This 

legislation initially called for interrogation of school children regarding family immigration 

status, a provision of the law since invalidated by court challenge (Lawrence, 2011).  

Nevertheless, an official attempt to attack Hispanic families using their children as a tool would 
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be likely to have symbolic impact. The law is an amplification of similar measures in nearby 

Southeastern states (Odem & Lacy, 2009).  

 Alabama education context.  In Alabama, the percentages of persons with high school 

diplomas and those with bachelor degrees from college are below the national averages for those 

characteristics, according to census data (U.S. Census Bureau, 2015). In a comparison of high 

school graduation rates, Alabama ranked below the national average for all students and for 

students of poverty, but high school graduation rates were above the national average for 

students with disabilities (NCES, 2014). As in most states with a political environment more 

oriented toward cutting taxes and public services rather than investment in infrastructure or 

human development, Alabama’s public education is continually under financial strain. The 

education fund is the largest single component of the state budget, and politicians frequently try 

to “borrow” from that fund to support other public services rather than raise revenue through 

taxes.  

 The public education system is governed by the Alabama State Department of Education 

(ALSDE) which adopts standards and regulations for the administration of schools, certification 

of teachers and provision of special educational services.  In a discursive environment where 

funds are limited and accountability is a major theme, ALSDE has adopted a strict assessment 

program for all students. It is recognized that students with disability and language minority 

students may have difficulty meeting assessment standards, but the official disposition toward 

students with differences can be summarized in the following statement from ALSDE (2013a): 

Alabama requires all students to participate in the Alabama Student Assessment Program. 
Specific information regarding participation for students of special populations can be 
found in this manual. All students must be included to the fullest extent possible in all 
assessments and have their results included in the state accountability system. This 
required participation is supported by federal legislation ... All assessments are available 
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in English only; therefore, all students, including EL students, must take state 
assessments as written in English. 

   
With regard to equal educational opportunity, ALSDE states that English Language Learner 

(ELL) students “should” be able to attain grade level content knowledge if the following 

conditions are met: 

1. Instruction is provided by teachers who are qualified to teach in the content areas 

addressed by state content standards and who know how to differentiate instruction for 

diverse learners.  

2. IEPs/504 Plans/I-ELPs are developed to ensure the provision of specialized instruction 

needed by the individual students.  

3. Appropriate instructional accommodations are provided.  

Noting that accommodations may assist “special population” students in accessing grade level 

content during instruction, ALSDE makes clear that such accommodations may not alter learning 

and performance expectations.  It is not clear that the staff and administration in Alabama public 

schools meet these conditions. Experiences and perceptions of HLMF in this regard are 

discussed in chapters V and VI below. What does seem clear is that language minority students 

are viewed by the state educational system as problematic special populations. Teachers will be 

expected to address such special students through instruction that assures they attain grade level 

content, and the teachers will be held accountable for failure to do so. 

 ALSDE (2013b) also adopted a “PLAN 2020” that is supposed to improve student 

achievement, teacher competencies and administrative performance through various programs 

and standards. Two aspects of PLAN 2020 are of particular interest to this study. The first of 

these points relates to parent engagement. The stated goal of Alabama Teaching and Learning 

Standard 2 is:  
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To increase the achievement of every student, teachers draw upon a thorough understanding 
of learning and development; recognize the role of families in supporting learning; design a 
student-centered learning environment; and use research-based instructional and assessment 
strategies that motivate, engage, and maximize the learning of all students. 
 

However, in only one part of one of the eleven substandards and indicators of proficiency 

(substandard 2.10) is there any clear mention of engagement with parents, and the descriptors 

indicate communicating school based information and strategies to parents rather than valuing 

parental perspectives and input.  

 Another important aspect of PLAN 2020 is the adoption of standards, based upon a 

waiver of federal requirements approved by the Obama Administration, which set lower levels of 

achievement for African American and Hispanic students than for white and Asian students. 

While 91.5 percent of white students are required to meet third grade math standards, only 85.5% 

of Hispanic students are expected to attain that level, and only 79.6% of English language 

learners (Smith, 2013). The federal waiver is conditioned upon minority student subgroups to 

which lower standards apply making greater progress toward closing achievement gaps within 

six years (ALSDE, 2013c). Critics of the waiver question whether the effect of the waiver will 

simply be to rationalize substandard instructional services to minority students to whom lower 

passing rates apply.  

 The official policy position of the Alabama public educational system thus appears to 

treat Hispanic language minority students as a problematic special population. It indicates these 

students should have equal educational opportunity if teachers and schools have the knowledge, 

skills and commitment to differentiate instruction to support the students. In addition, the 

program for improvement of instruction and educational achievement places minimal emphasis 

upon building and strengthening relations between parents and schools. While the standard 

suggests that cooperation with all parent groups is a goal, the criteria by which teachers and 
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administrators are to be evaluated do not include performance indicators that building such 

relations is important. 

 Education funding represents one of the largest segments of the Alabama state fiscal 

budget, indicating that academic achievement for at least a majority of students is a priority.  It is 

fair to conclude that education, as a function and process, is regarded by Alabama government 

and populace as an important public good. Schools have been under pressure to improve 

academic achievement levels for all students under the NCLB schema mandating high levels of 

proficiency through adequate yearly progress (“AYP”) by 2014 (NCLB, 2001). Broad 

dissatisfaction with NCLB precluded reauthorization of many of its components, but the 

ideology of “accountability” and reliance upon standardized test scores continues.  Yet analyses 

of test scores do not suggest NCLB has had any significant effect on reducing the white-Hispanic 

achievement gap (Reardon et al., 2012).  Impending substitution of Common Core State 

Standards supports deeper learning but still emphasizes standardized testing regimes, and fails to 

address the question of cross-cultural engagement (Kendall, 2011). 

Research Questions 

 The principal research questions addressed in the study are as follows:  

(1) How do HLMF regard school institutions and agents; what are their perceptions of 
 relations they form with schools based upon their lived experiences and interpretation of 
 interactions? 

 
(2) What are the implications of (dys)regard between HLMF and school institutions and 

 agents  for collaboration when perceptions of interactions and relationships are non-
 aligned?  

 
The experiences and perceptions of HLMF will be explored through interview data regarding 

communicative interactions, interpretations by HLMF and their actions taken in respect of those 

interpretations. The regard of schools toward HLMF, for this stage of research will be gauged by 
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communications generated by and transmitted by schools as received by HLMF with enrolled 

children. For present purposes, how school communications and actions are experienced and 

perceived by HLMF is the focus, and what might have been the subjective intent of school 

personnel is not centrally relevant. Extension of the research would, of course, examine the 

motivations and subjective intent of school personnel when enacting the school speaker position. 

The study hypothesis is that where (dys)regard is present, communication and behavioral 

relations between HLMF and schools will show a lack of collaborative efforts despite 

recognition by participants of potential benefits of working together.  Illuminating (dys)regard, 

its formation and effects, may provide a foundation for developing productive future 

collaboration in support of HLMF students. 

Recognizing (Dys)regardAs with many important problems society encounters, this 

conundrum is complex and multilayered.  The processes of interacting with and colliding in an 

intercultural space is fluid, dynamic and messy. The challenge is to identify ways in which 

(dys)regard may  arise. Relationships between HLMF and schools involve dimensions that are 

socio-cultural, socio-linguistic and political. While it is readily acknowledged that there may be 

alternative approaches to distinguishing and categorizing characteristics of the phenomenon, 

these aspects are helpful for exploratory and analytical purposes while consistent with extant 

literature.  

 Sociocultural factors. Dysfunction in school-HLMF relations is a sociocultural factor in 

part because of potential differences respecting purposes and institutional functions of public 

education. Historically, public schools in the United States have tried to develop a regularized 

and homogenous product. The rationales and methods used have varied, but the intended result is 

much the same. The public school system has consistently championed conformity (Tozer, 
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Senese, & Violas, 2013). The practices and discourse schools have developed to effectuate 

conformity instantiate an embedded set of dominant values and beliefs constituting school 

culture. Logically, therefore, school institutions expect compliance with established curriculum, 

modes of instruction and assessment. Institutional discourse would reinforce such school culture 

which may not align with sociocultural beliefs and values of ethnic and linguistic minorities 

within the ambit of schooling institutions. In the context of compulsory attendance laws, 

intersection of socio-cultural perspectives is inevitable. 

 What is meant by “education?” Parents send their children off to school with many 

dreams and for varied purposes, to get “educated,” to learn the skills necessary to function in 

larger society, to prepare for various life experiences including economic stability, if not 

“success,” and other goals. “Education” has differing meanings for many, and most parents have 

little idea how well equipped schools are to fulfill these aspirations. Many parents invest in their 

understanding of schooling the educational experiences they encountered themselves as children, 

with hopes that school for their children will be better than their own experience (Chrispeels & 

Rivero, 2001; Valdés, 1996). This may be especially true of lower socio-economic status parents 

whose experience in education was quite limited, and who lack understanding or social capital 

required to effectively navigate public school systems in the United States (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 

2011).   

 HLMF purpose concerning education has predominantly been to facilitate growth and 

development of their children as whole and healthy autonomous humans capable of leading 

successful lives.  This purpose does not entail abandonment of a cultural understanding of the 

world that differs from the normative worldview espoused by schooling institutions (Crawford & 

Crawford, 2004; Santa Ana, 2004).  Where language and ways of speaking embody and are 
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primary modes of transmitting culture, an educational system that devalues or is hostile to 

heritage language and culture may be regarded with circumspection and maintained at a distance. 

While there may be compliance with formal school dictates in this context, there may also be 

internal resistance that yields contradictory behaviors in relational contexts.  

 In contrast, it is important to explore ways that schools and their agents regard HLMF 

relationships with education and schooling. Research indicates, on an interpersonal level, that 

teachers often hold deficit beliefs and interpret non-involvement as a sign that HLMF parents 

either do not care about education or are not committed to the academic success of their children 

(Delpit, 2006; Rodriguez, 2012). From an institutional vantage, it has been suggested that HLMF 

lack the social capital required to access and establish collaborative relationships (Bolivar & 

Chrispeels, 2011) : 

As others have documented, low income parents typically are not involved in ways that 
the schools expect, nor can they access school and community resources to benefit their 
children in the same way that middle-class parents can (Horvat, Weininger & Lareau, 
2003; Lareau, 2002; Lareau & Weininger, 2003).  Low income parents often fail to 
adequately access and benefit from school resources. One explanation for this is the 
cultural differences between families and schools in the types of social capital needed to 
successfully negotiate the American school system (Colemen, 1998; Lareau, 2002; Ream 
& Palardy, 2008).  
 

Such perceptions, how schools and teachers believe HLMF regard education, can significantly 

influence school decisions about communication to and interactions with HLMF. 

 Customs, culture and structuring interactions. Many studies reflect a prescriptive 

approach by school institutions as to the structure, timing and content of parental involvement. 

They suggest requirements, standards and behaviors schools expect students and families to 

adopt in order to succeed in the public school system. In general, such approaches involve 

attempts to translate and communicate pre-established school policies and practices to encourage 

HLMF compliance.  While well intentioned, programs to provide parent education (Chrispeels & 
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Rivero, 2001), to enhance parent leadership by building HLMF social and intellectual capital 

(Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011), to educate HLMF parents regarding how to participate in parent –

teacher conferences (Paratore, Hindin, Krol-Sinclair, & Durn, 1999) all proceed from the 

premise that the HLMF and their cultures, beliefs and practices need to be “fixed” and adapted to 

customary school  operating procedures (Valdés, 1996). Critical consideration of such school-

based efforts, however, suggests assimilationist or at least hegemonic agendas, which could 

alienate HLMF seeking to preserve their cultural identity.  As elaborated below, language policy 

issues further complicate efforts to collaborate effectively.  

 Other research describes community-based parent initiatives to address concerns that 

schools are failing to support the educational needs of HLMF (Jasis & Ordonez-Jasis, 2012; 

Soto, 1997; Valdés, 1996). Many such efforts can be characterized as cultural movements of 

contestation and protest, highlighting perceived failure of schools to respect cultural differences 

and to meet academic needs of language minority students without insistence upon language 

shift and assimilation (Olivos, 2009; Valdés, 1996). Examples of excessive assignment of 

Hispanic students to special education and lowered academic expectations in ESL programs are 

cited in support of arguments that such cultural bias makes working with and within the school 

system risky for HLMF (Ordonez-Jasis & Jasis, 2004).  

 Schools generally expect conformity and compliance with “normal” operating policies 

and procedures, and are frustrated with inability to effect compliance by HLMF. What is poorly 

understood is what HLMF believe they need and expect from public schools, how they regard 

those schools in which they are in contact, how they interpret actions of schools toward them 

and, most importantly, how HLMF make decisions about action in response to their 

interpretation of the way they experience public schools. 
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 There may be other sociocultural factors that influence HLMF regard for involvement 

with schools and teachers. The notion is sometimes cited that many Hispanic families want their 

children to adopt dominant culture and language, to assimilate into school culture. Doubtless, 

there are Hispanic families that encourage such conversion for their children to promote more 

successful futures. The conclusion that such compliance is beneficial may be complicated by 

research which shows the cost to HLMF of disciplining children to achieve assimilation and 

from acculturative stress (Roche & Kuperminc, 2012). Such stress manifests in the children 

externally, through acting out and low achievement, and internally, through loss of self-esteem 

and sensitivity to discrimination (Dawson & Williams, 2008; Roche & Kuperminc, 2012). 

Negative externalized behaviors tend to appear more at middle and upper grade levels. How 

HLMF position themselves in relation to schools and their children may thus involve social costs 

and may influence levels of engagement with schools.      

 There is no clear consensus or common definition of what constitutes “parental 

involvement” as related to HLMF and schools (Zarate & Tomas Rivera Policy Institute, 2007). 

Insufficient research has been done to investigate the specific dynamics of family-school 

interactions from the perspective of HLMF, particularly to identify a basis upon which they 

might come together based upon mutual respect.  

 Fear of parental involvement? From the perspective of public school institutions, parent 

involvement by HLMF may be, and often is, seen as problematic. Lack of engagement may stem 

from a fear by teachers about lack of training and preparations for engagement with HLMF. 

Since the advent of NCLB, evaluation of school and teacher performance has been overtaken by 

standardized testing regimes, with schools deemed “successful” or “failing.” Since the latter 

status may risk job security for teachers and administrators, any additional burden or 
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circumstance that presents additional challenges to meeting explicit mandated standards may be 

regarded by teachers as threat.  

Measures of academic proficiency and teacher effectiveness are based upon tests 

constructed in academic English, or “Standard English,” the approved medium of instruction and 

communication in public schools. If students cannot read, comprehend and respond in academic 

English, their ability to navigate high stakes testing and demonstrate their competencies is at risk. 

This challenge applies to all students, including English speaking students whose family 

educational background is limited. This perceived threat appears greater with respect to language 

minority students. HLMF, who foster preservation of heritage cultural beliefs and values in their 

children rather than rapid adoption of school culture, may be viewed by schools as adversaries 

rather than partners in the education process.  

 Other dimensions of school-parental engagement may also interfere with collaboration. 

Some observers reference Hispanic cultural traditions in which parents place teachers in a higher 

status than do families of dominant U.S. culture (Valdés, 1996). When the school institution 

dictates academic English proficiency as the “correct” form of language for school achievement 

and for success in society, HLMF parents may be more likely to defer. Such deference may take 

the form of parental non-involvement if parents believe that “teacher knows best.” If they have 

limited education, they may feel little empowerment to resist. Believing themselves acting in 

support of the school mission, teachers usually take pains to communicate in formal and precise 

Standard English when interacting with parents. There may also be a tendency by Hispanic 

parents to keep languages separate (Zentella, 2005). This preference amplifies concern (fear?) by 

HLMF that demonstrating a lack of command of Standard English reflects negatively upon their 
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intelligence and character. Differing perceptions of self-respect and what constitutes respectful 

interaction may thus result in avoidance of engagement between HLMF and teachers.  

 Sociolinguistic factors. Dysfunctional HLMF-school relations are sociolinguistic in part 

because ways that stakeholders use language and their attitudes or judgments based upon 

language difference can shape the nature of their interactions. The outcome of efforts and 

interaction seeking to establish HLMF and school collaboration is complicated by language 

difference.  School agents typically do not have significant command of Spanish language, and 

English is a second language for HLMF, if they have any competency in it. The context of 

language difference presents more than a risk of misunderstanding based upon vocabulary or 

word choice and syntax, but potentially divergent meanings derived from words and manner of 

expression upon which mutual understanding might be based. 

 Language policy as deterrent to engagement. Language policy can have substantial 

influence upon academic performance of language minority students and upon relations between 

language minority families and school institutions.  Official language policy in U.S. public 

education is not a novel issue. Shifts in public sentiment, reflected in policies and law, have 

historically morphed from vehement anti-immigrant antipathy to holistic societal inclusiveness. 

The direction of such shifts is typically indicated by the political economy and relative status of 

immigrants in the domestic labor force at the time. The debate is often framed in discourse of 

language proficiency in relation to school success, i.e., one must have English fluency to succeed 

regardless of one’s native language.  

 Anti-immigrant “nativism” and “Americanization” movements have sought to impose 

restrictions upon use of languages other than English in schools for instructional purposes, as in 

California’s Proposition 227 (California Secretary of State, 1998; Parrish et al., 2006). The 
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articulated rationale has been to ensure opportunity for “success” in American society by 

coercive adoption of language and culture of the dominant Euro-American majority. Through 

assimilation, the argument proceeds, children will ascribe to the same “American” values and be 

in a position to compete on equal footing with all other children in the society and economy of 

the nation.  Not only is English enforced as the medium of official communication, but other 

languages are marginalized, if not outright prohibited, in educational contexts. 

 To claim enforcement of English-only as a language policy based upon “convenience” 

begs the question of power relations and asks: “convenient for whom?” Also, an English-only 

policy cannot be justified as “normal” in a world where most children grow up learning to 

communicate in multiple languages. It follows that authority for insistence upon English as the 

“official language” of instruction is based upon raw power rather than “natural” or logical 

grounds. 

 The relevance here is that school personnel typically do not speak Spanish, or any 

language other than English, and make little or no effort to learn. Insistence upon English is 

disingenuously advanced as reasonable, when non-English speakers may see it as arbitrary. Not 

only do language differences present obstacles to clear understanding between HLMF and 

schools, the mandated mode of communication, disingenuously predicated, undercuts 

interpersonal trust upon which collaboration could be grounded.   Accepting other languages in 

the educational context would acknowledge and embrace a variety of cultural heritages that 

make up society. Pluralistic formation of identity allows one to embrace cultural values and 

language of one’s ancestors, while accommodating dominant cultural and linguistic practices. A 

multicultural viewpoint, though not without complications, sees other languages and cultures as 

opportunity for learning and expanding knowledge rather than as a threat to a perceived 
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homogeneous society (Ricento, 2005; Shohamy, 2006). English could be the primary language 

of instruction in public schools without treating other languages negatively, as threat. This 

would, however, be inconvenient for a school system comprised of teachers who have grown up 

and been trained to teach based upon mono-cultural and mono-lingual elitism.  Primary 

instruction in a language other than English could also be incorporated into the curriculum where 

functionally more appropriate. 4  

 Language and student learning. From a pedagogical standpoint, educators have 

recognized and debated the proper role of multilingual instruction.  Parsimonious interpretations 

of bilingual instruction argue that students whose native language is other than English often get 

stuck while learning new concepts where certain words provide keys to understanding (Borrero, 

2011; Hall & Cook, 2012; Reyes, 2008). It is important to remember that academic English is 

neither “normal” nor “common” language, but a hyper-contextualized form of language 

embedded in schooling discourse, suited for the special purpose of schooling (Gee, 2004; 

Petrovic, 2013).  

 Use of their native tongue for instruction can enable language minority students to 

overcome this obstacle and proceed with learning. The language minority student’s native tongue 

may thus be seen as a kind of “spare tire” that assists the student to get back on the road to 

normative instruction, but not valued as a central part of the student’s identity (Martin, 2012). 

One study found that student translators who assisted other students using their native language 

skills showed greater self-confidence and improved their own academic performance as well as 

                                                 
4 Historically, community based compulsory education in the 18th and 19th centuries saw instruction in the local 
community predominant language. While approximately 60% of the non-indigent and non-slave population were 
English speaking, a very substantial portion were not. This functional approach was overtaken by nationalistic 
policies. In Meyer v. Nebraska, the Supreme Court addressed whether the state could prohibit, in a community of 
predominantly German immigrant descent, delivery of instruction in German, the native tongue of the majority of 
students. Meyer v. Nebraska (1923). 
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helping others (Borrero, 2011). Other teachers have found a student’s native language generally 

useful in checking for understanding and supporting confidence in learning ability, particularly 

for students lacking academic English fluency to demonstrate comprehension (de la Luz, 2012; 

Santa Ana, 2004; Zentella, 2005).  

 More progressive educators embrace different ways of understanding concepts other 

languages provide as a differentiated instructional tool to enrich learning for all students. 

Cultural reaffirmation when schools acknowledge and employ a student’s native language and 

culture within curriculum yields greater student engagement and better academic performance 

(de la Luz, 2012; Huerta & Riojas-Cortez, 2011; Valdés, 1996).  Language policy can thus 

influence the learning climate and experiences of language minority students, and English 

speaking students as well. 

 Perhaps grounded in monoculturalist ideology, some argue that allowing students to be 

educated in more than one language is confusing and beyond their capacity. They contend for 

suppression and prohibition of Spanish in the English-only school environment. In counterpoint, 

however, Delpit eloquently describes how her own daughter was able to acquire multiple forms 

of language and to effectively learn to code switch and determine which form to use in which 

circumstances. This capacity flourishes when the child’s culture and home language is viewed as 

simply different, rather than attacked as a corrupting influence (Delpit & Dowdy, 2002). This 

research suggests that a sense of acceptance and affirmation of the student as a whole is far more 

powerful in motivating and facilitating English proficiency than a contrary school culture that 

disrespects student heritage and language and makes them “wrong” in their entire being. 

Moreover, at early education levels, language minority children have not fully developed 

speaking, reading and writing proficiency in their native tongue. Rigid English-only instruction 
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could endanger that development.  An important consideration for study purposes is the HLMF 

perception of the school’s approach to language minority students and their families. It is likely 

that the approach influences how HLMF regard school institutions and agents. 

 Ability of HLMF to provide support for students can also be affected by language 

policies embedded in school policies and practices. Ample research indicates that children fare 

better in schools when they have the support and involvement of parents in their educational 

endeavors (Dimmler, 2007; Meza, 2012). Much of that research implicitly assumes such 

involvement occurs in contexts and in ways valued by dominant culture and established school 

norms (Valdés, 1996). When school practices treat speaking Spanish as deficiency and HLMF 

culture and language as problematic, HLMF-school involvement may be discouraged. Critical to 

this dynamic is how HLMF perceive actions of school agents and the school culture and climate. 

This perception can be communicated through written policies and communications, but also by 

behaviors of school staff in direct interactions with HLMF, i.e., schooling discourse. 

 Language policy, education, and law. To understand the role of language policy, for 

purposes of the study, it is important to address language rights implicated in the process. 

Whether acknowledged in policy through strong resistance or accommodation, language 

plurality has existed within the United States since its inception. Public attitudes and legal 

sanctions have shaped the role of language policy in public education. Historically, Eurocentric 

“whiteness” and English language became accepted characteristics of the dominant culture 

citizen despite diverse backgrounds and languages. Concerted efforts and hegemonic pressures to 

inculcate a sense of national identity fostered hostility toward difference and a strong preference 

for assimilation.  
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 Language homogeneity came to be seen as the bedrock of national identity. “Immigrants 

were not only expected to speak English, but to speak only English as a prerequisite for social 

acceptance and integration” (Rumbaut, 2009). Whereas previous waves of European immigrants 

had been assimilated, not without some difficulties, more recent waves of non-white immigrants 

were viewed negatively, as poor and uncultured. As a result, official communications and public 

services, including education, typically were provided almost exclusively in English until the 

latter 20th century, with concomitant discrimination against non-English speakers or “language 

minorities.”  Yet many local communities with large concentrations on non-English speakers 

employed their heritage tongue in some capacities, including school instruction.   

 The Plessy v. Ferguson (1896) authorization of “separate but equal” public facilities 

provided a perhaps unwitting haven for some bilingual educational opportunities.  During the 

period from 1930 to 1950, several cases questioned school programs that segregated Mexican 

American students and addressed the question of how best to foster student English language 

development (Wright, 2010). Segregated Mexican American schools that employed students’ 

native language were rationalized on the basis of legal segregation and as a means to better 

develop English proficiency. The programs were challenged both by civil rights advocates based 

upon inequality of resources (racism) and by assimilationists because they failed to adopt an 

English only ideology.  Brown v. Board of Education (1954) legally banned segregated public 

education facilities, challenging continuation of such schooling. 

 Amidst public anti-immigrant sentiment, the United States Supreme Court ruled in Lau v. 

Nichols, 414 U.S. 563 (1974) that the Constitution requires non-discriminatory access to basic 

mandatory public services (compulsory education being one such service). Tension arose 

between compulsory education mandates and needs of language minorities unable to access 
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education through English only instruction.  Despite public sentiment intolerant of language 

difference, public education policy might require services accessible to non-English speakers 

(Benavides, Midobuche, & Kostina-Ritchey, 2012). The Supreme Court, however, failed to 

articulate how such services were to be administered, leaving details to state and local levels. 

 Since the Supreme Court asserted a Constitutional mandate but no specific legal remedy, 

language policy in education was dependent upon shifting winds of political ideology. During 

relatively progressive administrations (Johnson, Carter, Clinton), bilingual education was 

supported. Conservative administrations reverted to assimilationist strategies to provide support 

in languages other than English only as transition and to the extent deemed necessary to “fix” 

outsiders by building Standard English proficiency.  Such discourse may have significant effects 

on HLMF engagement with schools, as regard for language difference may reflect schools’ 

symbolic disposition toward non-English speakers. History of language policy, schooling and 

HLMF relations is discussed in greater detail in the review of literature in Chapter II.

 Provisions of NCLB laws and regulations require that schools provide information to 

students and their parents about school programs and resources. The law also includes a 

requirement that schools must communicate information to parents about the progress of their 

students in school. Where language difference exists and school personnel lack facility in the 

parents’ language, the extent to which such mandates is honored is suspect.   

Political Factors 

 Dysfunctional HLMF and school relations is political in that the ability to maintain 

hierarchical value and positioning of a participant and a particular language or culture within a 

system is depends upon political power rather than intrinsic merit of the language and culture 

assuming a dominant position. Nothing inherently requires dominance of any language for 
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purposes of establishing a teacher-parent relationship.  Many societies are multilingual and quite 

functional (Hornberger, 2006). Both school institutions and HLMF have mutual interest in the 

academic advancement of language minority children. Both also have specific types of 

knowledge and a responsibility to impart skills, information and civic concepts to children for 

future success in society. Political power dictates respective positioning. 

 Political agenda of schooling. The political agenda of public schooling generates a 

contextual predisposition for interaction between schools and HLMF that may subordinate 

HLMF language and culture to the “knowledge” and practices of the school institution.  The 

political agenda privileges certain “knowledge,” ways of learning and being that conform to 

dominant cultural norms that control public schooling. In addition, the political agenda 

establishes approved criteria or “standards” for assessing whether requisite learning and 

transformation of students has occurred. The teacher embodies the primary official interface 

between schools and HLMF. Teacher relationships with HLMF, both verbal and behavioral, will 

convey the political agenda governing the school system. This disposition will be evident, 

regardless of whether the teacher’s intent is solicitous or officious.  Any responses by HLMF are 

also likely to be interpreted by the teacher from a perspective colored and delimited by the 

political agenda presuming subordination of HLMF language, values and culture. 

 A similar backdrop is created by the broader anti-immigrant political context. As noted 

above, regional and local measures overtly inhospitable to HLMF color interactions with non-

Hispanic persons, and may generate more caution respecting any agent for a governmental 

institution (i.e. teachers). This mantle of authority envelops the teacher without regard to an 

individual teacher’s intention or sensibilities. Hispanic parents may individually pierce this cloak 

to establish communications directly with a specific teacher, but general parental involvement is 
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more problematic. HLMF may fear exposure to hostility from school agents or from other non-

Hispanic parents who may be supportive of racist policies embedded in anti-immigrant laws and 

policies of the sociopolitical environment.  

 Power relations and voice. The political environment and relative power relations 

influence agency of HLMF to voice their concerns. Imposing English language proficiency for 

teacher-parent communication about school related issues creates the appearance that HLMF 

need to be able to discuss school matters in “proper” English. Parents are thus offered two 

alternatives: learn to communicate their concerns in the language form dictated by the school 

institution, or keep silent and conceal a lack of English proficiency. Although parents may wish 

their students to acquire English proficiency for purposes of academic achievement, HLMF 

parents may feel unable or embarrassed to discuss their concerns when lacking sufficient English 

proficiency to interact with teachers in mutual respect.  

Teachers may not feel comfortable dispensing with formality because of unfamiliarity 

with the parents and their culture. They may also feel constrained by the responsibility and 

power embodied in the teacher role. How both teachers and HLMF parents perceive each other, 

and how they see themselves in this interactive process, may influence their sense of agency as 

well as their actions. HLMF communication with teachers and schools for collaborative purposes 

may be subverted by such symbolic or perceptual barriers. These manifest “barriers” may have 

nothing to do with the conscious intent of a teacher genuinely seeking parent input or conscious 

desire of parents to support their children in school.  

The Research Study 

 In this introductory chapter, the problem and research questions to be explored have been 

described. As noted, the persistence of an academic achievement gap for Hispanic language 
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minority students in light of accountability pressures on public schools strongly suggests the 

need for greater collaboration between HLMF and schools. That need is perhaps more acute in 

the context of constantly growing presence of recent Hispanic immigrant families who desire 

success for their children, but who have limited connections with public school institutions. The 

study is situated in the Southeastern state of Alabama where intercultural relations are at best 

transitional and where anti-immigrant hostility is manifest. Language policy and practices further 

complicate potential for schools and HLMF to approach each other to engage in productive 

collaboration. 

 The focus is upon the dynamics of interaction between HLMF and schools and how 

perceptions and modes of interaction may contribute to distancing that frustrates collaboration. 

To identify and explore (dys)regard, three distinguishing factors that characterize differing ways 

(dys)regard may manifest within HLMF-school interactions are described: sociocultural, 

sociolinguistic and political. There are other potential options, but the method chosen seems to 

align with and reflect the findings from the survey of research literature. 

 Chapter II summarizes a review of extant literature relating to the problem and research 

questions. The chapter begins with description and discussion of the persistent divergence 

between academic progress of Hispanic students in relation to dominant culture white students. 

This achievement gap serves to motivate both schools and HLMF to find ways to support 

academic progress of Hispanic language minority students. Review of literature is provided 

showing that school-family collaboration is a key tool successfully employed to improve 

academic achievement among marginalized students. The summary then turns to research on 

experiences in HLMF and school collaboration.  Descriptions of  studies examining attempts by 
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schools and Hispanic immigrant families to find ways to work together to improve academic 

achievement are set forth in alignment with the three descriptors noted in this Chapter I.    

 The conceptual framework for analysis of the data and observations generated by the 

study is provided in Chapter III. The conceptual framework developed for the study is a hybrid 

which combines Pierre Bourdieu’s social field theory and Blumer’s symbolic interactionism to 

deconstruct and analyze the dynamics of interaction of HLMF and schools. The model provides 

a multifocal lens that may reveal useful insights into how the participants regard or (dys)regard 

the structures, practices and discourse associated with schooling and subjective interpretations 

that motivate participant responses to and within the dynamics of their interaction. Chapter III 

also provides discussion of how language differences mediate the intercultural space where 

interaction occurs and (dys)regard manifests. 

 The research methodology is described in Chapter IV, including the sociology of 

knowledge approach to discourse (SKAD) as an analytical tool. SKAD is useful for exploring 

the content of communicative interaction and going beyond to the subjective interpretation that 

derives from such interaction and that shapes continuation and evolution of the interactive 

dynamic. Documentation of school policies and formal communication practices respecting 

language minority students and families has been gathered and analyzed to provide a backdrop of 

structure and discourse of school culture. Semi-structured interviews with HLMF explore the 

rich data of expectations, experiences and understandings or reflections surrounding experiences 

of interaction with schools. Challenges and obstacles to gathering research data are also 

discussed in Chapter IV. 

 Chapter V contains the research data and findings derived from participant interviews and 

collection of publicly available school documents indicating school dispositions and discourse 
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displayed to parents, including HLMF. The summarized experiences of HLMF participants are 

provided in their “stories” (“las historias”) comprised of their backgrounds, experiences with 

schools, their interpretations of those interactions and their understandings and beliefs about their 

relationships with schools. The school documents and data are described both as to content and 

accessibility to HLMF parents of school children. 

 Finally, Chapter VI contains analysis of the communications and interactions between 

HLMF participants and schools applying the hybrid theoretical approach blending social field 

theory and symbolic interactionism. Examples of (dys)regard drawn from the data which was 

coded using the distinguishing characteristics described above are highlighted and explored.  

Here the examination of experiences and interactions between HLMF parents and schools will be 

refracted and explored through the perceptions of HLMF participant interview statements 

indicating their interpretation of such events. These interrelated experiences and perceptions will 

be analyzed for their discursive and symbolic influence upon HLMF participant perceptions and 

actions, how they regard and how they see themselves regarded by schools.   

 From such analysis, implications are drawn and discussed. Implications differ depending 

upon investment and interest in the process. For example, for educational researchers the study 

findings and conclusions point to further areas of research needed to more fully understand the 

phenomenon of distancing between HLMF and schools. For schools, and particularly teachers 

who seem to be the primary point of interaction with HLMF, the study suggests ways that their 

actions may be perceived which are unknown or unintended. For school administrators and 

policy makers, the study suggests that certain policy choices regarding HLMF and language 

minority students may have either unintended or unproductive consequences. If intentional and 

bias driven, certain policies and practices may be undermining the school’s mission and goals of 
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improving academic performance. In any event, the study findings and conclusions suggest that 

there are constructive actions that both HLMF and schools might undertake to improve the 

current status of social distancing and academic underachievement.    
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CHAPTER TWO 

REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 The following is a review of existing research and commentary relevant to the research 

project on the dynamics of family-school relationships for recent immigrant Hispanic language 

minority families (HLMF). The overview describes and foregrounds observed experience and 

research findings, as well as explore current thinking and debate, concerning the topic under 

investigation. This review of literature is structured in three sections, each addressing a set of 

issues relevant to the research problem and questions: understanding the Hispanic language 

minority student achievement gap; exploring HLMF-School engagement influence on 

achievement; and examining manifestations of (dys)regard by HLMF and schools concerning 

each other and the process of school-family engagement. The review provides rationale for 

identifying and organizing modes of (dys)regard by HLMF and schools by three characteristics 

as described in Chapter I, based upon research literature. While many of the challenges and 

conceptual issues addressed here have implications for specific research procedures, strategies 

and techniques, discussion of specific research methodology to address such issues in this study 

can be found in Chapter IV – Research Methodology.  

Understanding the Achievement Gap for Hispanic Language Minority Students 

 To grasp the relevance of exploring HLMF engagement with schools, it is important to   

understand the concept of the “Hispanic achievement gap” in academic achievement which 

greater collaboration between HLMF and schools would arguably mitigate. The concept should 

be seen as a failure of the education system rather than a deficiency of Hispanic students. 
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A Critical Look at the Hispanic “Achievement Gap” 

 In an era of heightened demand for evidence of school effectiveness, usually referred to 

as “accountability,” statistical comparison of student performance on standardized testing is 

often used to rate relative performance. These statistics are broken down into demographic 

categories used for analysis, including race or ethnicity and gender. This broad-based analysis is 

reflective of a corporate-oriented economic model which conflates learning with “productivity” 

and “efficiency.”  Analytic terminology, including accountability, indicates an output oriented 

process assessed by objective high stakes testing. There is considerable concern over the efficacy 

and fairness of such testing as it relates to language minority students, also referred to as English 

language learners (ELL)(La Roche & Shriberg, 2004; Wiley & Wright, 2004; W. Wright, 2010; 

W. E. Wright & Choi, 2006). Nevertheless, the prevailing categorization schema, academic 

performance criteria and data analysis indicate lower performance by Hispanic students than 

their white peers, and this disparity is referred to as the Hispanic achievement gap. 

 Significance of the Hispanic achievement gap. Census data suggest that Hispanic 

children comprise more than 20% of the U.S. student population, and exceed levels of African 

American and Asian students in almost half of the 50 states (Hansen & Education Partnerships, 

2005).  Hispanic school children represent the fastest growing racial/ethnic grouping by 

percentage, which by the year 2025 is projected to increase to 30% or more of school aged 

children (Kober & Center on Education Policy, 2010; Suarez-Orozco & Suarez-Orozco, 2009).  

The proportion will rise because Hispanics on average are younger, live longer and have 

relatively more children than non-Hispanic whites (Chavez, 2012). This demographic shift calls 

for serious consideration of the Hispanic achievement gap. A persistent achievement gap 

indicates structural and policy factors that must be addressed to avert fossilized academic 
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stratification. Not only does such stratification run contrary to fundamental salutary notions of 

human capital development, it is fiscally untenable. As the baby boomer generation reaches 

retirement, Hispanic members of society will comprise a major portion of workers in their prime 

earning years. Continued academic underachievement would lead to lower wage earning power 

and less capacity to support retirees, thus causing significant systemic stress. 

 Complexity of the Hispanic achievement gap. In addition to growth in the number of 

Hispanic students and persistence of achievement disparities, the Hispanic achievement is a 

complex phenomenon to address.  Census and research data indicate that Hispanic families are 

designated by official statistics as living at or below poverty levels at rates as high as three times 

that of whites (Hernandez, 2007). Yet demographic data also indicate significant variations in 

family composition and employment when contrasting residence in large metropolitan, urban, 

and small town or rural settings. Such differences are likely to yield different experiences with 

educational systems and also require different strategies to address educational needs of language 

minority students. General socioeconomic data thus provide only a gross conceptualization of the 

Hispanic achievement gap as poverty-related. 

 Despite wide recognition that race and ethnicity are socially constructed categories 

without basis in science or biology, these “fixed” classifications are used for data gathering, 

statistical reporting, performance analysis and policy development (Marks, 2006; 

Mukhopadhyay, Henze, & Moses, 2007; Townsley, 2007). Of particular concern here is a 

tendency of such categorization to stereotype and essentialize in connection with a phenomenon 

where differences and nuance may be vital to deeper understanding. 

 Research and commentary suggest that difficulty encountered in both explaining and 

addressing the achievement gap for Hispanic students may be due to its complexity, that it is 
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influenced by multiple interrelated factors and conditions. Madrid notes in commentary on the 

achievement gap in the California educational system:  

The problem is complex and its solution will not be found in a specific program, 
intervention, or curriculum because the academic achievement of Latinos is affected by 
many factors including the conditions of the schools in which Latino students are 
enrolled, the quality of coursework, the manner in which teachers teach, how teachers 
and school leaders perceive Latino students, the allocation of resources, parents’ 
expectations, parent empowerment, and teacher preparation (2011, p. 8). 
 

 Multiple factors, such as gender, work to support the family, health disparities, parent 

involvement, teacher-student relations, and other socio-cultural variables might help explain 

observed statistical variances in Hispanic student academic achievement (Ortiz, Valerio, & 

Lopez, 2012). Also, Hispanic categorical grouping used for statistical analysis combines various 

Hispanic cultural heritages, but the Hispanic community is not monolithic. Ortiz, et al. found that 

lower cultural and social capital failed to fully explain lower academic achievement rates for 

Hispanics (2012). Considering the substantial influence of sociocultural variables, Ortiz et al 

lament that: “Unfortunately, the available literature does not provide a socioecological approach 

to isolating the contributing factors that play a key role in the educational trajectory of 

Hispanics” (2012, p. 145). Their study led them to conclude, however, that “promoting a 

connection between Hispanic students and their families, and the K-12 educational system and 

resources may improve high school graduation rates” (Ortiz et al., 2012, p. 145). It may also 

improve academic achievement and enrollment in higher education institutions (Woolley, Kol, & 

Bowen, 2009).  

 The following discussion of literature also attempts to address some of the complex 

factors that may underlie disparity in academic achievement, but can be overlooked without 

critical analysis. Macro-analysis, or broad based, factors can characterize differences but miss 

important subtle distinctions. For example, when disparities are characterized by race or 
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ethnicity, intra-group diversity must be considered in potentially explanatory findings. Ortiz, et 

al. discuss distinctions in cultural values among, Mexican, Cuban and Puerto Rican students 

(Ortiz et al., 2012). Crespo-Jimenez discusses distinctions among Mexican, Dominican and 

Puerto Rican immigrants (2011). Examples of micro-analytic factors include recency of 

immigration and geo-location (Behnke, Gonzalez, & Cox, 2010), single vs. dual parent 

households (Battle, 1997), intra-Hispanic gender disparity (Colon & Sanchez, 2010), and others. 

These factors may provide greater depth and detail but underestimate broader systemic 

influences directed toward minorities and Hispanics generally. We thus turn to examination of 

macro-analytic and micro-analytic factors as applied to the Hispanic achievement gap. 

Macro-analysis of Hispanic Achievement Gap and its Limitations 

 Public school systems regularly gather and retain categorical information characterizing 

performance of Hispanic language minority students. These statistics illustrate how public 

schools perceive and define Hispanic student performance as problematic, and provide a 

rationale for remedial action (Madrid, 2011; NCES, 2011; Reardon & Galindo, 2009). Such 

statistical representations can be viewed from macro-analytic perspectives, focused upon factors 

including school policies, resource and programmatic allocations (including extra-curricular 

functions), attendance and graduation rates, standardized testing performance, curricular 

strategies and other broadly applied systemic elements which influence the educational process. 

Limitations of macro-analysis include inherent assumptions that policies and strategies generally 

impact all students similarly, and to the extent this is deemed true, that the established categories 

(e.g., race and ethnicity) accurately and adequately account for statistical variance.  

 Literature reporting macro-analysis of Hispanic student achievement varies somewhat in 

specifics, but generally indicates that Hispanic students have persistently performed below levels 
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of non-Hispanic white peers in both reading and math testing as indicated by NAEP and NCES 

statistics. (Hansen & Education Partnerships, 2005; Kober & Center on Education Policy, 2010; 

NCES, 2011) Performance of Hispanic students on standardized testing has improved over the 

years, but it has not improved relatively faster than improvement by white students which would 

be required to close an achievement gap (Kober & Center on Education Policy, 2010; Madrid, 

2011). To put the disparity in perspective, in 2002 NAEP testing approximately 57% of 4th grade 

Hispanic students scored below what was deemed the “basic” proficiency level in reading, and 

60% of 4th grade Hispanic students scored below basic proficiency level in math (Hansen & 

Education Partnerships, 2005).  

 There is some debate about the degree of improvement, but the consensus is that the 

disparity or “gap” in performance has not been significantly lessening. When testing data from 

2002 was compared to that of 2008, some improvements were noted in levels of basic 

proficiency, but the data also showed Hispanic student performance dropped steadily from 4th 

grade to high school.5 This latter point is significant because Hispanic children come to school 

with cognitive abilities comparable to their white peers, but something in the schooling process 

results in decreasing academic achievement over time.  

 The 2002 testing was the first broad assessment conducted after initiation of NCLB, and 

the subsequent 2008 testing would be expected to indicate the impact that policy initiative had on 

improving student achievement. NCLB was a major federal mandate with a stated purpose of 

reducing lagging achievement for students and to insist upon steady and significant progress in 

achievement by all students (NCLB, 2001; Reardon et al., 2012). Assessments of NCLB 

                                                 
5 The discussion and analysis in the Center for Education Policy report may be somewhat skewed toward reporting 
higher levels because only data from states with “sufficient” reporting data were included. This may include 
omission of some new arrival states where the size of Hispanic populations may not have been large enough for 
inclusion, but would be germane for purposes of this research project. Actual results may be worse. 
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effectiveness in meeting its stated objectives range from ineffective (Kober & Center on 

Education Policy, 2010) to characterization as structurally and socially unjust and effectively 

harmful to African American and Hispanic students (Paul, 2004).  Negative critique centers upon 

NCLB provisions that foster abandonment of schools deemed underperforming based upon 

standardized testing, rather than strategic expansion of resources to schools predominantly 

attended by lower income Black and Hispanic students. 

 Bolivar & Chrispeels note that the structure of NCLB provides for parental input, but 

only in individualized ways, such as options to change schools, rights to demand student 

achievement records, request for supplemental service for one’s child, etc. (Bolivar & 

Chrispeels, 2011). To the extent that the achievement gap is a byproduct of systemic forces that 

underserve and marginalize language minority students, such measures are not very effective in 

altering the policies or power relations within schools. Analysis of NCLB statistics may therefore 

not be particularly helpful to understanding how the Hispanic achievement gap is generated or 

how it might be eliminated. 

 Critical analysis of the concept of Hispanic achievement gap suggests that designation of 

categories reflects exercise of power and privilege that defines students and their educational 

opportunities based upon policies set by those controlling analysis and related delivery of 

educational resources (Apple, 2005; Apple, 2009). Standardization or norming of tests used also 

reflects power relations that privilege certain assessment strategies and criteria for performance 

evaluation and policy determination. Thus, discussion of the Hispanic achievement gap as a 

phenomenon is just one among many potentially more nuanced ways of talking about 

disproportionate educational resources, opportunities and academic performance affecting 

language minority students and HLMF. 
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 Analysis of the Hispanic/Latino achievement disparity among Chicago Hispanic students 

through a LatCrit lens exposed several categories of policy based and systemic inequity 

associated with lower academic achievement: (a) early childhood education;( b) standardized 

assessment; (c) bilingual education; and (d) drop-out/push-out rates (Davila & de Bradley, 2010). 

This examination of education policy identified these areas in which policy tends to advantage a 

few while significantly disadvantaging most. These politically driven inequities tend to cut 

across aspects of cultural diversity within the Hispanic communities and to some extent across 

socioeconomic levels as well.  

 Another broad-based distinction explored as a potential basis for a Hispanic achievement 

gap is the notion of a “social” or “cultural gap” disparity (Bourdieu & Passeron, 1990; Good, 

Masewicz, & Vogel, 2010; Slavin & Madden, 2001).  This analysis is based upon the concept of 

cultural, social and intellectual capital required to successfully navigate educational systems and 

environments (Williams & Dawson, 2011). It is argued that HLMF and their students are denied 

equal educational opportunity. Lacking both dominant cultural capital upon entry and 

opportunity to develop such capital once within the system, Hispanic language minority children 

may become marginalized and less engaged in school, leading to lower academic achievement. 

This theory might support the persistence of the Hispanic achievement gap. 

 Yet another macro-analytic factor could be teacher perception of Hispanic students 

(Valdés, 1996; Zarate & Tomas Rivera, 2007).  This factor operates on an individualized 

teacher-student level, but is difficult to extract from broad based analysis in part because of its 

close connection with other factors and its stereotyping and essentializing characteristic. For 

example, teacher stereotypical attitudes regarding academic ability can negatively influence their 

disposition and actions toward Hispanic students and undermine academic performance (Patel & 
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Stevens, 2010). These generalized attitudes may be connected to observed historic patterns of 

lower achievement by Hispanic students.  Such attitudes may also correlate with Hispanic 

students attending schools with lower resources in higher proportions, thus generating a defeatist 

sense regarding student achievement (Rodriguez, 2012). Moreover, where the history of school 

culture has not included parental involvement by HLMF, teacher attitudes may succumb to the 

belief that Hispanic parents do not care about academic support for their children and that the 

children are incapable (Zarate & Tomas Rivera, 2007).    

 Delpit discusses at length how teacher attitudes of stereotypical deficit thinking are far 

too common among the predominantly (approximately 85% nationally) white middle class 

complement of teachers of racial and language minority children (Delpit, 2006). Such attitudes 

can influence teacher treatment of students and student engagement in school, and can have far 

reaching academic consequences. Children regarded as deficient by their teachers, no matter how 

benevolently, tend to internalize such attitudes in ways that shape their perception of intellectual 

ability and self-efficacy (Delpit, 2012). Nieto contends that lowering of standards in benevolent 

attempts to be “nice” to students of color does a serious educational disservice and deprives such 

students of equitable opportunity to progress and to excel academically (2008). 

Micro-analysis of Hispanic Achievement Gap 

 There are many more subtle factors that could influence the achievement gap operating 

within the broad categorization of Hispanic or Latino, and thus confound understanding of the 

Hispanic achievement gap. As noted previously, a significant problem in the macro-analysis of a 

Latino or Hispanic achievement gap is the tendency to treat Hispanic communities and families 

as monolithic (Crespo-Jimenez, 2011).  This agglomeration of statistical data that combines 

Hispanics of Mexican, Cuban, Puerto Rican, Central or South American (both are aggregations) 
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and other distinct cultural groups in a single category may be useful for some policy purposes. 

However, the admixture obscures an effort to find cultural factors that significantly influence the 

behaviors and relations of a particular group or subcategory with school institutions.  

 Some broad based statistical reports acknowledge variations within the Hispanic category 

(NCES, 2011). Logically, assuming all Hispanics have the same background or beliefs could be 

likened to assuming all white American families are the same (Gregg, Rugg, & Stoneman, 2012).  

The census category of “non-Hispanic whites,” implying a category of Hispanic whites, is also 

both interesting and confusing.6 In a highly racialized society, collection and analysis of data 

treating some Hispanics as “white” and other Hispanics as non-white immediately challenges 

validity of findings when white privilege may be a significant factor in access to educational 

resources and opportunities being explored.  

 Length of time in an area may yield differing experiences for HLMF and their students. 

Hispanics who live in established communities of high Hispanic concentration having historical 

relationships with institutions experience cultural conflicts and discrimination.  Such experiences 

differ, however, from those of HLMF who are new arrivals in geographic areas without an 

established cultural support base (Valdés, 1996). These differences can manifest in different 

influences concerning academic achievement. Hispanic students of families established in the 

community and with experience in the school may be influenced more in their academic 

performance by experience and awareness of a lack of support due to their minority status and by 

the lack of cultural relevance in school curriculum and programming. Lower achievement may 

be influenced more by disaffection and disengagement. Recent immigrants are more likely to be 

                                                 
6 Here the terminology exposes Euro-centric bias to the extent that “Hispanics” of European descent are deemed 
white, while descendants of colonized indigenous American peoples typically are deemed “non-white.”  
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unfamiliar with school procedures, practices and standards. In such cases, lower achievement 

may be more heavily influenced by unfamiliarity. 

 Whether viewed from a macro-analytic or micro-analytic perspective, factors that 

generate and sustain the Hispanic achievement gap need to be better understood.  The focus of 

inquiry is the distancing between HLMF and schools that undermines engaged relationships in 

support of academic performance of Hispanic language minority students. Consequently, better 

understanding of academic achievement issues to be ameliorated through greater parent 

involvement is warranted, along with exploring dynamics of parent involvement that might be 

designed to address such issues (Allen, 2011). 

Understanding Influence of HLMF-School Engagement 

 For purposes of the present research project, two aspects of family-school engagement 

relating to student achievement appear critical to understanding the role of HLMF-school 

relations: expectations of parents and schools, respectively, concerning the nature and level of 

parental involvement; and the types of HLMF-school engagements that have been attempted and 

analyzed. The latter aspect is particularly important because of a lack of clear consensus on what 

“parental involvement” means in practice, and specifically in relation to HLMF (Gaitan, 2012). 

The notion of parent involvement has manifested in many forms, ranging from school initiated 

and controlled processes to community based advocacy initiatives. Examining the nature of such 

programs should provide insight into what is meant by the term parental involvement or 

engagement in specific contexts (Kim et al., 2012).  

 The growing body of research over the past few decades heavily supports the positive 

correlation between parental involvement in the process of formal education of their children and 

higher academic achievement (Durand & Perez, 2013; Fan & Chen, 1999; Gaitan, 2012; Loera, 
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Rueda, & Nakamoto, 2011). Much of the research is grounded upon or related to Epstein’s 

model of stages of parental engagement (Bower & Griffin, 2011).  While it seems evident that 

parental engagement in some form is associated with enhanced student academic performance, 

troubling underlying questions remain. Fan’s meta-analysis points to a dilemma for the 

educational research community respecting this point (Fan & Chen, 1999). While a substantial 

amount of research has been done, Fan notes that the larger amount has been qualitative, which 

Fan suggests lacks quantitative empirical basis. The meta-analysis was an attempt to examine 

qualitative research to draw generalized conclusions. The variability of contexts and findings 

frustrated that analysis, but nevertheless confirmed the positive correlation.  

 Recent research projects by Meza (Meza, 2012) and Allen (Allen, 2011) revealed similar 

concerns, that statistical analysis can inform us of the correlation between parental involvement 

and student achievement, but does not provide adequate insight into what motivates parents to 

engage or their perceptions and expectations that may underlie such motivations. Dimmler 

investigated the correlation between parental involvement, parent knowledge of student 

performance and parent expectations regarding achievement, comparing African American 

parents with Latino parents, but the study provided limited insight into formation of expectations 

(Dimmler, 2007).   

Parental Involvement and Related Expectations 

 Some suggest that parental engagement must be viewed as multidimensional, not just 

because of variations in culture and context within the Hispanic categorization, but also because 

of the potentially divergent interests and expectations of stakeholders. Zarate found significant 

differences in perceptions of roles, expectations and levels of participation among schools, 

teachers, parents and students when examining the concept of parental involvement in schools 
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(Zarate & Tomas Rivera, 2007). Thus, while there was general agreement that parental 

involvement is a good thing, there was considerable confusion and misalignment on how to 

define parental involvement and the respective commitments and behaviors required to realize 

such engagement.  

 Peterson conducted a study in New Zealand regarding perceptions of responsibility and 

blame for student learning achievement and found disparities among teachers, parents and 

students as to where responsibility rests (Peterson et al., 2011). The study indicated that students 

placed responsibility more upon themselves, teachers pointed to the teacher-student relationship 

and all groups felt that parents were less responsible. Tennenbaum & Ruck performed a meta-

analysis and found that teacher perceptions, expectations and behaviors relating to parent 

involvement were more positive respecting Asian and European-American students while more 

often negative toward Latino and African American students (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). Such 

teacher attitudes could present headwinds, if not barriers, to Hispanic parent engagement.  Hill & 

Craft found that academic skills mediated parent-school involvement for African American 

students, while social skills mediated parent-school involvement for white students (Hill & Craft, 

2003). It is unclear whether academic or social skills are more influential mediators for parent-

school involvement by HLMF. 

Forms of Engagement between Hispanic Parents and Schools 

 Examining the nature of observed engagement between HLMF and schools can provide 

useful information about the perceptions, expectations and  power relations as between parents 

and school institutions. Indeed, looking closely at the frequency and types of interaction may 

provide clues as to the levels of trust or (dys)regard that may exist in the parent-school relations. 

Paratore (1999, p. 58) notes that the type of interaction as well as dispositional factors of schools 



 

46 
 

and parents may influence the effectiveness of family school relations involving immigrant 

families:  

Research indicates that traditional, school-based models of parent involvement tend to 
create, rather than eliminate, barriers between home and school by assuming an 
understanding of American school culture on the part of parents who may have an 
entirely different set of expectations of schools and their own roles (Delgado-Gaitan & 
Trueba, 1991). Researchers report that the development of effective home and school 
partnerships may be limited by immigrant parents’ lack of English proficiency 
(Rumberger, 1987); by their lack of understanding of the culture of American schools 
(Moles, 1993); or, for immigrant parents with limited formal education, by their own 
insecurity about their ability to help their children (Ada, 1988). 
 

 A caveat in consideration of relations between HLMF and schools is recognition of 

potential distinctions between parental involvement, parental empowerment and parental 

engagement (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011).  Though often used indiscriminately, the context and 

implications of each can be quite different.  For discussion purposes, engagement variations are 

grouped into three types: school directed, community based, and collaborative parent-school 

partnerships. Programs seeking to engage recent immigrant parents are specially noted due to 

their relevance to the present research focus. Another point worth noting in a review of literature 

is that researchers design the inquiry and frame the questions. Therefore, available literature may 

reflect not only school-family practices from differing perspectives, but may also be influenced 

by researcher beliefs and positionality. 

 School-based initiatives. The majority of researched initiatives attempting to establish 

working relationships between schools and HLMF are school-initiated and directed programs. 

Such efforts may be limited to modification (translation) of school to family communications. 

Merely providing translated versions of regular school to home communications places the 

burden upon HLMF to interpret the information and follow up with school personnel. Some 

schools establish a liaison tasked with coordinating concerns about HLMF and Hispanic 
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students. Other more extensive programs involve deliberate outreach and structured activities to 

promote school-family interaction. The design for almost all of these initiatives is to acculturate 

and move HLMF toward alignment if not compliance with school practices and values. Such 

programs are typically conducted on terms and at times and locations chosen by and for 

convenience of school personnel. The deficit model perspective typically has the objective to 

“fix” or adapt HLMF so that the families will be able and motivated to take advantage of school 

resources as the schools may choose to provide them. 

 Not surprisingly, the nature of an initiative by a given school reflects the disposition of 

the school administration and culture regarding the status of Hispanics. Where linguistic or 

cultural diversity is viewed as problematic, the school based initiatives and their procedures 

typically are designed to correct HLMF understanding, attitudes and behavior (regard) toward 

schools instead of collaboration to build mutual understanding. Where the number of Hispanic 

students is low and non-English speakers are marginalized, limited resource allocation and 

minimal school-based initiatives seem to follow.  Analysis of strategies needed to address the 

Hispanic achievement gap indicates that a team approach is required. In contrast, the typical 

school administration approach toward issues deemed marginal is to assign one person to 

“handle” the problem, often as one of multiple assigned duties (Wortham, Murillo, & Hamann, 

2002).  

 Where the achievement gap problem and parental involvement are perceived by schools 

to be primarily a function of language proficiency, initiatives tend to focus on linguistic and 

literacy practices. Query explored a school-based initiative in which “vocabulary kits” were 

given to Hispanic parents to provide a set of commons terms supporting participation in the 

educational process (Query, Ceglowski, Clark, & Li, 2011).  While some schools provide a staff 



 

48 
 

person in the school office who speaks Spanish so that translation may be available on demand, 

Borrero explored a school-based interpreter program through which more extensive translation 

would be available to students and parents throughout the school on a more pro-active basis 

(Borrero, 2011). 

 Other research of more extensive school-based initiatives explores parent education, 

leadership building or parent tutoring programs. Chrispeels describes a parent education program 

in which school policies and practices are shared with parents along with measures the school 

expects parents will undertake to support their children in school activities and to improve 

student achievement (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001). Bolivar and Chrispeels explore a more recent 

program intended to build parent leadership based upon the concept that HLMF lack cultural and 

social capital necessary for successful engagement with schools (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011). 

The goals of the program were to raise social capital so that the participants could advocate for 

their children in school, and to foster work with other Hispanic parents to expand awareness and 

raise capital more broadly among the Hispanic community.  Such “leadership” initiatives have 

been tried in many sites and may be seen as convenient for schools because participants may 

come from multiple non-dominant cultures. However, such programs seem to be interested more 

in providing schools access to “representatives” of minority communities than providing 

minority families greater access to schools.  Another study details a program in which early 

literacy practices were explored with Hispanic parents with the goal of supporting development 

of home practices that might echo and support in-school academic practices (Mena, 2011).   

 Each of the programs described attempted to increase interaction between schools and 

HLMF, and each program also proceeded from a deficit perspective locating the cause of the 

problem in deficient socialization and education of Hispanic parents.  There seemed limited 
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focus or effort in these initiatives to seek advice from HLMF about what schools might do 

differently or to discover what skills and resources the families might already possess. Indeed, 

Begeny noted in her research a somewhat unexpected finding that Hispanic parents were already 

engaged in literacy practices (in Spanish) with their children similar to the academic practices 

used in schools (Begeny, Ross, Greene, Mitchell, & Whitehouse, 2012).   

 Community-based initiatives. Review of literature discloses relatively few community 

initiated programs or programs in which the schools are responding directly to needs or 

expectations articulated by recent immigrants in the Hispanic community.  Not unexpectedly, 

programs revealed by the review are typically in established Hispanic communities with a 

critical mass of immigrants and second or third generation Hispanic residents. For example, 

Ordoñez-Jasis describes a community based initiative that responds to tequio, cultural knowledge 

and heritage practices among women of the Hispanic community, which knowledge was being 

ignored or discounted by schools (Ordoñez -Jasis & Jasis, 2004). The program sought to 

demonstrate to schools the value of culturally developed knowledge and practices.   

 While incorporated into the school curriculum, the Arizona cultural studies program 

documented in the film “Precious Knowledge” reflects an expression of an initiative whose 

primary support was community-based. The program expressed a deep need sensed by the 

Hispanic community to learn about and see their culture reflected in school curriculum. Not only 

did the program create a bond between parents in the community and schools, Hispanic student 

achievement began to improve more broadly as a result of greater engagement. Political 

reactionary forces driven by racist agendas were unwilling to acknowledge the value or even to 

examine the content of the ethnic studies program (Fernández & Hammer, 2012; Palos, 2011). 
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These forces succeeded in banning the program and communicating clearly to HLMF that 

incorporation of specific curricular content that valued their culture would not be tolerated. 

 Logically, HLMF in new arrival states and localities may not see development of 

community based initiatives because of insufficient numbers to create a critical mass, but there 

may be other reasons. As noted previously, in new arrival areas there is a tendency toward 

hostile political environments and nativism (Odem & Lacy, 2009). While resident children of 

immigrants are entitled under the Constitution to K-12 education without regard to immigrant 

status, their parents may risk calling attention to undocumented status by speaking out publicly.  

As also noted, in a state where a formal legislative mandate called upon schools to interrogate 

schoolchildren regarding the immigration status of parents, the unwillingness of HLMF to 

engage in open challenge to school policies is understandable even after the provision has been 

legally struck down (Lawrence, 2011).  

 Another consideration may be the tendency of Hispanics of Mexican descent to separate 

the roles of parenting and school. While HLMF are as committed as any other parents to 

supporting educación of their children, there is a strong tendency to defer to the expertise and 

authority of teachers, maestras, and school institutions (Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991; 

Paratore, Hindin, Krol-Sinclair, & Durn, 1999).  It simply may not occur to HLMF to assemble a 

group of other parents to mount a challenge to school policy respecting academic matters, 

although such action might arise in response to perceived gross injustice respecting status (Odem 

& Lacy, 2009). Other research suggests that HLMF notion of parental involvement may manifest 

in family centered efforts of discussion and modeling of hard work ethic to their children rather 

than group oriented contestation (Durand, 2011; Valdés, 1996).  
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 Parent and school partnerships. Though limited in number, some examples of more 

authentic collaboration between schools and Hispanic communities or families are evidenced in 

the literature. The defining characteristic of balanced cooperation appears to be initiatives that 

are fundamentally grounded in discovery and development of cultural knowledge within 

Hispanic families and which seek to connect such knowledge to school curriculum and academic 

practices.  Programs and initiatives were revealed that approach HLMF as resources and seek to 

empower them through democratic practices (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995; Sutterby, Rubin, & 

Abrego, 2007). More effective initiatives value HLMF through engagement with their culture, 

values and skills related to formación of their children, including literacy practices (Huerta & 

Riojas-Cortez, 2011; Morillo-Campbell, 2006). These initiatives are in stark contrast to school 

driven parent involvement activities that treat parents as “help labor” and seek to constrain true 

engagement (Christianakis, 2011). In addition, programs actually seeking input from Hispanic 

parents disprove stereotypical beliefs held in many traditional schools that Hispanic parents do 

not value the education of their children. 

 Lawson conducted a series of ethnographic case studies of recent immigrant parent 

engagement centered upon how parent experiences influenced engagement with the 

neighborhood community, school institutions and school programs (Lawson & Alameda-

Lawson, 2012). The findings suggest effectiveness through initiatives in which school leaders, 

community organizers and parents leverage their respective capital to support parents’ insights 

and aspirations. Ordoñez-Jasis examined a school based intervention program with high levels of 

community involvement and direction that demonstrated academic impact, fostered partnership 

between la comunidad and schools and provided an alternative to special education assignment 

for some Hispanic students (Ordoñez-Jasis & Jasis, 2004). 
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 Hong’s description of a multifaceted approach to building school community partnerships 

in the Logan Square neighborhood in Chicago provides substantial insight into strategies that 

may foster true partnerships with HLMF (Hong, 2011).  The Logan Square project operated in a 

political economy shifted toward decontextualizing education and delimiting professional 

adaptability of teachers and school administrators.  The program fought back by building 

connections with the local community and parents outside and within the school.  

 Anyon notes in the foreword to a cord of three strands that the program discovered the 

only way to fully invigorate the education process was to engage parents and the community as 

true partners (Hong, 2011). Chavkin’s digest of programs suggests that each school must tailor a 

program to meet specific needs of HLMF they serve. He also provides examples that stress three 

components: supporting parent education where educational attainment is low, providing access 

to curriculum in Spanish and in culturally relevant ways, and opening pathways to genuine 

engagement for Hispanic parents in schools that demonstrably value their language and cultural 

resources (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995). 

 A similar theory-based strategy, Moll’s “funds of knowledge,” has been successfully 

employed in programs to engage parents and schools in collaboration (González, Moll, & 

Amanti, 2005; Zipin, 2009). The concept explores and embraces the culturally acquired and 

grounded knowledge and practices of HLMF as resource instead of problem, and builds upon 

that knowledge base to support academic progress for language minority students. Larrotta 

describes an example in which a family literacy project to enhance early reading ability employs 

reading materials that are culturally relevant (Larrotta & Yamamura, 2011). Huerta describes a 

literacy and parent support project that draws upon cultural knowledge of folk medicine, santos 

remedios, in which parents become experts and are motivated to work with teachers and their 
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children to translate home-based literacy practices to school curricular activities (Huerta & 

Riojas-Cortez, 2011). Mendez suggests that such culturally based collaboration begin at the pre-

school level, for example in Head Start type programs (Mendez & Westerberg, 2012). 

Potential Obstacles to Collaboration: Modes of (Dys)regard 

 Review of the literature reveals numerous potential factors that may influence persistent 

distancing of HLMF from engagement with schools, beyond the stereotypical myths about 

Hispanic parental lack of concern. Areas currently being theoretically explored that seem 

particularly relevant to this research inquiry appear to aggregate in three general categories: 

sociocultural factors, sociolinguistic factors and political factors. There are, of course alternative 

ways to organize the research literature, but these characteristics capture significant aspects of 

the research studies as they relate to ways in which (dys)regard by HLMF or schools, or both, 

can manifest. The level of influence of these factors upon HLMF perceptions concerning their 

interactions with schools and development of collaboration and partnerships is not clear. 

However, research suggests that such influences are worth noting and exploring. 

Sociocultural Influences 

 Hispanic children are more likely than their white peers to live in poverty, despite being 

more likely to live in households with two parents or with extended family members (Hernandez, 

Denton, & Macartney, 2007).  Such households reflect a strong work ethic and more than one 

parent working at least part time, yet economic resources are notably lacking.   

Young Hispanic children are nearly 3 times as likely as Whites to be officially poor (26% 
vs. 9%). Across the nine states with the largest Hispanic populations, only 5%–12% of 
Whites are officially poor. … Across Hispanic groups, the Central American and native 
Mexican (18%–23%) rates are double the White level (9%), and rates for Puerto Ricans, 
immigrant Mexicans, and Dominicans (29%–33%) are 3 to 4 times the White level 
(Hernandez et al., 2007, p. 223). 
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Compared to their white peers, Hispanic children often have lesser resources, including housing, 

food, health care, books and other educational supports. When the family has to garner finances 

from the combination of multiple jobs, typically at wage levels significantly below poverty level, 

the notion of parental engagement may require reconsideration and possibly redefinition. General 

statistics that reference poverty, based upon factors such as students in the school population on 

free and reduced lunch subsidies, do not reflect the many variances in ways lived experiences of 

poverty manifest and may influence educational opportunity (Duncan, Murnane, & Russell, 

2011; Ladson-Billings, 2006). These circumstances likely influence ways HLMF view schools 

and incorporate the function of school-family relations into their lives. 

 As previously noted, an influx of relatively recent immigration and settlement in the 

Southeastern U.S. region, not traditionally associated with Hispanic populations, generates issues 

where school institutions have little or no familiarity with Hispanic languages and cultures (Sox, 

2009). In some areas, unfamiliarity and stereotyping can lead to more overt hostility toward 

HLMF based upon ethnicity and perceived immigration status (Lawrence, 2011; Odem & Lacy, 

2009). Such attitudes may be perceived by HLMF and may influence their regard of school 

institutions. Hispanic parents with limited education may associate schools with their own 

negative experiences or view of schools (Gaitan, 2012; Paratore et al., 1999). Lack of 

educational support, both formal and extra-curricular, has been cited as influential in lower 

achievement and dropout experiences (Behnke et al., 2010). Formalized school-based efforts to 

extend educational support and build parent-school relationships with HLMF are relatively 

recent in these geographic areas (Behnke & Kelly, 2011). 

 Some studies suggest a failure of understanding or (dys)regard concerning cultural beliefs 

as to respective roles and responsibilities of parents and teachers. This may influence the lack of 
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collaboration and partnerships necessary for effective parental involvement (Chrispeels & 

Rivero, 2001; Valdés, 1996).  A survey of more than 40 school based programs to engage 

Hispanic parents that included parent interviews revealed that Mexican-American parents tend to 

view parental roles as distinct from school and teacher roles (Nicolau, Ramos, & Hispanic 

Policy, 1990). They found a regard for teachers, as professionals, similar to the level of respect 

previously observed in dominant U.S. culture toward doctors and priests. Many Hispanic parents 

felt that their role as parents should not interfere with the role and professional responsibilities of 

teachers7. The role of the parent is to instill respect, work ethic and proper behavior while the 

school’s role is academic knowledge (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995). The dominant cultural 

discourse in U.S. school institutions recognizes that parenting and school roles are separate, but 

maintains both should be actively engaged in children’s education.  With such differing 

background beliefs as to the purpose and intent of communication from schools to parents, 

misunderstanding is not surprising. 

 Research indicates that teachers may also be inclined to hold negative perceptions of 

Hispanic parents, in part, because of their reluctance to provide input to teachers regarding 

school functions (Quiocho & Daoud, 2006). Negative impressions have also been attributed to 

lack of parent participation in school related functions, such as meetings, events and volunteer 

programs (LeBlanc, 2011). Perceptions, even false ones, can be converted into actions that 

substantially affect HLMF-school relations. Madrid (2011, p. 9) notes a number of effects: 

Flores (2007), after analyzing and synthesizing a large body of research pertaining to 
Latino student achievement, concluded Latinos frequently are placed in lower level tracks 
or courses despite having scores or other measures of performance equal to or better than 
their White or Asian classmates. Flores (2007) also concluded Latinos are not only 

                                                 
7 This observation is both ironic and salient in light of prevailing discourse and regulation of public education 
tending to de-professionalize teachers and remove professional discretion and responsibility from the classrooms 
(Brantlinger & Smith, 2013; Olsen & Sexton, 2009). Yet there seems to be more open critique of such discourse in 
Europe, Australia, Canada and other quarters (Education International, 2013). 
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perceived as having less academic potential than White students, but also are less likely 
than Whites to be nominated for enrichment or accelerated programs. 
 

 Studies that have investigated Hispanic parent attitudes and beliefs regarding education 

of their children reveal a very different story. Generally, Hispanic parent want and expect their 

children to do as well as possible in school and want to be informed of progress (Buenning & 

Tollefson, 1987; Parry, 2010; Valdés, 1996).  Hispanic parents expressed desire to be involved in 

their child’s education but felt alienated or excluded by school institutions and cultures 

controlled by dominant culture “Anglo” bureaucrats (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995; Parry, 2010; 

Quiocho & Daoud, 2006).   

 Other suggestions from Hispanic parents to reduce barriers include modification of 

school office hours, provision of bilingual personnel, and classes or programs that provide 

practical instruction in how Hispanic parents might better support their children within the 

specific school context (Chrispeels & Rivero, 2001; Parry, 2010). Such efforts, while improving 

HLMF access, would at the same time challenge school agents to seek better understanding of 

the beliefs, values and expectations of HLMF regarding schools.  In this latter respect, a parent 

participant in a program seeking parental involvement through use of folk medicine made a 

telling comment about how Hispanic parents perceived dominant cultural respect for their culture 

and knowledge, “no nos escuchen” – “they do not listen to us” (Huerta & Riojas-Cortez, 2011). 

Sociolinguistic Influences 

 It is not uncommon for Hispanic students to be initially perceived in terms of their 

English language proficiency rather than their literacy, intellectual development and potential 

(Edl, Jones, & Estell, 2008; Godina, 2004). Consequently, Hispanic students who exhibit greater 

fluency in English, particularly academic English, may experience schooling in significantly 

different ways than those who have limited or no proficiency. Some research indicates that 
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building effective teacher-student relationships and support for resilience among Hispanic 

students is correlated with teacher attitudes regarding students’ use of their own heritage 

language and teacher awareness of stresses the students experience as immigrants (Sosa & 

Gomez, 2012). In addition, acculturative stress related to language, including disparities between 

student and parents regarding alignment with dominant culture can provide differing experiences 

within the Hispanic categorization used in broad based analysis (Roche & Kuperminc, 2012; 

Worthy, 2006). Thus, how school programs address language proficiency and how school 

discourse establishes pressures of acculturation and assimilation can be salient factors that 

differentiate experiences of Hispanic students and their families related to schooling. 

 Recent research examines the applied linguistic implications of school based initiatives 

with a view to understanding the types of message and meanings being transmitted in school 

attempts to engage with HLMF.  Bickmore studied communications between Hispanic families 

and schools with emphasis upon how linguistic differences are navigated (Bickmore, 2013).  

Interactions she observed tended to minimize parental involvement, devalue heritage language 

and promote hegemonic shift to English.  Paratore studied the communications in parent teacher 

conferences from the perspective of discourse analysis (Paratore et al., 1999).  Viewing parent 

teacher conferences as a primary communication channel, the discourse reflected minimal parent 

engagement until home based literacy practices were connected to school practices in ways that 

made sense to the immigrant parents. The focus of these research projects emanated from a 

school-centered perspective with desire to understand how the messaging by schools of 

established policies and practices was conducted and whether Hispanic parents understood the 

message.  
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 Language shift or language loss by Hispanic children, as a phenomenon, may also 

contribute to distancing between HLMF and schools based upon differing objectives. In the 

United States, public education of children of non-dominant cultures and languages is widely 

viewed as subtractive (Portes & Salas, 2010).  The educational process operates in an 

acculturative and hegemonic way to reduce or eliminate expressions, behaviors and ultimately 

beliefs and values of non-dominant cultures. Research suggests that the process of language loss 

takes place relatively quickly and involves complex factors, perhaps because language is an 

obvious manifestation of difference and grounds for marginalization (Tran, 2010). While some 

immigrant parents encourage rapid acculturation of their children by the dominant culture and 

language, school policies and practices generally appear to proceed on a trajectory of 

assimilation through English only instruction without much regard for the expectations of parents 

or cultural consequences to students and families (Reza, 2013; Wiley & Wright, 2004; Wright, 

2007). 

 Most children of Hispanic descent live in households in which their heritage language, 

Spanish, is spoken (Bickmore, 2013). Yet at school, these children are pressured to speak 

English almost exclusively, either because of instruction in English or to fit in with their English 

speaking peers.  One study revealed that some Hispanic students respond to this pressure to yield 

their heritage culture by acting out and disruptive behaviors (Roche & Kuperminc, 2012). The 

consequences of this acculturation process are not lost on Hispanic parents when their children 

refuse to communicate in Spanish at home and feel ashamed to interact with their parents in 

public in their heritage language.  Such transformation can create tension by alienating children 

from parents, but also by placing the child in the awkward position of translator and mediator in 
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school related matters, thus further distancing non-English speaking parents from schools 

(LeBlanc, 2011).  

  If HLMF perceive school institutions as stripping their children of heritage language and 

culture in exchange for an education, such beliefs could influence HLMF regard for schools and 

motivation to participate in collaborative partnerships. As noted previously, lacking an 

established community organizational base or a critical mass of support, HLMF who may feel 

that school institutions threaten their cultural identity and ability to pass that heritage to their 

children may respond by withdrawal rather than open challenge. A sense of being devalued and 

unheard may contribute to this distancing response unless some school initiative demonstrates 

cultural awareness, a willingness to hear and constructively consider the interests and values of 

HLMF (Bolivar & Chrispeels, 2011; Delgado-Gaitan & Trueba, 1991; Huerta & Riojas-Cortez, 

2011; Larrotta & Yamamura, 2011). 

Political Influences 

 Situating this qualitative analysis of recent Hispanic immigrant relations with schools in 

the Southeastern United States would be impractical without considering the issues of ethnicity 

and race. While general census data and school demographics identify racial categories, the 

present analysis requires a more nuanced examination of these issues, perhaps calling for some 

reconceptualization. Ample research supports the concept that “race,” as embedded in discourse 

in America, lacks biological or scientific justification and is a socially constructed term, practice 

and issue (Marks, 1996; Mukhopadhyay, Henze, Moses, 2007). This lack of biological 

underpinnings does not make race less “real” or subject to empirical investigation, but does 

suggest that race and ethnicity must be analyzed based upon sociological criteria rather than 
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biological imperatives.  Racial or ethnic influences and implications on behavioral phenomena 

must arguably be assessed upon more fluid, subjective and intersectional criteria.   

 How race is transmitted, reproduced, experienced and understood bear close examination 

in the context of exploring a process of intercultural interaction and engagement such as family-

school relations. Mize argues that intersectionality and the ways that Hispanics experience a 

racialized environment render metaphorical and status bound designations inadequate (Mize, 

2013).  Instead, he contends for a reconceptualization based upon cultural racialization as a 

behavioral phenomenon driven by racist practices, discourses and ideological, linguistic and 

institutional discriminants. Cultural racialization, so conceived, would be a more interpersonal, 

interpretive and experientially driven form of sense-making that not only positions Hispanics in 

intercultural contexts, but motivates formation of actions to navigate those environs.  

 In the schooling context, Hispanic students, and their parents by extension, experience 

education somewhat differently. Research supports a notion that teachers hold differing attitudes 

and expectations regarding racial minority students (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). These negative 

perceptions are compounded when students are also language minorities with limited English 

proficiency (Sox, 2009).  Expressions or displays of ethnocentrism, or even just cultural 

solidarity, which research indicates supports self-esteem (Umana-Taylor, Diversi, & Fine, 2002) 

may be perceived as threatening to dominant school culture or resistance to assimilation. 

Negative teacher perceptions have been observed to result in behaviors, interpersonal and 

institutional, that disadvantage Hispanic students and their families. Less support, negative 

speech feedback, lowered academic expectations, higher referral rates to special education and 

other negative academic consequences are revealed in research (Tenenbaum & Ruck, 2007). 

Negative perceptions also translate into assumptions about “good parenting” and behaviors that, 
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along with linguistic barriers (Bickmore, 2013), minimize efforts to connect schools with 

Hispanic parents. HLMF must interpret and formulate responsive action to navigate the 

culturally racialized environment constituted and sustained by such practices and beliefs. 

 These factors can be compounded by geography and demographics. The recent 

immigrants that are the focus of this study are part of the new Latino diaspora settling in newer 

areas, here the Southeastern United States, without the predicate of historic communities of 

Hispanic families. As such, their arrival and participation within local institutions creates a 

transitional state. Price contends that race and place operate interdependently to shape each other 

and that both must be considered to gain a more sophisticated understanding of race and 

ethnicity (Price, 2012). Sox describes her findings that Latino students are often received in 

southern schools with hostility and unwelcoming practices, in part because schools are 

unfamiliar and unprepared to deal with cultural differences and educational needs such students 

present (Sox, 2009).  Frankenberg notes the correlation of teachers in racially transitioning 

schools tending to hold more negative racial attitudes than teachers in racially stable contexts 

(Frankenberg, 2012). 

 Much of the research tends to apply stereotypical grouping of “Latinos or Hispanics” and 

“African Americans” for data analysis and comparative purposes.  However, a growing body of 

research challenges such convenience grouping or categorization and points to differing and 

particularized needs of Hispanic students and their families in educational contexts (Wainer, 

2006). Beyond skin color bias, Hispanic students are subjected to adverse environments because 

of language differences and suspicion as to immigration status (Sox, 2009). Concerns as to 

immigration status in new arrival states may in many instances simply be a code or mask for 

expression of racist attitudes. Local reactions of hostility have been attributed to a sense of fear 
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that a settled equilibrium and white dominated hierarchy respecting African Americans is being 

disrupted by what has been called an immigrant “invasion” and that the identity of the 

community was being threatened (Odem & Lacy, 2009). Negative reactions to even posting 

signage in Spanish may be seen as symbolic aggression in such instances. 

 Language policy has also been employed as a proxy for racist attitudes and practices, as 

when administrative attempts to identify language minority students for purposes of determining 

need for bilingual support have been used as a semi-transparent political tool to intimidate 

HLMF (Chavez, 2012; Lawrence, 2011). Specific application of language policy in connection 

with high stakes testing has also been used politically to oppress HLMF and to drive a wedge 

between Hispanic families and schools. Wright describes an agenda imposed by the Arizona 

Superintendent of Public Instruction to apply that state’s Proposition 203 mandating English-

only instruction, and the effects of his actions upon Hispanic ELL students (Wright, 2007).  

 Through methods of questionable legality, the Superintendent moved to eradicate 

bilingual instruction programs to the extent possible, including programs in charter schools 

designed to improve Spanish speaking student academic achievement. In a bizarre twist of logic, 

the Superintendent permitted waivers to participate in bilingual classes only to students who 

were proficient in English. Wright’s research also revealed how the requirement of high stakes 

testing in English while failing to provide comparable instructional opportunity to ELL students 

in reading and in math effectively degraded academic achievement for such students (Wright & 

Li, 2008; Wright, 2007). 

 That the strategy was political and not academically motivated is evidenced by the 

concurrent actions of the Arizona Superintendent relating to an ethnic studies program. Exciting 

local white voter anti-immigrant sentiment, the Superintendent publicly argued that classes 
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which taught Latino children about their own culture and heritage were inciting racial hostility. 

Students wearing Latino heritage clothing were used as “evidence” of alleged divisiveness. The 

Board of Education declined an invitation to visit the class to learn what was actually being 

taught. Following a ban on the ethnic studies program, the Superintendent used anti-immigrant 

popularity to run successfully for Attorney General of Arizona (Palos, 2011). Similar strategic 

exploitation of anti-immigrant bias to further political agendas and careers has been seen in 

South Carolina, Georgia and Alabama (Odem & Lacy, 2009). 

 The politics of race has other implications for the dynamics of engagement by HLMF 

with schools, particularly when Hispanic students attend schools in urban areas with high 

concentrations of poor minorities and African-American students.  Some research found racial 

distancing and negative stereotypes held by Hispanics toward African Americans. This bias is 

not confined to the South and may be based upon the acculturation process, as recent immigrants 

sometimes adapt to local racist social mores and values by adopting them (Gomberg-Muñoz, 

2011; McClain et al., 2006). School based outreach efforts tend to group all minorities as a 

remedial target and fail to consider divergent perceptions and interests within such aggregated 

grouping. As a result, school based initiatives that are insensitive to political nuance may be 

frustrated or fail largely because the intended participants hold inconsistent attitudes and may be 

reluctant to voice their concerns about perceived discrimination in a group setting.   
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CHAPTER THREE 

CONCEPTUAL FRAMEWORK 

A major challenge in education research is to use abstract conceptual explanations in the 

analysis of real world situations; the application of theory to practice. Growth of Hispanic 

immigrant children in U.S. public schools is expanding, while an academic achievement gap for 

Hispanic students compared to white peers persists.  Distancing between Hispanic language 

minority families (HLMF) and public school systems, given apparent mutuality of interests in 

closer collaboration to support academic achievement for language minority students, provides a 

“real world” example of contradictory praxis. Both logic and traditional social theory models 

suggest social convergence where strong commonality of interest exists and extended interaction 

opportunities are available. Yet theoretical and abstract models, no matter how elegant, 

sometimes fail to explain social interaction by participants manifested in lived experiences.  

In this chapter, I argue for application of a hybrid analytic theory to the dynamics of 

distancing between schools and HLMF. The proposed hybrid model combines Bourdieu’s field 

theory and Blumer’s symbolic interactionism theory to capture and employ strengths of 

structurally oriented social field theory and beneficial contributions of symbolic interactionism.  

Ideally, application of the hybrid conceptualization allows complementary strengths of each 

theoretical approach to address corresponding weaknesses of the other. Since language is both 

the embodiment of culture and a primary conduit for social and cultural interaction, Keller’s 

sociology of knowledge approach to discourse (SKAD) analysis is applied to illuminate 

interpretations and perceptions the participants construct. These interpretations are built up 
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internally by participants and expressed externally through communicative interactions 

manifesting (dys)regard of each other, where (dys)regard reflects dysfunctional interaction based 

upon experiences and perceptions. The intercultural space in which schools and HLMF interact, 

including the influence of language difference, may catalyze discordant and dysfunctional 

interaction not adequately explained by more traditional theoretical approaches. Such 

(dys)regard may be more penetrable with use of the proposed hybrid approach. Before 

elaborating the particulars of the proposed hybrid model, it is necessary to review briefly the 

concepts and operative functions of the more traditional theoretical components and their 

relevance to the study. The discussion highlights ways in which anticipated outcomes of each 

respective model may not align with observed phenomena under study, or may be wanting in 

explanatory power respecting such phenomena.  Bourdieu’s model of generalized social field 

theory tends to focus upon systemic structure, the somewhat mechanical and deterministic 

operation of social and political space. Alternatively, the symbolic interactionism model focuses 

more upon somewhat myopic phenomenological experience and subjective interpretation by 

individual social agents.   

When the functional purpose of the larger system appears frustrated and the individual 

interests of participants appear equally frustrated, neither of the alternative approaches seems 

adequate to explain the observed phenomenon.  The challenge is to find the right tool for the 

analytic task at hand. The proposed hybrid model applies a multifocal lens for analysis of a 

persistent and observable phenomenon of distancing and (dys)regard between schools and 

HLMF that is complex and multifaceted. The study focuses on the intercultural space where 

HLMF-school interaction takes place and to which the hybrid model for analysis can have 

specific application for explanatory purposes.  
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Examination of Socio-Cultural Theory Models 

Bourdieu’s Social Field Theory 

The social field theory of practice advanced by Bourdieu occupies a very prominent role 

in the examination of social interaction and sociocultural analysis.  Its breadth is so extensive 

that inquiry and analysis may more suitably need to go through rather than around Bourdieu. 

Despite its arguable limitations, which will be discussed later, the Bourdieu model provides a 

robust and comprehensive framework that reflects relevant components and identifies most 

relevant forces or influences of contextualized social interaction between schools and HLMF. 

These components are: (a) habitus, (b) social capital, and (c) the field of interaction.  The model 

thus provides a functional foreground from which analysis in this study might proceed.  

Central to Bourdieu’s model is the operative field of social interaction.  Social actors 

navigate this field with attributes and resources referred to as “capital” and are influenced by 

certain rules which are mostly unwritten and unspoken. Different readings have emerged 

regarding the nature and role of agency within the operative field. These differences may be 

editorial inflections in the translation process, from French to English for example, or the product 

of modifications and shifts in thought by Bourdieu himself. In either event, it is sufficient for 

present purposes to note that the structure and context, including the “rules of the game” in 

which social interaction takes place predominate as the central focus of analysis under 

Bourdieu’s field theory.  

Development of practices within the field via habitus and social capital. Social field 

theory described by Bourdieu, acknowledging its morphology over time, involves the practices 

comprising interaction of individuals within a social space defined as a “field.” Participants 

navigate the field under the overarching influence of unconscious constraints systematically 
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shaping possibilities of interaction. This shaping occurs through the force of habitus, an 

unspoken and discursive “repertoire of rules” that circumscribes and defines the social field in 

which the actors operate (Bourdieu, 1977).  Consistent with the orthodoxy of habitus, 

participants in the social field do not just “follow” the systemic rules of behavior and thought as 

a social objective; by their actions they edify and reify systemic rules and processes while 

subjectively constituting habitus as a way of being (Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992).  

In addition, participants occupy social positions within the field which participants alter 

over time, for better or worse, through negotiation, adaptation, dispossession or default. 

Navigation within the field is mediated by “social capital,” each social actor’s relative position 

and influence reflected in knowledge, personal attributes and resources.  Such capital can have 

multiple dimensions or types: (a) economic, (b) political and (c) sociocultural. With respect to 

negotiation within a field, economic capital is often the easiest to transfer; political, the most 

overt; and sociocultural the more complex of dimensions. The value of social capital is 

established and regulated by habitus, as are the modes through which it may be negotiated.  

Participants having greater sociocultural alignment with dominant values embedded in the 

habitus of the field are likely to have greater social capital and corresponding position and 

influence. 

The sociology of Pierre Bourdieu thus attempts to describe social “practices” within a 

societal frame of the field within which actors employ “habitus” in conscious and unconscious 

ways, to take up relative places and utilize social and economic capital within the defined social 

space (Bourdieu, 1977). As such, the field is the fundamental unit of analysis of social 

interaction.  These sets of rules to which inhabitants of the field both respond and enact or reify 

are at once external and internalized, a “fusion of consciousness” (Bourdieu, 1977).  In a sense, 
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Bourdieu’s model suggests an appearance of agency on the part of the social actor. While he 

does not rule out deliberate strategic calculation, habitus is described as “a socially constituted 

system of cognitive and motivating structures, and the socially structured situation in which the 

agents’ interests are defined, and with them the objective functions and subjective motivations of 

their practices” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 76). Thus, little conscious discretion is indicated by such 

prefigured influences.  

These practices are manifested and reinforced by their “taken for granted” and unspoken 

character as being simply “normal.”  Bourdieu characterizes habitus as the capacity of embodied 

application of the “rules of the game,” that situated knowledge derived historically and 

contextually, acted through and upon as second nature by the actor with no need of being 

explicitly written or spoken (Bourdieu, 1977).  Alternative behavior would be deemed unnatural 

and draw attention as deficient or deviant. Constrained by habitus, the social agent has limited or 

conditional freedom, “regulated improvisation” delimited by history and socially structured 

cognitive perceptions and motivations which constrain “possibilities” of practice. 

Interactions within the social field. Given this limitation of individual agency, what can 

be said of interactive relationships, either individual or group within a defined social field? 

Bourdieu posits that interaction owes its form to objective structures that have generated 

dispositions and influenced the actor’s position in the social space. The model would 

countenance interaction of participants within the field with differing social positions and 

backgrounds, but assumes their compliance with and negotiation within the rules of the game. 

The extent to which such differences are either nonaligned with or are incompatible with 

dominant habitus of the social field would systemically constrain the negotiation of social capital 

and participant position within the field.  
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While the Bourdieu model might account for some level of pluralism, albeit stratified by 

class, the logical functioning of the model is highly integrative if not hegemonic. The process of 

social interaction tends to presume an organic progression from contact to accretion to 

absorption and ultimate assimilation of actors within the social space. Such absorption of 

entrants contributes to the process of “structuring structures” (Bourdieu, 1989). The novel 

entrants over time either yield to established practices which become part of their habitus, or 

persist in practices sufficient to precipitate adaptation or transformation of established practice to 

incorporate the previously foreign choices and behaviors as part of normalcy. Bourdieu states in 

Outline of a Theory of Practice: 

The habitus is the product of the work of inculcation and appropriation necessary in order 
for those products of collective history, the objective structures (e.g. of language, 
economy, etc.) to succeed in reproducing themselves more or less completely, in the form 
of durable dispositions, in the organisms (which one can, if one wishes, call individuals) 
lastingly subjected to the same conditionings, and hence placed in the same material 
conditions of existence. Therefore sociology treats as identical all the biological 
individuals who, being the product of the same objective conditions, are the supports of 
the same habitus: social class, understood as a system of objective determinations, must 
be brought into relation not with the individual or with the “class” as a population, i.e. as 
an aggregate of enumerable, measurable biological individuals, but with the class habitus, 
the system of dispositions (partially) common to all products of the same structures 
(Bourdieu, 1977, p. 85). 
The same would be said of group interaction being constrained by the habitus of the field 

in which interaction occurs. Bourdieu’s model subordinates the individual to the systemic forces 

of the field and arguably circumscribes or rejects individual choice or agency in processes of 

interaction, perhaps because all conceivable actions are shaped and constrained by habitus. 

Thus, when we speak of class habitus, we are insisting, against all forces of the 
occasionalist illusion which consists in directly relating practice to properties inscribed in 
the situation, that ‘interpersonal’ relations are never, except in appearance, individual-to 
individual relationships and that the truth of the interaction is never entirely contained in 
the interaction (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 81). 
 



 

70 
 

If this principle holds, therefore, the group is simply another manifestation of the delimited 

behavior which a system regulated by habitus shapes and constrains. An individual’s belief in 

self-alignment with group ethic or practice, for example a cultural heritage, would be as illusory 

in the context of social field theory as an individual’s belief in self-actualization or agency.  

This viewpoint facilitates a kind of macro analysis of social interaction within a defined 

system that can assist in description of social interactive tendencies, provided the system under 

examination is appropriately designated and locations of actors within the social space or field 

can be determined with reasonable accuracy. Bourdieu’s explanation of the development of 

practices within the social space yields interaction somewhat less structurally deterministic than 

Marxist theory, and yet not as indeterminate as suggested by unregulated intersubjectivity 

(Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Individual actors within the field are infused with social, cultural 

and economic capital and attempt to strategically negotiate improvement of this place within that 

social space without conscious awareness of the structures, rules and limitations. Bourdieu posits 

these ingrained limits and rules as constraints not only upon what they may choose to do, but 

also the possible choices that they can conceive of as available. Bourdieu contends that economic 

capital is the more efficient and most easily produced and transferred, and social capital serves in 

some ways to mask the uneven distribution of economic capital. 

Within the societal field of interaction, Bourdieu contends that the accepted and therefore 

common practices consistent with “rules of the game” are refined, inculcated and reinforced by 

those he refers to as the “consecrated arbiters” of legitimation (Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991). A 

primary arbiter in this sense is the educational system, whose functions include ostensibly 

benevolent hypercorrection. Practices which impose and reinforce orthodoxy are embedded 

within professional functions directed to instruction and academic development of students and 
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in relations with parents. Manifestation of appropriate conduct, ways of speaking, thinking and 

being are embodied in performance of these arbiters and may not require direct policing.  

Indeed, Foucault’s panoptic conception of surveillance might suggest that lack of overt 

aggression strengthens the internalized perception of such ways of being as “perfectly normal” 

(Doherty, 2007; Foucault, 1995).  Where more deviance from normative behavior, language and 

practice is observed, more pressure would logically be applied to encourage conformity with the 

practices and modes of usage that reflect greater cultural capital within the field. Targets of such 

pressure would be identified and marginalized as lacking social capital.  Bourdieu’s model need 

not reflect overt oppression as compared to a more osmotic process that moves systemically 

toward social field stasis. Yet it may also explain force and violence to assure compliance.  

Certain forms of enunciation are prized. It is not sufficient, for purposes of educational 

functions that sustain the field, that the individual have practical competence in the form of folk 

or street practices and linguistic expression intelligible to others.  Habitus exacts and privileges 

formal compliance over functional compatibility. The educational system is central to this 

corrective and enforcing function.  This educational function of hypercorrection and formalistic 

enforcement is highlighted in the interactive dynamic when a field entrant holds cultural and 

linguistic attributes that differ substantially from the dominant culture of the field. 

Bourdieu’s model applied to public education. The educational system and its agents 

seek to reform and conform all toward behaviors and modes of expression the educational 

system deems “standard.”  Ironically, “standard” in this sense does not refer to the most common 

usage or practice but rather to a rarified and elite competence that is held by the educated and the 

legitimized classes (Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991).  According to Bourdieu, therefore, 

educational institutions serve the generative and regulatory purposes of modeling authority and 
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sorting participants. Schools identify those with greater social and cultural capital, and thereby 

reproduce and reify both legitimate authority and class distinctions.  Bourdieu’s model suggests 

that agents of the educational system enact this policing unconsciously; they embody rather than 

enforce the rules.      

 This approach can be helpful in providing insight into ways that individuals in differing 

roles in a community or field, with differing knowledge and dispositions, manifest a unified 

discourse of schooling in the public education context. It can help explain how individuals within 

an ostensibly stable field, through negotiation, submission and contestation, occupy their relative 

places within the field of social interaction. Teachers may hold differing sensibilities and 

sensitivities from school and district administrators, students may at the same time resist and 

comply with the “rules of the game,” and yet all those differences are absorbed into a self-

limiting operative entity comprised of those who enter into it and those with a continuing stake in 

its operation. 

When addressing distance between HLMF and school systems using this model, the 

public schooling process defines the field.8 The Bourdieu model may be reasonably accurate in 

describing the school system’s operative premise, its policies and its agents. The system serves a 

societal purpose of social and political reproduction through the instantiation of practices driven 

as much by discourse and habitus as by explicit rules and policies. Actors entering this field 

advance within the social space of schooling in relation to their respective levels of capital. 

Language minority students, typically of color, in a monolingual school system are more likely 

to come with limited social and cultural capital valued by dominant culture. Their limited social 

and cultural capital, being less transferrable and translatable for purposes of negotiating status, 

                                                 
8 This reserves, for the moment, whether the interactive dynamic under investigation in this study involves a 
hierarchical relation within a defined field or an intersection of asymmetrical fields. This will be addressed below. 
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further diminishes and marginalizes their place within the field. Educational research shows 

correlation between marginalization and lack of student engagement, and academic performance 

that is lower than that of peers (Roche & Kuperminc, 2012; Vaquera, 2009). 

HLMF and the “schooling” field.  Hispanic language minority families (HLMF) come 

into contact with the public education system with differences in culture, beliefs and 

dispositions. The Bourdieu model suggests that parents of Hispanic language minority students 

must develop and execute strategies, within the limits of their social capital and the constraints of 

dominant habitus, to maximize academic progress of their children within the school system. 

Since Bourdieu’s process subordinates conscious agency of participant actors, it may be fair to 

conclude that such actors hold sufficiently similar phenomenological perceptions of events as to 

make conscious intervention unnecessary, or alternatively that having a common perception of 

the phenomenon is of no consequence. Habitus is said to delimit the “possibilities” actors within 

the field can conceive.  

HLMF desire that their children might experience improved life chances through 

educational success would presumably shape thinking and behavior to be consistent with ways 

success is defined and exhibited within the schooling field. This adaptation would occur through 

their observation of the environment and behaviors of other actors within the field and the 

unconscious operation of habitus. Theoretically, operative forces of the social field should effect 

such transformation without consciousness or perhaps even without HLMF awareness of the 

shift from their traditional values and practices grounded in cultural heritage. Even allowing for 

an interpretation of limited or circumscribed individual agency under Bourdieu’s model, a 

tenuous assumption in light of his express rejection of the notion, influences of habitus within 

the field should offer the HLMF no option other than abnegation of cultural practices in 
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furtherance of greater social capital, improved status and other benefits the social field would 

appear to offer.    

Yet evidence suggests such acculturation or absorption of rules, beliefs and behaviors is 

not taking place9.  The persistent problem appears to present an archetype negative case, classic 

in that it does not merely oppose or contradict the general rule and serve to prove it by exception. 

Instead, the present case elides operative premises of theory-based rules and challenges their 

relevance and sufficiency as explanatory tools.  It would appear that some internal understanding 

on the part of HLMF parents or some (dys)regard of the discursive influence of habitus 

manifests in distancing through agency which should not exist within the context of the model. 

This conceptual gap or problem leads to the logical question whether “meaning” or 

quality of experience attached to encounters by participant actors is sufficiently congruent to 

allow for their incorporation into a coherent system contemplated by Bourdieu’s model. The 

observed gap may challenge whether there is a comparable frame of reference held by social 

actors.  This complicates the Bourdieu model in that it is not clear whether HLMF represent an 

anomalous presence within the field whose capacity for agency, including conception of 

divergent possibilities for action, is not contemplated by the model, or alternatively there is an 

intersection of incommensurable fields with significantly different kinds of habitus.   

The incongruence of meanings attached to encounters suggests a form of social capital 

held by HLMF different in kind from that of the dominant habitus. Traditional assimilative 

operation of the Bourdieu model would effect a kind of social arbitrage absorbing the value of 

new entrant capital and converting it to value as defined within the operative field. The dominant 

values and practices of the controlling habitus would define the medium of exchange and the 

                                                 
9 This observation refers to HLMF parents, as there is evidence of language shift, including heritage language loss, 
and adoption of dominant practices among many Hispanic immigrant children through schooling. Said topic is 
related, but beyond the scope of this project which focuses upon interaction between HLMF parents and schools. 
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operative values attached to social capital. In this process, then, culturally embedded practices 

and beliefs held by new entrants reflecting social capital in the context of the HLMF and heritage 

community would lose value except to the extent that they could translate or convert to the 

currency of the dominant schooling habitus. 

The influence of discourse and habitus in the schooling environment is without question 

quite powerful. Research findings have observed adoption of modes of dress, behaviors and 

heritage language loss among Hispanic students who enter such environments. Given the 

Bourdieu model notions of lack of individual agency, this is not surprising. However, the effect 

of habitus does not appear to envelop the HLMF, as evidenced by the persistent distancing. The 

retention of cultural heritage beliefs and practices suggests that the negotiation of social capital 

may be more reflective of dual currency than total absorption. Other research regarding 

acculturative stress further suggests that Hispanic student reaction to the assimilationist 

influences is not without resistance on some level and that absorption is incomplete (Dawson & 

Williams, 2008; Roche & Kuperminc, 2012). 

The field of schooling operates as both object into which new elements are absorbed; and 

as acquisitionist, if not imperialist, agent drawing and absorbing its new encounters into itself. Its 

encounter with HLMF appears to result in a swallowing up of the novel entity, but an inability to 

fully absorb and incorporate the HLMF within the operative field as contemplated by Bourdieu’s 

model.  Although the schooling environment has attempted to consume the HLMF students, 

there appears to be a sort of indigestion in the process evidenced by academic achievement gaps, 

disengagement and elevated dropout rates for Hispanic students as well as limited collaboration 

between schools and HLMF parents. Initial disparities in performance would be expected, but as 

performance is monitored over time assimilation under the model should yield a form of leveling 
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or stasis. The anomaly lies in the persistence of the disparities and the lack of collaborative 

processes that research suggests would systemically mitigate them.  

The Bourdieu model offers limited explanation of the persistence of such distancing 

where efforts by schools seek to open communication and build social capital of language 

minority families in support of their children in the school system.  Its explanatory limitations 

respecting persistent distancing suggest that the model is inadequate for explanation of the 

dynamics, motivations and subjective perceptions of HLMF respecting the schooling process. It 

is also possible that the Bourdieu model has inherent weaknesses in field definition in application 

to certain intercultural contexts. The historical practices and contextual milieu that constitute the 

embedded habitus of actors within the public schooling system under examination may be both 

unfamiliar and inaccessible to entrant cultural and language minority actors.  

I argue that the combination of cultural heritage, linguistic identity and individual agency 

serve to form a resistive barrier for HLMF that contests the assimilative process of the social 

field. This resistance shapes an intercultural space where interaction between schools and HLMF 

occurs. It is important to note, for purposes of this conceptual framework, that the nature and 

shape of this intercultural space and resistant barrier is not fully established by either the schools 

or HLMF. It is co-constructed as a direct result of the actual respective incongruences in beliefs, 

values and practices and the relative perceptions by each of the other as to practices and 

intentions. The more incongruent the values and practices, and the more misaligned the 

perceptions, the greater the likelihood of (dys)regard and resulting distancing between schools 

and HLMF. This leads to discussion of a conceptual construct for the operative and subjective 

agency of HLMF that has been suggested, but which the Bourdieu model does not contemplate. 



 

77 
 

Intersubjectivity, agency and the conceptual gap.  Further clarification of the logical 

and theoretical limitations of the Bourdieu model may provide support for reliance upon 

additional theoretical models and a hybridized analysis. The Bourdieu model rests upon 

operation and influence of a constituted field of social interaction shaped and delimited by 

habitus. The model does not require that all actors think and act in an identical fashion, but the 

gravitational influence of the field draws actors within the ambit of normative structures and 

practices of the field. In other words, an actor may believe that he is resisting the field by taking 

what he believes to be a detour, but the imperative of the field will draw him to the center even if 

by an indirect route. Even his selection of an indirect route is constrained by his focus of that 

center, or habitus, to which he perceives he is acting in resistance. All actions are thus defined 

and taken in relation to the habitus, the social center of gravity within the field. 

The anomaly or conceptual gap indicated previously arises when a social actor arguably 

within the field fails to yield to this social law of gravity, not because of defiance of unwritten 

and unspoken rules of the game, or habitus, but because of adherence to a different habitus. A 

subjective perception and experience of the environment and social interaction is interpreted 

substantially differently from ways in which other actors within the field interpret the world. 

For example, two participants see a child drop a ball. Both understand what has happened 

but one walks by while the other stops to pick up and return the ball to the child. Bourdieu might 

argue that relative social status within the milieu dictates alternative participant responses. What 

each actor does may differ, but both participants held common understanding that the ball had 

been dropped as well as understanding of the permissible and appropriate responses available, 

given the actor’s respective place in the operative social space. Put another way, the participant 
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actors have a common understanding of what happens but may differ in what they do about that 

event, a circumscribed agency.  

Alternatively, one participant may have perceived that the child was tossing the ball to 

her while the second participant did not even notice the ball or child and walked on. The fact that 

each participant had a different perception of the event of the ball is not significant, but rather the 

status and disposition of the first participant to pay attention to the child created the possibility of 

the instinctive response of picking up and returning the ball to the child. The context controls the 

response and the proximity or degree of interaction would influence variance in response. In both 

instances, the participants do not consciously question their responses which their relative social 

positions and social capital disposed them to take. 

Using our example, suppose that the child throws the ball in an attempt to engage 

someone to give it back. The child is totally unaware of social capital dictating to whom a ball 

may be tossed, only of persons present. The first participant actor, educated and well dressed, 

sees the ball and assuming the ball was intended for her, picks it up and returns it to the child. 

The second participant actor upon experiencing the same encounter with the child, but being 

poorly dressed, recognizes the cute child’s apparent intent to engage, but perceiving his 

appearance might be problematic and possibly offensive to the parent, ignores the ball and walks 

on.  

In this case, the outcome might be seen to defy logic. Each actor had access and 

opportunity to retrieve and return the ball given an understanding of the event of the ball tossed 

in the actor’s direction. The child did not care who returned the ball, and only desired to have 

needs met by its retrieval. The events are understandable only if we examine perceptions and 

interpretation of actions the participant held which built up a conscious choice to respond, or to 
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walk on rather than respond to the child despite knowing that the child deliberately sought 

interactive engagement. The response involves not only how the participant regards the 

contextual experience, but how the actor perceives being regarded by others in that context. This 

alternative lens provides nuance to outcomes otherwise seen as illogical or anomalous. 

Consider an additional case of a child crying or engaging in disruptive behavior because 

of some unmet need. The first participant acknowledges the child and despite attempting a 

repertoire of strategies she is familiar with cannot console or meet the needs of the child.  She 

interprets this failure as the fault of the child, because of disposition or upbringing. The second 

participant notices the child disturbance but does not know what the source of the problems is or 

feels no obligation to resolve it, believing the child will stop crying on its own. The mother of the 

child enters and sees the child in distress and removes the child. If we further suppose that this 

scenario is repeated because the mother is required to leave the child in the environment each 

day, as in a school setting, and also that the child’s upset is commonly deemed to be 

disequilibrium. The Bourdieu model would indicate motivation for social interaction between 

mother and participants to develop a solution to the child’s disquiet by meeting needs and 

restoring equilibrium of the habitus that children should not behave in a disruptive manner.  

However, let us consider the anomalous case in which a social actor, the mother in our 

example, through disposition and agency, chooses a response to the specific phenomenon in the 

specific context in ways that may confound expectations because of her subjective interpretation 

of cultural identity, place and based upon signals or discourse read from surroundings and other 

participants. Perceiving and interpreting the events described, the mother might view other 

participants as not valuing the child or his needs, imposing unfamiliar or unfair standards of 

behavior upon the child and judging both mother and child as culturally deficient because of the 



 

80 
 

child’s “disruptive” behavior. With that interpretation, the mother may maintain a distance from 

the other social actors even in the face of their attempts to communicate and engage. The 

hypothetical dislocation would thus arise, not from defiance of the normative standards of social 

interaction and position, but rather from incongruity regarding what those standards and values 

are and what the context requires. 

To address this conceptual gap, symbolic interactionism presents a potential tool for 

analysis. The molar unit of analysis in symbolic interactionism is the individual who holds and 

exerts agency in a given interaction based upon perception and interpretation of events. Under 

this theoretical model, how the participant actor perceives events and interactions has significant 

influence upon responsive action or inaction. Perception is comprised of multiple parts, including 

contextual and socio-historical parameters, but individual agency rather than systematic 

disposition is the primary influence upon response (Blumer, 1969).  

The present discussion oversteps for the moment, so that it can be addressed later in the 

chapter on research methodology, the difficult epistemological question of whether it is possible 

to accurately research and represent the perceptions and understandings of participant actors. 

Assuming that such examination is possible, the following question of what methods may be 

most suitable to efficiently gather data reasonably reflecting such perceptions and interpretations 

must be engaged. This qualitative research issue is addressed in chapter IV. 

Blumer and Symbolic Interactionism 

The conceptual challenge presented by the proposed research focuses upon the interstices 

between social theoretical models that attempt to describe social interaction both from an 

objective structural viewpoint (Bourdieu) and the subjective interpretivist viewpoint articulated 

through symbolic interactionism (Blumer).  These two viewpoints have moved, each in the 
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direction of the other, in an effort to address the deficiencies of each in description and 

explanation of social interaction in particular contexts. The interposition of language and cultural 

difference, to the extent that language expresses cultural values and practices, mediates and 

complicates theoretical reconciliation.  

From both a theoretical and methodological perspective, the objective/subjective 

distinction has presented difficulties when confronted with what Blumer refers to as “obdurate 

reality,” the point at which the most sophisticated theoretical models fail to capture and explain 

lived experience that inextricably integrates both objective and subjective reality. The structural 

model yields convergence yet fails to explain why HLMF/school distancing is chronic and 

persistent. The interpretive approach suggests that individual agency should “take account” of 

interactive circumstances, both objective and subjective, in order to facilitate strategic adaptation 

to advance individual goals of collaboration.  Yet this does not appear to be taking place. Neither 

stance seems adequate for explanation of the troubling HLMF lived experience. 

 Blumer and the subjectively constructed system. The molar or fundamental unit of 

analysis in interpretive symbolic interactionism is the experience of the individual subject, not as 

a constituted object, but rather as a being-in-action.  Rather than serving as a medium through 

which highly determinative structures or forces produce or reproduce social interaction and the 

structures themselves, the individual actor is the organizer of action in a reflexive process 

(Blumer, 1969). Social action is “built up” by the acting individual through a process of taking 

into account, interpreting and evaluating things and events and thereupon determining courses of 

action. The premise of inquiry and research based upon this model, therefore, has to be the 

formation of social action and interaction in-process rather than antecedent conditions as causes 

or subsequent conditions viewed as objects.  
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This viewpoint honors the variety of forms of interaction that can be observed rather than 

a tendency to overlook or ignore variation. Structural approaches tend to view as mistakes or 

misconceptions those anomalous and deviant social interactions which fail to conform to 

specified types prescribed by structurally driven rules or assumptions. From the symbolic 

interpretive perspective, social interaction is viewed as individual and collective activity formed 

through interdependent and intersubjective activities as perceived and assessed by social actors. 

This approach views the phenomena of interest as intrinsically social because it derives from and 

manifests subjective and interpersonal relationships with context and other subjects, who can 

likewise take into account and respond to other actors. 

On a temporal level, this approach departs from a systemic analysis in important respects 

for purposes of examining interactions over relatively shorter periods of time. Macro theories on 

systemic forces may suggest to us, for example, those civilizations without a stable middle class 

have historically declined and died. They may assist in explaining conditions of decline in post-

mortem analysis and may indicate predictive factors. Yet such theories provide limited 

explanation of how and why societal behaviors and practices, given the weight of both prediction 

and precedent, still result in the destruction of a stable middle class, to continue the example. It is 

useful to examine that which the participant actors take into account and how their interpretation 

of such inputs is processed into action that may or may not reflect, from a macro perspective, 

longer term best interests of that actor. 

The choices and behaviors of the individual manifest both internally and externally as 

communicative interaction. Internally, the individual actor develops an understanding built up 

from experience and sociocultural and sociohistorical knowledge. The understanding then shapes 

the actor’s perspective and what is taken into account in social context. The actor’s perspective 
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and understanding may manifest externally in disposition or strategy in the context of the social 

interaction with others.  That response reflects not only agency, but itself becomes symbolic 

interaction as the responsive activity or communication is observed, interpreted and responded to 

by other social actors. Observing social actors might reject and oppose the response or may adopt 

and emulate what they perceive the response to symbolize, whether or not such interpretation 

was intended by the social actor. It is thus theoretically possible for individual agency to provide 

a catalyst to change the context rather than simply respond within limiting normative structures.  

Consider the example of a U.S. Civil Rights Movement event in 1955 in the South, where 

normative rules constrained the possible actions and responses of a marginalized group within 

the social field. Yet the response in context by Rosa Parks is said to have catalyzed a shift in 

context and norms that would be unlikely if not inexplicable within the Bourdieu model. It is 

possible that Ms. Parks chose not to give up her seat on the bus because she was simply tired and 

felt no need to sit elsewhere10. It could also have been strategic, based upon her prior volunteer 

work for NAACP, with the intent to demonstrate the unfairness of the marginalizing habitus 

(King & Hull, 2001).  In any event, the individual response was observed and interpreted as a 

symbolic interaction and adopted by a sufficient number of other social actors that a shift in the 

values embedded in the habitus was instigated.  This view of systems and institutions being 

comprised of the collective and consensus perceptions and interpretations of individuals stands in 

marked contrast to structural field theory. 

Attention must be paid to how symbolic interactionism views larger social interactions in 

forms sociologists characterize as “systems” and “institutions” with their own arrangements, 

forces and dynamics. This is an area where interpretivist approaches are attacked as overly 

                                                 
10 Interestingly, Rosa Parks acknowledges awareness of the prevailing norms (habitus) which provided her no 
logically conceivable alternative other than to yield her seat to the white. Yet she did conceive and act otherwise. 
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anecdotal and relativistic (Bourdieu, 1977; Bourdieu & Wacquant, 1992). Critics argue that 

understanding of social behavior cannot develop without objective focus upon collective 

activities that are beyond the direction and control of individualized choices and subjectivities, 

without derivation of organizing principles. Although highly focused upon individual experience, 

symbolic interactionism and interpretive inquiry do not reject the notion that patterns of behavior 

and forms of social organization (structures) develop and can be sustained.  

In contrast to the individual agential and potentially catalytic role contemplated by 

symbolic interactionism, structural field theory views individual participants in systems 

primarily as “organisms” or unwitting tools for the expression of mechanisms of organized 

structures (Bourdieu, 1977).  While the individual participants may appear to have, and even 

perceive that they have, volition and choice, the structural theoretical model sees them as 

interdependent units subject to mechanistic forces and systemic constraints.  Social interactions 

of individuals are often grouped and characterized in classes because the observed behavior 

appears to be similar (Blumer, 1969).  The description of actions in this manner sidesteps the 

possibility of significantly distinct histories of formation for observed behavior, the 

understanding of which might well call into question validity of the classification assigned. 

Moreover, the structuralist view may tend to objectify and view interaction as static.  Symbolic 

interaction inherently views interaction as dynamic or in process, and continually being produced 

through awareness and interpretation.  Individualized action thus may not be anomalous or 

aberrant, but merely built up from and moving upon a different trajectory. 

 Symbolic Interactionism, individual agency and group action.  How then, does 

symbolic interaction translate the role of individual agency into what observations indicate to be 

stable or systematic group or systemic behaviors?  Symbolic interactionism sees larger scale 
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social organizations differently, as arrangements of interlinked and interdependent actions of 

individuals with respect to each other at different points in the social space. 

At any one point the participants are confronted by the organized activities of 
other people into which they have to fit their own acts. The concatenation of such actions 
taking place at the different points constitute the organization of the given molar unit or 
large scale area (Blumer, 1969, p. 58).   

 
Rather than seeking explanation of collective activity in terms of organizational principles or 

systemic properties, understanding and explanation is sought in how participants interpret and 

define the interactions from their respective points. The linkage or aggregation of this knowledge 

or understanding of collective action may yield a picture of complex social organization.  

 To present the distinction in somewhat stark terms for illustrative purposes, the structural 

approach tends to rely upon a sense of relative systemic stability and self-perpetuation based 

upon organizational or systemic principles which define what the organization should be and the 

limits beyond which social activity may not go. Symbolic interactionism, however, would 

suggest that no such organization or system is stable except to the extent that the participants 

collectively adhere to similar interpretations of the respective actions of others, including 

histories of actions, and build up their own actions in a coherent and consistent manner such as to 

give expression to said organization (Blumer, 1969). Rather than viewing social interaction as 

subject to and controlled by imposed unconscious systemic forces, symbolic interactionism 

views organizations and systems as taking shape and maintaining stability through a continual 

development and reconfirmation of democratic consensus supportive of organizational formation 

and coherence. 

 This interpretive approach, in the context of language minority families and their social 

interaction with schooling, presents opportunities to move beyond mere recognition of distance 

persisting between families and schools as a social artifact. It allows closer examination of 
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historical and cultural factors that may be attended to by HLMF as they build up their paths of 

interaction (or lack thereof) with institutional schooling and school agents. This view focuses 

upon which school initiated activities, discourses and interactions language minority families 

take note of, and how interpretation influences HLMF actions. This potentially represents the 

dynamic constructive process through which language minority families seek to navigate and 

negotiate liminal intercultural space and potentially construct strategic pathways of interaction 

with formal school institutions and discourse.  

Historical and cultural legacies have the potential for influencing dispositions and 

shaping interpretation of current interactions. For example, being steeped in the history of 

western colonization of Latin America and imposition of European language could shape a 

disposition of wary resistance on the part of language minority families to establishment of a 

relationship. If that relationship is premised upon subordination of the HLMF language and 

culture, the HLMF reaction may be related to but at the same time apart from the external stimuli 

of immediate physical behavior or intent of school agents. Such subjectivities are not 

unconscious, as Bourdieu might describe, but are more like the double consciousness of DuBois 

and can influence reactions that are contrary to prescriptive systemic constraints. 

The use of a proposed hybrid model that explores the systemic implications of social 

interaction on one hand, and the symbolic interpretation motivating individual participants on the 

other can provide nuanced insight into the dysfunction that neither theory alone adequately 

describes. The critical lens through which the phenomenon is explored reveals how power 

relations can manifest in systemic constraints, but also yield unpredicted behaviors based upon 

individual interpretations of status and power. Visibility of radical outcomes can become clearer, 

or at least more apparent, with the acknowledgment of an intercultural space where the workings 
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of power are not presumptively based upon dominant cultural norms. Freed from the conceptual 

and methodological presumption of hegemonic absorption into the dominant system, inquiry can 

follow a different path that examines the experiences of language minority families and explores 

which kinds of actions of the schools are noted, how they are interpreted and how HLMF process 

strategies to fit their own actions to the actions of and interactions with the schooling process.  

Language as Mediator 

Roles of Language Difference in Social Interaction  

 Language difference presents an obvious challenge to effective communication and 

collaboration between language minority families and schools, and difficulty for language 

minority students in navigating curricular and academic spaces. The potential for basic lack of 

accurate comprehension in the transfer of practical information is an obvious problem. When 

familiarity with school protocols and procedures is lacking, language minority parents are at a 

disadvantage in supporting academic achievement of their children in public schools. Even when 

basic information is understood, such as school calendar dates, appropriate forms and meeting 

notices, the meaning and significance of the information extends beyond the words used to 

convey it. These practical obstacles assume that there is a prior disposition to understand what 

the other participant to the interaction attempts to convey, which disposition may be negatively 

influenced unconsciously and systemically through discourse and habitus, or subjectively by 

social and cultural bias.   

 Conceptually, language may be viewed in three somewhat different ways respecting its 

influence on intercultural social action. The first and most elemental is that language is an 

essential element of social interaction. It is the embodiment of communicative interaction 

through which meanings are conveyed and experiences are symbolically interpreted and 
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understood. The second approach views language as a tool and a conduit for the transfer of 

information. As such, the relative precision and fluency with which language operates can shape 

the potential for social actors to communicate and interact. Transliteration and translation errors 

can be major factors in efficacy of communication through language difference in this context. 

The third approach involves cultural transmission of meanings through language difference. 

Language is the medium through which culture is embodied and transmitted. Even when 

translation is literal and terms are congruent, the meanings and connotations attached may differ 

substantially. Each of these views or approaches to language in an intercultural context has 

implications for the theoretical model used for analysis of social interaction, although such 

implications may vary depending upon the model. 

Language as Essential Element of Communicative Interaction 

 At the foundation of any human interaction, which we refer to as “social,” lies a form of 

language. The necessity of language is obvious in attempts to convey an idea or conception 

verbally or in writing.  But the role of language is even more fundamental.  An individual can sit 

alone in a room and experience the environment.  Yet the instant she attempts to make sense of 

that experience to either associate it or to describe it to another, language intervenes.  The 

language employed is inherently symbolic and metaphorical.  Unable to sustain or convey the 

experience itself, the individual employs language in thoughts or words that represent or 

substitute for the experience or the individual’s conception of it.  The system of symbols used to 

describe and organize conceptions and experiences, language, derives from learning through 

social interaction and is shaped by historical and cultural influences.  

 Within a language group terms differ, as when a Londoner would call a “flat” the thing 

an American would call an “apartment.”  The terms are not the thing intended nor are the words 
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used to represent the thing precise. This variance or “play” in the metaphorical substitution of 

symbols to represent things and ideas imbues language with influence and power. Language thus 

has a role in one’s way of making sense of the world and in one’s identity within a social 

environment. When social actors seek interaction and operate from different sets of symbols, i.e. 

language difference, communication and sense-making is substantially more complicated. Aside 

from issues of accurate transmission or culturally bound interpretational differences, to be 

discussed below, the focus in this approach is the acknowledgment of language itself as a 

mediating agent in social interaction. Language is never neutral and it is never fully passive.  

 Language has symbolic power: 

We are aware of the many ways in which linguistic exchanges can express relations of 
power…We are aware that individuals speak with differing degrees of authority, that 
words are loaded with unequal weights, depending upon who utters them and how they 
are said, such that some words uttered in certain circumstances have a force and a 
conviction that they would not have elsewhere (Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991, p. 1). 
 
Bourdieu re-enters the debate to critique traditional Saussurean linguistics centered upon 

semiotics. The development of language and its use in communication, Bourdieu contends, must 

also be viewed in the context of the sociopolitical and historic context in which it is produced 

and reproduced.  Traditional linguistic analysis has tended to focus too heavily on structuralism 

and to idealize or essentialize language as a self-contained artifact.  Bourdieu argues that both 

linguistic competence and performance are shaped by the political, social and historic contexts in 

which language is produced and structures which language serves to reproduce. He would place 

language as a reproductive social practice that is embodied in habitus, and which both reflects 

and is reflected by economies of social, cultural and economic capital exchanged in a society. 

Bourdieu contends the theoretical ideal of a homogeneous language or linguistic community 

does not exist, referring to an “illusion of linguistic communism” (Bourdieu & Thompson, 
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1991). Conceptually, however, Bourdieu appears to be referring to variable ways in which actors 

in the social field experience the same language rather than reference to diversity of language 

within the field. Language itself thus manifests powerful discourse. 

Under a theory of symbolic interactionism, the social actor would observe or be exposed 

to linguistic communications by others. Depending upon the level of interlinguistic fluency, the 

social actor would have a perception of what symbols11 or language expressions employed by 

other actors were meant to convey, with actors having the same sociohistorical and sociocultural 

background likely to have greater fluency. Within the same language, however, differences in 

social class, experience and education may serve to diminish such interlinguistic fluency. An 

example would be the influence upon social interaction when one speaker uses formal or 

academic English while the other speaker communicates in more common or “street” vernacular. 

Although both ostensibly are speaking the same “language,” both mutual understanding and 

respective social positioning may be influenced by the interlinguistic differences. Power 

associated with a particular form of expression, and each social actor’s perception of that 

authority, is likely to influence their interactions, including whether they choose to communicate 

or interact at all. 

In cross-cultural contexts, complications regarding communication and mutual 

(mis)understanding are amplified. The interpretation or misinterpretation of language and 

symbols by the recipient across language difference influence what is taken into account and the 

understanding of the recipient social actor’s perception of the exchange. In addition, the meaning 

attached to the symbols can shape the disposition of the recipient toward the communicator and 

                                                 
11 It is important to note that actions and behaviors can be language and symbolic as well. A conception of affinity 
may be communicated by kind words of greeting or a warm handshake, both of which are symbols that stand in 
metaphorically for the conception and are thus also language in the broader sense. 
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influence the subsequent response. This linguistic variability can amplify the intersubjectivity of 

communicative interaction in cross-cultural exchanges. 

 Language status and policy manifested in power relations directly affect educational 

realities that linguistic minority children experience in public school classrooms. 

Elements of power can be viewed as intervening within community contexts that value or 
devalue home languages and cultures. Coercive power is capable of imposing oppression, 
abuse, inequity, and totalitarianism, and of violating human rights and freedoms. 
Collaborative power, on the other hand, affords a community democratic expression, 
human rights and freedom (Soto, 1997, p. 84).  
 

And as Cummins noted in a keynote speech to the 1994 NABE Conference: 
 
The data showed bilingual families to be knowledgeable about the best educational 
practices. Families provided advice about bilingual education to the school that is 
congruent with research evidence. The more powerful oppressive elements, however, 
obscured the families’ advice and wisdom, allowing children’s home languages and 
cultures to be devalued (Soto, 1997, p. 84).  
 

 Language functions in broader and more complex ways in the mediation of relations 

between language minority families and public school systems. The information that is 

communicated and exchanged, through oral communications or in writing, carries with it an 

exercise of authority and power (Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991).  The effectiveness of that 

exercise of power depends not only upon the comprehension of objective content of the 

messages, but also the subjective meaning attached to the communicative action. The way in 

which language is used influences how the speaker and receiver of communication view each 

other and their respective roles and authority as speakers. The mode of communication may 

convey messages of devaluation, disrespect and marginalization (Soto, 1997). The subtle and 

nuanced modes of communication thus have not only informational effect, but relational 

positioning influence as well. 

We are experts in the innumerable and subtle strategies by which words can be 
used as instruments of coercion and constraint, as tools of intimidation and abuse, as 
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signs of politeness, condescension and contempt. In short, we are aware that language is 
an integral part of social life (Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991, p. 1). 

 
Applying his “theory of practice,” Bourdieu cautions that by adopting an overly myopic 

structuralist approach and ignoring sociopolitical and historical context, traditional approaches of 

linguists of his day make “a series of substantive assumptions” in the “guise of drawing a 

methodological distinction” (Bourdieu, 1977, p. 5). Hermeneutic inquiry that seeks to discern 

meaning from within the text risks misinterpretation where the meaning attached derives from 

the context of its generation and use.  In this regard, Bourdieu’s argument aligns more closely 

with that of Blumer in criticizing the researcher who takes for granted that which he would seek 

to empirically establish, accepting the context from which observations are to be made as 

“natural” rather than the product of the social phenomena to be researched. Relying upon a 

particular set of linguistic practices as normative or correct usage, such linguists produce the 

illusion of a common conception of language that ignores the socio-historical conditions, 

conflicts and adaptive development that produced such practices.  

Bourdieu contends dominant language maintains that posture through a process of 

contestation, assimilation, adaptation and legitimation that yields a dominant set of linguistic 

practices that are durable and yet continually evolving (Bourdieu & Thompson, 1991). Blumer 

would differ from this assessment primarily in relation to the consciousness and intentionality 

with which such linguistic practices play out and evolve. He would emphasize that social actors 

are not just objects of such discourse, but are conscious consumers, transformers and producers 

(Blumer, 1969). 

Despite recognition that both communication and meaning can be complicated by 

language and culture, Bourdieu’s departure from structuralism appears more a variation than a 

separation or repudiation. Although his view acknowledges the reproduction of societal practices 
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and that language plays an important role in the process, his approach appears as an explanation 

of cultural artifact manifested in objectified systemic practices. While acknowledging social 

interaction and contestation, the posture emanates from the post hoc viewpoint of resulting social 

configuration.  It seeks to explain how legitimation of linguistic practices reinforces and 

reproduces not only the modes of exchange respecting social, cultural and economic capital but 

the dispositions that yield classification generally and marginalization of segments of society 

specifically. Bourdieu’s perspective still fails to provide a clear basis for understanding the 

dynamic process of HLMF agency as they encounter, formulate perceptions, and attempt to 

negotiate the extent to which they choose to collaborate with public schools.   

Language as Conduit for Information Transfer 

 The second view of language, as a mode of information transfer, may influence social 

behaviors in at least three ways. The most obvious of these is the simple process of transmission 

clarity. The second way in which language as the conduit may influence outcomes and behaviors 

relates to the relative capacity or facility of language on the part of speaker and receiver, as this 

factor will influence the range of meanings that can be conveyed and understood. The third 

influential characteristic of language as a mode of transmission involves the speaker’s sense of 

efficacy which may influence the willingness or reluctance to attempt transmission or to hear 

what another speaker tries to convey. Although social class or status and cultural differences may 

suggest differing degrees in which these characteristics come into play, the characteristics can be 

viewed separately for purposes of analysis. 

 The outcome of a communicative interaction is likely to be significantly influenced by 

the level of static, distortion and disruption that affects the transmission of the message intended 

to be communicated. Communications which are transmitted directly are usually seen as more 
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effective than indirect modes. We are all familiar with the exercise of transmitting a message 

around a room from person to person and then comparing the initial message to the transformed 

end product. Schools that transmit messages directly to parents rather than general posting of 

information find the former mode more effective. When the school operates on the basis of a 

dominant language and from a social position that is very different from the parents, the 

differences may generate distortion and use of a liaison or interpreter may reduce the static and 

enable more effective communication. Also, the concept of direct communication assumes that 

points of contact are more or less fungible. Variability in attitudes of individual teachers that 

interact with HLMF parents can product distortion or static in communicative interaction. 

 As a mode of transmission, language involves the communication of meaning through 

reliance upon sets of symbols. In language, units of such symbols include words of vocabulary. 

If the relative facility of the speaker or the recipient is limited by vocabulary, then risk of failure 

and misunderstanding increases. School agents often attempt to communicate, by habit as much 

as by intention, in formal English and by using vocabulary that is sometimes beyond the reach of 

the listener, whether that be student or parent. The habit may be based upon demonstration of 

status and authority or perhaps a desire to model what the teacher deems the proper mode of 

communication. While there is nothing inherently wrong with modeling a desired mode of 

communication from a pedagogical standpoint, if the goal is to convey or receive information 

effectively, the speaker would be well advised to consider the audience.  

 Sacks makes reference to a discussion that a teacher had with lesser educated parents of a 

student that the teacher was trying to support academically (Sacks, 2007). The teacher explained 

how important it was for the daughter/student to register and prepare for the ACT if the student 

was to have a chance to go to college. The father nodded appreciatively, in apparent agreement, 
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and then later asked what an “ACT” was. With limited education, the father did not know what a 

college entrance examination was or even what a cumulative grade point average meant to his 

daughter’s future. Teachers may wish to communicate to parents about cumulative assessments 

or standardized tests. But if parents do not know what these terms signify or their contextual 

meaning, effective communication fails. 

 The third way of viewing language as a conduit, the self-efficacy of the communicator, 

has implications within speakers of the same language, but can have greater influence when 

different languages are involved. Self-efficacy is confidence in one’s own ability to successfully 

perform a task undertaken.  The degree to which the social actor feels the ability to communicate 

information effectively and to both make himself understood and to understand a response to 

communication may influence willingness to engage in communicative interaction.  This notion 

of reluctance to attempt activities where one perceives a lack of proficiency may seem rather 

intuitive and simple, but can be more complex and problematic in cross cultural contexts. The 

topic of communicative competence is established and a central concern in second language 

acquisition and foreign language teaching (Byram, 1997; Paulston, 1992).  

 Zentella found in research of cross language communications that Latino parents seemed 

adverse to language mixing or “Spanglish” for communicative purposes (Zentella, 2005).  If 

proficient in English, depending upon the level, they would engage in communication with 

English speakers regarding formal exchanges such as contact with school or government officials 

in English. Although it is not uncommon to find the use of language mixing in street vernacular 

to communicate and to convey general meaning through Spanglish, this resort seemed to be 

avoided in Zentella’s observations. Whether this reluctance was based upon the sense of 

formality of the exchange or a sense of inadequacy for not being fluent in the dominant language 
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was not clear. Socioeconomic status is not determinative. When teaching at an international 

school in Ecuador, I observed parents of socioeconomic and political power status considerably 

higher than the teacher who were reluctant to communicate with the teacher about the student’s 

performance because the parents were not fully proficient in the language of instruction 

(English) used by the school.  Learning that the teacher spoke Spanish, these parents were quite 

willing to discuss student progress in their own language. 

 In the context of HLMF and school relations, the issue of self-efficacy has been observed 

in other problematic contexts. A phenomenon that has been researched is the process of language 

brokering by the children in family relations with schools. Where the parent lacks English 

fluency, it is not uncommon to find the student acting as translator and information broker with 

respect to school and HLMF interactions (Weisskirch, 2013). One major problem with this mode 

of communication is the distortion and potential disruption of respective roles. As the language 

intermediary, the child is invested with responsibility and power that distorts the more traditional 

relationship when teachers attempt to communicate with parents about student progress. Even 

when the student does not attempt to reinterpret communications, such as translating information 

about substandard performance as acceptable, the mode of communication can influence the 

exchange of information. HLMF parents may feel a reluctance and sense of inadequacy to 

communicate with schools because of the need to rely upon a child to communicate information 

even if the child is disposed to convey the information accurately.  Here too, the child’s 

vocabulary, depending upon age, may delimit the range of topics effectively be addressed. 

Language as Culture and Medium of Social Negotiation 

A third view of language warrants consideration in the analysis of HLMF and their 

relations with public school institutions, personnel and programs. Beyond the role of language as 
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a tool for negotiation of status, power and social capital, and beyond its function as a conduit for 

information transmission, language serves to convey meaning. The value or content of any 

communication depends upon the attachment or association of some meaning to the 

transmission. Wittgenstein might argue that the whole of social interaction and the key to its 

understanding lies in “language games” and the application of symbolic identifiers to artifacts, 

events and ideas as used within a specific context (Biletzki, Anat, & Matar, 2011).  In this view, 

meanings are useless or irrelevant without reference to the context in which they were generated. 

The effectiveness of communication would thus depend upon relative congruence of 

transmission and context, as well as the perceptions of the exchange among participants. 

This presents a conceptual sticking point with regard to Bourdieu’s model which requires 

diffuse and generalizable, commonly understood meanings and parameters of social interaction. 

Thus, we are obliged to examine the influence of language in the mediation and negotiation of 

social interaction, particularly where cultural differences call into question commonality of 

meanings. Blumer’s model of symbolic interactionism acknowledges that a social actor’s 

behaviors are contingent upon sociocultural knowledge and experience and what the actor takes 

into account in building up interpretation, understanding and response. 

When two participants seek to interact and to negotiate an outcome, but speak differing 

languages, translational error can frustrate the process. The words spoken to convey information 

are not accurately correlative and so there is incomplete or erroneous understanding of what each 

tries to convey to the other. This is translational error. However, a second major challenge is 

content error when the vocabulary is reasonably correlative, but referents attending the words 

have different meanings. Put another way, one might ask whether we are attempting to describe a 

common experience using non-equivalent words, or are we using equivalent words but talking 



 

98 
 

about two different things. Since language is both embedded in culture and a primary mode of 

cultural expression, the potential for the latter is substantial when an interaction is intercultural. 

Dominant culture embeds within both structure and discourse arbitrary and prescriptive 

notions of what “school” represents. Indeed the measure of social capital in the schooling context 

is often described as the extent to which students entering public schools are so imprinted or 

acculturated with preferred and privileged notions of “school” as to enact them as second nature.  

Students not so imprinted, because they come from a different cultural background, must acquire 

this knowledge base to navigate the school environment. Yet HLMF cannot be presumed to have 

acquired or adopted these arbitrary notions, even if their children have become reasonably 

familiar with them through daily exposure at school.  Schooling and the various practices that 

constitute the process may have different referents and meanings to HLMF than for schools and 

their agents. Thus, analysis must examine whether dislocations in conveyance of content and 

meanings may be substantially contributing factors in unexpected outcomes yielded by 

participants having objectives that are ostensibly common.  

Here too, we sidestep for the moment the substantial epistemological challenge of 

research methodology for gathering reliable data to discern whether communicative dislocations 

derive from error that is translational or based upon different cultural interpretations or meaning 

referents. That question will also be taken up in the chapter on research methodology. For 

present purposes it is useful to note that the nature of interactions with schools and use of 

multiple theoretical frames necessitate collection of rich data that explores and reveals 

participation, expectations, perceptions and interpretations of Hispanic language minority 

families. Mere behavioral observation or superficial survey data are unlikely to support 



 

99 
 

hermeneutic analysis of potential differences in interpretation and meanings attached to 

interactions and relations with schooling.  

Hybrid Theoretical Framework in the Intercultural Space 

Application of Hybrid Theory 

As noted at the beginning of this chapter, I argue for application of hybrid theory because 

of limitations in each of the more traditional models as applied to the dynamic of interactions 

between schools and HLMF.  Social theory often views problems as differing stylistic 

approaches to a common world, setting up binary modes of contestation. The utility, both 

descriptive and explanatory, of these social theory approaches is challenged in the liminal 

intercultural and interlingual social space where assumptions about development of practices and 

coherence of meaning in social interaction may be asymmetrical, disjunctive and non-binary. 

While perhaps converging, these theoretical spaces overlap but do not necessarily coincide 

where culture, language and values distinguish normative behaviors and assumptions, leaving a 

liminal space to be navigated and traversed. In societies where factors of race and socioeconomic 

status predominate, as in the U.S., understanding of this dynamic intercultural interval is further 

complicated. Cultural and linguistic differences among participants may yield contestation which 

is not necessarily oppositional, and may be based upon incommensurability.  

As also previously discussed, logic which favors neither schools nor HLMF would 

suggest collaboration in furtherance of the common goal of language minority student academic 

progress. Incommensurability might arise when participants do not share common assumptions 

as to what each views as important in life and in their respective lived experience.  Voluntary 

collaboration might arise, but not based upon assimilation of one into the culture of the other. It 

would arise, if at all, from mutual respect of differences negotiated on new terrain synthesized in 
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the aforementioned liminal space. Whether viewed as a suspension of control of habitus, or as 

constraint upon absolute freedom of individualized agency, collaboration, if possible, would 

require a suspension of the rules of the game and mutual construction of new parameters for 

interaction in the intercultural space. 

Failure to account for this indefinite and potentially decolonized liminal space might 

explain confused results when traditional models have been applied. Moreover, critical 

examination of this intercultural space may expose underlying cultural bias embedded in 

constructs of traditional theory.  When theoretical models are premised upon Eurocentric cultural 

presumptions of hegemony, colonization and conquest, situations that result in seemingly non-

productive co-existence or respectful distancing seem anomalous and puzzling. For example, 

social field theory seeks comprehensive explanation of social interaction, including congress 

between inside and outside, subject and other resulting in hierarchical positioning. Yet when 

subject and other do not share common values, aims and culture, or one does not accede to 

assimilation by the other, such positioning may be indeterminate. The result may be the need for 

attention to interstitial spaces for negotiation and unexpected results.  

The Intercultural Divide in New Arrival Contexts 

In certain proximal “borderland” contexts, both physical and conceptual, intercultural 

space may be traversed less traumatically by immigrants. When maintenance of contact with 

home culture is less attenuated, the sense or perception of cultural oppression may be less and 

resistance diminished upon interaction with dominant culture and schooling. Zentella describes 

more fluid interaction between language minority families and schools where there are 

established immigrant communities near the Mexican border in San Diego (Zentella, 2005).  

Valdés describes the interactions of Mexican immigrant families with school institutions and 
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local community institutions in the context of “Las Fuentes” (pseudonym), a community less 

than a couple of hours from the Mexican border. Where issues of distrust of local institutional 

practices of doctors and hospitals were substantial, the option of returning to Mexican medicine 

existed (Valdés, 1996). Culturally familiar holistic interactions were preferred.12 

Immigrants in the Southeast states are more distanced and cut off, physically and 

psychologically, from that home culture. Much of the repose that would be provided by options 

of return to Mexico has to be supplied by the local immigrant network, extended families and 

community. This support system is substantially lacking in new arrival locales. The base of 

cultural repose must be more self-contained and self-sufficient in the new arrival diaspora. A 

similar phenomenon of reliance on a local network is described by Gomberg-Muñoz in the 

context of Mexican immigrant workers in Chicago (Gomberg-Muñoz, 2011). Thompson’s 

description of a Mexican immigrant community in Brooklyn indicated similar attributes of 

disconnection and isolation from home culture when faced with intersection and negotiation with 

dominant culture (Thompson, 2007). This dislocation places many Mexican immigrants, ones 

committed to remaining in the United States, in a kind of limbo and may increase the influence 

of the liminal intercultural space. 

This divide could, arguably, be bridged involuntarily through hegemonic assimilative 

convergence. The cultural and symbolic violence likely to result from such forced convergence, 

which from the indigenous cultural perspective is not unprecedented, yields changes and harm 

both to the subordinated and the dominant cultures involved (Césaire, 1972; Fanon, 2008).  

Whether the reaction to subjugation manifests in deep-seated resentment or quasi-tolerant 

                                                 
12 Mexican doctors with shared language and heritage can understand patient symptoms and concerns, communicate 
more effectively with patients for treatment and compliance and also are likely to accommodate payment plans for 
poor families who do not have the applicable fees saved up for emergencies. The interaction yields more than 
information, but also an interpretive context that is less threatening. 
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acceptance, the convergence through domination most likely yields resistance on both micro and 

macro levels (Foucault, 1995). This underlying subjectivity may well not be fully evident in the 

daily interactions of the subordinate and dominant. Appearances may obscure subjectivities that 

involve the “veil” of difference and “double consciousness” described by DuBois (DuBois, 

1903) or the latent desire for elimination of oppression and oppressor described by Fanon (2008).  

Alternatively or in tandem, a byproduct of cultural and linguistic imperialism can be silencing of 

the other. The result would not be characterized as voluntary collaboration. 

Linguistic hegemony can also have its price. Simon Ortiz, descendant from Aaqumeh 

hanoh or Acoma people of the “intercultural territory” of New Mexico, reflected as follows:  

Within family and community, the Acoma language was a vital link to the 
continuance of the hanoh, the people as a whole. The prayers, many of which were in 
song and chant, were for that, and I am sure that the first murmur of prayer I heard and 
understood was in the Acoma language….Years later when I learned English well and 
began to use it fluently, at least technically and intellectually, I found myself objectifying 
my native language, that is, in translation (Santa Ana, 2004, p. 5). 

 
And Gloria Anzaldua observed: “In childhood we are told that our language is wrong.  Repeated 

attacks on our native tongue diminish our sense of self. The attacks continue throughout our 

lives” (Santa Ana, 2004, p. 83). The toll of these attacks can be profound and pervasive on the 

other. Rodriquez describes his father being perceived as characteristically and painfully “shy” 

because of his silence in public where English was required, in contrast to his vibrant personality 

displayed within the family when able to communicate in Spanish (Santa Ana, 2004). As one 

Hispanic poetess expressed eloquently, there arises a nascent resistance: 

 My voice is in the prison 
Of my own history 
I never know 
Am I being too Spanish 
Or not enough English? 
… 
you laugh at my accent 
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maybe, 
maybe just one too many times 
 
From voz en una cárcel, Juanita M. Sánchez excerpted in Tongue-Tied (Santa Ana, 2004, 
p. 77) 
 

 Though not of Hispanic descent, and speaking of the resistive use of Black vernacular 

rather than silence to turn the dominant language against itself, bel hooks summarized the 

sociocultural effect of imposed dominant culture language against the oppressed very well:  

I know that it is not the English language that hurts me, but what the oppressors do with 
it, how they shape it to become a territory that limits and defines, how they make it a 
weapon that can shame, humiliate, colonize. … When I realize how long it has taken for 
white Americans to acknowledge diverse languages of Native Americans, to accept that 
the speech their ancestral colonizers declared was merely grunts or gibberish was indeed 
language, it is difficult not to hear in Standard English always the sound of slaughter and 
conquest (hooks, 1994, p. 296). 
 
Language differences complicate conveyance of meaning through compounding effects 

of filtering communication through prescribed vocabulary and syntax, through culturally 

embedded conceptions of reality in language, and through power dynamics. As noted, schools 

add an additional layer to the English-Spanish language and cultural divide through reliance 

upon Academic English which contributes a larger or more substantial filter. It is insufficient to 

be able to understand English; status or the right to have one’s voice heard depends upon ability 

to use a certain kind of English in negotiations between schools and HLMF.  

These attacks on non-dominant language and culture need not be literal or overt. 

Interaction through discourse and ways of being in an intercultural context with power 

differential can be profoundly and forcefully silencing and devaluing. In any case, involuntary 

convergence is more likely to obstruct rather than promote the kind of open, transparent and 

collaborative relationship desired and needed for promoting the highest academic achievement of 

language minority children. How then can a model for truly voluntary interaction be built? 
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Constructing Meaning in the Intercultural Space through Hybridized Theory  

 A substantial confounding variable in both description and explanation of social behavior 

in intercultural context, both intersubjective and process-oriented, lies in symbolic interpretation 

of meaning ascribed to respective actions of participants.  Interpretation occurs both at the level 

of participant interaction and at the level of description and explanation by researcher. A major 

portion of these actions are realized in communicative acts implicating language. Structural and 

systemic approaches that attempt to explain behaviors based upon forces and influences of which 

the participants are not cognizant must address “anomalous” behaviors that diverge from those 

suggested by habitus of Bourdieu or political economy of Marx.  

 This problem arises with relative frequency when attempts are made to impose invariant 

rules and principles upon organic and radical phenomena. Observation of phenomena may reveal 

“uncharacteristic” and “unpredicted” experiences in research based upon precepts that ignore or 

subordinate cognition. Such anomalies are often dismissed as measurement error or excluded 

from findings. In social research contexts, such anomalies are ascribed qualifying terminology 

that may be loaded and reveal bias in methodology. For example, anomalies are often referred to 

as “stylistic” in the best cases and in worst cases as “deviant” from the “norm.”  Such descriptors 

reveal researcher assumptions, often unwitting, regarding the presumptive values and power 

relations and hierarchical positioning of participants in behaviors investigated. Rather than judge 

such uncharacteristic experiences as deviant, the hybrid model would describe them as undefined 

or indeterminate forms of (dys)regard that yield outcomes from dysfunctional interaction. 

 Much of the theoretical discussion involving power relations and the exchange of various 

kinds of “capital” in social interaction are situated within a society or field deemed established or 

normalized. Under Bourdieu’s model, the oppressed and marginalized are so defined by their 
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respective relation to (distance from) dominant practices and dispositions of established habitus 

and discourse. Even the language available for description is culturally bound to these normative 

assumptions, as relative position in the social space is characterized by the possession of 

“capital” and the assumption that having more of such capital is preferable than not for all 

participants. Suggesting a superimposed capitalist structure is not entirely wrong, but it would be 

remiss not to acknowledge its limitations, including presumptions of competition and the 

tendency to hierarchically situate participants as values embedded in the model used.   

In contrast, examination of the phenomenon of social distance between language minority 

families and schools exclusively from a symbolic interpretive viewpoint runs the risk that hyper-

individuation of analysis may generate description of interactions so highly anecdotal that ability 

to discern patterns and practices is compromised. The context in which the actions of others may 

be regarded by HLMF is predicated upon experiences and the sociohistorical background that 

such participant actor deems relevant.  The specific or combined factors viewed as salient may 

largely depend upon a set of experiences and values that we have come to regard as “culture.” 

Yet this culture is a process and not an object, making it indicative rather than determinative of 

participant actor behavior. To view each interaction in process as the primary unit of analysis can 

help illuminate the nuanced motivations that yield certain responses based upon how they are 

interpreted. At the same time the hyper-individuated approach could lead to a myopia that 

undermines attempts to characterize types of actions usefully as they arise in certain contexts and 

exemplify (dys)regard.  

 How then may we conceptualize a differing lens through which to observe and analyze 

the intercultural phenomenon of distancing between HLMF and public schools that frustrates 

ostensibly common goals of supporting academic achievement of language minority children?  



 

106 
 

Use of a hybrid analysis is not as radical as may at first be thought. The coordinated use of 

multiple theoretical approaches, or lenses, creates a prismatic view that provides greater 

information and more nuanced perspectives than could be gained by the application of a single 

theoretical approach.  

When examining the phenomenon of distancing between HLMF and schools, when 

participants operate from such different cultural and linguistic positions, it should not be 

conceptually alien to envision exploration of the dynamic process from a multifocal perspective. 

A structural perspective can assist in understanding the school system, its policies and processes 

and the habitus which constitutes presumptive rules of the game as well as rules of engagement 

with the other contribute to the dynamic. This perspective can help in understanding how 

discourse can not only influence but override specific intentions of participant actors, as when 

classroom teachers sincerely wish to engage with language minority parents. At the same time, 

exploration of the perceptions of language minority family participants through a symbolic 

interactionism lens may yield nuanced information and potential understanding regarding how 

and why certain aspects of schooling and interactions with school agents are read in ways that 

are incongruent with school agent intentions and incommensurate with the structure and rules 

advanced by habitus of the school institution and its mission. 

Returning to research of distancing between HLMF and school institutions, 

understanding can be derived by combining a sense of the interaction from the systemic and 

discourse driven perspective of the school institution. Examination of the “rules of the game” 

transmitted and embodied in various ways by participants, primarily school agents, would 

comprise a significant context and backdrop for analysis. This backdrop could be seen as 

orientation of expectancy, but not as the end of analysis. At the same time, consideration of 
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school agent actions and school based policy and procedure, as experienced and perceived by 

HLMF, provides a localized sense of the interaction that the systemic perspective may not 

envision or detect. This symbolic interaction by family participants, in the first instance, would 

be influenced by sociohistorical and cultural knowledge and experience that Hispanic language 

minority families bring to the interaction. Such close examination should illuminate both 

congruence and (dys)regard manifested in the interactive dynamic.  

The proposed hybrid analysis, therefore, proposes to gather and explore rich data 

generated from experiences of HLMF in their interactions with schools that yield multiple 

perspectives of the same dynamic interaction. HLMF interact with schools in the intercultural 

space where they experience and are influenced by school habitus, but are not controlled by such 

rules of practice. Indeed, some of the rules may not be understood or may be misapprehended by 

HLMF. Schools may not understand HLMF lived experiences sufficiently to realize how and 

why communication of habitus is dysfunctional. At the same time, HLMF may have 

expectations and beliefs as to what schools should be and do, but language and lack of social 

capital may interfere with their ability to communicate and negotiate a mutual understanding. 

The result is a form of interaction in overlapping intercultural space yielding co-existence and 

sometimes collisions. Despite presumptive positive intentions and formulation of actions each 

social actor deems “best,” the desired outcomes of both are frustrated.     

This prismatic analysis can provide a more composite and nuanced impression of how the 

interactions, dislocations and (dys)regard occur in the intercultural space. These dislocations or 

dysfunctions may well not be apparent to the participants themselves, at least as to how they may 

frustrate common goals of the participant actors. With this understanding of the conceptual 



 

108 
 

framework, the methodological challenge of how best to gather data for useful contribution to 

the multifaceted or prismatic analysis of the target interaction is taken up in the next chapter.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

RESEARCH METHODOLOGY 

Methodological Orientation 

 Qualitative research methodology and epistemological orientation are used to explore the 

relations between Hispanic language minority families (HLMF) and school institutions. More 

specifically, the study addresses manifestations of “(dys)regard” or the non-aligned perceptions 

and behaviors arising from context, culture, interpretations and interactions between HLMF and 

schools. The study involves analyzing data from select participants regarding their experiences 

and interpretations of interaction with public school personnel and institutions.  External 

representations from institutional sources concerning functions and processes of schooling are 

reflected in data collected. These physical and symbolic representations by schools provide a 

context in which HLMF interpretations, understandings and responsive behaviors are 

constructed. Findings relating to the research questions are derived from participant interview 

data and school information. 

  Relations between HLMF and school institutions are complex and multifaceted. The 

qualitative research inquiry is similarly complex and heterarchical. As suggested by the 

conceptual framework discussion in Chapter III, this inquiry challenges typical assumptions 

embedded in hierarchical and often hegemonic power relations in school-family relations. 

Methodological choices must probe beyond superficial behaviors and seek to reveal underlying 

motivations and strategies, the “meaning” to HLMF of relationships with schools. Selection of 

research methodology and design also takes into consideration the locus of study in Alabama, 
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situated in the Southeastern United States, with attendant sociocultural characteristics that 

influence school-family partnerships.   

 The study research design reflects an effort to examine the research questions through the 

conceptual framework, and applies certain methodological approaches for gathering data and 

analysis suited to that conceptual framework. Briefly restated, the primary research questions 

are:  

(1) How do HLMF regard school institutions and agents; what is the nature of relations 
 they form with schools based upon their lived experiences and interpretation of 
 interactions? 

 
(2) What are the implications of (dys)regard by HLMF and school institutions and agents 

 for collaboration when perceptions of interactions and relationships are non-aligned?  
 
As noted in prior chapters, historical observation indicates a general lack of collaboration 

and partnerships between schools and recent immigrant HLMF. Available research is limited in 

new arrival areas, geographic regions experiencing relatively recent influx of Hispanic 

immigrant populations. Logic suggests common interests in language minority student academic 

progress would result in collaboration rather than distancing.  Research data collection focuses 

upon reasons why such school-family relations are distanced and significant factors that are 

deemed important to HLMF and influence such distancing.  

The underlying hypothesis is that symbolic interpretations of direct and discursive 

interactions influence dispositions of both HLMF and school agents, leading to behavioral 

choices at the point of interaction. Schools transmit both concrete and symbolic messages to the 

public, including HLMF, that convey expectations and discursive norms. Perceptions and 

symbolic interpretations of such messages by HLMF, in the context of HLMF-school relations, 

may interrupt structural and hegemonic influences of schooling habitus and social capital 

negotiation in ways that are dysfunctional for, if not incommensurate with, normative school 
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expectations. These messages from schools and interpretations by HLMF, socially and culturally 

constructed, may undermine establishment of collaborative relations. They may delimit choices 

of interaction and communication. Avoidance, silence or inaction may also reflect 

communicative interaction through which school agents and HLMF transmit and draw meanings.  

Overview of Research Project Methodology  

The research project is structured as a multiple case study that encompasses HLMF units 

and related school contexts in a proximal geographic area of Alabama within the Southeastern 

United States region. Participants  were recruited based upon predefined selection criteria: the 

Hispanic families must be immigrants residing in the geographic area no more than 10 years, the 

family must have one or more children in local public school, and such school attendance must 

have been for more than one-half of a school year. The selection criteria assure that participants 

have had opportunity to establish a school-family relationship of some kind.  Schools from 

which data are collected are in general school districts of attendance for participant HLMF 

children.  

The number of participant families for the study was carefully considered. While it may 

creditably be argued that more participant HLMF would yield more information, the number of 

participants was consciously limited to five. The goal of inquiry here was to examine the lived 

experiences and perceptions of HLMF relating to schools in context, rather than a statistically 

representative sample. Obtaining the rich data yielded through intensive participant interviews 

would have been impracticable in the context of a large sample population or through survey 

methods. The type of information sought is difficult to obtain, as it involves development of trust 

relations between researcher and participants and time for numerous face to face interviews. 

Time and resources, as well as the type of data sought shaped decisions about the scope of this 
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particular study. To the extent that the data identify particular experiences by HLMF, future 

research using a larger sample might confirm the extent to which such experiences are common 

to language minority immigrant families in various other new arrival locales.  

Data collected from schools is directed to understanding how schools represent 

themselves to the public, including language minority families, with regard to information about 

policies, practices and expectations. How schools disseminate information may indicate 

symbolic representation of dispositions regarding relationships with parents and with HLMF 

(habitus). Such dispositions may be reflected in specific encounters with HLMF parents or their 

children and may also constitute, intentionally or not, symbolic representations to be interpreted 

by HLMF parents. Where compromising the identity of HLMF participants can be avoided, 

schools that HLMF children attend will be used in order to most closely correlate and practices 

of public school agents to experiences of HLMF participants. The research design also avoids 

incursion into protected individual student records, although publicly available demographic and 

academic performance information regarding schools and school districts attended by HLMF 

participants was explored in the analysis.  

The primary data for the study will be comprised of recorded semi-structured interviews 

and field notes that seek to capture HLMF experiences with public education, their background 

and beliefs about education and their interpretation of interactions with public schools connected 

with their children. To the extent practicable, interviews will allow for elaboration to capture not 

just the incidents of events, but how such events have been interpreted to influence how HLMF 

participants perceive schools and believe that they are regarded by schools through actions of 

teachers and other institutional personnel. 
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The investigation will also collect a sampling of documentation and communications 

made public by schools that generally represent school policies, programs and other information 

reflecting the nature and character of the publicly projected image of the school. Modes of such 

projection may range from published parent handbooks, to notices sent by the school, to website 

presence. The purpose of such efforts is to communicate an image, mission and qualities that the 

school deems important for communication to the public. The mode of transmission is a salient 

factor where the socioeconomic status of HLMF participants differs from the typical families 

contemplated by school communications. Where such information is available, the study will 

consider whether such representations or information is made accessible to language minorities 

through translated versions or other means. For example, some schools may publish materials in 

more than one language and others may delegate responsibility for such communication to a 

counselor or a specialized staff liaison. 

Interviews were conducted with the HLMF participants using the three level process 

recommended by Seidman to obtain phenomenological data regarding participant experiences, 

beliefs and perceptions of such experiences (Seidman, 2006). Efforts were taken in development 

and execution of semi-structured interviews to minimize the distorting influence of the clinical 

and scientific nature of the research-based interaction (Hostetler, 2010).  Noting that some 

participants might have limited education backgrounds, encounter with a researcher associated 

with a university could be disconcerting and steps were taken to establish relationships and to 

build participant confidence.  In addition, interviewing procedures sought to display cultural 

awareness and sensitivity to provide space for the expression of participant voices, concerns and 

ideas which could depart from normative frames and assumptions in significant ways (Jackson & 

Mazzei, 2008; Rosaldo, 1993). 
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The documents and information regarding communicative procedures and processes 

employed by schools to interact with HLMF were analyzed through a lens of critical discourse 

analysis (Gee, 2011). Again, focus of inquiry here is not specifically what school administration 

intended or hoped to convey, but rather what information and messages were projected for the 

public and HLMF parents to receive and interpret. This information should provide a backdrop 

and frame regarding the apparent disposition of schools respecting communication and 

relationships with HLMF and their children attending public schools.  Such information is 

reviewed for identifiable institutional discourse reflecting norms or habitus and contextualized 

structures for social capital negotiation and exchange that may be projected.13 To the extent that 

HLMF participant interview data reveal specific communications with schools, such information 

is also analyzed using discourse methods. HLMF interview data is analyzed with regard to 

perceptions, beliefs, understandings, and desires HLMF participants may or may not have chosen 

to share with schools. The formation of decisions whether to interact and how to interact, and 

whether such decisions appear to be influenced by institutional discourse, is of particular 

concern.  

For purposes of the research hypothesis, the schools are assumed to have an interest in 

establishing a cooperative and productive relationship with all parents of students, including 

specifically HLMF. The study allows examination of whether information and symbolic 

representations by schools are consistent with that position, and whether HLMF interpretations 

of school information and interactions with schools, how HLMF regard schools, align with 

interest in collaboration  or foster distancing. 

As also noted in the conceptual framework, the issue of language cannot be fully 

extracted from the inquiry or analysis. It is to be expected that some dislocation and disjuncture 
                                                 
13 For detailed explanation and discussion of habitus and social capital, see Chapter III – Conceptual Framework.   
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can be attributed to language difference. However, research and experience tells us that 

sociolinguistic conditions of bilingualism and diglossia do exist and are functional. Thus, inquiry 

seeks to determine whether efforts have been made to bridge language differences, or whether 

language difference has been employed as a tool to establish or maintain social distancing.    

Research Methodology Framework  

Epistemological Orientation: Qualitative Inquiry 

 The choice of methodological orientation must be well suited to the phenomenon to be 

investigated and understood. Qualitative research methods are peculiarly suited to examination 

of more complex and rich data derived from dynamic social phenomena.  Concerns of validity 

and reliability are no less important than in quantitative methods, but the focus of inquiry is upon 

detailed observation of situated and contextualized phenomena rather than randomized 

occurrences. The goal is to understand how and why a social process or behavior arises or recurs 

rather than merely documenting its incidence (Creswell & Creswell, 2007; Denzin & Lincoln, 

2000; Hostetler, 2010).   Close observation of events and interactions allows for insights into the 

dynamics and influences that are characteristic of phenomena under investigation. Broad 

generalization of findings is neither sought nor particularly reliable. However, intensive scrutiny 

of a process or interaction may yield insight into factors and dynamics that might, with due 

caution, be extrapolated across similar cases. 

 For the current study, the focus of inquiry is the dynamic of interaction between public 

schools and HLMF. Review of literature indicates a confluence of factors, including culture, 

language, socioeconomic class and power relations, may be involved in shaping perceptions and 

choices by participants in school/HLMF interactions. Moreover, the target of study is the 

meanings derived from such interactions that shape their progress and evolution. Examination of 
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such matters calls for collection of rich data from dialogic interviews and related qualitative 

methods with potential to capture perceptions and critical reflections regarding discourses and 

direct information exchanges involved in HLMF and schools.  

Discourse Analysis 

 Where, as here, language and cultural differences complicate omnipresent power 

relations issues in participant interactions, reliance upon the volume of spoken or written words 

to assess interaction is insufficient and potentially misleading. The phenomenon under study is a 

dynamic process rather than static transmission of data. The communicative interaction process 

involves both inward and outward communication, prediction of how an utterance might be 

received and perception of how an utterance is being received (Keller, 2010).  

 The form of communication, ironically including silence, is also important to 

interpretation of communication.  The interpretation of utterances is a vital part of the ongoing 

communicative process that considers the immediate mode and context of the utterance. It also 

involves translation of utterances in relation to prior experience as well as sociocultural and 

historical knowledge. These multiple complex factors go beyond enunciation of an utterance and 

constitute discourses that shape and constrain sense-making and the derivation of meaning by 

participants in communicative interaction. Such meanings can, in turn, shape agency and action. 

In the context of the present study, it is also important to note that normative school practices 

tend to define and constrain ways in which communication with schools can take place, and such 

institutional dispositions may affect how communication with schools is regarded by HLMF. 

 The conception of discourse has broadened to cover a wide range of approaches since its 

early formulation. Concerned with the medium of language, in its broadest sense, discourse 

analysis is an engagement with “language-in-use” as a medium of identity, thinking, acting and 
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organizing experience. Discourse involves any socially accepted association among various ways 

of communication that seeks to identify, organize and influence the process of negotiation of 

social interaction involving perceived social goods (Gee, 2011). As a hermeneutic tool for 

gleaning meanings formulated and conveyed through situated communicative interaction, 

discourse analysis has become a very useful tool in sociologic, anthropological and educational 

research (Gee, 2004; Gee, 1999). Given the questions arising in these disciplines, permutation of 

the discourse analytic tool is unsurprising. Variation in types of discourse analysis may be 

distinguished by the range or scope of “text” being hermeneutically examined. The task 

confronting the researcher, therefore, is to decide what form of discourse analysis is best suited 

for particular inquiry undertaken in a specific context. In this multiple case study, the “sociology 

of knowledge approach to discourse analysis” (SKAD) has been chosen (Keller, 2005)  

 Any attempt to describe discourse engenders oversimplification, but distinguishing forms 

can help explain why one approach is chosen over another. One conceptual division used to 

describe different types is between “descriptive” and “critical” discourse analysis (Gee, 2011). 

The descriptive approach involves analysis to examine the internal structure and function of the 

language employed to determine meaning. The critical approach examines language as it is used 

in a specific context, power relation or institutional practice for purposes of understanding 

external issues that give meaning to communication and language use. This delineation is a 

useful, but many social communicative interactions draw meaning from intrinsic and external 

influences.  

 An alternate way to describe general approaches to discourse analysis is to group them in 

categories of linguistic, ethnomethodological, sociocultural and critical. These categories may be 

distinguished conceptually and epistemologically on a hypothetical continuum based upon 
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breadth of focus from micro to macro analytic. All discourse analysis involves the hermeneutic 

examination of language which is inherently sociocultural. Language and linguistic behaviors 

reflect and enact culture. However, distinguishing features of discourse analysis can be observed 

which center on the scope and target of inquiry.  Since features of various analytic approaches 

may appear within other approaches, the delineation here is merely for descriptive convenience 

and not intended as exclusive categorization.  

 Linguistic discourse analysis falls to the micro side of the hypothetical continuum, with 

emphasis upon choice and organization of language, grammar and parts of speech employed in 

communicative utterances (Gee, 2011).  Ethnomethodological discourse analysis broadens the 

focus of hermeneutic inquiry somewhat, but confines analysis to only those elements contained 

within the communicative transaction as reflecting relevant and salient meaning to be derived 

(Heritage, 1984). The goal of analysis here is to explore relations between phenomenological 

meaning and action, how participant perception relates to consumption and employment of 

discourse to build up, not just responsive action in context, but also a situated world view from 

which to navigate such contexts. Ethnomethodology supports the former but can discount or 

ignore the latter. 

 Sociocultural discourse analysis, of which SKAD is a variant, considers the cultural and 

historical background and experience of participant speakers as relevant constituents in 

expression and interpretation of utterances in communicative interaction (Keller, 2005). The 

course and meaning of transactions, in this approach, can be influenced by factors from outside 

the communicative interaction brought into and processed within the event depending upon the 

disposition and agency of each speaker and addressee.  
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 Critical discourse analysis presupposes utterances of speaker participants in any 

communicative interaction are heavily influenced, if not entirely constrained, by the relative 

structures and power relations within which the event takes place. Proponents of this type of 

discourse analysis argue that the language used inherently derives its meaning from the “games” 

or social negotiations in which the language is used (Gee, 2011). The structural and political thus 

predominate over the subjective agency of the social actor.  In this view, meaning may be 

derived only within the limits of the possible or conceivable dictated by structural context.  

Sociology of Knowledge Approach to Discourse Analysis (SKAD) 

The sociology of knowledge approach to discourse focuses upon construction of meaning 

through communicative interaction at the actor’s level. Similar to Foucault’s formulation of 

discourses as the materiality of social signs and idea production, SKAD acknowledges 

discourses as performative practices that both reflect and constitute reality structures and power 

implications in contested interactions of subjects and knowledge systems (Keller, 2005). 

However, a significant point of divergence by SKAD arises with the production, adoption and 

usage of “stocks of knowledge” in life-world situations by conscious speakers and social actors 

that can activate radical agency.  Foucault’s discourse is concerned primarily with structural and 

institutional formations and production of discourse that mitigate agency and produce docility 

and compliance with normativity (Foucault, 1995).  

In SKAD, the role of consciousness in sense-making is important both as interpretive tool 

for ascribing meaning to social situations and as orienting mechanism that allows organization 

and action upon signs and stores of knowledge. As Mead would contend, communication and 

semiotic association come before and are also integral to the development of individual 

consciousness capable of reflection (Blumer, 1969). For there must, in such construct, exist 
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sociohistorically created signs and stocks of knowledge through which socialization processes 

are effectuated. Yet the communicative process is never fully achieved and is always in process 

of ordering and interpretation. SKAD thus departs from the notion of a supervening structure 

which controls and constrains participants to limited possible meanings, ways of thinking and 

types of action circumscribed by established and socially accepted practices. This departure is in 

favor of a conscious negotiation based upon what social actors take into account through internal 

conception and external perception. It gives rise to production of varied knowledge and offers 

more contingent possibilities than structurally oriented approaches would envision. 

In a sense, SKAD may be seen as a Deweyan extension of ethnomethodological 

pragmatism.  Some sociocultural value supports communicative orientation.  As Winship and 

Muller note, Dewey contended for an approach that looks beyond the immediate practical 

consequences of thought and communicative interaction through analysis of conversation:  

Dewey, by some accounts to Peirce’s dismay, added a further specification to 
Peirce’s maxim that we must always consider the practical effects of thought. Dewey’s 
criterion requires not only that ethnomethodology furnish sociology with a plausible 
method—something Emirbayer and Maynard deftly show it does—but also that the 
results of scientific work performed by that method yield broader guidance about how 
we, as a human community, should live (Winship & Muller, 2011, p. 284).  
 

Thus, inquiry looks beyond practical consequences of the conversational exchange itself to 

something larger that implicates construction of culture and life-world orientation. 

Keller’s formulation of SKAD may be said to align with Kant, Merleau-Ponty, Dewey, 

and perhaps Rorty, in the theoretical transformation of contextual sensual experience to 

conceptual experience and the agential translation of both to intentional action. It is pragmatic in 

that putative objective reality is less important than what the social actor perceives as relevant, 

organizes to build understanding, and does in relation to experience. Social reality is constructed 

through conversation and negotiation. Consciousness is seen as a continually orienting dynamic, 
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evolving and adaptive faculty. It draws upon social interpretation, sociohistorical stocks of 

knowledge and upon sensory experiences of the subject in what Keller describes as a 

“fundamental typification process” performing an “orientation capacity” (Keller, 2010). This 

consciousness operates like a psychological gimbal that enables social equilibrium in contexts 

that from external observation might appear unmanageable.  

Typifications are systems of differences that emerge from practical usage by social 

collectives that align or conflict, associate and disassociate over time to both distinguish and 

constitute themselves. This process yields interpretation which is a form of communication 

turned inward and likewise is continually in process and never fully achieved, always socially 

contingent. Consciousness, in this view, is neither a priori nor is it post hoc, but rather in a 

continuous process of coming into being, constituting and transforming. 

The specific, subjective stocks of knowledge of particular individuals are inconsistent, 
heterogeneous, complex sedimentations and actualizations of knowledge triggered from 
the outside, which always exist in a situational, pragmatically motivated relation between 
focalization and blurry horizons, actualized by ‘external’ stimulations (Keller, 2005, pg. 
50). 
 
As in symbolic interactionism, subject positions can be constituted and operate through 

collective practice at an organizational or institutional level, as well, but as extension of 

interpretive practices of individual speakers. Blumer agrees that social structures can shape, 

constrain and help describe social practices through discourse. However, he contends the 

structure itself is constituted only to the extent, within the space and for the duration subjects 

actualizing interpretations of stocks of individual and collective knowledge continue to support 

and sustain the structures (Blumer, 1969).14  Reinterpreting Bourdieu, SKAD would critically 

expose the nature of habitus. SKAD would note that the supervening structure of habitus is not a 
                                                 
14 Racism and linguicism may be examples of such embedded collective subjectivities that are not efficient or 
logically inherent in the structure, but which are maintained within the structure or apparatus only so long as such 
social practices are supported by the collectivity. 
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priori, but rather a codification or fossilization of typifications. Certain sociohistorical stocks of 

knowledge have achieved privileged status and become resistant to change through normativity. 

SKAD encompasses analysis of the materialities of discourse as manifested in dispositifs or 

apparatuses, discursive production, discursive claims or statements, artifacts, subject positions, 

social practices and communication practices (Keller, 2005). It views them as performative, not 

as objects.  

To clarify, the limited scope of this study examines the intersection of HLMF with the discursive 

social field of school institutions, the concrete and symbolic representations by such institutions. 

It does not try to answer whether representations and projected identities of such institutions are 

beyond agency of individual school actors to determine (structural), or are the product of 

collectively adopted subjective practices built up from sociohistorical experience.  While 

interesting and relevant, such investigation would require examination of perceptions and 

motivations of school personnel in relation to school habitus and attempts they made to shape 

non-normative school responses. Such inquiry is beyond the time and resources available for the 

current investigation. 

The Focal Unit of Analysis 

In discourse analysis, usage of signs and language by social actors represents material 

expression of sociocultural discourse. Keller describes such usage as the “sociocultural facticity 

of physical and social realities.” Examination of usage of language and symbols, which situate 

and fix meanings spatially and temporally, provides a concrete snapshot view of social processes 

that reflect social realities and can be read. At the same time Keller argues that such usages, 

depending upon their interpretation and adoption, represent potential transformation into myriad 

other readings and interpretations. Discourses can thus be seen as attempts to capture or “freeze” 
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meanings temporally and spatially and bind them to a social collective. Social actors move in and 

through discursive fields attempting to resolve issues and questions while being neither 

“controlled by” nor “in control of” structural discourse. Subjects are influenced or guided by 

formation of discursive fields and power effects, but retain levels of agency in the production and 

transformation of stocks of knowledge, individually and collectively (Keller, 2010).  This is 

where the distinction of intercultural space is critical. 

Consequently, the examination of dynamics of social interaction between schools and 

HLMF must consider not only specific language exchanges between social actors, but also the 

broader context.  Communicative interaction encompasses stocks of knowledge relied upon or 

“taken into account” and knowledge produced in communicative interaction.  Because the 

process is both contingent and interdependent, scrutiny of interpretive practices must be 

observed and analyzed. The locus of inquiry lies in the utterance seeking to convey meaning, the 

perception of that utterance in the context of its transmission and prior knowledge, and derived 

meaning as reflected in corresponding communicative utterances or action, including the 

potential choice of inaction.  

Inquiry under SKAD seeks to examine and understand discursive formation. To do so, it 

looks to describe a relationship between discourses and various social actors: speaker positions, 

subject positions or identities, and social actors. Individuals (and collectives) may assume and 

interpret positions or roles of legitimate speech or “speaker positions” in certain contexts with 

the acquisition of appropriate “qualification,” as that may be interpreted or received by other 

social actors. “Subject positions” are processes or patterns of subjectivation generated in 

discourse and related to addressees of speech acts. Social actors interpret speaker positions and 

subject positions in context and in process based upon their individual competences. They 
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“accept, effect, translate, adopt, use or oppose” them and instantiate discourse which can be 

empirically investigated (Keller, 2005, pg. 55). In this way, it is theoretically possible to explore 

HLMF motivations and actions, as well as the factors taken into account in building up actions. 

Instances of contestation regarding speaker positions and qualification therefore may also 

indicate dislocation (dys)regard.  

Research Design 

Focus Upon Apparent Needs and Goals 

The structured multiple-case study asks HLMF participant families to share their 

experiences, understandings and expectations regarding interactions with public schooling of 

their children. It also asks them to express levels of confidence and perceived social distance 

between themselves and schools. In view of discourses of “school accountability” and a Hispanic 

academic achievement gaps, all stakeholders have ostensibly similar interests in establishing 

cooperation in support of academic progress of language minority students. What factors cause 

schools and HLMF to fail to act or act in contravention of those needs and goals? 

 Recently, state-adopted legislation calling for publishing a list of “failing schools” and 

permitting families with students in such schools to receive tax credits for purposes of changing 

enrollment to non-failing public or private schools applies further pressure to schools. Departure 

of students from failing schools also means loss of funding which is dependent upon student 

enrollment.  In this light, cooperative and collaborative relations between school institutions, 

teachers and the families of students to enhance student academic performance would appear a 

logical priority.  

 Despite these driving pressures, actual experience as reflected in review of literature has 

not yielded significant examples of collaboration. The contradiction warrants study in new 
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arrival regions to examine the dynamics of school-HLMF interaction for purposes of 

understanding how these stakeholders remain distanced. The research design, therefore, is 

intended to elicit information in various forms to reveal the complex communicative interactions 

between participant HLMF and schools. More specifically, the study design seeks to explore not 

only what the participants say, but what HLMF perceive, interpret and do with respect to 

interaction between HLMF and schools. Documentary and interview data are used to explore 

how HLMF regard schools and perceive themselves to be regarded by school institutions and 

agents.  The focus of inquiry is upon what is taken into account as HLMF seek to understand and 

respond to events related to their relationship with public school institutions. 

Phases of Study 

 The study design is a sequential progression and involving semi-structured interviews 

intended to elicit information about participant backgrounds, their experience with public schools 

and their impressions of how they view and believe they are perceived by schools as potential 

collaborators in a family school relationship. Once recruited and screened for eligibility criteria, 

participants will be involved in recorded interviews conducted in Spanish with guided topics, but 

with latitude to elaborate on events, issues and thoughts relating to the education of their children 

and interactions with schooling.  Those interviews will be transcribed and translated for analysis. 

 The information and data collected from schools serve as a backdrop and part of the 

context being interpreted and responded to by participants.  Such information is not intended to 

represent what the school’s actual intent may have been, but can illuminate participant 

perceptions and possible language influences. For example, if a participant believes information 

about a school policy is not accessible, examination of school public websites and other 

communications in the district might confirm whether such information was transmitted, and if 
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so whether it was posted only in English. It may be established that the information was 

communicated generally by the school. However, the manner in which information may or may 

not be accessible to HLMF when made available to others may have symbolic significance to 

HLMF participants as they construct understandings of the school family relationship. 

 Once collected, data was coded and analyzed in relation to the conceptual framework and 

research questions. Where actions by the school in relation to a participant reveal discourse or 

habitus of school practices and values, participant interpretation and reactions to such events 

may reflect symbolic interaction. Observations as to apparent differences in expectations, norms 

and beliefs about relationships and interactions with schools are noted. In addition, the role of 

language difference is explored and how language policy may be influencing the distance 

between HLMF and schools based upon experiences of participants. However, a comprehensive 

examination of language policies is beyond the scope of this study and would require examining 

development and implementation of policy within the schools in addition to the impact and 

perceptions of such policies externally on language minority families.  

 Recruitment and access. The first phase of study involve the recruitment, screening and 

selection of participants and the identification of school institutions with whom the selected 

HLMF participants may interact for purpose of a school and family relationship.  The first step 

was to explore means of access to Hispanic community in the target area of study. Although 

potentially more challenging, the decision was taken to search among the broader community 

rather than seek participants from referrals by school personnel. The latter approach may have 

unduly limited the pool of participants to families deemed favorable by school officials. 

Similarly, recruitment from a local Hispanic advocacy group was avoided because such 

participants might have limited the pool to families with anti-school agendas. As with many 
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ethnographic research projects, the more effective way to recruit participants from a community 

is to seek some level of immersion within that community an allow connections to arise more 

organically. 

 A center of the Hispanic community within the area is a large Catholic church which 

conducts a separate Mass in Spanish, has a priest who speaks Spanish and has some Hispanic 

staff. This focal point of the community would not necessarily provide access to the entire 

Hispanic community, some may not attend church or be of another faith, but traditions of 

Catholicism among Hispanics from Mexico and Central America as well as family orientations 

suggested that this access point would be the best available. By attending Mass and speaking 

with the Hispanic nun and Spanish speaking priest about the nature of the research project, word 

was disseminated and some interest arose.  As individuals approached or were sought out as 

potential participants based upon referrals, greater awareness of the project led to a “snowball” 

effect that generated a pool of potential study participants. 

 Initial recruitment took place by word of mouth and through distribution of IRB approved 

information sheets, in Spanish and English, which summarized the research project. Those 

responding to initial contacts were asked to fill out profile sheets that gave basic demographic 

characteristics and contact information for possible follow up.  As provided in the IRB protocol, 

appropriate notifications and informed consent documentation were employed, including 

assurances of anonymity as appropriate. Based upon these contact and profile sheets, it was 

possible to make contact with those who fit study criteria and determine whether there was 

genuine interest in participation. While this recruitment process was under way, the principal 

investigator also served as an instructor in a church based program of ESL classes for Hispanic 

adults. This exposure to members of the community, not connected to the research project, 
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allowed Hispanic community members to become acquainted with the principal investigator and 

for those interested in the research project to make their own determinations whether to agree to 

participate.  

 An additional access issue involves the natural confluence of communication and 

decision making by HLMF within the cultural community. The literature suggests that within 

many Hispanic communities access is regulated by unofficial community leaders who may 

advise or determine whether contact and cooperation with an outsider individual is deemed 

socially acceptable. It is not uncommon to seek the advice of extended family and other 

community members, particularly elders, regarding ways to manage affairs or resolve issues 

(Valdés, 1996). Working through such “gatekeepers” is often critical to gaining access and trust 

for research projects. Although there were a number of persons observed within the church based 

community who commanded obvious respect from other community members, such a gatekeeper 

was not obvious. Nevertheless, the level of reception and acceptance shown toward the principal 

investigator indicated that a positive judgment had been made, even if it was not possible to 

identify the source of such approval. 

  From the pool of potential participants, the goal and approved protocol of the 

study was to find 3-5 participants. Some potential participants were eliminated because of their 

unavailability on follow up or difficulty in making reliable contact indicated a high risk of non-

completion of study participation tasks. Some potential participants were reluctant because they 

expressed concern that they did not know enough, that what they might have to say was not 

important enough, or that their English was too poor.  While none of these reasons would have 

disqualified them as participants, especially because they were parents with children in school 

and the research would be conducted in Spanish, their obvious expression of discomfort 
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indicated that other participants might be more suitable. One concern, that community members 

may not understand that the research was not to be conducted by a government “official,” did not 

appear to arise.  If it was considered, those persons made no attempt to contact during the 

recruitment process.  Although an initial goal of 3 participants was considered sufficient, the 

recruiting process yielded approximately 13 participant families deemed potentially suitable and 

interested, and the ultimate number was reduced to 5 participants. 

 Once the group of participants was identified, the schools that their children have 

attended were identified so that general information and documents made available in those 

districts regarding disclosures to parents about school policies and programs could be gathered. 

As anticipated, the schools involved were primary and middle schools because children of 

participants were young. They had been enrolled in kindergarten upon arrival or aged into the 

school system following immigration. In some cases, participants had more than one child in the 

school system, which provided numerous and often different types of interactions with schools. 

The following chart illustrates the information collection process for the study:  

Table 1 
Data Collection Protocols  
Type of Data  Collection Modes  Purpose  
Documentary  School policies, relevant 

legislation, school websites, 
public media (advertisements, 
news articles, posters, signage, 
etc.) handouts, letters to parents  

Background information, 
discourse analysis  

Interviews  Preliminary profile 
questionnaires, semi-structured 
interviews  

Objective history of events, 
interpretation and lived 
experience, stocks of 
knowledge, discourse analysis  

Member checking  Semi-structured reflective 
interviews  

Reflexive interpretation; stocks 
of knowledge, discourse 
analysis  
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 Participant interviews. The next phase of investigation involved semi-structured 

interviews with HLMF participants. The interviews were conducted in a small conference room 

in the church offices building typically used for catechism classes. Except for a few interruptions 

when the door was left open, the setting was quiet. Investigator and participants sat at a 

conference table and a dictation recorder was used. In addition, a video recording was 

simultaneously made of some interviews to capture participant expressions and body language. 

Prior to conducting the interviews, the plan was to allow for two interview sessions. The 

reasoning was that it was not clear how much time would be required to cover interview topics. 

The idea was to limit length of a session to avoid participant fatigue. In addition, two sessions 

would allow time for participants to reflect, and if necessary allow more time to build trust so 

participants could open up. However, after the first two participants had completed the 

interviews of approximately forty-five minutes, it appeared that the process could be completed 

in one longer session of approximately one hour and twenty minutes. This was more convenient 

for the participants as well as the project because of difficulty arranging meeting times. 

With permission from participants, the interviews were recorded on either a Sony or 

Phillips dictation recorder that created digital files that could be downloaded to a computer for 

transcription. In addition, JVC and Panasonic digital video recorders were used to capture video 

recordings of some interviews. The audio tracks of the video recordings served as a backup for 

audio recordings, and the video tracks served to assist in translation of transcripts as well as to 

support field notes regarding participant expressions and body language. 

The primary objective for interviews was description of communicative interaction 

experience between the public school and HLMF. Participants were questioned regarding their 

understanding of the interactions and their perception of the nature of the relationship between 
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school and HLMF as affected by the interactions. Prior to addressing recent interactions with the 

schools, participants were asked to describe their own personal experience with school and the 

relationships their parents and family of origin had with schools. Following discussion of 

specific encounters, participants were asked to reflect and describe their thoughts and ideas 

regarding what they as parents might do to improve the relationship with their children’s school. 

In addition, they were asked what they thought the school might do to address issues and 

improve relationships between school and parents. 

In summary, the interviews were semi-structured and directed toward eliciting not only 

factual or objective recollection of encounters between schools and HLMF, but also subjective 

impressions, meanings derived from such encounters and how the combination of experience and 

subjective perception resulted in knowledge production. Interviewing HLMF participants was 

selected as the most suitable means of exploring phenomenological data concerning their 

experiences and meanings derived from their personal interpretation of encounters with 

schooling of their children. “In focusing the interview on the experienced meanings of the 

subject’s life world, phenomenology has been relevant for clarifying the mode of understanding 

in a qualitative research interview” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009, p. 30).  

To avoid falling into the trap of researcher assuming as normative that which is to be 

researched, it was necessary to suspend judgment, as much as possible. The goal was to describe 

experiences as constructed and understood by the subject, “bracketing” or suspending 

researcher’s common sense and scientific foreknowledge about the phenomenon.  Where 

participants described school actions or statements, care was taken not to try to interpret what the 

researcher thought the school might be doing, and to the extent possible simply note what the 

participant related as observation or understanding of what happened. In so doing, the researcher 
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approached the subject matter trying not to think but to see, and to describe matters through 

“open description” (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009; Merleau-Ponty, 1962). 

On occasions, the researcher would ask whether an event that typically occurs with 

schools took place or is recalled by participant.  For example, receipt of a parent/student 

guidebook of school policies, or whether there was an Open House. The purpose was merely to 

probe the participant’s recollection rather than to rationalize school actions. In some cases the 

event did not happen, or was not recalled. In others, the event may have happened but was not 

significantly noted by participant.  

The actual technique of interviewing is complex and fraught with potential obstacles. In 

an informative article, Beaunae, Wu and Koro-Ljungberg explore complications encountered as 

researchers seeking to elicit data through the interview process (2011). Some of the concerns 

include the relative power relations between researcher and subject, the need to establish rapport 

with interviewee, subject concerns about misinterpretation or misuse of statements, and concerns 

about identity and performativity. Despite background research and preparation for the interview 

process, the researcher must be mindful that initially researcher and subject have nothing in 

common. None of these potential problems will preclude phenomenological interview research, 

but the quality and success of results may depend upon the degree to which the researcher is 

attentive to their influence. 

As noted, the participant interviews were semi-structured to guide discussion along a 

progression of topics but also to allow participants flexibility and encouragement to discuss 

thoughts, ideas and experiences related to the topics addressed or questions asked. Participants 

usually followed the progression of the topical organization, but some would offer comments or 

relate events that were not in the order of progression. In such cases, the participant comment 
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was explored as to content and relevance, and then the interview would return to the structured 

format.  The following are the topics of the interview structure:15 

• Background of family of origin; personal school experience and level of 
education; and relationship between school and parents 
 

• Experiences and encounters with public school in the United States; navigation of 
enrollment; communication with schools regarding student performance and 
school procedures, programs and policies; and issues of language or translation 
 

• Understanding and reactions or responses to communications from or interactions 
with school 
 

• Participant’s view of the school and its personnel with regard to fulfillment of the 
role of the school in providing education to their children 
 

• Participant’s understanding or impression of how the school perceives them as 
parents and as partners in a joint effort to educate the children; “how important to 
the school does it appear to you that you are involved and your children get the 
best education?” ( all based upon participant background and experiences) 

 
School based data. Public schools can vary substantially in their communicative tone 

and relationships established with students and families. Most schools, however, have routine 

initiatives to provide information and communicate with parents in the form of welcoming 

packets, handbooks, open houses, parent-teacher conferences and other typical modes of school 

to family communication. If the school has a parent teacher organization, this too could be a 

potential resource for school relationships with parents, including HLMF. Communications, 

policies and data of these types collected were subjected to discourse analysis according to the 

methodological framework. For purposes of the limited scope of this study, however, collection 

of school data was confined to information that is issued or disseminated publicly as a 

constructed and projected image of the school to the public and parents of school children. 

                                                 
15 A copy of the Interview protocol script outline is contained in Appendix E. 
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Teachers are another source of information and communicative interaction between 

schools and HLMF. Their understanding of school policies and their personal dispositions and 

expectations for language minority students in class can be conveyed through documents, oral 

communication and actions. Some teachers are very compliant with established school policies 

and practices regarding outreach to student families. Other teachers may take a more or less 

active role with regard to establishing school-family connections than is prescribed by official 

school policies and institutional discourse. Some teachers view language minority students as 

problematic in the classroom. Others may view family contacts as burdensome, unnecessary or 

intrusive upon their roles as educators.  

Teachers are primary agents of the school and both reflect and constitute speaker 

positions of schools as discourse is conveyed to HLMF. As such, their actions constitute 

projected school identity and disposition experienced by HLMF. In any case, the information 

communicated and actions of teachers that have interacted with participants, in addition to the 

modes of communication with HLMF, are important to the study and analysis of interaction. The 

inquiry is limited to what the teacher said and did in the capacity as agent of the school and does 

not extend to exploration of what the teacher may have meant or intended to convey by such 

communication or actions. 

Interviews of the specific classroom teachers of the children of participants has been 

considered and rejected for the practical reason that incorporation of this element in the research 

design may have a significant negative impact upon participant recruitment. While inquiry that 

would explore teacher intent relating to specific interactions with the respective participant 

family and be potentially useful, HLMF fear of potential retaliation by the teacher against their 

child would discourage participation. Finding participant families with a student in a classroom 
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with sufficient Hispanic students to protect anonymity in the context of local demographics 

would be infeasible. While the number of Hispanic children in schools is substantial, they are 

dispersed and there are few in each classroom. The potential benefit of exploring specific teacher 

intent is outweighed by risk to participant anonymity and  of discouraging HLMF participation 

and candor. 

Transcription, translation and organization of data. A deliberate and strategic 

decision was made to conduct interviews in Spanish. Since participants are native Spanish 

speakers and the researcher is a semi-fluent Spanish speaker conducting the interviews in the 

participant’s language provides the option for participants to express their experiences, 

observations and reflections in Spanish, if preferred.  Providing for expression in their native 

tongue could facilitate more free expression of ideas and attitudes. Such expression might be 

masked or distorted in the process of attempting to represent what participants think in a second 

language. In addition, the potential for accessing participant experiences, thoughts and ideas 

would be more limited with interviews conducted through an interpreter who had to mediate 

each question and response.  

Moreover, there would likely be symbolic significance to a study protocol that appeared 

to seek authentic experiences and impressions of Hispanic families while privileging English as 

the operative medium of communication. This would pose a relative power differential issue 

both in the subject matter being discussed and in the research process itself. If the participants 

choose to speak in English, there may be translational issues, but an element of coercive framing 

would be reduced. The ability to comment both upon the content of the information elicited and 

the process of research in their mother tongue may also enhance confidence in the reciprocity of 
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the research process. Accordingly, the interviews were conducted and recorded in Spanish 

language. 

The recordings of each participant interview was downloaded to a computer file and 

categorized by participant in separate folders.  The digital file of the interview recording was 

then played back through a transcriber application that facilitated transcription into a document 

record of the interview. These Spanish transcriptions were then translated to English. All 

transcriptions and translations were placed in electronic file folders, separated by participant 

designation, along with digital recording of interviews.  Each such folder thus provides access to 

the interview data for each participant from digital recording through English translation. 

In addition, copies of interview transcripts and translations were placed in a binder, again 

separated by participant designation. These copies were supplemented with field notes for each 

participant and used to determine what if any clarification might be necessary of helpful from 

participants in a member checking session.  When discussion with participants yielded 

clarification of additional information, such additional data would be noted on the binder copy 

and added to the respective file folder copy as a notation of clarification or addition.  

 This multipurpose step process serves to correct omissions, to identify translation issues 

and to confirm intended meanings. Language differences involved in research interviews called 

for confirmation that the translation was as close as possible to the participant’s intended 

statements. Because no communication can be truly repeated (Kvale & Brinkmann, 2009), it is 

understood that this review and member checking process may yield thoughts and impressions 

by HLMF (and other) participants based upon reflection on their interpretation of their prior 

statements. These reflections would supplement initial response data. Such information is useful 
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in trying to reach an understanding of participant impressions and stocks of knowledge taken into 

account in constructing interpretations of discursive events and responding to them.  

SKAD makes distinction among different kinds of practices that may surface from the 

data (Keller, 2007). Discursive practices are of interest primarily for their active involvement in 

the communicative process, as they may be influenced, resisted, transformed or produced 

through social interactions. Stocks of knowledge are contemporaneously transformed and 

produced in relation to such discursive practices. Non-discursive practices are important to 

distinguish because of their purely incidental and non-symbolic role. Such practices may be 

acknowledged and observed but not considered relevant or important to how schools or 

participants regard each other. For example, schools may have an accepted starting time, but 

unless starting time is a point of contestation or a culturally significant factor, it would be a non-

discursive practice. Model practices are discursive practices that are deemed by social actors to 

be exemplary or preferred ways of being or thinking, which may be embedded in discourses or 

contested in intercultural spaces. Notions of what schools consider to be “good students” may be 

an example of model practices, even when the definition of a “good student” for HLMF may 

differ and be a potentially significant issue of contestation and negotiation.    

It is important to note that SKAD does not seek to identify any singular meaning or 

“primary” interpretation or discourse among many. Construction and navigation within life-

worlds is not so simplistic. As noted previously, social actors move among discursive fields. 

Moreover, as indicated by critical events in the study design, hermeneutic investigation of 

symbolic interpretation and sense-making which drives interactions requires reflexivity. Initial or 

superficial responses regarding the significance of communications or events may lead, upon 

reflection, to deeper meanings and understandings which shape behaviors and communicative 
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interaction. SKAD does not seek “ultimate truth” but rather explores those interpretations and 

meanings which social actors deem significant in the dynamic process of continuing 

communicative interaction and formation of social relations. For this reason, open ended 

questions were used that gave participants opportunity to express those things they “took into 

account” regarding the interaction and which may have shaped their subjective interpretation. 

The process of transcription and translation, therefore, must be sensitive not only to the 

literal communicative interaction, but also to expressions of attitude and disposition that may be 

attending them. The goal is not to attempt “mind reading” of participants, indeed the process of 

interviewing should follow up with direct questioning of participants where information 

disclosed indicates that a deeper meaning may be involved. When a participant expresses 

satisfaction, frustration, confusion or other attitude in connection with an interaction with the 

school, an interview objective was to inquire about details to elicit the basis for that disposition. 

When the process of transcription and translation leaves substantial questions as to the events 

that transpired or participant interpretation of such events, member checking was undertaken to 

seek possible clarification.  

In addition to direct interview data from HLMF participants, the structure, nature and 

content of communicative interaction between HLMF and schools will be investigated using 

related sources of information. An area of major interest in the study is the communication and 

discourse emanating from public school institutions concerning school relationships with HLMF. 

The specific schools of attendance for children of participant HLMF would be examined for 

study purposes if possible without compromising HLMF identity. Schools have generally 

established policies regarding school and family communications and in some instances have 

formalized programs or initiatives for attempting to establish some form of relationship with 
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families of enrolled students.16 The lack of any communication interface to bridge language 

differences could also have symbolic significance to HLMF. This inquiry would relate to an 

entire school district where specific school practices and policies are of general application. 

Data Coding 
 

 The transcripts of interviews were treated by open coding guided by topics of interest 

suggested by the research questions. Each transcript was read multiple times with highlighting of 

statements that indicated specifics of participant interactions with schools or statements that 

indicated participant reaction or interpretation of such interactions. For example, if the 

participant described an initial encounter with the school to be frustrating or problematic, that 

statement would be highlighted and might constitute a data point concerning participant’s regard 

for the school as a more challenging entity for future interaction. A participant statement about 

feeling anxious or fearful of approaching the school with a concern about their child’s education 

might comprise a data point concerning participant interpretation of interaction experiences.  

 This process of coding was conducted based upon topics for each research question, 

resulting in multiple topics relating to each question. Those topics relating to the second research 

question regarding the potential consequences of (dys)regard focus more upon participant 

understanding and subjective interpretation of the importance of certain interactions with 

schools. For example, when a participant’s expectation or desire to learn more information about 

school policies and practices meets with school based informational meetings in English, with no 

apparent attempt made to provide an interpreter, the participant’s interpretation of that 

development may be a data point regarding belief about how Hispanics are being regarded by the 

schools. Differing perceptions of the same performance by the HLMF student could be an 

                                                 
16 Any such programs specifically related to language minority student families would be of particular interest with 
regard to content, underlying policy and mode of dissemination. Although such a program exists in Birmingham 
Alabama, none were found in the study area. 
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example of substantial misalignment or (dys)regard. For example, if the HLMF parent believes 

that the child lags because of poor English proficiency and the teacher indicates belief the child 

is just a poor student due to not paying attention and lack of parental support there is (dys)regard.  

 On subsequent passes through the data, thematic or axial coding was employed to 

highlight those characteristics suggested by the literature and incorporated in the research design 

that might suggest (dys)regard: sociocultural, sociolinguistic or political. Some overlaps occur in 

coding as they do in the intercultural space. For example, a failure of a school to provide 

interpreter services would be coded as sociolinguistic (because the lack of such services 

complicates the ability to communicate across language barriers) but also political (because the 

failure or refusal to provide services exerts a power position and symbolic message regarding 

what is privileged). 

These categories helped to identify data that illustrates these categories which are points 

of potential contestation between the discursive and systemic processes of school practices and 

the intersubjective beliefs and actions of HLMF. In some instances, those areas of intersection 

may produce no apparent conflict, as when the school and HLMF parents fail to comprehend 

each other, each failing to recognize or understand the needs or intent of the other. From the 

thematic coding arose different types of (dys)regard with identifiable characteristics. 

Analysis of Information  

Given the multiplicity of interests, beliefs, values and expectancies that might arise from 

interview discussions, a preferable analytic approach would allow themes to emerge from data 

inquiry rather than proceed from an attempt to conform data to preconceived thematic categories. 

Certain classifications and typifications may then be applied to organize the data for purpose of 

analysis. For example, certain observations may be more subjective and others more objective 
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reports of experience. Of course, some statements and observations will contain both elements. 

Some comments may refer to perceived structure and rules, while others may reflect attitudes 

and dispositions respecting rules, norms or judgments driven by structures. In all cases, care 

must be taken to listen intently and carefully with interpretation and analytics held in abeyance to 

the extent possible during data collection. 

The conceptual framework posits understandings of interactions between schools and 

HLMF based upon participant backgrounds, experiences, values and expectations that diverge 

from normative school discourse and practices. This divergence reflects (dys)regard as between 

schools and HLMF. Both spheres interact with each other with somewhat differing frames of 

reference and modes of interpretation, without either participant fully dominating the other.  The 

data analysis process, therefore, does not presume what the types of difference are, but rather 

seeks to allow the differences to emerge from observations and data.  The conceptual framework 

contends that such divergences can be observed and may help explain the lack of convergence 

and collaboration between schools and HLMF when their mutual underlying interests would 

seem to militate toward greater social proximity and cooperation. 

Central questions in the study are whether (dys)regard that is theoretically posited in the 

conceptual framework is suggested or supported by the data. If so, what does (dys)regard look 

like and how does it influence social distancing between schools and HLMF?  The analysis of 

data should bring together the data, the background of research literature and the conceptual 

framework to contextualize, illustrate and explain the phenomenon and its potential implications. 

Data Collection Issues 

 Each form of data and the means by which data was collected to effectuate the study 

carried issues and challenges. This section will briefly touch upon issues relating to data 
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collection in study. The issue of access to participants and to candid exploration of their 

interactions with schools is quite substantial in the context of the present study. It is to be 

expected that language and cultural difference may create challenges to accessing an insular 

group of recent immigrant Hispanic language minority families.  

 The primary language of the HLMF participants is likely to be Spanish, with English as a 

second language at some level of proficiency.17 The obvious concern would be translational and 

whether the interviewee understands the questions and topics of discussion and inquiry. Since the 

researcher is reasonably fluent in Spanish, this obstacle may be somewhat lowered. However, 

some dialects spoken by participants complicated clear translation and transcription.  

 Another facet of the access issue relates to gathering information about public schools 

and school personnel. There are legitimate concerns about confidentiality and protection of 

student information and records that may be revealed or described in the data collection process. 

Appropriate steps should be considered to anonymize the schools where participant children 

attend, as discussion of specific incidents and interactions addressed by HLMF parents to 

illustrate their experiences might be traceable back to their children from reading the study when 

there are few Hispanic students in each school in the area. 

 A significant challenge for obtaining information through interviews was clarification of 

researcher positionality. Beyond the question of researcher perspective on research issues and 

intent underlying the inquiry, perceptions of the researcher and his role by the interviewees may 

influence the data obtained through interview techniques. Some participants may view schools 

with suspicion, and others might view the researcher as an ally or advocate to assist in correcting 

real and perceived problems with school interactions. The researcher can never be entirely 

                                                 
17  It must be noted that among the Hispanic community from which participants are drawn there are immigrants 
from Mexico, Guatemala, Nicaragua and Honduras. Thus for some immigrant families, in addition to dialect 
differences, Spanish may be a second language.   
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neutral. In this instance he has no responsibility for school actions and no authority to change or 

correct such actions. The semi-structured interview is a technique chosen to address this 

problem. Highly structured interviews would not allow the flexibility to respond to these 

nuanced concerns and remove potential obstacles to data collection on critical research issues.  

 Although there are limits on data collection due to time and resources, the process 

involves some recursion as elements and questions arise and become more pertinent during the 

data collection process. The interview process will logistically facilitate recursion. Responses by 

participants should point to areas and issues they deem most significant, allowing for further 

inquiry into those specific areas in extended interviews or in follow up member checking when 

possible.  
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CHAPTER FIVE 

RESEARCH DATA AND FINDINGS 

Research Data 

 Information was gathered about participant lived experiences and perceptions through 

semi-structured interviews with open ended questions and follow-up that enabled participants to 

elaborate. This participant data was backgrounded by generally available information from 

schools in districts where participants’ children attend. Such data indicate how the institutions 

present to the public through measures and sources available to the public, rather than specific 

inquiry about interaction with HLMF.18 The primary objective was to explore HLMF participant 

experiences with schools, their interpretations of what such encounters represented, and what 

behaviors followed based upon HLMF interpretations of such events. The following descriptions 

are summaries of hours spent probing HLMF experiences and actions, as well as their beliefs and 

interpretations. 

 Pursuant to study protocol, interviews were recorded, transcribed and translated to 

English. The interviews followed a general topical protocol to assure that the same or similar 

matters were inquired about in all participant interviews.  Responses varied in participant 

elaboration based upon individual participant experiences or because the participant considered a 

particular topic of more significance. Field notes generated during interviews helped in the 

translation process and to note interview dynamics that might relate to participant information. 

                                                 
18 As described in the conceptual framework and methodology chapters, the scope of this study focuses upon HLMF 
experiences and perceptions of encounters with public schools. A logical extension of the study would address the 
motivations, perceptions and intent behind school personnel actions or inaction. But that is beyond scope of the 
present investigation. 



 

145 
 

All interviews were recorded on digital audio recorder and some interviews were also recorded 

by video recorder. These visual recordings assisted with translation and interpretation of 

participant responses. Where questions arose regarding transcription and translation, either 

because of clarity of recording or need for more detail or clarification about participant 

responses, member checking was undertaken when possible. The following chart describes the 

stages of information gathering used. 

Table 2  
 
Stages of Research Data Collection 
Stage Action Purpose 

Recruitment & 
Screening 

Access to potential participants, screen 
for basic information and study criteria 

Determine participant interest in project and 
educational system and voluntary commitment to 
complete study process 

Interviews Preliminary profile questionnaires, 
semi-structured interviews 

Objective history of events, interpretation and lived 
experience, discourse analysis  

Documents Gather publicly available information 
from relevant school districts 

Obtain public representation of ways school provide 
information and in what form  

Member 
Checking 

Semi-structured follow-up; reflective 
interviews 

Reflexive interpretation; clarification; stocks of 
knowledge, discourse analysis 

 

Las Historias 

 Understanding the background and circumstances of the participants is vital to grasping 

their interpretation and reaction to encounters and relationships with schools (Keller 2010). To 

provide a reasonable portrait of HLMF participants requires that their “stories” (las historias) be 

told rather than mere chronological recitation or description of isolated events.  The vantage 

point one has invariably shapes and colors experience and one’s perceptions of such experience. 

In exploring the “go-along” (participatory observation) as an ethnographic qualitative research 

tool, Kusenbach noted that transcendent aspects of in situ lived experience can be better captured 

by exploring environment, context, spatial practices and social realms (Kusenback, 2003).  Road 

signs are symbolic encounters, but cannot depict a road trip experience.  Motivation, destination, 
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urgency, companionship and mode of transportation influence how symbols are interpreted and 

how the traveler reacts to them during the journey.  Context shapes and conveys meaning. 

 Similarly, chronological recitation of HLMF encounters with schools alone provides 

insufficient context for appreciating HLMF lived experiences and their reactions. What is more 

relevant and useful is a profile that encompasses their personal histories, encounters with public 

education personnel and institutions and their dispositions that shape their interpretations and 

reactions. Thus, we begin with the stories of HLMF participants. (Pseudonyms are used to 

protect the identities of participants.)       

Mariana & Nicolas 

 Mariana and her child are immigrants from Mexico who came to the area approximately 

four years ago. While Nicolas is referenced in Mariana’s profile, he was not described as a 

participant in any of Mariana’s encounters with schools.  Mariana works in a custodial services 

position at a university building.  Because Mariana is the one in the family who attends to and 

makes decisions regarding education, she was interviewed. She presents as an amiable woman 

and mother deeply concerned about the education of her child, displaying humility and 

sometimes embarrassment with her limited ability to communicate and support the education of 

her child. Her first experience with public education in the United States was in Alabama, where 

the study was conducted. We will return to the details of interactions with Southeastern United 

States schools, but note for present purposes that this experience was her first and only encounter 

with public schooling since leaving Mexico.  

 Mariana grew up in a small town in Mexico and attended government funded school 

through 8th grade. She attended 6 years of primary school (“primaria”), and then two years in 
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what is called an open school (“escuela abierta”) which convened in the afternoons three times a 

week.  

Yo fuí a una escuela que es en un pueblito en México, es un pueblito.  Entonces en 
aquellos tiempos había nada más un maestro para todos los niveles, primero, segundo, 
tercero, cuarto… Solo uno para todos niveles. Y entonces la educación era muy lenta, no 
aprendíamos bien porque era...nos da una clase para todos. Entonces ya nos iba 
separando por grupos de primero, segundo, tercero y pues nos iba 20 minutos en un 
grupo y 20 minutos en otro y así va el maestro porque nada más era un maestro. 
 
[I went to school in a small town in Mexico, a village. In those times, there was only one 
teacher for all of the grade levels, first, second, third, fourth. Only one for all the levels. 
And so the education was very slow, we did not learn well because there was...they 
taught one class for all of us. And so they separated us into groups of first, second and 
third and then would come and teach twenty minutes in one group and then twenty 
minutes in another, and so it went for the teacher because there was only one.]  

 
She had siblings who attended school in the same manner and recounts the learning as slow and 

very lacking as she now looks back at it.  

“Pero le digo antes, la educación era muy... yo siento que era muy lenta... pero, no sé, 
siento que nos faltó mucho, que no había computadoras allá, no había nada.”   
 
[“But as I said before, the education was very... I felt it was very slow... but I don’t know, 
I feel that we lacked a lot of things, there were no computers there, there was nothing”]. 

 
When she was in fifth grade, the people of the town made demands for additional teachers which 

they got after Mariana had left the school. The open school was in a larger town. Mariana rates 

her own academic performance as an average student, not high or low.  

“Pues fue no muy abajo y ni muy arriba, más o menos,  en medio.” 

 [“Well, I was not very low, nor was I very high, more or less I was in the middle.”]

 Mariana’s father died when she was very young and so her mother had to work all the 

time to provide for the family. The children’s grandmother (“abuelita”) saw them off to school 

and made sure that they did their homework after returning home from school. There was not 

much communication between her mother and the school. If issues arose, such as a student 
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needing help, not doing required work, not learning the material or not paying sufficient attention 

to studies, the teacher would send home a paper for the parent to sign for the student to return. 

Students receive major assessments only once per year to tell whether they passed on to the next 

grade level. Failure to demonstrate adequate progress meant a child would repeat the year until 

progress was shown. 

 In instances of comportment, if a student misbehaved, the teacher would sometimes 

reprimand the student physically.  

 Y eso si cuando nos comportamos mal, nos da uno.... nos castigaba muy fuerte aquí en 
 ellos tiempos. Sí, los maestros nos pegaban. (Laughs)  Nos agarraban de las orejas o de 
 las mejillas... si no comportamos bien, nos castigaba.  
 
 [And there, if we behaved badly, we would get…We were punished severely in those 
 times. Yes, the teachers would hit us. (Laughs) They would grab us by the ear or by the 
 cheek... If we did not behave properly, they would punish us.] 
 
This form of corporal punishment was accepted between schools and parents in her town at the 

time. Mariana was surprised to learn corporal punishment is currently legal in the school her 

child currently attends. Mariana ended her schooling to begin working because the 

demands of work on her mother and the lack of money for the family. Her father had died when 

she was very small and her mother was alone. Mariana wanted to continue school, but saw how 

much her mother suffered.  

Entonces me tuvo que trabajar muy pequeña. A los 12 años tuvo que trabajar. Y yo 
quiero que si quiere estudiar, pero yo veía mi mama como sufría ella por trabajar y llevar 
dinero a la casa. Eso, entonces le dije que yo voy a trabajar.  
 
[And so I had to work when I was very young. At twelve years old I had to go to work. 
And I loved, yes I wanted to study, but I could see how my mother was suffering working 
to bring home money. That is how it was, and so I told her that I am going to work.] 
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In addition, for her to continue school would have required additional money for transportation, 

meals, books and other costs.  She realized that the family lacked money and could not justify 

the additional expense required to continue school.  

 When Mariana first arrived in the Southeast United States, she needed to register her son 

for kindergarten in approximately December. She did not speak English and did not know where 

or how to register her son. 

Bueno, la primera vez que mi hijo iba a Kinder. Yo [  ] información y yo tenía que fue 
allá, pero yo fuí como dos o tres veces a la escuela para preguntarles de cómo voy a 
inscribir mi hijo al Kinder. Pero me dijeron que no hay del día, no puedo inscribir en ese 
día, que fue otro día…. Y entonces, yo trate decir cuando yo fuí, ya no había culpa para 
mi hijo. Entonces me dijeron que no era culpa de mi hijo, porque ya me dijeron que él no 
podría entrar. Pero todo empezaban las clases pero mi hijo nunca había en la escuela. 
Entonces, no fue al Kinder. 
 
[Well, the first time was when my son was to go to kindergarten. I [  ] some information 
and I had to there, but I went two or three times to the school to ask about how to enroll 
my son in kindergarten. But they told me that it was the wrong day, I could not sign him 
up that day, that there was another day... And so I tried to explain what had happened 
when I went, it had not been the fault of my child. And so they said that it was not my 
son’s fault, because they had already told me that he could not enter. But all of the classes 
had started and my son was not in school. So, he did not go to kindergarten.] 

 
She was sent to the school to register, but was told that she could not and had to come back on 

another day. She did not understand fully, but had no choice but to try to come back as she was 

told. This same experience, being told to go away and come back on another date, happened two 

or three times. When she was able to actually talk to someone about enrolling her son, they told 

her there was no space for him in kindergarten. During the delay, there was a major tornado 

disaster in the area and all of Mariana’s belongings were lost, including her papers and 

identification for herself and her son. At this point, school became less a priority than trying to 

find a place to live and survive. 



 

150 
 

 With the help of a friend, she was able to get her son into school. Her son spoke no 

English and had been traumatized by the tornado, had trouble sleeping, and began wetting the 

bed. The school he was to attend was temporarily relocated to another school location because of 

the tornado damage. Mariana had to transport her son to and from school.  

Y él no hablaba inglés ni nada, entonces él era como un poquito tímido.  Él no tenía casi  
amigos porque siempre lo...yo trabajaba en la noche para ayudarlo en el día. Entonces 
como que no tuvo mucha relación con demás niños, al principio le emocionaba mucho de 
los niños. Pero ya después de un largo tiempo ya no lo como que se desesperaba, y no le 
gustaba que lo molestar a uno eso.  
 
[And he did not speak any English at all, and so he was a little shy. He had almost no 
friends because it was always...I worked nights so that I could help him during the day. 
And so he did not have much interaction with the rest of the children, and he was very 
emotional about the other children. But after a long time it was like he despaired, and he 
did not want to be bothered.] 
 

As he had no friends and spoke no English, she took a job working nights so she could help him 

during the day in school. At first, her son was excited about going to school to be with other 

children, but after a time he became isolated and gave up trying because of the frustration. 

 Her son’s teacher, a new and young teacher, would send home reports that Mariana’s son 

misbehaved, did not obey directions and did not do tasks assigned.  

“Y siempre tuviese problemas...siempre, siempre. De lejos siempre me llevaba él de la escuela 
porque se que la maestra se reía y los demás reían de el, y no quería ir a la escuela mi hijo.”  
 
[And they would have problems...always, always. Finally I would take my son to school because 
the teacher laughed and the rest of the children laughed at him, and he did not want to go.] 
  
The teacher and the other students would laugh and make fun of him. She was told that the 

teacher and the principal were very angry with her because of what was going on with her son.  

“[L]a maestra, la directora ya estaban enojadas muy fuerte con mío porque decían que yo no sé 
que estaba con mi hijo.” 
 
[The teacher and principal, they were very angry with me because they said that I did not know 
what was going on with my son.] 
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The teacher and principal spoke no Spanish.  The teacher  believed the child did understand what 

he was supposed to do, but was just being defiant. At some point a male teacher or administrator 

intervened to say that the boy was not a bad student, but simply did not understand the language 

and what he was being told to do.  

“Y dijo la maestra ‘no dices, que es que él sí se entiende’ dice que él no quiere hacer las cosas y 
es un niño muy desobediente.” 
 
[And the teacher said: ‘don’t say that, because he does understand’ She said that he does not 
want to do his assignments and he is a very disobedient child.] 
 
 These contradictory perceptions of the same circumstances suggest differing dispositions and 

values. 

 Another interaction with teachers arose when Mariana was told by a teacher that her child 

was “impulsive” and needed to be put on medication. Whether or not a teacher ethically should 

be telling a parent to put their child on medication, the teacher apparently believed the child had 

attention deficit issues. The HLMF parent had a very different view. First, from a cultural 

perspective, she stated that her beliefs did not accept just taking a pill for everything.  

Pero me decían que tenía que darle medicina... pero… pues, en nosotros somos un 
pueblo, entonces para darles medicina si como que... para que le voy a drogar. No más 
como un  droga adicto... o sea como que no estamos acostumbrado de eso de que ‘para 
todo una pastilla’ Si se duele la cabeza, una pastilla, que duele algo, una pastilla, todo es 
medicina, medicina, medicina.”  
 
[But they told me that I had to give him medication…but… well, for us, we are a people 
that to give medicine like that is like... like I am going to drug him. Almost like a drug 
addict... at least we are not accustomed to that - to give a pill for everything. If you have a 
headache, take a pill, if something hurts, a pill, everything is medicine, medicine, 
medicine!] 

 
 
 Second, the mother still believed that a large part of the problem was that her child did 

not speak English and was getting little support to help him learn the language. She preferred to 

enroll her child in a sport like karate to expend his excess energy, even though she did not know 
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how she would pay for it. Later, she said that the teacher and administrator became angry with 

her for being irresponsible about her child, and she was directed to the school social worker.  

“Por eso me mandaron a una trabajadora social. No se quien le mandaba, yo se que fue de la 
escuela... Por la razón de mi hijo que era... y yo pienso... porque no le quise dar la medicina.”  
 
[For that they made me go to a social worker. I don’t know who required it, but I know that it 
was someone from the school... For the reason that my child was... or so I think... because I did 
not want to give him the medication.] 
 
The reason was not explained to her, but she believed this was because she refused to put her son 

on medication. These were her interpretations based upon the actions and statements from the 

school personnel. 

 Her son ended the year with all “0’s” and still spoke no English. A teacher spoke to 

Mariana about her son being so far behind other students, and he was placed in a part time 

program with other students to help him learn English. He improved to the level of other students 

in that group, but the teacher again suggested medication. Mariana was told to go to a school 

recommended pediatrician who gave her a prescription without ever examining her son, which 

she did not trust.   

 When she gave her son the prescribed medication, he became ill and very sleepy. He 

would wake at night and be lethargic in school. She took her son to another doctor who actually 

examined her son and who ran tests.19 He told her they needed to be sure the child needed 

medication, and if so, what kind. After the exam and tests, he prescribed a different medication.  

Mariana says that the different medication does help some. Yet her son still has problems with 

English and reads very slowly.  

 As Mariana’s son began to improve his ability to read English, Mariana found that she 

was afraid that she could not help him and might be confusing him, because in some respects his 
                                                 
19 She did not know what the name of the test was, but from her description it appears to have been an EEG to 
measure brain and nervous system activity. 
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English was better than hers.  She would sometimes call a friend for help with pronunciation 

because she was unsure.  

“Pues yo no sé de hablar inglés, ni sé leer mucho.  Entonces mi hijo ya sabía un poquito 
más que yo. Pero no le poder ayudar más porque yo le confundo. Ese fue un problema 
bien grande mío porque se voy yo le leía, y leíamos los dos pero no,  él iba a leer con su 
maestra,  como yo supuestamente sé lo leía o estaba en el teléfono chequeando como se 
dice (mild laughter) mejor muy muy difícil para poder ayudarle. Entonces todo el ano yo 
estuvo pagando  clases de lectura.”   
 
[Well, I do not know how to speak English, or to read much. And so my son already 
knew more than me. But I was not able to help him more because I would confuse him. 
This was a big problem for me because I was going to have him read and we would read 
together, but no, he was going to read with his teacher, and I was supposed to know what 
he was reading or I would be on the telephone to find out what he was saying (mild 
laughter) and so it was very difficult to help him. And so for a whole year I was paying 
for classes in reading.] 
   

She believed that it would be better if he read with his teacher. She felt embarrassed by this, so 

she worked extra hours to pay for a tutor to work weekly with her son on reading. Mariana 

believed that her son’s regular teacher was not very interested in helping him learn English. 

Mariana reported that the teacher told her she would not hold class instruction back for a child 

that “was not paying attention.”  When the tutor demonstrated that her son could read at a 

sufficient speed and comprehension to pass, the teacher told Mariana that he did not pass her 

assessment of his reading ability. This confused both Mariana and the tutor. 

 Another instance of differing perception arose when Mariana’s son was being harassed 

by other students in class. They made fun of him, laughed at him and he reported to Mariana 

some of the rude things (“groseros”) they said to him. The teacher responded that all of the 

children play pranks on each other, which Mariana understood as an excuse that “boys will be 

boys.” Mariana observed behavior and speech of other children during visits to the school which 

she considered rude and inappropriate. When the teacher reported that her son used inappropriate 
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language, deeply embarrassed, Mariana put hot chilies in his mouth as punishment (a practice 

akin to washing mouth out with soap). When she did so, she said it broke her heart.  

“Puso chilles en su boca, con todo mi dolor de corazón.”  

[I put the chilies in his mouth, with complete pain in my heart.]    

She did not want people to think that she raised her son to say such things. Mariana told the 

teacher to inform her if her child misbehaved, as she knew he feared her wrath about bad 

comportment in school. While the school appeared to consider it a routine matter of behavioral 

discipline, Mariana interpreted the matter as concern for her son’s character as a person and her 

reputation as a mother. 

 Mariana learned that her son had been struck by other students and was crying, because 

the other student had demanded that her son tell him the Spanish name for girls’ intimate parts. 

Believing that saying such things was wrong, her son refused and so he was hit repeatedly. He 

would not reveal what “malas palabras” (bad words) were involved to the teacher when she tried 

to find out why he was crying, nor would he tell Mariana. After much coaxing and repeated 

assurances, her son revealed what happened and what he was asked to say. He had previously 

refused because he believed he would be punished for saying them, even when his mother asked 

him to do so.20 The other students blamed the entire incident on Mariana’s son.  They would hit 

or provoke Mariana’s son and then tell the teacher that he had caused the problem. The teacher 

apparently believed the other boys, or did not take time to fully inquire. Whether this response 

was ethnic bias or simply due to overload from a group of unruly students generally is unclear. 

 Mariana pursued the matter further by going to the school, because she could not 

understand why her child was crying so much. Yet she was receiving reports from the teacher 
                                                 
20 In religious instruction, Hispanic children in the Catholic community are taught that Jesus listens to their words. 
Thus, the child’s unwillingness to repeat “malas palabras” may have come from a religious inhibition beyond fear of 
punishment by his mother.  
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that her son was misbehaving. She found out from other students that a bigger boy had been 

bullying and hitting her son, but when this came to the attention of the teacher, the other boys 

again blamed it on her son. When confronted, the teacher told Mariana that she would look into 

the matter, but Mariana never found out whether the teacher ever contacted parents of the other 

students as Mariana believed would be appropriate. Mariana came to doubt or distrust that she 

really knew what was going on in school.  

Pero yo no supe si fueron o no fueron, no supe que paso.  Entonces, en adelante yo 
empecé como que ir más a la escuela...y mi hijo desde ahí yo siento que él empezó a ser 
muy mentiroso. Muy mentiroso, mi hijo empezó a ser. Porque yo vea... entonces yo dije 
que porque yo le... lo castigaba feo por lo mejor de que él era mentiroso, él no me dio a la 
tarea veces o él hacía algo y decía que no hizo. Y me dice, ‘por que mientes?’ ‘Porque 
cuando yo me hacen algo ellos dicen que no, que ellos no fueron y no los castigan.’ 
Entonces el… como que él veía que todos niños decían algo a él, y él acerco la maestra, 
ellos dicen cierto no, que no, que era (son’s name). Entonces el empezó hacer lo mismo. 
Y él hizo muy mentiroso. 

[But I don’t know whether they did or didn’t, I don’t know what happened. Anyway, 
from that point on I began to go to the school more... and my child from that point seems 
to become more untruthful. He became very dishonest. Because I saw... well I, I told him 
that he would be punished worse for telling lies, and he would sometimes not give me his 
homework or he would do something and say he did not. And he said to me: ‘why tell a 
lie? Because when they do something to me, they say they did not, and they are not 
punished.’ And he...what he saw was that the other kids would say something to him, and 
he would go to the teacher, they would swear that it was not so, that it was my son who 
did it. And so he began to do the same. And he became very dishonest.   

 Mariana later noticed that her son began telling more lies, which she said was uncharacteristic. 

This revelation greatly upset Mariana. Although she was concerned about the unfair treatment 

her son received, being falsely accused by other students, she was more concerned about her son 

acquiring dishonest and deceitful habits.   

 Describing her impression of the school and its personnel, Mariana stated that they did 

not appear focused upon the actual education of the children and gave an example.  When 



 

156 
 

Mariana asked her son’s teacher about why he was not improving in reading despite tutoring, the 

teacher’s response was dismissive. 

Y me dice no, pues dice: ‘mira, yo doy a la clase de lectura y no me voy a parar  por un 
niño que no ponga atención, yo no me voy a parar en esa clase. Yo tengo que seguir 
dando mi clase.’ Eso lo que me contesto. Entonces. Sí, me moleste... no, no me moleste 
sino que pues yo dije que sentí que ella no le interesaba que si los niños aprende…y si 
aprendió, aprendió, y si quedó, se quedó. Sé que sentí que ella no tenía... no le importaba 
el nivel de los niños. Simplemente daba sus clases, y nada más. Porque así  lo me hizo a 
entender. 
 
[And she told me no, so she said ‘look, I teach a reading class and I am not going to stop 
for a boy who does not pay attention, I am not going to stop in that class. I have to 
continue giving my class.’ That is how she responded to me. So! Yes, it bothered me...no, 
its not that it upset me except that it told me that she was not interested in whether the 
children learned...and if they learned, they learned, and if they were left behind, they 
were left behind. I know that I felt that she did not have... it was not important to her 
what the level of the children was. She simply gave her classes and nothing more.  
Because that is what I was led to understand.] 

 
The teacher said she would not slow down her teaching for a child that she believed did not pay 

attention. Mariana was given to understand that the teacher did not care about the students. If 

they learned, good; if not, then so be it.  To Mariana, it seemed that it made no difference to the 

teacher. 

 When asked what she thought the school’s impression of her was, Mariana noted that 

they acted like she was a poor parent, did not pay attention to her son’s studies and that the 

discipline problems were all her fault. 

 Pues, yo pienso que ellos  piensan que era mejor... yo no pongo mi hijo estudiar o que yo 
no pongo mucho atención en los estudios de el... o que... al principio sentí que es siempre 
era como que la culpa era mía, mía, mía nada mas. 
 
[Well, I believe that they think that it would be better…That I don’t make my son study 
or that I don’t pay much attention to his studies…or that… At first I felt that it was like 
always my fault, the blame was all me, me, and no one but me.] 
 

 Although the school tended to blame the parents, Mariana stated that she also believes the 

teachers were responsible for allowing things to fall to that level. Mariana also believes the lack 



 

157 
 

of commitment by teachers affects the children, because when she talked with her son about his 

problems in reading her son told her that he could not learn because he was stupid. That is what 

those who bullied him had told him. Yet he got along very well with his mathematics teacher and 

does very well in that subject.  

 When asked what the school might do to improve the relationship, Mariana stated that 

she believes the school could do much more to communicate with parents. Notices are sent, but 

only in English. Meetings are held in English with no translator. Schools could hold meetings in 

Spanish and discuss ways the parents might help the children more.   

 Pues, es como le digo, como más reuniones con las Papas pero en español en que nos 
 expliquen cuales son los ideales de ellos. Y poner a los niños también como sé que... para 
 poder ayudar igual a los niños. En que manera puede uno de nosotros ayudarle?”   
 
 [Well, it’s like I said, there could be more meetings with parents, but in Spanish, in 
 which they explain to us what their goals are. And to address the children, too... to be 
 able to help the children as well. In what ways can one of us help?] 
 
She noted that Hispanic parents would go to a few meetings and then stop going because they 

expected they would not understand what was discussed.  With more communication, she said, 

parents would better understand the rules, procedures and expectations of the school. She also 

said that teachers should make an effort to get to know the child before jumping to conclusions 

about apparent problems. 

 When asked what she thought she could do as a parent to improve the relationship with 

the school, Mariana said that she wanted to learn more about what the school expected the 

students to know and how to help the students. She tries to monitor what her child does and that 

he does his homework. She takes him to the library and rewards him when he does assigned 

work. Her concern is that she does not know enough about specifically how to help her child 

with schooling. She thinks that the school could call a meeting of the Hispanic parents and allow 
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for a discussion, in Spanish or translated, about the problems and children at risk of failing. She 

said that perhaps there are support resources that might help the students, but the HLMF parents 

do not know what they are, when they are available and how to access them. In addition, her 

response about the future was that she really does not know what the children need to do to 

prepare for the coming years, and this worries her. She believes she needs to learn more about 

this so that she can plan for her child’s future education. 

Lola 

 The story of Lola begins much like that of Mariana, but differs after she arrived in the 

United States. Lola presents as self-confident mother who is committed to her children as a 

lioness protects her cubs. At times when discussing issues relating to her children’s education in 

public school, her demeanor can become a bit truculent, but she usually maintained a sense of 

humor, self-awareness and sincerity during interviews. Lola works in a service or domestic job 

but she was unclear in exactly what capacity. It may be that it is variable because she was quite 

adamant that she would drop whatever work she was doing to attend to matters of her children. 

Her husband has a laborer job that takes him away, and so he is not around to attend to education 

matters on a day to day basis.  

 Lola attended school up to the sixth grade in a small town (pueblo) in Mexico. All 

students were grouped together, unlike the structure in current United States public schools. 

There would typically be one teacher per grade level, but Lola had one teacher who taught both 

5th and 6th grades together. She had to quit school after 6th grade because her father would not 

allow her to continue.  

 Sí, mi educación fue en México. Y solo llegué al sexto grado. No estudié mas porque mi 
 Papa no me dejo. Pero mi razón es que yo quiero que mis hijos que estudian aquí…. Pero 
 yo lo voy apoyar hasta aquellos, pero mi educación fue muy corta. 
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 [Yes, my education was in Mexico. And I only went through the sixth grade. I did not 
 study further because my father would not let me. But my reason is that I want my 
 children to study here... and I am going to support them. But my education was very 
 short.] 
 
 There was little or no communication between the school and her parents other than 

annual assessments. Her parents did not attend school meetings, and Lola noted that she was 

sometimes castigated because her parents did not respond. Lola stated that the reason her parents 

were not involved was because they were working all of the time. She also noted, however, that 

her father could be somewhat overbearing and forbade Lola’s mother to teach or help the 

children with school, despite the fact that she had previously been a teacher.  

“Si, ella tenía que trabajar con mi papa pero ella fue maestra. Mi papá sí no tuvo estudio. Pero mi 
mama, sí. Por machismo del hombre no la dejo.  Que nos ayudara, ni continuar como maestra.”  
 
[“Yes, she had to work with my father, but she had been a teacher. My father, he was not 
educated. But my mother, she was. Because of “machismo” she was not allowed. Not to help us 
or to continue as a teacher.”] 
 
 Assessments were given once per year, and students who did not pass were required to repeat 

the year of instruction.  Lola said that her parents were satisfied with the children’s education, 

but indicated that this was because of the children’s initiative (ganas) and not because of support 

from her parents.   

 Lola first came to the United States via California, and her first experience with public 

school was a positive one. Her sister and other family were there and helped her with enrollment, 

local customs and school related procedures. In addition, teachers and administrators were 

available who spoke Spanish and there were no significant obstacles relating to language 

difference. Her immediate family then moved to Colorado for work, where Lola described her 

experience as a positive one. Lola felt that the quality of education programs was good in both 
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California and Colorado. She was already familiar with the procedures for enrolling children in 

school, and she indicated that the schools were generally welcoming and helpful. 

“Sí, en California y Colorado, sí.... Sí, ya sabía lo que necesitaba hacer yo para buscar ayuda.”  
 
[“Yes, in California and Colorado it was…Yes, I already knew what I needed to do to seek 

assistance.”] 

There, too, assistance with language issues was available when needed.  

 The experience coming to the Southeast was different. She knew that she needed to enroll 

her children in school and a neighbor directed her to the location of the school district central 

offices. She met with an administrative liaison, discussed enrolling her children and was told the 

school in her attendance area.  However, the school accepted her son in Kindergarten but told her 

there was no space available for her daughter in preschool classes. 

Ella me dice que él tiene que entrar (school name), a la escuela. Y yo lo voy a inscribo, y 
me lo acepta cuando yo llego aquí, porque yo llego en Septiembre. Las clases ya como 
empezaban. Pero para ella, no tenía cupo, porque estaba toda llena. No me aceptaron  a la 
escuela a ella porque no había espacio para Kinder.  
 
[She told me that I had to enter him in (name) school. And so I went there to enroll and I 
was accepted when I got there because I arrived in September. The classes had already 
begun. But for my daughter, they did not have a space because they were all filled. They 
did not accept me at the school for her because there was no space in kindergarten.] 
 

 The school liaison helped her locate a place for her daughter, but told her that she would 

be responsible for school transportation of her daughter as there was no bus route for the school 

that came near where she lives. Lola expressed frustration with this because of the different 

starting and ending times (one program was half day) and because she was fearful of leaving her 

son alone at a bus stop.  

Me dice, ‘me voy a buscarte un lugar donde ya si acepte los tú las tienes que llevar a el. 
No va a pasar ningún bus para ella, ni nada. Tú la vas a llevar y la vas a recoger.’  Me 
exclama que tengo que trabajar, pero ya con eso yo ya no puedo trabajar. Porque tenía 
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que llevarle y recogerla y llevarle temprano y sacarla mediodía porque Kinder sale más 
temprano. O a la misma hora… pero tenía que recoger. 
 
[She told me: ‘I am going to look for a place where they have already accepted him. 
There is no bus that passes for her or anything. You will have to take her and pick her 
up.’ I said that I have to work, but with that I will not be able to work. Because I would 
have to take her and pick her up, and take her early and pick her up at midday because 
kindergarten lets out earlier, or at the same hour...but I would have to pick her up.] 
 

 When her daughter was placed in school, Lola found that the teacher did not seem to get 

along with her daughter. She described her initial encounter as a bad experience. Her daughter 

did not speak any English. The teacher sent notes about misbehavior of Lola’s daughter and 

complained that the child was not paying attention, moved around too much and was talking to 

other children. Lola went to the school to observe and after spending at least an hour on more 

than one occasion had observed that he daughter was calm, was somewhat distracted by the other 

children, but was not engaging in any disruptive behavior indicated by the teacher’s notes. Asked 

why she thought the teacher was having problems with her daughter, Lola said that it was 

probably because the teacher was frustrated because the child did not understand her and the 

teacher did not speak any Spanish.  

Pienso yo que era motivo de que no le entendía. No entendía porque ella hablaba el 
idioma mío y la maestra se quede comunicar con ella, y ella no le entendía, ni la maestra 
entendía a ella. Y la maestra se desesperaba, porque no entendía el idioma.  
 
[I think it was because she did not understand her, she did not understand her because she 
speaks my language and the teacher is left to communicate with her, and she does not 
understand nor does the teacher understand her. And the teacher gets frustrated because 
she does not understand the language.] 

  

 Perhaps out of frustration, at times the teacher would grab Lola’s daughter by the face 

and use a very loud voice. This scared the child and made her cry and she stopped responding to 

the teacher. Lola believed that a large part of the difficulty was because the child and teacher, 

who spoke no Spanish, did not understand each other.  However, when she learned about her 
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daughter being scared and made to cry by the teacher’s behavior, she went to the school principal 

to confront the situation. She believed that the teacher was being abusive toward her child. 

Lola’s daughter did not want to go to school.  

Y yo hablo con la maestra, y la maestra negó lo que me dice.  Que la disculpe. Que su 
voz es muy fuerte… mi voz es fuerte.  Pero yo me no da derecho de obligarme a mi hija 
así. Como tu no haces...porque ella no quiere venir a la escuela. Y les dije que si no me 
cambian a mi niña de salón, de maestra, o de escuela, yo voy a poner una queja. Yo me 
decía porque lo que están haciendo es un abuso.  
 
[And I spoke with the teacher, and the teacher denied what I said. That it was not her 
fault. That her voice is loud... my voice is loud, too. But that does not give the right to 
treat my daughter that way. You shouldn’t do that... because now she does not want to 
come to school. And I told them that if they do not change the room, the teacher or the 
school, I am going to submit a complaint. I told them that because what they were doing 
was abuse.] 

 
 As a parent, Lola wanted to address this matter with the school but she does not speak 

English. Because no school translator was available, she sought the help of a custodial employee 

(trabajadora de limpieza) who speaks Spanish to translate. She noted that a translator was never 

available when needed, despite being told that translators were a resource. On at least one 

occasion, the custodial employee expressed frustration about Lola’s demands for help with 

translating because she would not be able to complete her work. The employee told Lola it 

appeared the teacher and principal did not believe Lola about her daughter’s behavior and that 

Lola just didn’t understand. Lola became angry at the school for not taking her word, and 

dissatisfied with the cleaning lady as a translator whom she described as “lower class.”   

De una trabajadora, pero es de un...sí es que ella es de bajo de clase. De nivel de 
ayudarnos….Pues yo ahora, yo no me voy con la trabajadora, yo no me voy con la 
trabajadora nada más.  
 
[She was a worker, but she is one… she is from a lower class, like the level of a servant... 
So now, I am not going to the worker, I am not going to her anymore.] 
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As an alternative translator, however, Lola turned to another employee in the cafeteria who 

speaks Spanish. Lola complained that qualified translators were not available in the school.  

“Porque no es una por escuela. Es una por dos o tres escuelas. Entonces pues, no pueden venir 

cuando tú las necesita. Hay una en la escuela de ella.”  

[“Because there is not one for each school. There is one for two or three schools. And so of  
 
course, they cannot come when you need them. There is one in her (daughter’s) school.”] 

 
Despite her experience in California and Colorado, it was not clear that Lola understood that in 

the public schools employees have defined positions and duties and are not usually expected to 

offer any service a parent may request. 

 The teacher’s conduct was addressed at a meeting at the school and it was agreed that the 

teacher would change and try to be more patient. Lola accepted this, noting that sometimes it 

takes longer and more explanation for her daughter to get instructions. Lola also acknowledged 

that she could understand, because she too sometimes could be a bit impatient.  

Entonces la maestra me dijo que va a cambiar con ella, so*… empieza cambiar, la 
maestra. Que ella tiene que tener la paciencia. Otra que yo a veces no lo hago tampoco. 
Que no soy muy paciente.  Ella como que... mas de explicarle con cositas y así. Y eso es 
que ellos no entendía.”  *(lapse into Spanglish) 
 
[And so the teacher said that she was going to be different with her, so... the teacher  
began to change. She had to have more patience. After all, at times I do not do that either. 
That I am not patient. She is like... she needs things explained a bit more. And that is 
what they don’t understand.] 
 

Up to that point, Lola said that she had not noticed problems regarding her son in school. 

 Lola stated that although she works hard and a lot, if something is amiss with her 

children, she will immediately drop what she is doing and go to help them. At times, however, it 

appears that Lola recognized that her aggressiveness and loyalty concerning her children was not 
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perceived well by the school. She spoke of deliberately avoiding the school secretary, who would 

tell her that the principal was busy or could not meet with her at the time.  

“Y voy a la escuela y lo que tuvo… con la secretaria. Porque trata de evitar, la secretaria. Y 

cuando yo llegó hace fuerte.”  

[“And I go to school and what I have to do…. with the secretary. Because I try to avoid the 

secretary, and when I do get there to be strong.”] 

This might indicate her awareness that she may have been perceived as a parent who complains 

or makes trouble for the administration.  

 When asked about how she manages communication with the school in general terms, 

Lola stated that she relies upon her daughter to translate sometimes. When necessary, she calls 

upon others like the cleaning lady or the cafeteria employee. Although the school says that there 

should be translators, when needed there are none available. Asked how she felt about having to 

rely upon her daughter to be able to communicate about and understand school matters, Lola felt 

that the school should provide translators who could do a better job than the workers. She said 

that translators were sometimes provided for parent-teacher meetings (juntas), but not for PTA 

meetings or other informational events. For this reason, she said that she does not attend such 

meetings where she would not be able to understand because of language. 

 Yo no voy porque no hay traductor.  Entonces pues sí quieren informar  tal vez más de la 
escuela, pero no va uno porque no entiende, de que tiene que vaya nos sentamos y no 
entendemos nada. Pues no vamos.  
 
[I don’t go because there is no translator.  Well, we de do want more information about 
the school, but no one goes because of not being able to understand, that one would have 
to go and we would sit there and not understand anything. So, we don’t go.] 

 
 However, Lola was adamant that if she felt there was a concern about her child in school, 

she would not hesitate to go to the school to deal with it.  
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 No, no tengo problema porque yo.... cualquier problema que tengo, que tenga que ver 
con mis hijos yo me voy a la escuela directamente. Como yo puedo, no hablo mucho 
inglés pero trato. Y lo poquito que yo sé, yo sé lo digo y ayudan la directora de la escuela 
de mi hijos. 
 
[No, no I don’t have any problem because I… any kind of problem I have, that has to do 
with my children, I am going directly to the school. As best I can, I don’t speak much 
English, but I try. And the little that I do know, I know how to say and get the help of the 
principal of my children’s school.] 

 
 Lola, like all participants, was asked about how much general information she received 

from the school about rules, programs and policies. She said that information is now provided at 

the beginning of the year and some of it is in English and Spanish. It appears that the Spanish 

version was not available when she first entered the district. She is aware of the school website, 

but it is all in English. However, she can use it to try to find out about changes of schedule or 

major events. She feels it is her responsibility to check the website when she can.  

Pues, yo tengo la página de escuela y hay mi meta de mirando. Esta en ingles pero, ahí 
miro.  Cuando era o  cancelan algún actividad,  o haber algo en la escuela... a ver en la 
página de la escuela. 
 
[Well, I have the web page of the school and it is my responsibility to look at it. It is in 
English, but I look at it. When there is some activity or one is cancelled, or there is going 
to be something at school...it can be seen in the school page.] 
 

Asked about extra-curricular programs or other special resources of the school, Lola said that she 

did not have information about such things. 

 A couple of intersections with the school relating to Lola’s son may suggest how she 

thinks and feels about the school. Other students had been harassing her son, and it escalated to 

another student grabbing her son’s cell phone. Lola confronted the principal about the phone and 

demanded to know what the principal was going to do.  The principal initially either did not 

know what to do or did not want to deal with it, saying that all she could do would be to call the 

police. Lola expected the principal to do exactly that, and when the principal failed to do so Lola 
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called the police. They arrived, investigated and recovered the phone. Thereafter relations 

between Lola and the principal were strained for some time.  

 Later, another incident arose in which her son was bullied by someone at school. The 

story is not entirely clear, but Lola’s understanding was that her son was struck in the back with 

a tablet computer and he had been attacked by substantially older youths. Lola and her son 

indicated that the “punks” (chamacos) that bothered him were about 17 years old. What is 

unclear is why a 17 year old would be allowed near students at the school which Lola’s children 

attended. In any event, Lola intervened and the “punks” spoke rudely to her as well. Lola said 

that she went to the principal and the administrator responded very helpfully and “stepped up” 

according to Lola to that situation. Lola apparently felt that her direct intervention was 

appropriate to her relationship with the school. Her son was upset because his mother had 

intervened to protect him and so he believed he was made to look foolish in front of other 

students, who would make fun of him. 

 When asked what she believed the school thinks of her, Lola indicated that she believes 

the principal sees her as a “good parent” because she is involved and attentive to the needs and 

well-being of her children. As evidence, Lola stated that the principal had told her daughter that 

she had a good mom. Her daughter’s teacher indicated to Lola during a school event that he 

appreciated her concern for her daughter’s schooling. The teacher speaks only English, but Lola 

interpreted this as approval. She said that she did not really know all of her son’s teachers.  In 

addition, the principal had sent her greetings on at least one other occasion. It is unclear whether 

this was a generic message sent by the administration. Lola interpreted this as evidence that her 

actions with the school were appreciated and valued. She noted that, with a husband who works 

away, she has the role of mother and father in the children’s education, a responsibility she takes 
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quite seriously.  “Mi esposo trabaja afuera. Entonces la que sea Papas, soy yo!”  [My husband 

works away (out of town).  So when it comes to parents, it is me.] 

 Lola noted that more translators are needed, but it is important for her to learn English 

because there is a lot that she does not understand and does not know. She remarked that to 

improve the situation it is important to learn the English language because: “we are in this 

country and we know that it is not our country.”   

“Pues uno como padre, pues yo lo que interesarse más por aprender más el idioma porque 

estamos en este país sabemos que no es de nosotros.”   

[“Well, as a parent, what is more important to me is to learn more of the language because we 

are in this country and we know that it is not ours.”] 

 Something that Lola believes that the schools could do is to try harder to help the HLMF 

more. Sometimes they understand some, but not enough to be more involved. At times enough is 

understood to deal with an immediate concern, but if the discussion is about something weeks or 

months away it is not understood or forgotten. She feels that it would be easier for the schools to 

provide translators because the school knows when it wants to have meetings. In addition, she 

thinks it would be easier and more efficient for the school to provide an instructor to help parents 

learn more English.  

Yo pienso que era cuestión de que pusieron alguien pues que nos ayudar también... o 
poner uno para aprender más el idioma. Porque es más fácil que lo hagan... ellos apoyar 
una persona que de nosotros aprender el idioma. 
 
[I think it would be a question of putting someone that would help us too… or to put 
someone to learn the language more. Because it is easier for them to do that...They could 
support a person so that we could learn the language.] 
 

 Lola suggested that holding meetings in which information could be provided verbally in 

Spanish, and where HLMF parents could ask questions, would help the situation. She elaborated 
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that although she can understand some English, she cannot read much, especially long papers of 

documents in English. She pointed out that many of the parents from Guatemala and Mexico 

cannot read or write, in Spanish or in English, and so it is very difficult for them to understand 

what the school is doing and what it wants them to do. 

 Pienso que sí. Si había ese programa, creo que así se apoyarían mucho las Papas. Porque 
gente todavía… y no entiende más que uno como anoche gente que todavía indígena de 
aquí. Mucha gente de Guatemala que no saben inglés,  mucha gente que no saben ni 
escribir. Hay muchas... así como Mexicanos hay muchos también que no saben. Ni leer ni 
escribir. 
 
[I think so. If there were such a program, I think it would help the parents very much. 
Because people still... they don’t understand like last night that there are many indigenous 
people here. Many people from Guatemala that do not know English, many people who 
also do not know how write. There are many Mexican as well who do not know. Neither 
to read or to write.] 
 

 When asked the importance she believes that the school places on education of Hispanic 

children, Lola stated that she does not believe that the school places great importance. She stated 

that their actions were the basis for her belief, because their actions signified how important they 

think it is.  

Pienso que no es importante para ellos porque no lo han hecho. Porque si en realidad se 
era importante, ya lo vea han hecho.… Sí. Sus actos o nos que hablan por su 
pensamiento, que están pensando ahí. Parece que para ellos no esta importante. 
 
[I think that that it is not important for them, or they would have done it. Because if in 
reality it was important, we would have seen something done. ..Yes, their actions or they 
would have spoken to us that they were thinking about it. So it seems that for them it is 
not important.] 
 

If they believed that the education of the children and a relationship with parents was important, 

they would have acted like it was really important or let us know that they were thinking about 

this.  
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 When asked about whether she felt her children were receiving what they should be from 

the school, she responded that she did not have any major complaint and that she did not feel that 

her children should be given any special preference if she were to be more involved. She said 

that education should be equal for all children. But somewhat in contradiction, she noted that 

students who speak English seem to be treated better. She has not asked the principal specifically 

about why the school does not provide more translators.  She believes that meetings and 

resources to the Hispanic community as a whole are not something that the school is obligated to 

do, but something that would be very helpful if the school would do. 

 Lola acknowledged that the issue of education for HLMF was important and that there 

are more families each day. So it is important for the schools that the children do well. If the 

parents are not involved in the school, then no one will pay any attention to them. Also, Lola 

noted that when parents are not involved with the school, it sometimes leads to their children not 

pursuing further education because the parents do not stress the need. She also responded, when 

asked, that she really does not understand and has no information about how to plan for the 

future education of her children, even as far ahead as high school. All she knows it that they need 

to get good grades to continue. 

Rocio & Reynaldo 

 Rocio presents as a very amiable parent, although a bit shy and diminutive, with an open 

smile. Her child was present during the interview and Rocio’s style of communication with her 

child, who became a bit restless at times, was direct but not harsh or punitive. Her husband 

Reynaldo works extensively and so Rocio is in charge of decisions regarding education of the 

children. Rocio does domestic work and her schedule depends upon when those for whom she 

works call upon her. 
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 The primary school Rocio attended in Mexico was in a small town, and the students were 

divided into two groups, “A” and “B.” Rocio noted with an expression of apparent pride that she 

was in group B. There was one teacher for all subjects for each such group. Rocio later went to a 

larger city school for the secondary (secundaria) education for three years, the equivalent of 

middle school in the United States. Her husband completed primary school before going to work.  

Rocio noted that she did not like the larger school as much, with many more teachers and many 

students. She was an average to good student and liked mathematics, at least until she reached 

the level of algebra and mathematics became more difficult for her.  

 In terms of background, Rocio had a very pleasant experience in primary school and a 

less satisfactory experience at the next level.  

Pues para mi, era una escuela pequeña, porque era un condado chiquito en que yo nací… 
En la escuela primaria donde fuí, sí me gusto porque sí se ensenan más. En la escuela 
secundaria había más maestros y era más grande. 
 
[Well, to me it was a small school, because it was a tiny province where I was born... In 
the primary school that I went to, I really liked it because they taught us more. In the 
secondary school there were more teachers and it was much bigger.] 
 

 Her secondary school experience was not as good, in part, because the teacher at the 

school did not seem to put as much effort into explaining things and assuring that the students 

understood the material. “Pues, era más grande y tenían un maestro para cada materia. Y pues, 

había maestras que sean buenas, y otras no. Unas que ensenan bien. La maestra de español 

ensena muy buena, estricta.” [“Well, it was very large and there was a teacher for each subject. 

And so there were some teachers that were good and others not. Some that taught well. The 

Spanish teacher taught very well, and was strict.”] 

She described a “good” teacher as one who is interested in the progress of students and who 

takes time to explain and communicate.  
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 She compared teachers at her secondary school who did not seem to care much if some 

students did not progress to. Her understanding of education in the United States, “where it is 

important that students not fall behind.”  

 “Aquí es importante que los alumnos no queden atrás. ....En México, pues no porque allá 
 

 no se ponen mucho interés los maestros. No tanto maestros al nivel nacional.” 
 

[“Here it is important that the students do not fall behind...In Mexico, well not as much  
 
because the teachers do not take much interest. Not even teachers at the national level.”]. 

 
 Rocio’s recollection of the school-family relationships at the primary level were positive, 

in that the teachers monitored student progress and would contact parents if the child was having 

difficulty. Whether the problem was in learning the material, not doing assigned work or not 

paying attention, the school would seek the assistance of parents to help address the problem. If 

the student received grades for academic or deportment that the parent felt were of concern, they 

would contact the school. Rocio acknowledged that it was like a partnership. She noted also that 

sometimes a student would be in need of support but that the parents did not know how to help 

with studies because the parents lacked education. 

 The first experience Rocio and her family had with public education in the United States 

was when she arrived in the Southeast region.   She did not know any English and did not know 

how to enroll her child in pre-school. She found information from a neighbor about where to go 

to enroll, but it was intimidating for her because they spoke only English.  

 Preguntaba otras mamas en las escuelas y ellas ayudarme con información. Porque yo no 
 sabía nada. El primer día era difícil porque yo no sabía nada, y fue la primera vez entrar 
 en una escuela y pues fue difícil....porque hablaban todo en inglés. 
 
 [I would ask other mothers in the school, because I did not know anything. The first day 
 was difficult because I did not know anything and it was my first time in the school, and 
 so it was hard...because they said everything in English.] 
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She had initial difficulty getting to the school to enroll because she did not have a car and there 

was no bus transportation to get to the school. She knew that she had to fill out some forms, but 

they too were in English and there was no one available to translate. She took the forms to fill 

out later. She asked a friend who had children in school to help her with the procedures because 

for Rocio it was the first encounter. 

 Pues, nos demos un papel y hay una señora quien es mi amiga, que ya ella tiene sus hijas. 
 Tenía mas sabiduría de las reglas y ella me preguntaba si que me explicaba si que me 
 ayudaba porque, como no.  Lo digo que yo no sé porque es mi primera vez que mi hija 
 entro en la escuela.   
 
 [Well, they gave us papers and there was a woman who is a friend of mine, who already 
 has children in school. She had more knowledge about the rules and I would ask her to 
 explain, if she could help me because, of course, I said that I did not know because it was 
 the first time entering my child in school.] 
 

 Asked whether she had an understanding of what would happen to her children in the 

school and what was needed, Rocio explained she did not. She said she received papers that may 

have stated what she needed to do and what supplies the child needed to bring for school, but she 

could not understand the papers. Her friend helped her translate some. Rocio also went to the 

internet website for the school to see if that would help, but it too was all in English. Rocio 

wanted to understand and to be able to help her daughter in school because she was very sad. Her 

daughter did not speak English and did not know any of the school customs, her colors or 

anything. So Rocio made a strong effort to try to understand and sought help with translation.   

 When asked how she felt about her interactions with the school, she said that it made her 

nervous going to the school building without knowing what to say or do. She was fearful that 

when there were to be meetings with parents of the students she would not understand or know 

what to do, there were notes she did not fully understand and so sometimes she would not go at 

all. 
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Pues, a la vez no tanto (miedo) …. un poco como nervio. Por ejemplo, a veces cuando leo 
que hay un reunión de cualquier cosa, o por ejemplo cuando me manda una nota que 
necesita hablar con las Papas de ella ahí. De ese, asustando mal.  Entonces, a veces me 
iba si hay un intérprete, porque como me voy a haber una meta. A veces no me iba 
porque no sé cómo hacerle para entender. 
 
[Well at times it was not so much fear…a little nervous. For example, sometimes I read 
that there was a meeting about something, or for example, when they sent a note that they 
needed to talk with the student’s parents there. That scared me badly. So at times I would 
go if there was an interpreter, because how was I going to take care of my responsibility. 
At times I would not go because I didn’t know how I was going to be able to understand.] 
   

This frustration was increased when there were important or official documents that had to be 

completed, such as forms about her income for free or reduced-cost lunch.   

“Y no es fácil que me lea las notas, por ejemplo para prueba para el desayuno, de mi sueldo y 

papeles que no me entiendo.”  

[“And it is not easy for me to read the notices, for example for eligibility for breakfast, proof of  
 
my income and papers I don’t understand.”] 

 
Now, more than two years later, the school does send some information to parents in both 

English and Spanish, according to Rocio. 

 Regarding communication with the teacher and the school about her daughter, Rocio 

explained that it was difficult when there was no interpreter. She stated that it was very difficult 

and hurtful to her when there was not an interpreter and she could not find out about her 

daughter. She felt dependent upon an uncertain process. 

A veces yo me he comunicado con la intérprete… A veces me costaba cuando no había 
un intérprete. La directora me dice que si hay algo que quiere hacer,  me manda en 
español una nota y la directora o la oficina lo traduce. Porque si ha mandado notas que la 
maestra me dijo que… ‘que me quiero saber’...que no habla español, que ellos buscan un 
intérprete o traducen en la computadora. Siempre estoy pendiente así por mis hijas... y 
estoy preocupada cuando no suben sus calificaciones. 
 
[Sometimes I communicated through an interpreter…and sometimes I had trouble when 
there was no interpreter. The Principal told me that if there was anything that I wanted, I 
could send a note in Spanish and the Principal or the Office would translate it. Because I 
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had sent notes to which the teacher replied ‘what do you want me to know?’ as she does 
not speak Spanish, would have to find a translator or translate with a computer. I am 
always attentive to my children...and I worry when their grades do not improve.] 
 

 The teacher spoke only English. Rocio said that the teacher “never or almost never” 

initiated communication with her; when she did, it was regarding either a bad report card or 

some penalty.  The teacher would call a meeting and would talk a lot, but Rocio did not 

understand most of what she said or understand whether or why her daughter may be doing 

poorly.   

 Rocio was asked whether meetings with the teacher provided her with direction regarding 

things she could do to support her child. She said the only thing she recalls is being told that the 

students should read 20 minutes. She knew that developing a habit of reading regularly was 

important from her schooling in Mexico, but noted that her children read very slowly. She cannot 

help them much because she said she does not know English and the pronunciation is not the 

same. Sometimes the teacher would send home a book or material for the student to read, and at 

other times the teacher would take the children to a library. Rocio noted that they have a library 

card to be able to check things out. 

 Rocio expressed frustration trying to find out from the school how to help her children 

with studies.  

Pues, a la veces es poquito difícil porque, pues, Me voy a la escuela para buscar más 
cosas de ensenas, pero es de... Pues a veces lo más que dicen es que ‘hay que ayudarles,’ 
lo que mas me dicen es que hay que ayudarles... pero yo no sepa cómo ayudarles  para 
subir les notas. 
 
[Well, sometimes it is a little difficult because, well, I go to the school to search for more 
instructional materials, but it is that… At times all that they tell me is ‘you have to help 
them’ all they say is that I have to help...but I don’t know how to help them to raise their 
grades.] 
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 She stated that if there was a problem of concern, however, she prefers to go to the school 

to inquire. She recounted an incident where a young female Hispanic student had an issue with 

attendance and was to relay information to her parents. The student told her parents that they did 

not have to go meet with the school. Later the parents were upset to find that their student was at 

risk of failing, but the school blamed the parents for not caring about the education of their child. 

Rocio is concerned about not learning of problems early when there is time to take action to help 

her children improve. She indicated that this was a concern for her son who had done poorly in 

his first year of school. 

 Rocio also described her experience regarding extra help or remedial programs offered by 

the school. When her son was having difficulty, the school placed him in an after school program 

that Rocio thought was to help him complete his school work. Her son told her about the sessions 

in which some of the students just wanted to play games instead of getting help with school 

assignments.  

Y mi hijo me dijo, pues, nada mas  de dos o tres estudiantes y que quieren hacer jugares... 
Y me dijo si supones que tu quedas porque te ayuda con sus tareas? Y supongo que tu 
vayas más mejor.   
 
[And my son told me that there were no more than two or three students and they wanted 
to play games... And I said: ‘I thought that you were staying late so you could get help 
with your assignments. And I was supposing that you would be doing much better.’] 
 

When Rocio discussed this with the teacher, she stated that the teacher assumed that it was 

because her son was a bad student. 

 Another problem Rocio described was her difficulty understanding the system of grading 

as a way of communicating to parents how well their children are doing in school. She believes 

that the schools should do more to explain the systems, which are different from Mexico and 
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which can be different between schools. The uses of letters and other systems that seem 

inconsistent make it difficult for parents to know how their child is progressing. 

Sí, tiene que explicar (una sistema de calificación), como un papa. Porque en otra país 
hay de diferente forma. Porque en México le pongan calificaciones de cero a diez,  y 
bueno es siete a diez.  Pero creo en este país no sé cómo califica. También es lo que 
también no entiendo. Porque no sé como califica aquí. Porque no sé si una calificación es 
buena o si un niño va atrasado o necesita ayuda. Y entonces... cuando me mando 
calificaciones, pues, no sabía si un niño va bien o va mal. 
 
[Yes the grading system needs to be explained to the parent. Because in other countries 
there are different forms. Because in Mexico they give a grade from zero to ten, and 
seven to ten is considered a good grade. But I think that in this country I do not know the 
grading system. I don’t know if a grade is a good one or if a child is falling behind or 
needs help. And so... when they send me grades, well, I do not know if the child is doing 
well or is doing poorly.] 
                                                                                             

  The same concern was expressed regarding ESL classes. She thinks that the ESL classes 

have helped, but does not really know how well her children are doing in relation to others or 

how well they should be doing. The schools where her children attend have instituted a program 

of monthly meetings which are intended to address issues if a student falls behind. Rocio is 

hopeful this will be helpful. 

 Discussing beliefs and impressions about the importance of education, Rocio stated that 

she thinks the schools believe educating Hispanic youth is important because they hold meetings 

and make parents sign in to show that they have attended. It appears that Rocio sees her 

attendance as symbolic, and notes that when she goes she does not understand what they are 

saying. It is important for her to show her presence to let the school know it is important to her.  

Pues yo digo que…(um)… pues yo pienso que piensan que es importante. Pienso que les 
da igual y porque le hacen reuniones y pongan su firma par ver si asistió una a los 
programas y pienso que esos veen que papas le importan la educación sirve o piensan que 
no importa. Aunque yo no entiendo lo que dicen y si me quiero que me presento para que 
me siguen que me importa.  
 
[Well I would say…I believe that they think it is important (to us). I think that it doesn’t 
matter much to them and because they have meetings and we sign to show who was there 
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for one of their programs, and I think that they can tell from that whether education is 
important to the parents or not. Even though I don’t understand what they say and I want 
to be present to show that it is important to me.] 
 

Rocio is firm in her belief that education of her children is important to her and her husband.  

Her impression is that the schools do understand that education is important to her and her 

family, because she asks questions and goes to some meetings, even if she does not go to all of 

the general meetings. 

 Rocio was asked about how she thinks the school perceives her, as communicative, 

friendly and cooperative. She said that they may not see her as very communicative, because she 

does not speak English and does not communicate often because it is sometimes difficult, but she 

said that she is attentive to her children and tries to communicate even if through other people. 

She said that she does not really know whether they think of her as friendly, but she has not had 

many problems with the schools. In addition, she noted that if there were concerns she always 

tried to resolve them in an agreeable manner, without being aggressive. Asked whether she 

believes the school sees her as educated, she responded that she is always trying to learn more, 

but that she is aware that they have other ways of thinking, “so I know I don’t have as much 

education but I try to be agreeable with them.”   

 Rocio believes that the school staff sees her as cooperative because they commented 

about her being pleasant with them when she went to the school to help with the pre-kindergarten 

classes, to support the children. After a while, however, she stopped going because she did not 

always understand what she was supposed to be doing or the reason she was there.  

Pues a veces sí, pero hay veces cuando mi hijo estaba en Pre-K  siempre las maestras 
decían que me queda de convivir con ellos y yo trataba de ayudar las maestras…. a servir 
a los niños se que desean que me queda para convivir con los chiquitos. Y trataba de él 
pero hay cosas que sí ponían que ayudar y pues yo la verdad sabes no iba…porque no le 
entendía queda por que… 
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[Well at times, yes, but there are times when my son was in Pre-K the teachers would 
always tell me to stay and spend time with them and try to help out the teacher... to help 
the little children and I knew that they wanted me to stay with the kids. And I tried that, 
but there were things we were to do, and the truth is that In did not go, because I did not 
understand what I was there for.] 
 

She remarked that the other parents talked among themselves and seemed to know what they 

were doing. Asked about her decision not to continue going, Rocio said that sometimes she had 

to work, but in reality she was a little embarrassed because she was not able to communicate 

with the teachers or other parents. 

 Rocio’s impression of the school currently is that they are responsible and that they are 

doing what they can to help her children learn. The school sends notes or other papers home if 

the students are not doing well, although she sometimes does not understand the notices if they 

are not in Spanish. She believes that the teachers are trying to help both her son and daughter to 

do well in class. She specifically noted how the school sent her daughter to speech resources 

classes because she was behind other students in her communication.   

Y pues yo creo que si ponen interés o sea porque dijeron a esas clases que tenía, que 
necesitaba más ayuda pues dijeron que va nosotros a las clases de habla… ‘speech’… 
porque ella iba atrasada en lo que la habla. Y siguieron dando las clases que le daban en 
otra escuela cuando entro en elementary.  
 
[Well, I think that they have an interest because they talked with me and gave her the 
classes that she needed in ‘speech’ because she was slow to talk in school. And they 
continued with the classes from the other school when she went into elementary.] 

 
They gave her information about the progress of her daughter in English and in Spanish.  Later, 

Rocio was told that her daughter no longer needed the assistance. Rocio was pleased with this 

development because she believed it meant progress for her daughter, who she sees as intelligent, 

that she no longer needed the help.21   

                                                 
21 While not necessarily a correlation, it is noteworthy that in a public statement of information and policy, the 
school district superintendent noted that one of the district goals was to reduce the amount of auxiliary services 
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 Asked about management of the language issues, Rocio said that when there is a 

scheduled meeting between the teacher and herself, the social worker would be told when the 

meeting is to be held and would arrange for someone to translate.  She said that she always 

makes sure to put in a meeting request or other documents that she will need an interpreter. If 

there is not an interpreter available the meeting might have to be rescheduled, but teachers 

usually wanted to meet during the hour students are in physical education class so that the 

students would not be left unattended.  Regarding ESL classes, Rocio is not certain but believes 

that the Hispanic students are taken out of their regular classrooms for ESL instruction.  This 

concerns her because her child could fall further behind if not able to get instruction and 

explanations with the other students.   

 Beyond language, Rocio stated that she believes the school could do more to provide 

timely information to parents about how the children are doing in school. She referred back to 

the example of when her son was not doing well in school but she did not find out about this 

until much later. She thinks one area of improvement would be for the school to provide 

information about the school in a way that Hispanic parents could understand. She said that she 

does not really know what the regulations are, and if she goes to the website to try to find out 

something, it is all in English. In addition, Rocio spoke of not understanding the “standards” that 

they say students and the schools have to meet, standards that keep changing as well. She said 

meetings to explain such matters are conducted only in English. To understand she would need 

to know what to ask or she might consult a friend. She expressed a wish to learn how to use a 

computer so that she could be more informed and able to help. 

                                                                                                                                                             
being provided. It is thus possible that the curtailment of support classes was driven by budget considerations as well 
as possibly by actual student progress. 
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 Rocio reflected a primary goal for her is to learn how to speak English better and to make 

an effort to speak it when she can. She noted that sometimes she can understand what is said to 

her in English but would not make the effort to try to speak because she was unsure or perhaps a 

little embarrassed. 

Pues sí, la primera es tratar de aprender inglés, no? Es mi mayor meta para mi puesta, 
aprender inglés y… pues, a veces también tiene una pena de hablar o sea a veces hay 
gente que si sabe hablar un poco de inglés pero da pena de hablar. Y también a mi me 
pasa eso.  
 
[Well yes, the first is to try to learn English and... well also to make the effort to speak 
(English), that is sometimes people do know how to speak a little English but it is not 
worth the trouble to speak it. And that is true of me too.]  
 

 She said that she and other Hispanics need to make the effort to learn and try harder to speak 

and that it is worth the effort even though it is difficult. Her main message to the school would be 

to ask how she could help more, to be able to be involved more in the school to help. She would 

like to know where she can go or who she might ask for information about how she can help her 

children do better in school. More understandable information would also reduce confusion.  

  Regarding the future relationship with the school and the education of her children, 

Rocio stated that it is important for Hispanic parents to speak out about their concerns and ideas, 

because if they do not, the schools will not do anything to address the issues.  

“Sí es que si no hablamos y no decimos, nunca nos van a escuchar. Para que le escuchen a uno o 

las opiniones cuentan lo porque si uno…quieres que saber...”  

[“Yes, because if we do not speak up and if we do not tell them, they never will listen to us. To 

get them to listen to one’s opinions, tell them if you want them to know...”] 

 She said that she and other Hispanic parents of younger children do not know much about 

high school of further education because they have not experienced those things.   
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Sí, porque si uno habla pues el bien es para uno o para sus hijos pues somos que van al 
día de mañana para seguir sus metas, van a estudiar o van a… no se. O van a buscar más 
formas para salir adelante, a veces uno no sabe más o menos de ‘high school’ y ya no 
sigue estudiando y pues necesita uno estudiar para poder…   
 
[Yes, because if one speaks it benefits one or for the children that they can follow 
through in the future, that they will go on to study or go on to... I don’t know. Or they 
will seek out more ways to be successful. Sometimes one does not know more or less 
about high school and so does not continue studying and one needs to study to be able 
to...] 
 

She knows nothing about college or university except that she believes it is very expensive. But 

she does not know how to prepare her children for such things. She believes the school could do 

more to help parents understand such things. She expressed her deep desire that her children can 

have a better future, but she knows they need to continue studying.  

Maria & Ernesto 

 Maria and Ernesto present as a youthful, friendly couple who are very devoted to their 

children. In all of the meetings, their children were with them except when the children were in 

child care during adult ESL classes. The transition to the United States for this HLMF couple 

came in stages. Ernesto came to Alabama first to work with a sponsor (patron) and so he came to 

the Southeast United States with the children. Maria came later to join the family in an area that 

is more rural than city.  Maria works part time cleaning houses to help support the family. 

 They grew up in small villages in the state of Vera Cruz, Mexico. Maria grew up in an 

area that had a primary and secondary school, six grades of primaria and three grades in 

secundaria. Her recollection of her school experience was that it was generally good. There was 

a teacher for each grade, and she recalls that there were some “good” teachers who taught well 

and were very caring, “muy carinoso,” toward their students.  

Pues me recuerdo por ser buen maestros y enseñar buen educación con carisma para los 
niños… se enfocaba en los niños ponía atención en la materia e en sus ratos… me 
recuerdo que estaban muy cariñoso.  
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[Well, what I remember about being a good teacher and teaching, well, was charisma 
with the children... there was focus on the children and attention paid to the subjects and 
the tasks… I remember then being very caring.] 

  
They were very focused, “muy enfocado,” on the students and in their materials and took their 

jobs seriously.  Other teachers, she noted, did not seem to know as much as they should to be 

teachers. Maria attended secondary school, but no further because there were no higher level 

schools in the area.  

 She recalls that communication between the school and her parents was good, because 

they communicated with parents and encouraged their participation in the small school and its 

programs. The teachers encouraged the students to work hard for good grades, and Maria says 

the school would contact her parents when she received good grades. When the school had 

events, the parents were asked to attend or participate and they did so. Parents attended meetings 

with teachers (juntas) and would feel free to ask if they had questions or concerns about the 

children’s schooling. 

 Ernesto’s experience was a bit different. He grew up in a family as the youngest, with six 

brothers and two sisters. Neither of his parents had an education. The siblings had varying levels 

of education, his oldest brother and sister did not read or write, and the other older siblings 

would sometimes teach Ernesto or help him with school work at home.  His siblings did not 

attend or quit school to work, and some had families. Ernesto completed primary school and then 

he too went to work at age 13 to earn money as well. Ernesto remarked that the situation in 

Mexico is different than in the United States because in Mexico one has to choose to go to school 

or to work; it is not possible to do both. 

 Ernesto remembers that some of his teachers were very good and taught the students a 

lot. One female teacher he remembers as being good, and one male teacher he remembers and 
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knows to this day. When Ernesto travels to Mexico it is not unusual for him to speak with this 

teacher, who is now the administrator for the school after being in education for 35 years or 

more.  

 To enroll the children in school was something that Ernesto knew nothing about, but his 

sponsor “took care of everything.”  He showed Ernesto where he had to go, the forms that 

needed to be completed and where they had to be delivered. He also helped Ernesto with 

completing the forms because Ernesto did not speak much English.  The sponsor and his wife 

were also like grandparents to the children and looked after them. Ernesto spent most of his time 

working. He notes that he was aware when his son had school work to do or if they sent notes 

from school about not paying attention, but admits that he probably did not pay as much 

attention to such things as he might have. When Maria arrived months later, she took charge of 

supervising the children and their education.  

 When the children were first enrolled in school, Ernesto knew nothing about specific 

school rules, policies, programs, procedures or anything. He simply did as his sponsor told him 

was required. Ernesto did not have a meeting with school officials nor did he attend any general 

meeting in which information about the school was provided. 

 Ernesto recounted an incident where their son’s teacher was very strict and was not 

pleased that the child was speaking Spanish in school. The teacher called Ernesto on the phone 

and demanded, in English, that Ernesto require his son to speak English at home so that he would 

not speak Spanish while in school.  

“Me dice que ‘tienes que ensenar su hijo de hablar ingles en su casa.’ Y no puedo porque yo casi 

no hablo inglés.”  
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[She told me that: ‘You have to teach your son to speak English at home.’ And I couldn’t do that 

because I can speak almost no English.] 

Aside from the fact that Ernesto could not fully understand what the teacher was asking for, he 

had no ability to require his son to speak English at home because neither of them knew English 

well enough to do so. The son does speak Spanish on the school bus and sometimes at school as 

well as he is learning English. 

 One significant event that may shed light on the respective perceptions held by Ernesto 

and the schools was when his son missed five days of classes due to an injury. As Ernesto recalls 

events, his son was injured in a fall or accident at school. His face and teeth were damaged and 

he was attended to by the school nurse before being sent home. The school knew about the injury 

that occurred on school premises and which should have been documented by the school medical 

records and reports. Nevertheless, Ernesto received a formal notice that he would be required to 

go to court because of his son’s five days of absence from school.  There was no notice, inquiry 

as to reasons for absences or warning, just the summons to go to court. When Ernesto asked the 

teacher why this was necessary, the teacher told Ernesto that she would check with the 

principal.“Pues, me fuí a la escuela y hablé con la maestra que ella me dice que se habla con la 

directora. Y al regreso me dice que tenía que ir al corte.”   

[“So, I went to the school and I spoke with the teacher who told me she would talk with the 

Principal. And when she returned she said that I had to go appear in court.”] 

Whether or not the teacher did consult with the principal, she returned to tell Ernesto that even 

though they knew about his son’s injury, he had to attend the court hearing. 

 This was quite upsetting to Ernesto (me espantaba), not only because he thought it was 

unnecessary and did not understand why he had to go to a court. It was also symbolic because it 
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involved him being forced by the school to appear before a court to answer charges.  When he 

and his sponsor went to the courthouse with information and documentation, there was no 

representative from the school present. They spoke with the judge’s clerk who responded that the 

matter was resolved and that they did not have to appear before the judge. The school has not 

acknowledged or explained, but Ernesto believes that this was done to harass and intimidate. Yet 

Ernesto did not express bitterness.  

 From an information standpoint, Maria confirmed her own and Ernesto’s understanding 

that the school allowed up to ten days of absence. However, it appears the school attendance 

policy was reduced from the prior year. Maria and Ernesto looked at the papers they had 

received and could find no notice of the change in those papers. All communications from the 

school are only in English, and there are no interpreters available at the school. Maria and 

Ernesto acknowledged that it was possible that notice of a change had been on some form that 

the parents were required to sign and return, but nothing they had been allowed to keep informed 

them of the change in policy.   

“Pues, yo me revise las papeles…y no lo decía…y yo confiaba en que era diez días como el año 

pasado, que no me avisan diferente.”  

[“Well, I have reviewed the papers… and they do not say that… and I am confident that it was 

ten days as in the past year, that no one told me any different.”] 

Even under the changed policy, it was not clear why a court proceeding was needed. 

 Both Maria and Ernesto expressed some concerns about the level of academic support the 

children receive, particularly with regard to a lack of ESL instruction. Ernesto noted that their 

daughter learned more English in six to eight months of day care than their son learned in more 

than a year of school.  
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“Cuando ella venía por ocho o seis meses, ella aprendió mas inglés (en el daycare) que él por 

todo el año.”  

[“When she came for eight or six months, she learned more English in daycare than he had 

learned in the entire year (in school).”] 

There are no resources for translation or an interpreter. The school has indicated that there is no 

money for such services. They have never been to an open house if the school had one, and they 

only know about contacting the teacher if they have questions. There is no specially designated 

ESL class in the school, but the majority of Spanish speaking students are in one classroom.  

There was some discussion about whether the school had sent a notice about a program for 

teaching English, but neither Maria nor Ernesto saw such a notice. Ernesto noted, however, that 

such a notice would have been in English and it is possible he would not have recognized what it 

was.  

 The system of assessment and grading is unclear to Maria. She described how the reports 

about behavior involve numbers and a list of comments that are typed below. Explanation of the 

grades appears to be formulaic, based upon preset comments rather than individualized 

assessments by the teacher. In some cases, the comments referred to seem inconsistent to Maria 

and others seem vague.  

Pues en la hoja de conducto, tiene abajo algo. Me recuerdo unos que ‘no sigue dirección,’ 
no sigue las reglas. Y ya le pone allí ‘uno.’ Y número dos en español traduce que 
deshonesto, no sé que recibe. Pero no entendía que es ‘dishonest’ y como califican. 
 
[So in the page about conduct, there was something at the bottom. I recall one said ‘does 
not follow directions,’ does not follow the rules. And they had given him there a ‘one.’ 
And the second translates in Spanish to ‘dishonest.’ I do know what he received. But I 
don’t understand what is meant by ‘dishonest’ and how it is graded.] 
 

For example, when Maria tried to translate one of the comments in a report,  indicating her son 

had been dishonest, the report did not  explain how he was supposed to have been dishonest and 
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under what circumstances. This troubled Maria a great deal. The generally understand if their son 

gets a grade of “N” or “P” or “S.” However, they said that they do not know how their son is 

progressing in relation to the other students in the class.   

 Asked whether they had been contacted by the teacher about ways that they might better 

support their children in school, both indicated that no such calls or contact had ever been made 

by the teacher or school. The parents were clear that they have never spoken with the principal, 

and they communicate with the teacher only when they initiate contact, unless it is a bad report 

or note sent home about the student’s behavior. “No, no creo que era ningún comunicación como 

eso.”  [I don’t believe there was any communication like that.] Maria expressed concern that 

without more information from the teacher, she is worried whether her son’s English will 

improve enough for him to pass to the next grade. Ernesto was optimistic that their son would 

continue to improve and learn what he needs to learn. But he was also clear that his son needs to 

learn more. 

 Maria and Ernesto were asked about their level of confidence that they know about and 

understand what goes on in school and in the education of their children. Ernesto expressed some 

doubt, because by the time the children get home one cannot be certain. There were a number of 

events that cause him to doubt. He pointed out that when another student hits his son, no one 

says anything. But when there is an incident where it is claimed that his son hit another student, 

he is contacted by the teacher. One incident occurred when a bully and his friends in the class 

cornered their son in the bathroom, threatened and hit him and took his clothes off. When an 

adult finally intervened, the other students blamed it on their son.  Ernesto saw this as abuse. 

 Ernesto went to inquire of the teacher because no report of the incident to them was made 

by the teacher. When confronted, the teacher said that she would “look into it” and Ernesto did 
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not hear anything about follow up. All Ernesto believed he could do was to tell his son that such 

treatment was wrong and it is OK to hit back if anyone tries to do that again. In another incident, 

the children were on the carpet in the classroom and the teacher accidentally stepped on their 

son’s finger and broke it.  Maria asked their son why he had come home with his finger 

bandaged, and he explained that the teacher has stepped on him. Again, there was no call coming 

from the school or teacher about the incident. The teacher did apologize when Ernesto called to 

ask her about what happened to his child, but Maria and Ernesto were troubled that the only 

reason an apology came was because they contacted the teacher.  

 Based upon their interactions with the school Maria and Ernesto were asked to describe 

their confidence and impression of the relationship with the school. Maria stated that for her it 

was a feeling of fear. Ernesto agreed that they really do not feel confident they really know what 

happens with their children at school. When they try to inquire, the response is: “No, I don’t 

understand Spanish. You have to talk in English.”  Ernesto also noted his understanding about 

the general attitude of officials in the area where he lives. Previously, if a person who is Hispanic 

were detained by the police, for a tail light, speeding violation or a DUI or other infraction, they 

would be put in jail until a bond was posted and released. However, what Ernesto understands is 

that the mayor had issued an order that all Hispanics detained would be referred to immigration 

authorities, whether or not they appeared with proper documentation. Ernesto’s belief is that 

there is a desire to encourage all Hispanics to leave the area. He indicated that such attitudes may 

be reflected in the school as well, that they question: “what are you doing here?’ Ernesto and 

Maria both acknowledged that there is a “tensión.” 

 Maria noted that language was a large part of the problem. It is important to them that 

their children learn and do well in school so they do not have to work as hard or in the same 
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kinds of jobs as their parents do.  But Maria noted they do not know how to manage the situation 

when they cannot go and sit down with the teacher and find out how to help their children. 

Ernesto said that there could be more help, more information.  

Yo pienso que puede ser más ayuda, más información. Si, le mandan papeles…pero todo 
en inglés”…. “Las reglas que ha entendido están bien, que tiene que haber reglas. Pero 
hay otras reglas que no entendemos, por ejemplo que ropa que puede llevar.   
 
[(Ernesto) I think that there could be more help, more information. Sure they send 
papers...but everything is in English... (Maria) the rules that we understand are fine, 
because you have to have rules. But there are other rules that we don’t understand, for 
example, what clothes the children can wear.] 
 

Maria feels that if she could speak English better, then the teacher might understand her better 

and she could understand what the teacher had to say.  

 It would be good, Maria states, if someone in the school could learn a little Spanish too. 

Ernesto expressed his belief that if they were to move to a larger city the schools that have 

Hispanic students would have interpreters and things might be better. However, his work and his 

sponsor are where he now lives so he feels they must stay where they are. 

Carolina 

 Carolina presents as a soft spoken yet determined parent. Her education originated in a 

city, in a larger school with many students and a teacher for each subject, unlike in small village 

schools.  Also, unlike many other HLMF parents in the local community where the study was 

conducted, Carolina completed technical or vocational school to the 12th grade level. Her school 

experience was very good; she said it was “muy agradable, muy cómodo.” [“very agreeable, very 

comfortable.”] Her mother had supported her education and attended school events and juntas, 

while her father had not been supportive of women continuing in education. Her parents had 

positive communications and a relationship with her school.  
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 Carolina found navigating her daughter’s entry into the public schools to be difficult. 

Language was a factor in this difficulty because the papers and information that she needed were 

in English. In addition, she was unfamiliar with the school procedures and customs, and the 

language difference tended to amplify that confusion for her. She referred to problems of trying 

to help her daughter with mathematics, but the teacher told her that the methods she had learned 

were wrong. She was told not to try to teach her daughter. She did not know “the system” of the 

school. If she wanted to know what or how her children were doing with their schoolwork she 

had to go through the teacher, and if the teacher did not send information, she would not know.  

“Si quería saber si mis niños hacen sus tareas o que pasa con ellos, necesitaba hablar con la 

maestra…y la maestra no me quise ayudar, y me dice ‘no puede, no puede, no puede.’”  

[“If I wanted to know if my children were doing their assigned work, or what was happening 

with them, I would have to talk to the teacher...and the teacher did not want me to help, and she 

said to me ‘you cannot, you cannot, you cannot.’”] 

Given her desire to support her children, being shut out was difficult, even though her daughter 

was in a “magnet school.” 

 Carolina experienced additional difficulty in her daughter’s education when she 

discovered that her daughter was being bullied. Her daughter was taller than her peers and it is 

not unusual for a child whose appearance or body image is atypical to be teased or harassed by 

other students, but this was extreme. “Ella tenía una crisis de nervios.” [“She had a nervous 

breakdown.”] Her attempt to address the problem with the teacher and school administrator was 

unsatisfactory. The manner in which the school personnel communicated with her suggested that 

they believed Carolina did not understand the situation or the school and that she was lucky to 

have her child in one of the better schools in the district. But her child was having problems.  
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Ella empezar... que ella no trabajaba, que era bullying, que les quitaba, que les ponía...y 
me llamaba la directora y una traductora para que entender correcto. Ella estaba muy 
estresada. Pero la maestra no quería que le ayudaban para nada. 
 
[She began… she would not work, as there was bullying, and she was robbed, was 
pushed… and I called the principal and translator to make sure it was understood. She 
was very stressed. But the teacher did not want to provide her any help at all.] 
 

She removed her daughter from the magnet school and her grades and stress level improved. She 

was upset because the school refused to be helpful. 

 Carolina also noted that her older daughter at the magnet school was getting good grades 

and was accepted into a bilingual study group. This would enable her to learn and practice both 

English and Spanish and help as a translator for other students and for parents. Carolina noted 

that the principal of the school seemed to want to work with Hispanics (there were only ten in the 

school), but that it seemed the teachers did not.  

“Me parece que la directora quiere trabajar con los hispanos, pero las profesoras, no. Es 

diferente, porque las profesoras se pusieron en un plan de víctima.” 

[“It seemed to me that the Principal wanted to work with Hispanics, but the teachers did not. It is 

different, because the teachers took on the role of being the victims.”] 

 Carolina was asked for her perception about the reasons a teacher she encountered that 

was hostile toward her and her children acted as she did. She thinks that the teacher does not 

believe that Hispanics have the same capacity as other students. “Pienso que ella cree que, como 

hispanos, no tenemos la misma capacidad.”  

[“I think that she believes that, as Hispanics, we do not have the same capacity.”] 

This kind of rejection shows in other ways as well. School web sites and information on the 

internet was seen to be almost exclusively in English. Carolina, like other participant parents, 
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stated that she does not go to school meetings because of an expectation that she would not be 

able to understand what was said. 

 This non-participation in school meetings troubled Carolina because she expressed the 

belief that it is the obligation of HLMF parents to learn the system and also to try to learn more 

English. She stressed the importance of parent involvement with the education of their children. 

She said that getting an education is both a privilege for the children and an obligation for the 

parents. Carolina observed that most school personnel do not realize that a large number, she 

estimated a majority, of the Hispanic parents in the community do not read or write well in 

Spanish or in English. It is possible to pick up some understanding in verbal exchanges, but a 

very different thing to understand information provided in long documents only in English. Her 

suggestion to improve relations was to have more effort to explain school policies, programs and 

expectations in Spanish in meetings that enable HLMF parents to ask questions about matters of 

concern and lack of understanding.  

 Carolina repeated her belief that it is important for HLMF parents to support and to be 

involved in the education of their children. However, she noted that most Hispanic parents do not 

know what to do or how to help their children succeed in the public school system. She noted 

that many immigrants who come lack literacy. They learn some English to speak, but not their 

letters.  

“Mucha gente inmigrante que viene aquí ... no sabe leer ni escribir. El poco ingles que se 

aprenden es que se hablan, pero no saben letras.”  

[“A lot of the immigrant people who come here…they do not know how to read or write. The  
 
little English that they learn is what they are able to speak, but they do not know their letters.”] 
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She also expressed the concern that the lack of understanding and involvements may lead the 

students to abandon or fail to continue their education beyond high school because their parents 

know little.  

School Information 

 In addition to the participant interview data, an effort was made to gather information 

provided by schools about education related events or policies. The data collected does not 

purport to be comprehensive, but rather a reasonable sampling of the type of information 

disseminated by public schools to parents of students attending in relevant districts. The data is 

comprised of general notices or printed materials issued by schools or district offices and of web 

sites available through the internet providing information regarding school matters. Most school 

notices provided directly to the HLMF participants were in English, and so they were discarded, 

or were documents that had to be signed and returned to school. 

General School Information and Handbooks 

 Some area schools have printed materials as welcoming packets or guidebooks for 

parents of children entering the school. These types of materials are printed in English, and on 

rare occasions some or all of the materials may be translated into a language other than English. 

However, it should be noted that the trend is to provide such information in electronic format and 

shift from printed materials. Generally, the materials are available only to those who initiate 

contact with the school. The wording is somewhat dense and in academic English, as it describes 

the school, school rules and policies. As such, the materials are more suited as reference sources 

to consult for specific school related issues than as basic introductory information to orient the 

uninitiated in school procedures. Many schools are moving away from almost all preprinted 



 

194 
 

materials for general information. The printed materials available could be useful, but only to a 

person fairly proficient in English. 

School Based Web Sites 

 Today, most schools have a web presence. These web sites vary in their architecture, but 

typically have a home page that indicates the school mission and identifies school leaders. The 

initial point to note for purposes of this study is that reliance upon web presence assumes a level 

of access and proficiency with the internet and web connected devices. Sometimes referred to as 

the “digital divide,” this assumption discounts and may distance persons who do not have 

internet access readily available. As such, school policies and practices which rely upon internet 

access to obtain information and keep up with school activities makes a discursive statement 

about certain members of the school community being valued differently. In fact, none of the 

participants indicated they have internet access or Wi-Fi in their homes. Some have access to the 

internet through their mobile phones, but the limitations of such devices create a filter of 

information access. They were aware that school web sites exist, but to be able to check the 

school website requires leaving home for some location that has such access available. 

 If the foregoing issue of access is overcome, what does the HLMF encounter as a web 

presence when seeking information about schools? Consider a school district website. 
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Figure 2. Screenshot of School District Web Portal - Parents page and links. 
 
The home page of the district website contains an extensive listing of structural and functional 

headings, which a computer user would find are links to related pages. Two things are apparent 

from the website design. First, the site would be difficult to navigate for anyone who did not 

already know a significant amount about school structure. Second, the site is entirely in English 

and there are no apparent links for translating the page to Spanish. The tab for “Parents/Students” 

leads to an extensive list of titles of school policy documents. 

 For a newcomer, if able to navigate to the “Registration” (which is not a cognate in 

Spanish) the user would get to a page that does contain links for translation to Spanish. 
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Figure 3. Screenshot of School District Web Portal – Registration. 
 
 Ironically, the page indicates that registration of students in the district will be done online, a 

further distancing mechanism embedded into the school system habitus.  A new HLMF seeking 

to enroll a student would likely require assistance in both finding and using the website to enroll 

a child in school. A person at a school or district office might be able to assist if there is someone 

who speaks Spanish. This process also presumes that the HLMF parent can read and write, 

unless verbal assistance is available every step in the process. 

 In individual school sites, links are provided to information about the district, teachers, 

facilities and academic programs. In others, links are provided to teacher Facebook or other 

social media platform pages that are updated and maintained by the teachers themselves. One 

area school has a website with a link for parents to a “welcoming letter” (Appendix G) which is 

in English. There is a reference on the letter to a parent classroom visit to the school, but the 

letter states -in English- that such a visit must be pre-approved by the school.  While security 

precautions are understandable from a systemic viewpoint, parents would be negatively impacted 
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if they sought to approach the school without a clear understanding of barriers and restrictions to 

access. 

 This web presence is an evolving process. In a survey of one local district two years ago, 

available school information revealed a wide variety in content and quality, ranging from no 

information at all to detailed information about the school, its policies and programs. Today, the 

same district provides a template so that all schools have at least a basic presence, with some 

schools providing more detail than others, probably based upon building leadership decisions. 

This change of district wide standard indicates responsiveness to technology and the increased 

demand for access to information through electronic media. One positive feature of the change is 

that the template provided by the district contains a utility that provides a translation of web 

pages on each site. Thus, a language minority parent whose native language may be from an 

extended list may be able to obtain information about the school.  

 

Figure 4. Screenshot of School Website- Spanish Translation. 

 One such website contains a link for translation of the page to Spanish. One of the 

important links would be the “parent student guide” which would likely contain basic 

information such as dress codes, attendance policies and academic standards. However, the link 

that should provide access to the translated version of the “important information” materials is 
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inoperative. (See Figure 4)  Unfortunately it is only speculation as to what HLMF parents might 

symbolically interpret from an ostensible offering of translation by the school that the school did 

not take care to assure was functional. 

  

Figure 5. Screenshot of School Website- Spanish Translation-Inoperative. 

 Other districts and schools may not have the resources or place the same priority on 

maintaining a web presence. In one instance, the school website appears not to have been 

updated in more than three years. The website provides a link to a “Student Code of Conduct” 

policy document for the 2012-13 school year. 

 

Figure 6. Individual School Website - Student Code of Conduct Policy Link. 
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Notices of School Meetings and Events 

 Schools disseminate a variety of notices to parents. The types of notices referenced here 

differ from specific notes that teachers send to parents about specific matters relating to their 

children. As a public institution, school districts send out notices of formal and official business 

such as school board meetings, notices of public meetings, parental permission forms and notices 

of significant school initiatives or events. These notices are usually sent via broadcast emails to 

all parents of school children who have provided an email address.  Parents provide their email 

contacts so that they can be alerted to changes in school functions or potential delays of 

cancellation of school. The notices broadcast by school officials tend to be formalistic and are all 

in English. Alternatively, or in addition to electronic messages, school may send home notices 

via the students. 

 With regard to the notices about school board proceedings, one would have to be versed 

in the system and school governance to comprehend what most of the notices mean or the 

implications of actions proposed or taken by school authorities.  This applies to English speaking 

parents and well as language minority parents. Thus, if HLMF parents have provided the school 

with an email address, they would receive generalized notices that they likely would not be able 

to decipher because of language difference or because the notice content is obtuse, or both. 

 Copies of notices of school board meetings that contain agendas for action or notices of 

policy considerations are included in the appendix (Appendix G). Such notices tend to reference 

board policies or intended actions only by the title, and such notices are in English. HLMF 

parents would first need to translate the title to Spanish, and then learn where or how to obtain a 

description of a given policy listed on the notice. Having overcome those hurdles, which most 
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English speaking parents do not, the HLMF parent would have to go to the school board meeting 

conducted only in English. As participants noted, they do not attend such meetings. 

 Notices that may more directly affect HLMF parents and their children are notices from 

the schools requiring parent action to acknowledge the notice and information or to give 

permission for some action by the school or their children in connection with school activities. 

 

Figure 7. Notice to Parents -Policy Acknowledgement. 

Since the notice is in English only, with no indication of an available Spanish translation, HLMF 

parents may or may not be able to decipher what they are requested to acknowledge or approve. 

Some participants asked friends to translate, and others simply placed little importance upon 

such documents. In some cases this may have resulted in the child missing out on some school 

activity. 

 Another type of notice would include invitations for extracurricular events or activities. 

For example, the following notice relates to an invitation for grandparents to participate in a 
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school activity. Such a message coming from the school institution might symbolize an open 

attitude toward family connections with the school.  

 

Figure 8. Notice to Parents -Extracurricular Activity. 

However, such a message would be effective only if intelligible. Again, the notice is in English 

with no indication of availability in Spanish. Participants did note that, over the years, schools 

are beginning to provide more information in Spanish and English, which appears to be 

interpreted not only as access to more information but a possible shift, albeit small, in disposition 

of schools. Translation and interpreter resources are still very limited. 

Research Findings 

 The research data, including interview transcripts and school information, were reviewed 

and coded to identify emergent themes relating to the research questions. Review of the 

aggregated data yielded the following significant findings for purposes of further analysis. These 

findings are connected to the primary research questions of the study and address aspects of 

inquiry prompted by these questions: 
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(1) How do HLMF regard school institutions and agents; what are their perceptions of 
 relations they form with schools based upon their lived experiences and interpretation of 
 interactions? 

 
(2) What are the implications of (dys)regard between HLMF and school institutions and 

 agents  for collaboration when perceptions of interactions and relationships are non-
 aligned?  

 
Finding 1.1:  All HLMF participant parents viewed the school as an important instrumentality  
for academic development and training of their children, and expressed sincere and passionate 
commitment to see their children succeed in school, to go further than the parent had gone.  
 
 While this assertion, as finding, might be assumed or may appear self-evident, in light of 

the references in literature to attitudes expressed by public education teachers and administrators 

that Hispanic parents are not actively involved in schools because they do not care about the 

education of their children, the finding is salient.  Most of the participant HLMF came from 

personal backgrounds in which schooling was limited and was not perceived as central to a 

happy or successful life.  Schooling ended for a variety of reasons: the need to work for family 

support (Ernesto, Mariana), family attitudes (Lola) or because further educational facilities and 

opportunities were not available (Maria, Rocio).  Yet for all of the participants, school was 

something that they want for their children to pursue as long and as far as they can. 

 The commitment by participant families was evidenced in their express statements 

regarding the importance and priority of the education of their children, and in their actions 

seeking to intervene with schools to resolve issues concerning their children and to advocate for 

them.  Moreover, demeaning or dismissive attitudes on the part of some teachers about HLMF 

parental commitment, like those indicated in the literature, were experienced by some 

participants. Failure of school personnel to recognize or respect this commitment by HLMF 

parents suggests, through neglect, implicit bias, or intent, schools simply do not know or 

understand the interests and concerns of HLMF. 
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 Mariana expressed several times her distress at not really knowing whether her child was 

doing well or poorly in school, and she took on extra work to get her son a tutor to help him in 

reading. Lola stated plainly that she has to work hard and long hours, but if there is any concern 

regarding her children, she will immediately put all of that aside and go to attend to her children 

in school. She expressed pride in comments from the school principal that she was a good parent 

because she cared about the education of her child. Rocio spoke of going to school meetings, 

even when she could not understand what was being said, just to demonstrate her commitment to 

the education of her children.  Maria and Ernesto stated that the education of their children is 

very important so that the children will not have to work as hard as they have to and in better 

jobs than construction or housecleaning.  

 As discussed below, the interview data confirmed that most HLMF parents do not attend 

school meetings. Such non-attendance is often read by schools as a lack of commitment. 

However, when the reasons for non-attendance from the perspectives of the HLMF parents are 

considered, the fault for lack of participation would more accurately fall to the schools. 

Finding #1.2: HLMF participants regarded schools as a challenging and unfamiliar institution 
because all participants experienced challenges and obstacles to navigating enrollment and 
establishing initial relations with schools, some more than others. 
 
 The initial contact with the public schools their children were to attend could have large 

significance in creating the foundation and tenor of the school-family relationship. Each of the 

HLMF parents experienced challenges to getting their children enrolled. Some challenges might 

well have been encountered by any parent trying to gain entrance for their child, and others may 

have been influenced by participants’ HLMF status, due to language or ethnicity.  The perception 

of their initial encounters is a significant finding because HLMF parents were less likely to have 

a frame of reference to interpret the interactions.  Parents who attended U.S. public schools and 
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have a circle of friends and family with children in the schools are more likely to anticipate 

problems and know how to navigate them. Such experiences cumulatively can become a 

perception of rejection and denial of access. Whether this dispositional projection is a result of 

new entrants lacking social capital, being uninitiated, or the product of sociocultural or socio-

linguistic bias may nuance HLMF reactions. But the overall effect is of rejection or barriers. 

 Mariana was confused regarding where and how to enroll her son, and when she arrived 

at the school office she was told to go away and come back on another date more than once. Her 

English skills are minimal and she did not understand, if anyone tried to explain, why she could 

not submit a registration on the day she went there. She only knew she was turned away. This 

happened repeatedly. Ernesto was able to get his children enrolled because he has a sponsor who 

is his employer and who “took care of everything.” Ernesto had no idea where to go, who to talk 

to or what forms or other information was needed. If there was any initial information provided 

to new parents, he did not receive it. Lola had prior experience in California and Colorado, and 

she thought she would be able to enroll her children without significant difficulty. However, the 

school accepted one child and told her there was no space for the other. This meant that Lola had 

to transport one child to a school in another attendance area (no bus transportation) and then race 

back to get her other child from the school bus stop.  

Finding #1.3: HLMF tended to regard school with a sense of vigilance and a tension . 

 Most parents in the dominant culture in United States public education send their children 

to school with a general understanding of what the children will be doing and an assumption that 

the children will be safe and well looked after. That assumption may not always be as reliable in 

some urban schools, but there is an underlying customary reliance upon in loco parentis that 

supports the notion that schools will place priority on protecting and supporting the children.  
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 HLMF parent in the study did not exhibit this type of confidence toward schools. As a 

result, there were expressions of a feeling of vigilance, the need to monitor what the children are 

doing and how they are faring in the school environment. One reason for the lack of trust or 

confidence may be the inadequate information that HLMF seemed to have about school 

programs, procedures and rules. Maria expressed concern that there were school rules that are 

not understood, with apparent concern that her child would get into difficulty because of failing 

to follow such rules. Indeed, Ernesto was forced to go to a judicial court by the school over a 

misunderstanding of the attendance policy. Mariana experienced difficulty when other students 

picked on her son and the school personnel did not seem to respond or care about the problem. 

 Another potential reason for the vigilance and tension might be related to language 

difference. HLMF participants described instances in which school personnel treated them with 

hostility or as an annoyance because the child or parent did not speak English. On a superficial 

level, there would be frustration about understanding the message to be conveyed. However, 

when a parent (Rocio, Ernesto, Lola) encountered teachers who responded to a request for 

information about a student with a hostile “what do you expect me to do” type of reaction, trust 

is undermined and the message conveyed suggests that turning over that parental care role to 

such teachers may be unwise.  Carolina holds the perception that the administrator may be 

receptive to working with HLMF students and parents, but that the teachers are not. Maria, 

Ernesto and Lola described specific instances in which they felt their children were not protected 

and were subjected to abuse and that the school personnel were not adequately responsive or 

caring. They were concerned that their children would not be protected. 

 In addition, Ernesto described his belief that there are many who do not really want 

Hispanics in the area schools. His concern is that the pervasive anti-immigrant and anti-Hispanic 



 

206 
 

bias may be reflected in the behaviors of the teachers and school personnel. This concern may 

create a belief that the lack of attention and failure to protect the Hispanic children may be more 

than just negligence or inattention, but rather an indication that those children are valued less. 

Mariana encountered an incident in which her child’s struggling with reading was dismissed by 

the teacher because of the teacher’s assumption that he was not paying attention and was just a 

bad student. HLMF reaction and regard toward the schools based upon such interactions with 

teachers is understandable. 

Finding #1.4: HLMF tended to regards schools as generally capable of providing academic  
  instruction for the children, but not particularly concerned about informing or  
  engaging with HLMF parents. 
 
 The traditional expectation of Mexican immigrants and many other Hispanic cultures is 

that the school provides competent professional instruction in academic subjects and skill areas. 

This general expectation seems to have been carried over by HLMF to the public schools with 

which they interacted in Alabama. Even without much knowledge or understanding of school 

programs of curriculum, HLMF participants expressed the belief that the schools could do an 

acceptable job of providing academic instruction. This expectation seemed to hold until contrary 

evidence emerged. 

 Areas of issues where the discrepancy tended to emerge were centered on language and 

reading. Although the children of HLMF participants were in need of ESL support, as none 

entered school with English language proficiency, the parents knew little about the type of ESL 

instruction the children receive. Ernesto remarked that his daughter learned more English in less 

than two months in daycare than his son learned in an entire year in school. Mariana was 

perplexed when her son apparently failed to progress in reading according to the school teacher, 

despite spending extra tuition for a private tutor for a year. 
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 The comments about the quality of instruction did not reflect a belief that the teachers did 

not know what they were doing academically, but were directed to trying to understand the 

progression and the system of grading that was being used. HLMF parents were confused about 

the rate of progress of their children because they lacked information and understanding of the 

system of assessments. The HLMF parent also indicated that schools did very little to try to 

explain systems, procedures and standards to the parents. Several participants noted the belief 

that the schools were not very concerned about whether the Hispanic parents were informed 

about the school or the progress of their children. As Lola noted, if they were concerned, they 

would have shown it by their actions. 

 At the root of the perception that schools were not concerned about engagement with 

HLMF parents and their children may be found a substantial ignorance on the part of schools 

about the lived experiences of HLMF who have come to the area from Mexico and Central 

America. Because the schools and school personnel lack cultural awareness, not only of heritage 

and culture, but also current living circumstances, it appears that actions are taken and issues 

overlooked that present serious obstacles to HLMF parents. Schools simply do not know the 

HLMF community and how it experiences public schools. Moreover, from the perspective of 

HLMF parents, the schools make very little effort to learn that which is available to know. For 

example, as educators, the schools should have the sensitivity and ability to recognize the levels 

of literacy among the Hispanic population in the attendance areas.  This leads to the second set of 

findings related to the research questions, the consequences of non-aligned beliefs and 

expectations.   

Finding #2.1: The language difference influenced linguistic and sociocultural barriers, and  
  the means of communication between schools and HLMF parents tended to  
  define the quality of communication and the social distance of their interaction. 
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 The lack of English proficiency by HLMF and the lack of language proficiency in any 

language other than English by school personnel constructed barriers in the ability to convey 

information, but also appeared to serve as force that instantiated perceived roles for HLMF and 

school personnel. These roles were not consistent or aligned. School communications tended to 

convey a concrete and symbolic message that one’s value within the schooling system is directly 

related to level of English proficiency. This was conveyed by general information published by 

schools and to some extent by direct interactive communication between HLMF and teachers. 

Yet while school personnel tended to behave as though the subordination of HLMF should be 

understood and accepted, HLMF participants did not appear to accept the devaluation. They 

responded by social distancing where it appeared that schools were not interested or prepared to 

engage meaningfully.   

 Modes of communication fell into three categories, but reliance upon different modes of 

communication as a primary method yielded different types of communication and relationships. 

This finding does not suggest that the medium of communication was determinative of social 

distancing, because school culture and the disposition of the teacher or other school agent 

involved in communication also influence outcomes. The three categories are: a) reliance on the 

classroom teacher as primary or sole conduit of communication with school through direct 

meetings or phone conversations; b) notes, report cards, messages sent by the school to HLMF 

parents, typically written in English only; and c) meetings with school personnel, either in face to 

face parent teacher meetings or in group meetings.  

 Maria and Ernesto communicated with the school almost exclusively through the 

classroom teacher of their children. Although some communications had been included in 

“papers” sent home with the children, they had little recognition of the content. In contrast, they 



 

209 
 

easily recalled communications with the teacher, usually by phone, which appear to have been 

more frequently initiated by the parents than the school. Communication through documents 

tended to be associated with confusion or with negative experiences. They stated that they have 

never met with or spoken to the school principal and that they have not attended any school 

meetings such as open houses or other such events. They experienced almost no collaboration. 

 Mariana experienced communication with the school through direct contact with teachers 

and other staff. In some instances, she received information that she understood, particularly 

when an interpreter was provided. More often, however, her description indicated that these 

communications were sometimes contradictory and left her confused and uncertain. The nature 

of the communications, whether through notes or verbal contact, tended to be admonitory or 

directive, rather than seeking her input.  She was treated in a way that made her feel that she was 

accused of not being a responsible parent. She was told by a teacher that she needed to give her 

son medication for hyperactivity, and made to feel disapproval when she refused. Her 

relationship with the school would best be described as more subordinate or deferential than a 

partnership. 

 Lola has a more confrontational style than other participants. She states that she is not 

reluctant to go to the school and talk directly with someone if she has a question or a problem. 

Despite limited English proficiency, Lola prefers direct communication to notes or written 

contact.  Lola stated concern that sending a note would not be satisfactory to her because she 

could not be assured it would be translated or get to the intended person. At times, she 

acknowledged that her communications resulted in friction (“no cae bien”) between herself and 

school teachers or administrators. However, her insistence in intervention and pursuing matters is 

what she considers justified and more effective. She says that she does not now have a problem 
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with the schools. She chooses to interpret positive comments made directly to her or to her child 

about her (whether sincere or platitudes) as affirmations of her position. There appears to have 

been little communication between Lola and the school other than when she intervened to 

address some problem. 

 Rocio expressed concern for the progress of her children in school, but also a lack of 

understanding as to how best to help them improve. Her communication with the school appears 

to have been more indirect. Her style is not confrontational. She described how she tried to 

translate and interpret written communications from the school, including progress reports and 

homework assignments. However, she seemed uncertain that she understands what is actually 

happening in school for her children and how to support them. She went to the school at an 

earlier stage to help in the classroom, but her limited English proficiency caused her 

embarrassment and she stopped going because she did not understand what to do. She wishes 

that the school would do more to provide information that Hispanic parents can understand. Her 

relationship with the school seems to trust that the school will try to provide a good education for 

her children, but she has minimal participation in any school family collaboration. 

 The provision by schools of generalized notices and information about formal school 

business seemed to have little or no impact on HLMF participants. As noted, some families do 

not have internet connectivity and so they do not receive such notices. The fact that the general 

notices are only in English makes them largely inaccessible, so little attention is paid to them. 

When changes in school schedule occur, the schools typically make generic broadcast calls to 

parents, and so HLMF parents do not feel the need to understand the general notices. Some 

participants, including Rocio and Maria, indicated that they try to check the school website to see 
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if there are notices of important changes that may affect their children. But the general notices 

sent by the school district are generally perceived as not for the benefit of HLMF. 

Finding #2.2 (Dys)regard manifested as participants  did not understand differing value systems 
revealed through attempts to connect with schools which failed to yield closer cooperation or 
sense of shared purpose. 
 
 It is entirely possible that some of the disconnection and (dys)regard perceived by HLMF 

when they attempted to express concerns and were not heard is a result of ethnic and linguistic 

bias in the local area.  However, the data indicate that a significant factor involved in the 

disconnection is a very different set of priorities and values as between schools and HLMF. A 

beginning point of this difference in values is the policies of school district that declines to 

allocate resources until the constituent population reaches a level of percentage of school 

populations that warrant action. This systemic response has an internal rationale in a system with 

competing demands for limited resources. To the individual interacting with the system, the 

response seems cold and inhospitable. In addition, the need to address academic achievement 

gaps that could threaten resources introduces static in the system. Dysfunction arises.  

 In a pattern that is fairly typical of public school practices and discourse, most of the 

communication tends to be unidirectional from school to parents. As a result, the experiences of 

HLMF parents trying to communicate with schools met with responses from schools in the form 

of resistance or denial. Although not usually hostile, school responses tended to be overbearing, 

officious and in some cases intimidating to HLMF parents. This institutional disposition had 

potentially significant implications when HLMF parents sought to have their voice heard by the 

school.  Participants continued to put forth effort to try to get their voices heard and their 

concerns recognized by schools. Their concern for their children and their cultural ethos of ganas 

would not appear to allow them to give up. In some instances, participants seemed to blame 
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themselves for not learning English well enough. Yet they still sought various avenues to 

communicate and felt frustration or embarrassment at not being more successful. 

 Lola, Ernesto and Mariana all encountered instances in which they sought to bring a 

matter to the school’s attention to be resolved and were met with reactions that the teacher or 

other school representative did not believe or value their description of what had happened to 

cause concern. In Ernesto’s case, his concern about potential bullying and abuse of his son was 

met with a response of “we’ll look into it” and he heard nothing further. When Lola offered her 

own eyewitness observations of the children in her daughter’s class that contradicted a report of 

her daughter being disruptive, she was told that the school administrator “didn’t believe her.” 

 Another communication related frustration arising from the data was the attempt by 

HLMF parents to connect with schools in ways to help their children’s learning. HLMF parents 

sought this connection is two ways, to come to school and assist with the early childhood classes 

and by requesting information about ways they could better support their children’s learning at 

home. Rocio and Maria attempted to help out in the classroom. However, lack of support from 

the teacher and their inability to communicate and interact with other parents due to language 

difference led them to abandon such efforts. Mariana and Rocio asked teachers how they could 

help their children do better in school. They received the response that they “just need to help 

them” without suggestions or instructions how to do so. Ernesto was directed by a teacher (in 

English) to demand that his son speak English at home so he would not continue to speak 

Spanish in school. There was no offer of assistance.  Neither Ernesto nor his son knew enough 

English to comply, even had the demand been reasonable. 

 Yet another frustrated opportunity to connect with schools involved school meetings and 

a lack of language accessible information. When meetings of the school and school PTO were 



 

213 
 

held to discuss school matters, some HLMF parents would attend, initially to obtain information. 

When the meetings were conducted only in English with no interpreter, as Rocio and Lola noted, 

some HLMF parents continued to go to some meetings to symbolically demonstrate their 

commitment to the education of their children, even though they understood little or nothing that 

was being said. In time, HLMF parents just stopped going because of the expectation there 

would be no interpreter and they would not understand what was said and would look foolish. 

Mariana missed a school chorus event when her son sang because information of such events 

was provided in English only. Lola went to an extracurricular meeting about football with her 

son and was embarrassed because she had to keep asking her son: “what did he say? (“Que 

dice?”).” Beyond the lack of information exchange, the nature of interaction symbolically 

suggested to HLMF that they were unimportant and not valued as potential partners. 

Finding #2.3 HLMF regarded various behaviors and interactions with schools as evidence that  
  that they are not valued as collaborators in the education of their children.  
 
 Schools have traditional and typical practices, and they include ways of communicating 

to and interacting with parents. As such, these practices may reflect habitus and would not be 

consciously or strategically intended to marginalize HLMF. In some cases in some schools, 

school culture tends to hold parents of all children at arms’ length and as potential adversaries 

rather than partners. As noted in previous discussion as well, Hispanic culture in some instances 

treats school and educators with deference, believing that the parental role to assure good 

behavior in school is separate from the professional role of the teacher to educate. These separate 

non-aligned dispositions may set the stage for perceptions by HLMF that their collaboration is 

not valued. 

 The data reveals that, because of the education system in Mexico for rural or small 

village folk (campesinos), schooling was available only up to the level comparable to eighth or 
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ninth grade. Many children left school after the primary grades (through sixth grade) to begin 

work and help the family. Consequently many HLMF parents in the study and others in the 

community lack formal education levels that school personnel presume all parents have. The 

expectancy in the United States, because of compulsory public education, is that almost everyone 

has a high school education. The problematic divergence arises when school personnel are either 

unaware of the cultural difference and assume HLMF have higher education levels, or when 

aware, they adopt a demeaning attitude about lack of education based upon stereotypes that 

someone who did not finish high school is a “dropout.”  HLMF participants acknowledged their 

level of formal education as less than typical in the United States. They successfully completed 

the education they could that was available to them, but want more for their children. They 

expressed, however, a sense that schools here look down upon them because of their education 

level. 

 The normative difference between HLMF and those they refer to as “norteamericano” 

parents is compounded by the language difference. When HLMF children fall behind or are not 

able to progress in school at the rate of other students in the class, often because of language 

proficiency issues and lack of ESL support, the children are often labeled as “bad students.”  

Mariana and Lola experienced interactions wherein teachers labeled their children as bad 

students or disruptive in class when the parents believed that the reason the child was distracted 

or did not follow teacher directions was simply that the child did not yet understand directions 

given in English. When the parents rejected the label the school tried to apply, and explained the 

problem of comprehension, the parents were cast as bad parents. Their knowledge and opinions 

were not valued and in some instances not accepted at all. 
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 Beyond the devaluation of HLMF indicated by negative school interactions discussed, the 

issue of self-doubt was revealed through interview data. HLMF participants expressed frustration 

that they either could not or were afraid to help their children too much with their school work. 

They feared that their English language skills were insufficient and that by trying to help their 

children they would teach them incorrect or bad habits. This demoralized feeling of impotence 

was expressed by Maria, Rocio, Mariana and Lola. Fear of mispronouncing words led Mariana 

and Maria to sometimes call a friend to try to confirm how to say words being studied.   

 Rocio spoke of the teacher sometimes sending books home and the instruction that 

students should read each night, but Rocio could not tell whether the children were actually 

doing the reading or doing it correctly if reading passages were long.  They expressed a desire to 

work on their own English skills so that they could attain a level where they might help their 

children with schooling. It is significant here to note that these parents viewed themselves as the 

problem that needs to be fixed. While they indicated that the schools could help in the process by 

providing information in Spanish or providing training to the parents in ways to help their 

children, they tended to place obligation and blame upon themselves. 

Finding #2.4 The failure of schools to provide translation, interpreters and ESL services 
signifies to HLMF parents domination of communication and an obstacle to collaboration. 
 School provision of translation, interpreters (or lack thereof) and ESL services signifies 

to HLMF parents more than just access to information, but whether schools held the education of 

HLMF children as important and parents as  legitimate stakeholders. Clearly, the availability of 

information about school policies, programs and personnel translated into Spanish would have a 

significant practical influence on the interaction between HLMF parents and schools. A common 

issue expressed by HLMF parents in interviews was that they lacked sufficient knowledge about 

the school’s policies and expectations.  The incident in which the school forced Ernesto to go to 
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court over an asserted violation of attendance policy, a policy that had apparently been changed, 

highlights the practical significance of access to current information. Yet the incident also 

illustrates a power dynamic where failure to provide access to vital information about the school, 

because of language difference, places schools in a position to disadvantage and intimidate. 

 When questions arose regarding academic performance of HLMF students, or the 

provision of support or assistance, the HLMF parent had little effective input or control over 

what was done when the school failed to provide an interpreter. When the school acknowledged 

an obligation to provide an interpreter, this often meant that meetings had to be postponed or 

rescheduled. In some instances an interpreter might be contacted by phone, an inadequate means 

of translation support.  

 When HLMF parents were informed that their children were not doing as well as they 

should, especially in subjects that involved language arts, schools did not clearly communicate to 

HLMF what support measures would be taken. Participants disclosed that they did not know or 

understand what ESL services were being provided, if any. Maria and Mariana expressed their 

concern that, if their children were taken out of their classrooms to be placed with other students 

for ESL purposes, how the children would be able to keep up with their peers in other subjects 

and how the parents would know when such services were no longer needed. 

 Thus, it appeared on many levels that greater attention to the provision of language 

support services by schools would change the perception that HLMF have about schools and 

their relation to the institutions. Providing interpreter services at parent teacher conferences 

would signify an open attitude for partnerships between HLMF parents and teachers. Interpreters 

at general meetings would signify that the voices and opinions of HLMF parents are valued by 

the schools as part of a community. Providing a resource person who speaks Spanish to consult 
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with HLMF parents as a group was suggested by participants as a way to bring HLMF and 

schools closer together. Providing an ESL instructor to help HLMF learn English more rapidly 

would not only have a functional benefit of improved proficiency, but would symbolize a desire 

on the part of schools to build connections with Hispanic communities. But very little, if any, of 

these efforts were undertaken by schools with which participant HLMF interact. 

 Lola, in her typically blunt manner, summarized the idea indicated by the participants 

that there was doubt about the schools’ desire to inform and collaboration with HLMF parents in 

the education of their children. In response to the question why she believed this, she responded: 

“If they had wanted to involve us more, they would have done it. It is their actions that tell us.”  

“Porque no le hacen; sus actos.” 
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CHAPTER SIX 

 ANALYSIS AND IMPLICATIONS 

Analysis and the Hybrid Multifocal Lens   

Applying Data to Research Questions 

 The purpose of this research study was to explore the interaction between HLMF and 

schools from the perspective and lived experiences of the HLMF participants and to illuminate, 

to the extent possible, how their understanding and interpretation of such interactions influenced 

social distance between schools and HLMF. Since closing gaps of social distancing and school-

family collaboration would hypothetically be in the better interests of both HLMF and schools, 

the goal was to shed light upon factors that militated for or against social distancing and 

collaboration. The qualitative research focused, therefore, upon two main research questions:  

(1) How do HLMF regard school institutions and agents; what is the nature of relations 
 they form with schools based upon their lived experiences and interpretation of 
 interactions? 

 
(2) What are the implications of (dys)regard by HLMF and school institutions and agents 

 for collaboration when perceptions of interactions and relationships are non-aligned?  
 
 

The research was approached through naturalistic inquiry to elicit, through interviews with 

participants, details of interactions between HLMF participants and schools. The interviews 

sought HLMF participant interpretations of those experiences and their resulting impression of 

social distance in relationships with schools their children attend. 

 In addition to the in-depth interviews of study participants, information made available 

by the relevant school districts and schools to parents of children in the school population was 
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collected and analyzed. Notices and documents transmitted directly to parent participants are 

treated, for research purposes, as part of the personalized communicative interaction and 

experience of the participants. The general public information served in developing a description 

of the image and identity publicly projected by the school, both physically as to content and 

symbolically through the ways the information is conveyed. As such, the school information 

reflects an institutional disposition and character which must be interpreted by parents in 

formulating strategies for navigating the school family relationship. 

The study data and findings are analyzed through the multifaceted lens of the conceptual 

framework involving both conceptions of social field theory and symbolic interactionism. 

Language as a mediating factor is also considered. The intersection and interoperability of these 

theories in a hybridized application is complex, challenging and perhaps novel. Yet such an 

approach may help explain the failures to regard and comprehend that result in misalignment or 

dys-regard and frustrate the convergent interest of both schools and HLMF. 

Using the Hybrid Multifocal Analysis 

To better explain how this hybrid multifocal analytic lens operates, discussion of how a 

process of refraction allows examination of differing perspectives from a singular focal point 

may be helpful. Anyone who has experienced bifocal or trifocal eyeglasses may recognize how a 

slight shift can alter the viewed image when looking at the same object. The multifocal lens can 

enable us to observe nuances and aspects of an object or phenomenon that would be missed with 

the use of a singular lens. 

Shifting this concrete example to the abstract theoretical model, we can begin with the 

viewpoint of the structural and institutional norms as informed by Bourdieu’s social field theory. 

Behavior and interaction viewed from this vantage point illustrates certain unwritten rules 
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reflected in expectancies and roles or habitus. These expectancies may be based upon habit; we 

do things this way because it is the way things have traditionally been done. The norms may also 

be a product of embedded values, a policy determination that may be of relatively recent origin 

or may be fossilized and carried forward over time to give impression that it has “always been 

this way.” The latter type of normative expectation tends to preserve and protect privilege on 

behalf of certain social actors over the interests of others.  A monolingual instructional policy is 

an example of such value laden norms. 

A second focal viewpoint is the intersubjective perspective. Shifting from the external 

pressures and constraints of structural normative practices, the phenomenon is viewed from the 

perspective of how the social actor perceives and interprets interaction. Communicative 

interaction goes beyond the literal and encompasses the symbolic meaning that is also conveyed 

and informed by the symbolic interactionism model of Blumer, Denzin and others. For example, 

when a “traditional” or normative practice significantly limits access to some social actors while 

privileging others, there is a symbolic message of inhospitability conveyed to the social actor so 

disadvantaged.  The subjective and symbolic message conveyed need not be fully conscious and 

deliberate. It is not unusual for such communicative interaction to be the result of insensitivity or 

lack of cultural awareness. 

The third focal perspective is the operation of language. This vantage point may influence 

the perception of the phenomenon of interest in different ways as well. This view is important for 

understanding ways in which perceptions can diverge, distort and become unfocused. The more 

superficial and passive aspect of this focus is in the literal translation.  There can be a confusion, 

or blurred vision, because vocabulary in one language is not understood in another. Presumably,  

a literal translation would yield mutual understanding. However, language can also serve as an 
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active tool and an instrument of power that shapes communicative interaction and positions 

social actors. An example would be the failure to provide an interpreter for a parent teacher 

meeting where the school has information of vital importance to the parent, but denies the parent 

access to such information through language difference.   

To attempt an imperfect illustration, consider a modern public zoo in which the 

appearance of open natural space is projected to entrants. The experience of visiting the zoo 

creates an impression of intersecting with “natural” habitats and with selected animal residents. 

In fact, the entire space is designed and constrained by physical structures and symbols that limit 

ranges and types of movement for both visitors and animals to maintain separation (for good 

reason in this instance) while allowing only certain kinds of perceived interaction. The symbols 

and structured space comprise the rules of the game and are complied with by both visitors and 

animals as if “natural.” The social field defines possibilities of interaction within the zoo 

experience without regard to desires or intentions (agency) of visitors or residents.  

Yet ironically, this interaction does not obviate intersubjective implications.22 Visitors 

may come to understand animals they see only as entities in captivity, which misrepresents the 

species. In many instances, species maintained in zoos react to the space in changes in 

characteristic behaviors and some become infertile. The appearance of natural interaction is thus 

constrained and “unnatural.”  Since the visitors to the zoo cannot communicate with residents, 

other than through visual contact and gestures, there is no opportunity to share perceptions that 

might reveal the artificiality and misleading nature of the interaction, the (dys)regard.  The 

distinctions between school personnel and HLMF clearly are not as extreme as the contrast of 

zoo visitors and residents used to illustrate. Yet the illustration may aid understanding how 

                                                 
22 Also ironically, the zoo experience and the institution have a primary function which is “educational” that seeks to 
preserve and to convey certain kinds of knowledge through a regulated process and environment.  
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interoperability of the theories in an intersectional social space might yield (dys)regard and 

distancing not consciously intended or desired.  

While the application of such hybrid theory and multifocal analysis may initially seem 

cumbersome, if not overwhelming, analogy to a surgeon’s tools may be helpful. In the operating 

theater, the surgeon performs an operation which is coherent and holistic while using various 

tools. Each instrument is better suited to handle a particular aspect of the procedure. The 

surgeon, if sufficiently skilled (and that is a legitimate question here), uses the different tools in 

concert and in complementary fashion to achieve the successful outcome. As such, the analytic 

discussion will shift from one lens to another as necessary to examine research findings and 

bring coherence to conclusions to be derived in a composite view.  

 This analysis will primarily examine the data and findings yielded from the study. The 

analysis also takes into consideration findings and observations of prior research literature. As 

noted in Chapter II, prior research has been undertaken to examine the relationships between 

families and public schools, including Hispanic families. However, research which examines the 

phenomenon of social distancing specifically from the perspective and lived experiences of 

Hispanic immigrant families in new arrival areas of the Southeast region is very limited. Thus, 

instances in which prior research supports or contradicts findings in this study will be noted; and 

instances that move into uncharted waters will also be acknowledged. 

Archetypes of (Dys)regard 

 A central objective of this inquiry has been to recognize, describe and explore 

implications of (dys)regard. Previously, characteristics of (dys)regard were used to illuminate 

participant HLMF descriptions of experiences and perceptions that point to different 

manifestations of (dys)regard. For convenience of description, (dys)regard evidenced by the 
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study can be grouped into types and distinguished. The typology is neither categorical nor 

exclusive, as dysfunction from communicative interactions may result in social distancing for 

multiple reasons or through the influence of multiple factors. The following four archetypes of 

(dys)regard are described below, with examples of how they manifest and connection to the 

conceptual framework:  Lo Desconocido, El Rechazo, El Idioma, and La Vergüenza. 

Lo Desconocido  

 The Spanish term means “unknown” or “unrecognized.” For purposes of this analysis, it 

refers to a type of disconnect or dysfunction in social interaction that arises from participants 

lacking mutual recognition and understanding of the needs, desires, and expectations; perhaps 

the very nature of each other. Such (dys)regard is constituted by and results in a dysfunctional 

capacity to connect on a meaningful level. Lo desconocido can arise where either or both of the 

social actors lack sufficient knowledge or awareness of the culture and lived experience of the 

other. The disconnection is not intentional or disrespectful, but is a result of ignorance. Lo 

desconocido can also arise when the structural nature or the traditional mode of operation of a 

school institution creates blindness to the circumstances, concerns or needs of the other social 

actor. In this context, the concerns of other social actors, such as HLMF, may be cognizable at 

least in theory but are not taken into account in the ordering of daily operations. 

 The literature is replete with research findings that most educators lack adequate training 

in teacher-parent relations, generally, and more acutely in dealing with parents of non-dominant 

cultures (Tinkler, 2002). A fundamental principle of intercultural education is that teachers and 

schools must first be aware of cultural differences, and seek to gain some measure of familiarity 

with cultures of contact in order to establish respectful engagement and build trust (Chavkin & 

Gonzalez, 1995; Hong, 2011).  The principle also applies to establishing collaboration with 
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HLMF parents (González et al., 2005). Despite growing diversity in ranks of teachers, more than 

80% of teachers are white and typically middle class, with more than 40% having less than 10 

years of experience (NCES, 2011). Less experienced teachers are more frequently placed in 

urban schools with highest concentrations of non-white and poor students with whom they have 

little or no common cultural reference base (Nieto, 2006).  

 Most educators in United States public schools are unfamiliar with school cultures and 

systems of other countries. Some scholars engage in comparative analysis, but teacher education 

programs base curriculum upon schooling experience the pre-service teachers have had and train 

in methods traditionally used in United States schools for typical student populations. 

Compounding this mismatch, few educators in areas without large and established Hispanic 

communities speak Spanish. HLMF parents often have not mastered English to openly 

communicate with school personnel. Moreover, in areas unfamiliar or inhospitable to Hispanics, 

white teachers make no effort to learn any language other than English, and are not urged to do 

so by their school administrators.  In this context, (dys)regard arising from the “unknown” 

(desconocido) is likely to arise where such differences and cultural collisions exist.  

 Divergent conceptions of family and school roles. Conceptually, sociohistorical 

experiences of the actors can be viewed from both social field theory and symbolic 

interactionism. The traditions and practices of schools, the evolving set of behaviors and 

conditions deemed acceptable or successful within the schooling context become embedded as 

the habitus. These practices both influence behaviors and filter perceptions of behaviors in 

relation to what is normative. Thus, parents are expected to behave in certain accepted ways in 

support of the education of their children, consistent with the projected habitus of the school. 

Some schools project openness and actually welcome parental engagement and input while 
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others seek more arms’ length and controlled interaction, either of which may be interpreted as 

appropriate parental commitment. Typically, and as evidenced by experiences of participant 

HLMF, schools project a position of power and control superior to parents regarding the 

inculcation of citizenship (character education) and academic development of students in their 

charge. 

 In contrast, HLMF come to their interaction with public schools in a new country with 

sociohistorical backgrounds and experiences regarding what schools are and what schools are 

supposed to do. In some instances, participant backgrounds reflected positive communal 

environments in which schools were perceived as partners with parents to guide the formación of 

the children. The school’s primary role, however, was the development of academic foundations 

and skills, with parents primarily responsible for the children’s character and comportment.  In 

other participant experiences, schooling was limited and instrumental, and teachers were 

perceived as less nurturing and focused only upon skills development. These background 

experiences contribute to the funds of knowledge of HLMF parents that influence their 

determination of strategies and behaviors intended to achieve academic success and better life 

chances for their children. Those experiences may or may not align with the traditional practices 

and habitus of schools that participants encountered when enrolling their children in public 

school. 

 Prior research indicated a cultural disposition among Hispanic parents to respect a 

boundary between teachers and parents, reserving formal academic engagement to teachers in 

school while informal involvement was the role of parents in the home (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 

1995; Scribner, Scribner, & Reyes, 1999). The role of the parent is seen as nurturing, teaching 

good morals and proper behavior, to attend to the total well-being of the child. The role of the 
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school is to provide academic instruction and knowledge (Carger, 1996; Chavkin & Gonzalez, 

1995).  

 Another cultural aspect that is often misunderstood or unknown among educators in 

United States public schools is the emphasis in many Hispanic cultures upon appropriate 

behavior, respect and being a “good person”(Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995; Scribner et al., 1999). 

These qualities may be prized over academic accomplishment.  For many Hispanics, an educated 

or “smart” person may be considered foolish unless that person also has developed good values, 

morals and a sense of respect (Valdés, 1996). When discussing her belief that school problems 

can be resolved amicably rather than by hostile confrontation, and acknowledging her lack of 

formal education, Rocio eloquently stated: “not all educated people are necessarily wise.”  

 These beliefs were evidenced somewhat in the study findings, as participants placed high 

value upon making sure their children presented well in school.  Mariana reacted to learning 

about her son being teased about his hair and clothes stating that she made sure he went to school 

well-groomed (bien arregladito.) Almost all of the participants commented upon and showed 

concern about the comportment of their children in school. Participants were moved to intervene 

when reports or notes were sent home indicating that their student was misbehaving, disruptive 

or not attentive (no prestaba atención).  Lola described spending hours observing the class when 

her daughter was accused of bothering other children. Her focus was not primarily upon whether 

her daughter was learning, but upon whether she was behaving properly in class. Maria and 

Ernesto learned their son was being teased and harassed in school, and only when Ernesto 

considered the activity had reached the point of being abusive did he instruct his son to fight 

back. 
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 Mariana, typically reserved, was moved to confront the teacher who claimed her son was 

disruptive and refused to pay attention. She was relieved when a school staff member supported 

her argument that her son was simply distracted because he did not speak any English, and it was 

not his character to misbehave.  When her son was accused of using inappropriate language in 

school, she took the extreme measure of putting hot chilies in his mouth and she expressed 

horror that anyone would think she raised her son to behave in that manner. From HLMF 

perspective, the schools seemed tolerant of student misbehavior, lack of discipline and poor 

character. Mariana was aghast at the use of foul and inappropriate language and groserías 

(rudeness) seemingly permitted. Lola wondered how anyone could teach in a setting with 

students exhibiting such behavior. And even when Maria and Ernesto’s child was cornered in the 

bathroom, stripped of his clothes and attacked by other students, the reaction of the teacher was 

“boys will be boys.”   

 This perception of roles is in stark contrast to the schooling environment that HLMF 

parents experienced as children. As Mariana noted, misbehavior was not taken lightly and even 

talking back to the teacher might result in being grabbed by the ear or cheek and remonstrated by 

the teacher. Parents were notified and children were punished. Regarding their expectations of 

public schools in Alabama, Ernesto noted that one of his son’s teachers was “more strict,” but 

Ernesto did not seem disapproving of it. They expected teachers to control classroom discipline, 

but to do so fairly. Lola, who had experienced United States public education prior to coming to 

Alabama, objected to a teacher grabbing her daughter’s face and speaking loudly to her. She 

considered such teacher action excessive and abusive, and she acceded to an agreement by the 

teacher to be more patient with the child.  
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 The delineation of respective roles, when viewed through theoretical lenses, becomes 

more complicated. Schools project and usually publish information about what the school’s 

functions and responsibilities are, reflected in academic standards, dress codes, attendance 

policies, disciplinary rules and procedures, etc. Most teachers are aware of what the school 

“expects” or deems normative (Bourdieu), whether or not the teacher complies (Foucault) with 

all such expectations.  Against this normative structure, teachers also have their own background 

experiences and beliefs as to what schools and teachers should be. Those backgrounds may or 

may not coincide with the school habitus. Carolina and Lola described encounters where the 

behavior of teachers was inconsistent with the projected norm espoused by the principal and 

perhaps the district. But generally speaking, the schools had their own way of doing things. 

 Language plays a role here in that explicit rules and codes of conduct, dress codes, 

student and parent rights, and other policies that might explain the expectations of schools 

regarding the respective roles of school and parents were not readily accessible to participant 

HLMF.  When incorporated in published guidebooks or manuals, lack of facility in reading 

dense English texts made them unreachable. Materials that addressed issues of classroom 

discipline were contained in formalistic disciplinary procedures that are difficult to read and 

seldom actually used in the schools. General expectations of student conduct were apparently 

unspoken and supposedly “understood” by parents and students. In most instances of this study, 

the information about school policies was not made available in Spanish and there were no 

general meetings in which schools attempted to provide such information through a translator. 

Maria and Rocio expressly commented on the need to better understand the goals and 

expectations of the school.  
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 Thus, the problem of (dys)regard manifested because of the non-alignment or lack of 

mutual understanding of the respective roles of school and families with respect to the behavior 

of children in school. As a result, participant HLMF tended to develop a more vigilant and 

sometimes adversarial approach toward the schools and the protection of their children. They 

wanted their children to get the benefits an education would offer. Yet they also wanted their 

children to be safe and not to pick up bad character traits they saw evidenced in the behavior of 

other students which apparently was left unchecked by teachers and the schools. 

 Definitions of parent involvement. Better understanding of HLMF parent regard for 

collaboration with schools also requires an examination of their background and experience in 

education and their beliefs about the nature and importance of parent involvement in the 

educational process. A survey of literature conducted in 2002 indicated that low parent education 

levels, negative experiences in school, logistical barriers (such as work demands, transportation, 

child-care, event scheduling, etc.), and culturally based differences in the meaning of “parental 

involvement” were salient factors that might explain low Hispanic parent involvement in their 

children’s school (Crespo-Jimenez, 2011; Tinkler, 2002). Subsequent studies have yielded 

similar findings (Bickmore, 2013; Crespo-Jimenez, 2011). 

 The differing conceptions of parental involvement may have special significance in this 

study. Where parental involvement is central to the phenomenon of distancing between HLMF 

and schools, substantially misaligned understanding of what constitutes “parent involvement” 

can reflect a dislocation (Tinkler, 2002). Moreover, when perceptions differ on what is meant by 

parent involvement, subjective interpretation of the behavior of the social actors involved are 

likely to be misaligned and result in (dys)regard. For example, when teachers interpret parent 
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non-participation in school based events as non-involvement as indication that HLMF parents are 

less committed to the education of their children (Delgado-Gaitan, 2004; Gaitan, 2012).  

 One study seems to imply that parental failure to engage in ways school expected may be 

seen by schools evidence of poor parenting (Zellman & Waterman, 1998).  Those 

intersubjectivities are then reflected in teacher attitudes, communications and behaviors with 

HLMF parents leading to (dys)regard. Conflicting beliefs on this issue can manifest in different 

ways, including definition of respective roles, perceptions of boundaries or limitation of 

interaction, and in the ways that language shapes interaction with schools.  Prior research 

findings were generally also reflected in the study data, and some distinctions were revealed. 

 Understanding the quality or evaluating success of school-family engagement presents a 

complex set of issues requiring multi-lens analysis to highlight different facets. Each of the 

analytic lenses must be brought into focus. The basic question involves identification and 

assessment of the factors supporting a conclusion whether a school- family relationship could be 

considered effective. Since the process of social engagement is dynamic and evolving, as are 

modes of communication and interaction, the salient evidence of its effectiveness may also 

change and evolve. Also, where the social actors have different understandings or perspectives of 

what such involvement or collaboration looks like, when they are non-aligned, the evidence 

important to one actor may differ in important ways from evidence that is relevant and 

persuasive to the other. Whether the evidence is positive or negative, however, the examination 

and analysis should reveal some reasons for the social distancing that has been observed. The 

analysis may also point toward the subsequent discussion in this chapter of the implications of 

non-aligned perspectives and priorities, (dys) regard in relation to distancing in HLMF-school 

relations. 
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 From the perspective of  institutional narrative and practice, the normative criteria or 

habitus in public schooling, actions that evidence parental involvement can be varied but are all 

characterized by activities that serve operational functions of the school. Activities that signify 

parental involvement to schools may depend upon school openness to democratic parental input, 

ranging from peripheral functions, like bake sales or parent escorts for school field trips, to more 

integral functions such as participating on committees making decisions regarding school 

programs and operations.   

 The literature delineates formal (school based) and informal (home or out of school) 

parental involvement (LeFevre & Shaw, 2012).  However, institutional bias tends toward 

activities the school controls, and activities are privileged which claim physical space in the 

social field more proximal to the school itself. For example, school based activities are 

conducted in locations and on schedules set by the school and typically for the convenience of 

school staff rather than driven by availability and access by parents. The apparent premise is that 

parents must adjust their schedules and resources to accommodate the school to show 

involvement.  Arguably, this sacrifice of time and resources provides the school evidence of 

parental commitment. In some school cultures, such accommodation also allows certain parents 

who have flexibility and resources to make such adjustments to gain prestige and cultural capital 

within the school cultural hierarchy. Parents who are either unwilling or unable to make such 

sacrifices to participate in appropriate formal activities are subordinated or marginalized. 

 HLMF parents in the study (Rocio, Lola and Carolina) described why they do not attend 

or attempt to participate in school based PTO meetings, at which they do not feel comfortable or 

welcome, because the lack of an interpreter precludes them from understanding what transpires. 

Thus, the lack of cultural capital and the limitation of language difference interferes with HLMF 
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demonstrating parental involvement in the context of the institutional norms. Similarly, 

participants (Rocio, Maria and Carolina) explained that their participation as classroom aides 

seemed futile and embarrassing because they were unfamiliar with the activities required, 

uncomfortable in the school environment, and could not interact because they did not speak 

English and none of the teachers or other parents spoke Spanish.  Again, lacking cultural capital 

and being limited by language difference interfered with HLMF demonstrating formal parental 

involvement. 

 Applying the focal lens of symbolic interactionism provides a somewhat different 

perspective. Attempting to participate in school-based activities in an environment that is 

unwelcoming to HLMF parents, and where the school makes no effort to facilitate engagement 

through provision of interpreter or language support (e.g., bilingual materials) imposes a 

significantly higher social and emotional cost to HLMF parents than for parents of dominant 

culture.  For HLMF parents in the study, to participate in school based activities also would 

mean sacrificing work opportunities needed to help support the family. HLMF participation in 

certain informal support activities was also problematic. From the institutional perspective, the 

social field extension into the HLMF home through informal parental involvement would mean 

parental supervision and assistance to the children with reading and homework assigned by the 

school. When HLMF parents were unable to provide such assistance in these carefully 

circumscribed ways, either because of language difference or because the academic material was 

unfamiliar, the HLMF parent was made to feel inadequate and humiliated. Such reactions 

increase disposition to distance rather than reduce distance between school and HLMF. 

 In contrast, the literature describes Hispanic parents who expressed beliefs that their role 

as involved parents requires that they make sure the children are sent to school clean, rested, well 
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fed and instilled with a sense of cultural identity and good morals (Scribner et al., 1999). In some 

instances, Hispanic parents considered the fact that their children were attending school 

regularly, doing well academically and not getting into any trouble as evidence of their 

“involvement” even when the parents did not participate in school based activities (Lopez, 

2001).  

 HLMF study participants stressed having demonstrated their commitment and 

involvement in their children‘s education because they were attentive (pendiente) to school 

matters (Rocio, Maria & Ernesto, Lola).  They are committed to sending their children to school 

clean, well dressed, well behaved and ready to learn. They also attempted regularly to find out if 

their child was doing well academically. It should be noted that this subjective belief of 

attentiveness appears partly based on a reactive posture, responding to school notices or 

problems that arose with their children. Because HLMF participants knew relatively little about 

school operations and governance, they did not participate in committees or other activities that 

might make decisions about school policies or operation.  Nevertheless, HLMF parents seemed 

to believe they were fulfilling their complementary role in the education of their children to the 

best of their ability (Rocio, Maria & Ernesto, Mariana), even if these actions were not evidence 

of parental involvement by criteria used by schools.  

 From a conceptual perspective, the more interesting observation relates to how differently 

HLMF and the schools may define evidence of successful engagement. And the definitions may 

be inconsistent. Carolina was told in response to her inquiry how to be involved in helping her 

daughter attending the magnet school that she should not try to assist her daughter. Rocio related 

how the teacher responded to a similar inquiry by saying that she should “just help her child” but 

gave no guidance as to how to do so. Maria and Mariana also expressed frustration that they did 
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not have and did not know how to obtain materials to help their children with school. Schools 

invited HLMF parents to come and help with the children in preschool and kindergarten, but 

provided no support or assistance to bridge the language differences. This resulted in 

abandonment of the effort by HLMF parents from what could have been a foundation of 

collaboration.  The symbolic messages by schools appear to have been interpreted by HLMF as 

indication that closer collaboration was not a priority. 

 Literacy and expectations. When local educators encounter and interact with HLMF 

parents, such interactions are likely to be premised upon normative assumptions about education 

level and literacy. In this context, the assumptions tend to be oriented toward education in the 

United States public education system, or its equivalent, and literacy in standard academic 

English. As discussed in prior chapters, such limited viewpoints can be myopic and problematic. 

These assumptions can and do generate problems when teachers deal with poor families from 

any ethnic background. They can be more acute for encounters with families from different 

countries and cultures.  

 For example, educators are unaware that most immigrants from Mexico and Central 

America are from systems where a ninth grade education is considered completion. Most 

immigrants come from rural and relatively poor areas where the United States equivalent of high 

school and higher education is not feasible. Many left school after completion of 6th grade, or 

before, to begin work to support the family. Ignorant or “unknowing” educators may adopt 

negative biases against HLMF parents, applying a United States cultural norm that failure to 

complete 12th grade represents a dropout or failure (Lawrence, 2011; Sox, 2009). HLMF parents, 

however, view themselves as successfully completing all education available to them. Their 
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educational level may not conform to local discursive norms, but their subjective identity rejects 

shaming that the social field would attempt to cast upon them and results in (dys) regard.  

 That HLMF parents are aware of this misalignment of expectations was indicated during 

research interviews. Participants were asked about their personal education backgrounds, and 

questions were raised about levels of education and how they perceived their own experience and 

relations between the school and their families at different levels. As noted in Chapter V, Lola is 

the only participant who attended vocational school. Rocio noted the difference between her 

village primary school and attending middle school in the city. Interestingly, when Maria was 

asked these questions, both she and Ernesto made clear that Maria had completed all levels of 

school that were available to her where she grew up. She had completed all education that was 

feasible and had not dropped out or abandoned her education. Ernesto left school after sixth 

grade to go to work, but where he lived that was considered quite normal. 

 The consequent (dys)regard arising from lack of awareness, differing expectations and 

misunderstanding manifests in more than one way. When a teacher is communicating with a 

parent with an assumption that the parent has an educational level higher than the parent actually 

has, the teacher is likely to talk “over the head” of the parent or appear to talk down to that 

parent. As discussed in prior chapters, teachers who lack awareness that school is a specialized 

context and that standard academic English is a special form of language are often prone to this 

mistake. In addition, teachers and schools who are not aware that HLMF parents are not as 

familiar with formal schooling processes and procedures fail to recognize the relatively higher 

importance that HLMF parent may place on trying to obtain information about what is happening 

to and for their children. Where HLMF parents are seeking necessary information, schools and 

teachers may view repeated inquiries as an annoyance. 
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 Participants in the study (Maria, Mariana, Rocio) expressed concern multiple times that 

they wished they had more information about what their children were supposed to be doing in 

school and whether their child was doing well or poorly in relation to other students. Carolina 

was told that she did not understand the system and that she should not try to get involved or 

help her daughter with homework, a message from the school that in this context would only 

increase her anxiety. 

 Yet another manifestation of (dys) regard relating to literacy lies in a lack of awareness 

among teachers and in schools that a very significant percentage of Hispanic immigrants, 

including parents of school children have little or no proficiency in reading and writing. As 

Carolina noted, for many the English that they have learned is spoken, but they have not learned 

their letters. They cannot read or write.  Lola also noted this and added that, in addition to 

immigrants from Mexico, there are people, from Guatemala and other areas, for whom Spanish 

is a second language. These individuals cannot read and write in Spanish or English.   

 The (dys)regard tends to manifest when teachers and schools, to avoid direct 

communication because the school personnel do not speak Spanish, rely upon sending written 

notices and other documents that are assumed to communicate important information. The 

schools apparently assume that everyone can read and write, and so that by sending information 

in written form they have “documented” the attempt to communicate and presumed that the 

information reaches the parent. HLMF participants (Ernesto, Rocio, Mariana, Lola) commented 

upon receiving notices from the school that they did not understand.  

 In contrast, the suggestion or request that the school conduct a general meeting for 

Hispanic families with a Spanish interpreter would probably not be considered or even 

understood by schools.  Having published the information and some of it in Spanish and English, 
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schools would consider their obligation to inform completed. However, this would fail to 

recognize how important and productive a verbal meeting could be in which HLMF parents 

could receive information they can access and be able to ask question concerning topics they do 

not understand. 

 Other access issues. Another instance of (dys)regard manifests which is not peculiar to 

HLMF parents of children in public schools. The problem is in access to information, and more 

specifically the assumptions made by school personnel about access by parents. This is primarily 

a socioeconomic issue and is sometimes referred to as the “digital divide.” 

 As described in Chapter V, schools have begun to rely increasingly upon the internet and 

electronic media for publishing school policies and procedures and providing access to current 

information regarding school operations, programs and events. This shift has happened with such 

speed and force that communication through such means has become normative. Significantly, 

however, none of the HLMF participants indicated having internet service in their homes. Most 

have limited access through a mobile phone, but such access is inadequate for searching and 

viewing web pages and documents. Some participants (Rocio, Lola) indicated awareness of 

internet based information, but also noted that such information could only be accessed 

infrequently because it required going to some location with internet access. For a parent taking 

care of small children and working as well, it is understandable that a trip to a library or a coffee 

shop to access the internet may not be the highest priority. 

El Idioma  

 The term in Spanish literally means “language” but can refer to the broader concept of 

the mode or way of communicating. For purposes of (dys)regard, it is important to understand 

the larger concept. Certainly, the language difference between HLMF and schools presents a 
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translational challenge. Perhaps surprisingly, the study data indicated that this obstacle was less 

important in comparison to the sociolinguistic factors surrounding language difference and the 

communicative interactions between HLMF and schools. Language difference was both used and 

perceived to be used as a tool to establish and maintain relative positions of power or speaker 

positions. Language difference can be employed as a tool to defer or avoid communication, 

depending upon how communicative interaction is valued. And such deferral or delay would 

serve to communicate a symbolic message, without regard to specific topic or content that would 

be discussed if the language difference were bridged. 

 Language and identity. As discussed elsewhere, language mediates communicative 

interaction where language difference and proficiency can regulate and even preclude 

interaction. However, the concept of idioma used here connotes a larger sociolinguistic concept 

in which language is more than a tool for communication; it embodies culture, identity and ways 

of being.  As such, it is more useful to view language as a subjective communication process for, 

rather than a static “barrier” to, productive interaction. The active nature of the phenomenon is 

suggested in research that reveals that school based communications and school programs to 

promote parent involvement tend to minimize rather than increase Hispanic parent involvement 

(Bickmore, 2013). Portes noted that school processes, particularly when accompanied by 

monolingual language policy as most are, are subtractive and foster heritage language loss for 

Hispanic children (Portes & Salas, 2010). Roche noted evidence that some Hispanic children 

have shown resistance to pressure and acting out behavior in response to school environments 

that prohibit or punish use of their home language (Bickmore, 2013; Roche & Kuperminc, 2012). 

This may be an instance in which the momentum of school practices and procedures blind the 
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institution to the sociocultural impact of its operational demands upon language minority 

families. 

 Evidence of (dys)regard was observed in comments by HLMF parents regarding 

language acquisition by their children and how the children were valued by the schools.  When 

Mariana’s son began school, he spoke no English. Mariana recounts how he was initially excited 

to join the other children, but his lack of English proficiency resulted in him becoming isolated 

and the other students and the teacher making fun of him. This reached the point where he 

expressed to his mother that he felt himself stupid and unable to learn, despite his strong 

academic ability in math subjects. As he struggled with reading, his teacher remarked that he was 

just a bad student who did not pay attention, one who the teacher would not allow to slow down 

the progress of her teaching.  

 Ernesto recounted how he was disrespected by a teacher who called him and demanded 

that he teach his son to speak English at home.  This demand was justifiably perceived by 

Ernesto as both absurdly infeasible and arrogant, since Ernesto noted that he barely speaks any 

English himself. Ernesto also reflected that he was concerned about the intense pressure for his 

daughter to learn and speak only English in school. His concern is that she is very young and is 

not yet fully literate in her native tongue of Spanish, and that the pressure to rely only upon 

English would diminish her ability to develop in both her heritage language and in English. The 

school seemed oblivious to such cultural identity impacts.  

 The knowledge of rules and information about school practices and standards can be 

considered another barometer of the degree to which parents are valued in the schooling arena.  

Parents who are perceived as well informed (educated?) and who understand the programs and 

operations of the school system, including academic performance and “proper” behavioral 
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standards, are preferred and privileged within the social field defined by the school institution. 

This preference is rationalized because the well informed facilitate smoother operation of the 

school, and such knowledge, or cultural capital, fosters demonstration of academic performance 

in ways valued by the school, such as higher test scores. Parents who are not as well informed 

require an expenditure of additional resources and may be perceived as a problem for the school 

more than as a resource. 

 Acquiring the necessary information to be valued within the school system, when that 

system is monolingual, depends upon one’s ability to navigate in the language of power. The 

ability to move and interact freely within the social field of the school requires more than just a 

transactional interpreter. Reliance upon general information and public documents does not 

convey the subjective expectations that area schools have for HLMF beyond what might be 

interpreted from the content of such documents.  Schools generally appear to expect from HLMF 

the same as is expected of all parents, with the added dimension that if HLMF parents do not 

have substantial English proficiency, they are expected to acquire it. This latter expectation is 

evidenced by continuation of schools operations as usual when the school is aware that there is a 

specific HLMF parent concern to be addressed and yet the school fails to arrange an interpreter.   

 Lack of proficiency in the official language could contribute to feelings of insecurity and 

diminished agency (Chavkin & Gonzalez, 1995). In such cases, perceptions of being 

disrespected because of difficulty voicing ones concerns or pursuing resolution might be 

tempered. Yet participants expressly noted they felt an obligation to learn more English (Lola) 

and that having better English skills would allow more freedom and comfort engaging with the 

school and other parents (Maria). Lola specifically acknowledged language as a kind of 
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“passport” to inclusion in the school stating that this is not her country (“sabemos que no es 

nuestro pais”), so there is a need to learn the language.  

 It is important to note that prior research and the findings in this study reveal that HLMF 

parents are not unwilling or antagonistic toward learning English to support the education of 

their children. The pace at which the children acquire English proficiency bears heavily upon 

their academic progress under standards which privilege academic English.  In addition, research 

shows that schools are more likely to deem non-English speaking students lacking in potential 

and are less likely to refer them for enhanced academic opportunities (Sox, 2009). All HLMF 

participant parents clearly expressed desire to acquire English to better understand what happens 

to and for their children, and to learn how better to support their children in school. Research 

reveals school administrators and teachers may develop negative attitudes toward HLMF parents 

and interpret HLMF parent lack of English proficiency as lacking commitment and inability to 

adequately support their children’s education (Odem & Lacy, 2009; Sox, 2009). 

 It is also important to consider that subordinated status associated with Hispanic lack of 

English proficiency may not be entirely benign. Mize suggested that language and ethnicity are 

inextricably entwined (2013).  The Southeast is a sociocultural and political environment where 

official actions, including legislation and biased law enforcement procedures, evidence and 

promote xenophobic and anti-immigrant attitudes. It would be extremely challenging to separate 

the effects of language from ethnicity in the attitudes and treatment of HLMF who are not 

proficient in English. Similar levels of hostility do not seem to be present against German or 

Asian immigrants who have established presence in the region. Ernesto commented on his 

impression that behaviors and attitudes he had observed indicated that many dominant culture 

persons just did not want Hispanics in the area. 
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 Language and control of information. Access to information is sometimes overlooked 

as a vital component of communicative processes.  One may have a large store of useful 

information, but if such information is not accessible and convenient to others, the information 

cannot serve its inherent function. Control of accessibility, whether through discourse and habit 

or through intentional measures, involves the privileging of information. One way of regulating 

such access in relation to newcomers is through gatekeepers.  HLMF participants experienced 

this nexus. Mariana described attempting to enroll her son and repeatedly being turned away 

either because she did not know the prescribed school schedule for registration, or the person 

conducting registration chose not to deal with her. 

 From the vantage point of the structural focal lens, the school district has significant 

demands on its resources as it tries to organize enrollment of significant numbers of students 

during the school terms, including newcomers. In this context, a set of regularized procedures 

would be expected, and some inconvenience to parents seeking enrollment may be unavoidable. 

If the flow and access information were a purely mechanistic function, the school’s task would 

simply be to adequately staff the offices of enrollment or distribution of information to meet the 

levels of demand. However, management of that function implicates power relations and the 

intersubjective cannot be avoided when decisions are made on how and to whom access to 

important information will be provided. 

 Through an intersubjective lens, the content and style of providing access to information 

about the school and its machinations takes on different dimensions. In the process of 

communicative interaction, social actors take speaker positions that convey identity, status, 

purpose and disposition to communicate (Keller, 2005). Two differing versions of identity and 

status appear to have been projected as between schools and HLMF social actors. The discourse 
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of the school projects the role of arbiter of normativity and the holder of desirable specialized 

knowledge. This fund of specialized knowledge creates a threshold of entry and engagement 

(Bourdieu & Passeron, 1977) .  The school has the ability to lower or raise the difficulty of that 

threshold by the extent to which it takes measures to make the necessary information accessible 

to potential entrants. In the first instance, the school has to have awareness and concern about 

access, such as availability of internet connectivity as well as accessibility of content for 

potential entrants.  Lack of concern or action in this regard is a symbolic message, a message 

apparently received and interpreted by study participants. This lack of awareness or lack of 

concern gives rise to (dys) regard.  

 Here, language difference may ostensibly appear to present an exculpatory contingency, 

but in actuality does not.  From a systematic viewpoint, schools have enrollment data and part of 

the management function is to interpret the data to predict needs. Indeed at least one study 

participant encountered a staff person at the school who was supposed to assist language 

minority parents with enrollment. This demonstrates that there was some awareness of the need 

for translation services to facilitate access, and a conscious choice was made about resources to 

meet that anticipated need.  Whether or not to provide translation and interpreter resources in a 

school or school district at critical times and access points, where need by a particular language 

minority group is clearly known, suggests that language difference is not the primary factor and 

that decisions about the control of information carry greater weight. And the message of (dys) 

regard is noted by HLMF when they (Mariana, Lola) comment that schools claim interpreter 

services are supposed to be available, but they never are when needed. In the school Maria and 

Ernesto’s child attends, they do not even make false promises of interpreters. They simply do not 

provide any. 
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 HLMF participant parents suggested that the school could provide Spanish speaking 

persons to convene meetings where information could be shared and questions from parents 

about school could be answered. Rocio and Lola suggested that the school could provide a 

teacher on a transitional basis to provide English instruction to parents to help them acquire 

proficiency to better work with teachers and their children. Paratore noted that the distancing 

between schools and parents was reduced when schools initiated home-based literacy programs 

(Paratore, Hindin, Krol-Sinclair, & Durn, 1999). The program described by Huerta more 

effectively sought to connect school and parents by using folk knowledge and Spanish language 

in a collaborative effort that demonstrated to Hispanic parents they had special knowledge and 

the capacity to team with teachers to advance the education of their children (Huerta & Riojas-

Cortez, 2011).  The circumstances suggest (dys)regard when collaboration is dysfunctional 

because of a lack of shared information, and there is a conscious choice not to allow or provide 

greater access to necessary information. 

El Rechazo 

 The term in Spanish can be translated to mean “rejection” or “denial.” For purposes of 

analysis in this study, it refers to the dysfunction or disconnection when the concerns or status of 

a social actor is disrespected through communicative interaction that denies or devalues. El 

rechazo can emanate from a perceived position of superior power in which one social actor 

claims a position to devalue the specific concerns of the other, effectively rejecting the other’s 

value as a potential collaborator. It can also arise when a social actor has formed or adopted a 

disposition toward another actor that precludes serious consideration of the voice and 

circumstances of the other. Examples of the latter would be when a teacher adopts an attitude 

that a student lacks capacity to learn, so specific questions of instructional methods become 
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irrelevant, or a teacher presumes that HLMF parents are disinterested in their child’s education, 

so effort to establish a partnership is not made.    

 Invitation and rejection. The process of parental involvement can create confusion in 

the clarification of boundaries, and the conflicting signifiers of those limits. Most schools, 

including the schools associated with participants in the study, operate on strict schedules, have 

established curricula and are strictly regulated. This environment is both an embodiment of the 

school culture and habitus, but also a means for communicating acceptable ways of being to 

anyone who seeks to enter. Despite this systemic identity projected by schools, teachers typically 

express the opinion that parental involvement in schools is important (Delgado-Gaitan, 2001; 

Delgado-Gaitan, 2004). But teachers typically are also untrained in effective practices to engage 

and involve parents in school functions (Tinkler, 2002). Such mixed messages may confuse 

parents. 

 Participants in the study indicated that they experienced mixed messages when they were 

encouraged to come to the kindergarten classroom, but left without clear purpose. They observed 

that dominant culture parents did come to school and participate. But prior studies report that 

parents often may feel unwelcome (Scribner et al., 1999), intimidated (Ramirez, 2003), and 

confused upon entering the school environment. This too was evidenced in the study, as 

participants expressed confusion about what they were to do (Maria) and why they were to be 

there (Rocio). They also expressed feelings of intimidation and embarrassment because other 

parents seemed to know their role and what help was needed (Maria), and because they did not 

speak English and so were unable to interact with the other parents or the teacher (Maria and 

Rocio). This sense of rejection can take an emotional toll. 
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 School practices can also manifest a sort of invisible line, perhaps in the discursive rules 

of the game, which discourages HLMF parents.  School personnel responses may also be driven 

by subjective motivations to subordinate and deflect HLMF parents. The attitude within school 

institutions that invites parental engagement but turns negative when parents may challenge 

teacher narratives of school-based events, or question teacher judgments on schooling decisions 

is not experienced only by Hispanic parents. But participants in this study experienced this “trap” 

in very direct ways. When Lola sought to contradict accusations and explain that her daughter 

did not behave as alleged, she was told the administration did not believe her. And she had to 

rely upon custodial staff and a cafeteria worker as translators to try to get her voice heard. 

Mariana rejected the “advice” of a teacher to put her son on medication to regulate his behavior 

in class. She was sent to talk to a social worker and made to feel she was a bad mother. Other 

study participants encountered similar barriers to respectful engagement. These practices and 

behaviors on the part of schools comprise an apparatus and constitute structural barriers which 

HLMF parents are supposed to recognize and not cross. 

 Defeated expectations. Underlying any useful evaluation of the relationship between 

HLMF and schools as successful or any assessment of social distancing must be a determination 

whether goals and objectives of collaboration are similar. Do HLMF parents and schools seek 

common purpose and function in parental involvement? When two social actors claim to share a 

common goal for outcomes, it is important to examine their respective expectations. When the 

expectations are unrealistic or one actor rejects the basic expectations and values of the other, 

(dys)regard arises and a failure of the common goal is predictable. 

 Schools expect parental cooperation in supervision and assistance of students with 

homework assignments. That expectation takes on added weight if the school takes note of 
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HLMF lack of proficiency in English. For some schools assignments, the education level of the 

HLMF parents may also be relevant to whether school expectation of parental assistance with 

homework is reasonable. In this regard, HLMF parents are very willing to assist with homework 

and other supportive informal involvement, but they expect that the schools would provide them 

information, suitable materials and some guidance on how to improve the academic performance 

of their children. Common school practices, however, do not encompass teacher inquiry into the 

capabilities of the parents to provide the expected homework support. That such support will be 

provided is presumed by the school and failure of the parents to provide such support results in 

negative attitudes by the teacher and school toward the parent. 

 Questions about the safety of their children may not only have caused concern about 

unmet HLMF parent expectations, but also sowed seeds of distrust. Maria and Ernesto indicated 

that after incidents in which their son had been abused by other students, and after the teacher 

had stepped on their son’s finger and failed to report it to the parents, they were concerned that 

they do not really know what their children experience at school. Mariana described how her son 

began telling lies because he observed the other boys telling lies and not receiving negative 

consequences for doing so. In addition to the experience when her son was physically attacked 

by other students without teacher intervention, she saw this development as a moral harm to her 

son that the teacher bore some responsibility for as well.  

 Generally, HLMF expectations of collaboration with schools involved a belief that the 

teachers would do their best to instruct the children and to keep parents fully informed both as to 

successes and when the child was falling behind and needed help. They expected that the schools 

would be a safe place for all children and that their children would be treated fairly, along with 

all other children. They did not see active involvement in school meetings or other school 
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sponsored gatherings as central to the function of collaboration, although some did acknowledge 

that showing up for meetings on occasion, even if unable to understand or contribute, could be 

useful just to demonstrate to the school that there was interest and commitment to their child’s 

education.  

 All of the HLMF study participants expressed disappointment because their basic 

expectations had not been met.  HLMF parents expressed frustration that they did not get enough 

information about the progress of their students, even when they expressly asked for such 

information. Some participants acknowledged they did not fully understand the grading systems 

used by the school, or the changing standards applied to determine whether the students were 

performing academically. When placed in special groups or classes, the parents did not seem to 

know specifically why such remedial placements were made and under what conditions their 

students would rejoin the rest of the students. Some students were subjected to bias because of 

their ethnicity or language, or both. One teacher stated openly that she was not going to hold up 

her planned instruction because a student was “not paying attention,” when she knew that the 

child was struggling with reading because of language. Other participants’ children were told 

their children were disruptive, distracting other students and a “bad” student. Research literature 

points to such labeling as a common response when teachers harbor ethnic bias or are 

inexperienced and unsure how to address the needs of a student with cultural or linguistic 

difference (Tinkler, 2002). 

La Vergüenza   

 The Spanish translation of the term would signify embarrassment, humiliation or shame. 

However, the term can also refer to an unfortunate set of circumstances or turn of events that 

were not anticipated, as in “what a shame.” The double entendre is very apt for this type of 
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(dys)regard. Because the normative social structure in schools tends to be hierarchical, with 

concern for achieving privileged status or for marginalizing others, behaviors by school 

personnel sometimes reflect shaming. Viewed through a systematic or structural lens focus, such 

behavior is understandable, albeit regrettable, because it serves to promote exchange and validate 

social capital within the social field. The interaction is unfortunate (a shame) because the failed 

attempt to demean and assume a superior speaker position and status deflects and undermines 

opportunities for HLMF and schools to get to know each other better and learn to collaborate. 

 Shifting focus to the intersubjective, the dysfunction and (dys)regard is revealed when the 

attempt at shaming fails. The main reason for its failure is that the sense of identity held by 

HLMF does not appear to be based upon the same currency that is prized in dominant cultural 

school habitus.  The HLMF cultural notion of identity is based upon being a “good person” 

whose value is not defined by factors such as money in one’s wallet, one’s level of education, or  

one’s career. Whether one is a banker or busboy, Hispanic heritage and culture suggest that 

having good character, behaving in a respectful manner, and working hard are the important 

criteria. (Gomberg-Muñoz, 2011). 

 One continually puzzling observation during the research was the apparent equanimity 

with which HLMF parents seemed to endure and respond to actions by school personnel that 

would typically evoke confrontation, enmity or bitterness. Stepping back, and recognizing that if 

these events were viewed through a dominant cultural normative lens,  offenses that might have 

been taken were based upon issues of status, power differences and agency valued in the cultural 

capital of the dominant social field. In contrast, the HLMF parents seemed to care less about 

pecking order and confrontation, and more about how they conducted themselves as good 

persons (Inger,1992; Tinkler, 2002) . When another person might behave rudely toward them as 
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a display of higher social status, the HLMF parent would not lower their self-respect by behaving 

in like manner despite the unpleasant encounter. Schools may interpret this as lack of 

commitment (Carger, 1996). 

 The nature of the embarrassment needs deeper exploration to understand why it does not 

precisely reflect the meaning that might be ascribed in dominant culture.  While HLMF parents 

are very worried about the academic progress of their children in school, the sense of 

embarrassment expressed by HLMF participant parents was more often directed to concern about 

comportment, character and good behavior of their children. They expressed concern but not 

shame if their child was not doing well academically. The response to concerns about the 

children’s behavior evoked more elevated response. When the parent believed that the child was 

falsely accused of bad behavior, the response was what Lola called very direct or forceful (“me 

ponia muy fuerte”). It caused Mariana to seek intervention of higher administrative authority. It 

caused Ernesto to take time from work, a substantial sacrifice, to physically go to the school to 

confront the teacher. In the habitus of dominant culture, parental embarrassment would perhaps 

be expected based upon poor academic performance in a competition oriented environment. 

These values are different and non-aligned between school and HLMF. 

 On a more direct personal level for HLMF parents, the sense of la vergüenza does not 

appear as one might expect based upon normative assumptions. The sense of shame and 

frustration expressed was not that the parents were less competent as parents or that they saw 

themselves as less intelligent, an assumption many teachers might make. Acquiring English for 

HLMF parents in the study appeared to be more instrumental and not a matter of identity. Thus, 

the embarrassment was that they were unable to acquire the English proficiency they felt was 

needed in order to support their children in school, that they had not applied themselves enough 
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to make better progress. They expressed the desire and need to work more and harder to achieve 

that objective. In other words, la vergüenza was not based upon an inability to embrace the 

dominant culture language. The shame was more internal to Hispanic culture, the lack of 

sufficient perseverance or applying effort to an appointed task (ganas) in order to satisfy a goal. 

 This kind of dys-regard reflects a type of double-consciousness. HLMF parents recognize 

messages that school personnel may see them as inferior, less intelligent, unfortunate or 

shameful. The normative discourse of public schools and a hostile political environment would 

expect Hispanic immigrants to adopt such a disposition of la vergüenza. At the same time that 

there is the awareness of how others may view them, HLMF parents also know who they are and 

their value. They understand they must navigate in an environment where such attitudes exist, 

but that such attitudes do not define them or their character and culture. That would require 

adopting the discursive label offered by the dominant culture of the school system. Instead, the 

sense of la vergüenza, as perceived by HLMF, is in the slow pace in which they acquire the 

necessary skills to overcome instrumental obstacles, and that Hispanic immigrants do not 

collectively exhibit sufficient ganas to acquire such tools. Arguably, the school system and its 

dominant cultural fetish for hierarchy could learn from HLMF by abandoning efforts to blame 

and shame. That energy could be productively diverted to the difficult and necessary work of 

bridging language and cultural differences and providing the best possible education to all 

children regardless of ethnic or linguistic background. 

Implications for Further Study and Action 

 The findings and analysis from this limited study provide some insights into the lived 

experiences and perceptions of HLMF parents as they attempt to navigate the intercultural space 

and encounter connections and collisions with schools and teachers as they seek the best 
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education they can obtain for their children. The following are some observations that might be 

taken from the research and suggestions for the next steps forward in addressing the problems of 

social distancing and academic achievement that impact language minority students and their 

families. 

For Schools and Teachers 

 A fundamental precept of quality teaching is that one must first get to know one’s 

students in order to engage and guide them in the educational process. By extension, that means 

that schools and teachers should get to know the families of students they seek to educate. A 

theme that runs through the findings and through the manifestations of (dys)regard is that if 

schools took a different approach, made a greater effort to get to know HLMF, many of the 

disconnections and dysfunctions might be resolved. There are, of course stages and challenges in 

the process of exploring and embracing the unknown, lo desconocido, but there are also benefits 

and there is potential for growth. 

 Perhaps the first stage for schools and teachers is the same as in any serious effort to 

approach intercultural education, reflection that provides awareness of positionality.  In 

conceptual terms, schools have to acknowledge an institutional culture that is embedded in its 

practices and the image that it conveys to the public. This school culture or habitus contains its 

own preferences, practices of privileging and marginalizing biases. The reflection should also 

consider ways in which this normative way of operating is unwelcoming or hostile to new 

entrants who are different and unfamiliar with such school practices and ways of being. This 

self-examination should be broad based, from the ways in which information and image of the 

school is projected publicly to the choice of staffing and personnel resources and to the attitudes 

and practices of teachers in their interaction with students and parents. 
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 This self-examination and reflection may not be an easy process, but it is necessary if 

schools seek to decrease social distancing and achieve the kind of school-family collaboration 

that should improve the academic performance of language minority students. Institutions, 

including schools, tend to operate as structuring structures that fossilize practices and view 

themselves as operating independently and as an authority. This mindset develops the habit of 

thinking that anyone entering its field or ambit must adapt and conform to these established 

practices. The mindset also invites the illusion that the established practices are functional and 

efficient. In fact, the practices are a result of subjective decisions and choices made by school 

leaders that can be progressive or can undermine effective education. Examples of this can be 

seen in the research findings where decisions about how to make school information accessible, 

staffing and scheduling of enrollment processes and the availability of interpreter resources. In 

each of these instances of (dys)regard, choices were made by the school that could raise or lower 

the threshold for engagement between HLMF and schools. 

 Another recurring issue relating to engagement between schools and HLMF is the 

provision of interpreters and translation services. Provisions of the ESEA (NCLB is the most 

recent version) call upon schools to make sure that parents are provided information regarding 

school programs and resources and receive regular and useful information about the academic 

progress of their children in school.  The school should also provide language support resources 

to assure that students have truly equal opportunity to engage with and master the curriculum. In 

a truly student centered school environment, such practices would be considered essential and 

obvious. However, schools encountered in the study tended to view such practices as “special” 

services that are a burden on school resources rather than the engine of partnerships with parents 

and the basis for student engagement and progress.  
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 The experiences of HLMF participants in the study indicated that teachers and schools 

did not make substantial effort to determine the most effective ways to communicate with 

HLMF. Instead, the mode and frequency of communication tended to lessen, with teachers 

sending written notes home (which parents may or may not be able to read) instead of direct 

contact to assure that information was shared and understood.  Perhaps the most vital of these 

interactions, parent-teacher conferences, were sometimes postponed or cancelled and an 

interpreter was not always available to assure effective communication with parents. Ironically, 

the suggestion by HLMF that the schools should conduct meetings with Hispanic parents in 

Spanish or with an interpreter would be a mutually beneficial practice. While providing 

information to HLMF parents about school practices, policies and expectations, the school would 

gain valuable information about HLMF values, beliefs and capabilities that would enable schools 

to get to know the families and support education of the students.  

 An additional consideration that may be derived from the study findings is the need for 

the evaluation of teaching staff and professional development that could raise the cultural 

competency of teacher for working effectively with language minority students and their 

families. Such efforts would not focus primarily upon identifying teachers with negative attitudes 

toward Hispanics, as, for example, teachers who believe that Hispanic children are less capable 

or are just “bad students” who are defiant and unwilling to pay attention. Those attitudes need to 

be addressed, but recognition that teachers often operate from ignorance, fear and inexperience is 

very important. Teacher may avoid interaction with HLMF parents because they are unfamiliar 

with other cultures and languages. They may feel frustrated and hostile toward language minority 

students that seem to require more teaching effort.  When teachers develop an attitude that labels 

and writes off a student, parents become aware of such dispositions.  
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 Whether or not these are true underlying teacher motivations, the research suggests that 

these are the images projected by teachers to HLMF. Such impressions tend to undermine trust 

and increase social distance.  To address these concerns, teachers should be provided with 

training and tools that make clear that there are effective and efficient ways to approach relations 

with language minority students and families, and that it is in the interest of the school and the 

teacher to improve such relations in order to promote academic achievement. 

For the HLMF and Community 

 An observation that can be drawn from the research is that there are opportunities for the 

Hispanic community to improve the relations with schools that can be undertaken with or 

without the initiative of schools. Interviews with multiple HLMF families indicated that the level 

of information shared among HLMF parents could be increased and could be regularized. The 

many experiences encountered by research participants, and which also exist among the many 

HLMF parents who were not participants constitutes a valuable fund of knowledge and a 

potential resource. The primary benefit to be obtained is not just to share “war stories” of 

negative encounters, but to pool information about positive and successful encounters and 

effective strategies for working with teachers and schools. 

 In an ideal situation, schools would be willing and eager to provide space for HLMF 

parents to meet and share such information. The prevailing sociocultural bias and hostility 

toward immigrants might complicate such cooperation. However, the research revealed a vibrant 

community resource in the local Catholic Church community with both facilities and staff that 

are very supportive of the Hispanic community. It is very likely that the church would provide 

space and there are individuals that could serve as interpreters. If someone familiar with local 
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school policies and procedures, preferably someone from the staff of a public school, could meet 

with these HLMF parents, progress could be made. 

 Additional benefits of such forums could be discussion and sharing longitudinal and 

planning information. Current relationships and interaction with HLMF parents, as revealed by 

the research interviews, tend to focus on HLMF parents finding ways for their child to complete 

the current school year as successfully and trouble free as possible. However, parents noted that 

they received no information from schools and know little or nothing about planning for future 

years and educational goals for their children. The idea of higher education is expressed more as 

an abstract dream than as a plan of development. Since none of the HLMF participants have 

attended higher education, they have no real frame of reference except that a college degree is 

important to economic success and that getting one would be very expensive (Rocio). Thus, 

discussions about grades and a permanent academic record and advance planning for college 

entrance exams could be very helpful. Schools apparently do not provide such counseling, or do 

not provide access to such information in Spanish. 

For Researchers and Further Study 

 The present study was intentionally limited to exploration of communicative interaction 

experiences and perceptions of HLMF, using the backdrop of general public information 

communicated by schools in the same areas as participants. The limited number of cases in the 

study does not purport to offer a generalizable representation of the local Hispanic community. It 

is rather a purposeful sample that provides an indication of experiences and intersubjective 

interpretations that shape school and HLMF relationships for participants. An extension of the 

research would include more HLMF parents. 
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 The logical expansion  of the research effort would involve the conduct of similar 

intensive semi-structured interviews of public school teachers, administrators and other staff 

regarding actual experiences of interaction with HLMF and their attitudes, perceptions and 

beliefs regarding their relationships, if any, with HLMF. Frankenberg commented on findings 

that attitudes of educators in transitional areas, in terms of an influx of new immigrant cultural 

groups, were more negative toward recent entrants than those where immigrant communities 

were established and stabilized. Comparison to such research would be useful (Frankenberg, 

2012). 

Such expansion, using the hybrid multifocal lens approach, could illuminate ways in which 

systemic as well as individual bias within schools may be impeding collaboration with language 

minority families. Contradictions like the experience of Carolina, in which the school principal 

favored working relationships with HLMF parents and children but the teachers did not, could be 

exposed and explored. 

An important aspect of conducting qualitative research is reciprocity. The first stage of 

reciprocity would be to share the study results, findings and conclusions with the Hispanic 

community in the area studied. If possible, focus groups could be arranged to discuss reactions to 

the findings and to determine whether community based initiatives might be developed. As an 

important follow up, the study results could be shared with the leaders of school districts that 

serve the Hispanic community. Of special interest would be a discussion of potential initiatives 

that such school districts might take to begin the process of getting to know the Hispanic 

community and reducing the social distancing with the aim of true collaboration. Such 

discussions and sharing could open the door to more direct discussions with HLMF, despite the 

tensions and trust concerns that have been shown to exist. 
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Sample Coding Chart 

Research Question #1: How do HLMF regard school institutions and agents; what are their perceptions of relations based 
upon their lived experiences and interpretation of interactions? 

Open Coding Properties Examples of Participant Statements [translated] Field notes 
Early schooling 
experience 

Background disposition 
toward school experience 

 Was good student, not highest or low, in the middle
 I wanted to continue school, but there was none

available
Background family 
experience with school 
relations 

Background experience of 
parents relating to schools 

 Father forbade mother [former school teacher] to
help with schooling because of “machismo” and

need for help with work
 Parents communicated with school and tried to help

 Expression of
disdain about
father’s

machismo
Initial interaction with 
public school institution 
in USA 

Whether initial encounter 
was successful negotiation 

 Told to go away and come back to register at
another day and time

 One child enrolled in local school, no room for
other

 Handled through intermediary “patron”

 Described
harrowing
events looking
back with
humor

First impression based 
upon actual experience 

School institution as 
welcoming, impersonal or 
hostile 

 It was very difficult for me, I knew nothing
 There was a person there to help, but she knew very

little Spanish
Communications 
regarding student status 
or progress 

Availability and accessibility 
of information about school 

 If I wanted to know how my daughter’s work was, I

had to go through teacher
 I never really know when my child is doing well or

doing badly
Communications 
regarding problem issues 
of behavior or academics 

Mode and content of 
communications with 
parents about their child 

 The only time the teacher communicates with me is
when there is a problem, she send a note

 The teacher began to send many notices about
behavior and not doing work

 Became quieter
when discussing
issue of abuse
by other student

Impressions of teacher 
and administrator 
professional actions  

Whether 
teacher/administrator actions 
seemed reasonable and 
understood 

 I could not understand why my son was not passing
reading when I had paid for tutoring for a year and
the tutor showed me that he was reading at the level

 The teacher agreed to show more patience, I too am
not patient at times

 Description of
confusion and
mixed messages



Sample Coding Chart 

Perceptions of teacher 
and administrator 
attitudes about parents 

Whether role and concerns 
of parents were respected by 
school 

 I think the principal wants to work with Hispanos,
but the teachers do not

 The think that we are good parents because we pay
attention to our children

Perceptions of school 
regarding Hispanics and 
engagement in schooling 

Whether schools showed 
interest or commitment to 
relations with HLMF 

 I believe they think that we, because we are
Hispanos, that we do not have the same capacity

Research Question #2: What are the implications of dys-regard between HLMF and school institutions and agents for 
collaboration when perceptions of interactions and relationships are non-aligned? 

Open Coding Properties Examples of Participant statements Field notes 
Understanding of school 
priorities and policies 

Understanding of school 
rules and expectations 

 Yes, the rules we understood are OK, there need to
be rules, but there are others we don’t understand

Understanding of school 
criteria for “success” 

Understanding of school 
programs and assessment 
criteria 

 My son has trouble reading but he does super well
in Matemáticas.

 We receive the report but I don’t really know what

the calificaciones mean
Indicators of good 
student given by school 
actions 

Feedback interpreted as sign 
of academic progress 

 I was invited and the teacher showed student work,
and they applauded my daughter

 My daughter first went to one school and then was
changed to a magnet school. I think that means she
is very intelligent?

Indicators of good 
parents based upon 
school actions 

Feedback that HLMF parent 
actions noted and valued 

 The teacher told my daughter that she had a very
good mother who really cared about her education

School commitment to 
student success 

Connections showing interest 
in success of child 

 They gave my child special classes in speech and
they continued them when she changed to another
school, until she did not need them any more



Sample Coding Chart 

HLMF commitment to 
student academic success 

Actions to learn or do things 
to improve student progress 

 I work very hard, but if there is anything that is
needed for my children, I drop what I am doing to
go to them

 I took work at nights because my son was having
troubles in school, so I could go during the day to
help him

Perception of school 
interest in working 

Indicators of school 
motivation to bridge 
communication s and support 
HLMF 

 They say that they have interpreters but there is
never one there when one is needed

 When I send a note to the teacher, she just says
“what do you want me to do? I don’t speak

Spanish”

 The teacher said that my son was “muy atrasado”

and that we would work very hard with him to
catch up

 Participants
did not know
what “Open

House” was
and had never
been to or
heard of one at
their son’s

school
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